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context
Jesus	is	dead	and	buried.	One	unfamiliar	with	the	entire	story	of	Jesus	would	
expect	chapter	twenty	to	explain	how	His	loved	ones	cope	with	the	loss.	
Instead,	chapter	twenty	will	explain	how	God	changes	the	way	people	of	this	
world	must	regard	death.

We	will	study	chapter	twenty	in	five	parts.	The	first	section	(20:1-9)	tells	of	
the	experiences	of	Mary	Magdalene,	Peter	and	the	beloved	disciple	at	Jesus’	
grave.	In	the	other	sections,	Jesus	appears	to	Mary	Magdalene	(20:10-18),	
then	to	an	undisclosed	number	of	disciples	(20:19-23),	and	finally	to	Thomas	
(20:24-29).	Our	study	concludes	with	comments	on	the	statement	of	purpose	
in	John	20:30-31.

experIences At the GrAVe – John 20:1-9
Chapter	twenty	begins	(20:1-2)	with	a	note	of	realistic	gloom.	Early	Sunday	
morning,	Mary	Magdalene	sees	that	the	stone	sealing	the	grave	has	been	
removed	and	jumps	to	the	logical	conclusion	that	someone	stole	Jesus’	
corpse.	This	bad	news	she	reports	to	Simon	Peter	and	the	disciple	whom	
Jesus	loved.	She	is	an	example	of	a	person	who	judges	reality	by	the	things	
of	this	world.	She	draws	conclusions	and	forms	her	opinions	on	the	basis	of	
what	she	sees	and	by	the	limitations	of	human	experience.	Jesus	throughout	
His	ministry	called	people	to	view	things	from	a	heavenly	perspective	and	the	
Easter	events	will	call	Mary	to	leave	behind	worldly	limitations	and	see	the	
divine	glory	of	Christ.

Mary’s	reaction	is	not	only	based	on	worldly	criteria	but	displays	the	common	
human	tendency	to	blame	others	for	our	problems.	Like	Mary,	we	may	
overlook	an	action	of	God	and	quickly	blame	other	people	for	things	we	do	
not	understand.	Political	slogans	like	“They’re	doing	it	to	you	again”	strike	
fear	and	elicit	anger	from	voters.	When	we	fail	to	find	Christ	in	worship,	we	
may	blame	the	pastor,	the	liturgy	or	the	congregation.	The	problem	may	not	
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be	“them.”	Often	we	judge	by	worldly	standards	and	do	
not	search	for	truth	with	the	spiritual	vigor	necessary	to	
understand	what	God	is	doing.

Upon	hearing	Mary’s	report	of	grave	robbing,	Peter	and	
the	beloved	disciple	run	to	the	tomb.	They	view	the	interior	
of	the	tomb	and	then	return	home	(20:10).	The	story	is	
simple	but	thought	provoking.	After	reading	the	paragraph,	
ask	simply,	“What	happened?”	I	suspect	that	as	you	think	
about	the	story,	the	details	will	provide	more	ambiguity	
than	clarity.	For	example,	read	again	the	last	words	of	
verse	8,	“...he	saw	and	he	believed.”	Note	the	singular,	
“he”	(not	“they”)	believed.	Two	questions	immediately	
come	to	mind.	What	did	the	beloved	disciple	believe?	
What	was	Peter’s	reaction?

First,	what	did	the	beloved	disciple	believe?	Many	people	
complete	verse	eight	by	supplying	the	words	like	the	
following	which	I	will	put	in	brackets.	“He	believed	(that	
Jesus	was	risen	from	the	dead).”	But	it	could	also	be	
completed,	“He	believed	(that	Mary’s	conclusion	about	theft	
was	true).”	The	former	interpretation	has	great	meaning.	It	
makes	the	beloved	disciple	a	model	for	faith.	He	believes	
in	the	resurrection	of	Jesus	without	seeing	Him	(compare	
20:29).	He	is	then	a	wonderful	example	of	faith	based	the	
evidence	of	the	unrifiled	tomb.	Faith	comes	from	his	heart	
but	not	by	actually	seeing	Jesus.	He	need	not	handle,	
touch,	or	even	see	the	risen	Lord	before	believing	that	He	
is	alive.	Such	an	interpretation	teaches	us	to	trust	God	
even	when	we	don’t	clearly	understand	His	actions.

The	problem	with	such	an	interpretation	is	that	it	seems	
to	clash	with	verse	nine.	Since	verse	nine	provides	an	
explanation	for	verse	eight,	it	is	illogical	that	“he	believed	
(that	Jesus	was	risen)	because	they	didn’t	know	that	
the	Scripture	taught	it.”	It	seems	more	logical	that	“he	
believed	(that	the	body	was	stolen)	because	they	did	
not	know	Scripture.”	Furthermore,	if	John	believed	that	
Jesus	is	alive,	why	did	he	not	bear	witness	to	his	faith,	
as	Mary	Magdalene	did	(20:18)?	Why	are	the	disciples	
(including	John?)	still	afraid	later	that	evening	(20:19)?	
If	John	believed	Mary’s	opinion	that	the	grave	had	been	
robbed,	his	reaction	is	consistent	with	Luke’s	report	that	
the	disciples	found	incredible	the	women’s	report	of	Jesus’	
resurrection	(Luke	24:11).	If	the	second	interpretation	is	
accepted,	the	beloved	disciple	exemplifies	the	need	for	

even	Jesus’	closest	disciples	to	study	the	Scripture	and	
to	grow	in	faith.	It	shows	that	even	people	who	love	Jesus	
may	form	wrong	opinions	based	on	worldly	data.

Now	we	can	deal	with	the	second	question.	What	was	
Peter’s	reaction	to	the	clothes	in	the	tomb?	In	fact,	we	do	
not	know	and	are	left	with	more	questions.	Why	did	Peter	
not	join	the	beloved	disciple	in	believing?	Are	we	to	think	
of	Peter	as	more	stubborn	or	less	noble?	The	narrative	
begins	by	telling	that	the	other	disciple	runs	faster	than	
Peter	but	does	not	enter	the	tomb.	Do	such	details	have	
meaning?	Does	Peter	run	more	slowly	because	he	is	older	
and	enter	the	tomb	more	quickly	because	he	is	impetuous	
or	less	pious?	Is	John	younger	but	more	reverent?	No	
doubt	the	Gospel	of	John	tells	of	Peter’s	faith	and	fate	
with	a	unique	interest.	Only	John	describes	Peter’s	denial	
with	no	show	of	remorse	(18:27)	and	only	John	tells	of	
Jesus’	special	directives	to	Peter	at	the	Sea	of	Galilee	
(21:15-19).	Perhaps	John	writes	to	show	the	patience	and	
humanity	of	faith.	But	in	the	end,	since	the	story	tells	us	
what	happened	but	not	why,	we	can	only	let	our	literary	
and	spiritual	imagination	play	with	the	details.	The	details,	
at	least,	remind	us	that	different	disciples	travel	the	road	
of	faith	at	different	speeds.

The	disciples	in	the	tomb	help	us	face	our	own	spiritual	
crisis.	Faith	framed	by	human	limitations	must	think	about	
body	snatchers.	Faith	opened	by	divine	power	can	think	
about	resurrection	life.	The	crisis	of	the	two	disciples	is	
also	ours.	Do	we	view	funerals	and	graves	from	a	human	
or	divine	perspective?	Death	is	an	end	when	viewed	as	a	
human	experience.	Only	divine	grace	could	lead	one	to	
expect	continued	life.	Furthermore,	if	the	disciple	loved	
by	Jesus	believed	that	the	body	had	been	stolen,	the	
story	serves	to	remind	us	of	God’s	ability	to	deal	with	a	
disciple’s	struggle	to	believe.	Even	one	loved	by	Jesus	
who	has	leaned	on	Him	must	struggle	with	the	truth	of	the	
Resurrection	and	Life.	Faith	is	not	only	a	gift	but	also	a	
struggle.	If	this	is	John’s	moment	of	struggle	in	judgment	
by	human	standards,	we	know	that	God	does	not	abandon	
him.	Eventually,	he	will	see,	believe	and	give	a	faithful	
witness	(21:24).

the AppeArAnce to mAry – John 20:10-18
After	the	two	disciples	leave	the	tomb,	the	story	again	
focuses	on	Mary	Magdalene.	Her	action	fits	her	attitude;	
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she	weeps.	Three	important	things	happen	that	will	dispel	
her	grief.	First,	she	sees	two	angels	in	white	who	ask	why	
she	weeps.	With	no	evidence	of	fear	or	awe,	she	explains	
her	quandary	(20:13).	Then	she	turns	and	sees	Jesus	but	
does	not	recognize	Him	(20:14).	Finally,	Jesus	asks	her	
why	she	is	weeping	and	whom	she	is	seeking.	Thinking	
her	Living	Lord	is	a	gardener,	she	asks	if	He	has	taken	the	
corpse	and,	if	so,	would	He	permit	her	to	retrieve	it.	The	
actions	of	Mary	Magdalene	show	the	power	of	grief	in	the	
face	of	death.	Neither	angelic	messengers	nor	the	sight	of	
Jesus	Himself	diverts	Mary’s	death	fixation.	The	stubborn	
grip	of	grief	illustrates	the	power	of	death	in	our	lives.	Grief	
causes	people	to	overlook	angelic	concern	and	divine	
care.	Even	though	Mary	sees	and	hears	Jesus,	her	grief	
continues.	The	glorified	Christ	permitted	Mary	to	recognize	
Him	only	after	He	called	her	by	name.	Jesus’	action	and	
Mary’s	reaction	remind	us	of	Jesus’	words	about	the	
Good	Shepherd,	“He	calls	his	own	sheep	by	name	and	
leads	them	out	(10:3).”	The	exchange	of	Mary	and	Jesus	
recorded	only	in	John’s	Gospel,	reminds	us	of	Jesus’	
claim,	“I	am	the	good	shepherd;	I	know	my	sheep	and	my	
sheep	know	me	(10:14).”

After	Mary	recognizes	Jesus,	He	tells	her	two	things.	
First,	“Do	not	hold	me,”	and,	second,	“Go	to	my	brethren	
and	say	to	them,	‘I	am	ascending	to	my	Father	and	your	
Father,	to	my	God	and	your	God.’”	The	verses	actually	
express	two	sides	of	the	same	truth	and	help	explain	an	
apparent	conflict,	often	noted,	with	Matthew	28:9.	There	
certain	women	“clasp”	the	feet	of	Jesus	and	“worship”	
Him.	In	John,	Jesus	tells	Mary	that	she	cannot	return	
to	the	past	but	must	move	into	the	future.	He	reinforces	
some	teaching	from	the	Farewell	Discourses.	The	time	
of	the	historical	Jesus	is	over;	the	time	of	the	Spirit	has	
begun.	It	is	to	Mary’s	advantage	that	Jesus	return	to	the	
Father	so	He	can	send	the	Counselor	who	will	convict	the	
world	of	sin,	righteousness,	and	judgment	(16:7-11).	Mary	
herself	illustrates	what	happens	when	one	“lets	go.”	She	
became	a	witness	of	the	resurrection	(20:18).	She	is	the	
first	Easter	missionary!

Jesus’	words	to	Mary	teach	us	not	to	“hold	on”	to	the	
past.	We	are	tempted	to	try	to	repeat	meaningful	spiritual	
experiences	and	resist	change.	However,	“hanging	on”	
to	the	traditions	that	built	faith	in	our	childhood	home	
may	not	build	the	faith	of	our	home.	Demanding	that	

our	congregation	“hold	on”	to	past	practices,	may	kill	
mission	efforts.	Growing	in	faith	can	be	painful.	Letting	
go	of	habits	built	on	past	experiences	can	be	frightening.	
But	the	message	of	Easter	calls	us	to	follow	Jesus	-	the	
Way,	the	Truth,	and	Life	-	not	merely	because	of	help	
in	ages	past	but	also	because	of	Spirit	blessed	hope	for	
years	to	come.	Jesus	gives	the	Spirit	to	face	the	changing	
challenges	of	discipleship.

Jesus AppeArs to hIs dIscIpLes – John 20:19-23
The	section	begins	with	a	comment	on	human	fear	and	
ends	with	Christ-given	peace.	Despite	Mary	Magdalene’s	
witness	(20:18),	the	disciples	lock	out	the	world	in	fear.	
The	glorified	Lord	comes	to	disciples	to	change	their	lives	
from	imprisonment	in	fear	to	the	mission	of	peace.

Twice	Jesus	pronounces	the	blessing	of	peace	on	the	
disciples	(20:19	&	21).	The	Biblical	concept	of	peace	is	
much	more	positive	than	our	contemporary	concept.	For	
us,	“peace”	means	the	“absence	of	war.”	We	spend	lots	of	
money	on	national	weapons	or	home	security	systems	for	
“peace.”	Isaiah	2:4	and	Micah	4:3	illustrate	that	the	Biblical	
idea	of	peace	means	doing	things	that	enhance	life.	
Swords	will	be	beaten	into	plows	and	spears	into	pruning	
hooks.	God’s	peace	comes	not	by	storing	weapons	in	fear	
of	danger	but	by	creating	tools	in	the	hope	of	enriching	
life.	Jesus	does	four	things	to	create	that	peace	for	His	
disciples.	First,	He	gives	them	peace	(20:19,	21).	Then	He	
sends	them	as	the	Father	has	sent	Him	(20:21).	Next,	He	
gives	them	the	Holy	Spirit	and,	finally,	the	responsibility	of	
dealing	with	forgiveness.

Reflect	upon	Jesus’	words	as	a	blueprint	for	peace	
in	your	life.	First,	accept	His	gifts	of	love,	power,	and	
forgiveness	which	give	peace.	Let	Jesus	beat	your	swords	
of	insecurity,	frustration,	and	resentment	into	tools	that	
nurture	life.	Then,	review	your	Christ-given	job	description.	
Jesus	sends	us	to	continue	His	work.	Think	about	ways	in	
which	you	can	do	the	things	that	Jesus	did.	Next,	receive	
the	Spirit.	Let	Jesus	replace	the	spirit	of	guilt	or	anger	with	
the	Spirit	of	forgiveness	and	love.	Finally,	consider	what	it	
means	to	forgive	and	not	to	forgive.	Forgiveness	goes	to	
those	who	turn	to	God	and	away	from	evil.	In	our	society,	
sometimes	it	is	more	difficult	to	“not	forgive.”	We	live	in	an	
age	of	tolerance	and	feel	comfortable	letting	people	“do	
their	own	thing.”	Psychologists	wonder	whatever	happened	
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to	the	concept	of	sin.	Jesus	here	tells	His	disciples	to	
take	sin	seriously.	We	must	recognize	some	things	as	
unforgiven,	persistent,	ongoing	sin.

Think	of	ways	in	which	you	are	called	to	forgive	and	
also	not	to	forgive.	Prejudice	seems	to	me	to	be	a	good	
example.	We	can	and	must	forgive	laws	and	practices	of	
the	past	which	we	now	know	and	regret	as	wrong.	But	we	
do	not	forgive	continuing	prejudice	as	“just	one	of	those	
things.”	We	attack	such	sin	with	the	loving	force	of	Jesus	
seeking	to	cleanse	the	temple.	As	another	example,	I	have	
found	that	the	key	to	helping	people	with	maritial	problems	
is	getting	them	to	recognize	that	they	have	a	problem!	
They	must	see	that	something	still	needs	forgiving!	People	
suffering	from	drug	addiction	or	chemical	dependency	also	
seek	help	only	when	they	realize	“their	‘sin’	is	not	forgiven”	
and	they	want	peace.

Jesus And thomAs – John 20:24-29
The	disciples	respond	to	Jesus’	appearance	by	sharing	
the	good	news	with	the	absent	brother	Thomas.	Thomas	
demands	more	evidence.	For	his	skepticism,	he	earned	
the	nickname	“Doubting	Thomas.”	Thomas	stands	as	a	
model	of	people	who	do	not	accept	a	Christian’s	witness.	
People	who	share	God’s	Good	News	are	painfully	aware	
of	the	response	of	doubt.	I	think	that	Thomas	is	a	more	
positive	example	and	I	call	him	“Honest	Thomas.”	His	
demand	for	proof	of	a	living	Lord	can	be	heard	in	a	
variety	of	challenges	today.	“Honest	Thomas”	reminds	
us	of	people	honestly	asking	if	the	Christian	faith	is	real.	
Thomas	and	such	people	help	us	remember	the	reality	
of	Jesus’	life.	Jesus	cited	foot	washing	as	an	example	of	
humility	(13:15).	He	guided	disciples	facing	a	skeptical	
world	by	saying,	“By	this	all	men	will	know	that	you	are	
my	disciples,	if	you	love	one	another	(13:35).”	Paul	shows	
how	to	address	honest	questions	about	the	reality	of	faith	
when	he	wrote	that	verifiable	fruit	of	the	spirit	is	love,	
joy,	peace,	patience,	kindness,	goodness,	faithfulness,	
gentleness,	and	self-control	(Galatians	5:22	ff).	James	was	
more	blunt.	“Faith	without	works	is	dead”	(James	2:17).	
Peter	told	wives	to	let	“purity	and	reverence”	demonstrate	
the	reality	of	their	faith	(1	Peter	3:1-2).

The	wonderful	thing	is	Jesus’	response	to	“Doubting”	or	
“Honest	Thomas.”	He	enables	Thomas	to	experience	the	
reality	of	the	resurrection	life.	May	our	actions	continue	to	

bless	skeptical	people	with	the	call	to	faith	in	the	Lord	of	
life.	“Honest	Thomas”	reminds	us	that	some	people	require	
more	than	words	before	they	believe	the	Easter	faith.

John’s concLusIon – John 20:30-31
In	two	short	verses,	John	summarizes	the	life	of	Jesus,	
the	resurrection	appearances,	and	the	purpose	of	the	
written	Gospel.	You	may	want	to	refer	back	to	the	second	
paragraph	of	the	introductory	materials	of	this	study	to	
review	some	basic	information	about	the	verses.

Often	the	verses	are	interpreted	as	the	conclusion	of	the	
whole	Gospel.	Indeed,	many	scholarly	outlines	of	John’s	
Gospel	call	that	chapter	merely	an	“Appendix.”	Although	
the	words	make	a	fine	concluding	statement,	such	a	
limited	interpetation	lessens	the	importance	of	the	chapter.	
To	understand	the	full	meaning	of	20:30-31,	I	encourage	
you	to	reflect	upon	the	immediate	context.	How	do	the	
“miraculous	signs”	connected	with	the	resurrection	(20:10-
29)	enable	people	to	believe	that	Jesus	is	the	Christ,	the	
Son	of	God	and	thus	have	life	in	His	name?	Then	reflect	
on	the	broader	context.	How	do	the	seven	“miraculous	
signs”	already	reported	in	the	Gospel	(2:1-11,	4:46-54,	
5:1-9,	6:5-13,	6:19-31,	9:1-7,	and	11:1-44)	create	faith?	
Finally,	think	about	the	entire	Gospel	story	so	far	recorded.	
Review	its	teaching	on	life,	believing,	Jesus	as	Messiah	
and	Son	of	God.

I	believe	the	verses	have	two	other	functions	beside	
providing	a	summary	statement.	First,	the	verses	focus	our	
attention.	They	remind	us	that	more	knowledge	is	not	the	
ultimate	goal	of	Bible	study.	More	faith	is	the	goal.	Second,	
the	verses	introduce	chapter	twenty-one.	What	does	it	
mean	to	have	life	in	Jesus’	name?	What	does	it	mean	to	
forgive	and	not	forgive	sin?	Chapter	twenty	one,	I	believe	
presents	a	working	model	of	life	in	the	post-Easter	era.

summAry
The	hopeless	situation	at	the	end	of	chapter	nineteen	
receives	dramatic	reversal	in	chapter	twenty.	The	story	
has	moved	from	burial	of	Jesus	to	blessings	by	Him.	
The	Living	Lord	appears,	calls,	sends	forth,	and	gives	
instructions	to	the	disciples.	Finally,	the	chapter	ends	
reminding	excited	believers	that	life	in	Jesus’	name	is	
the	ultimate	purpose	of	miraculous	signs	of	divine	power.	
Jesus	did	not	come	to	impress	people	but	to	give	them	life.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 21:1-25

Pray that you will hear Jesus asking you about your love for Him and 
when you respond you will hear His loving guidance for your life.

John	21:1-14
1.	 Summarize	the	drama	in	verses	1-9.	What	happens,	where	and	with	whom?

2.	 What	does	Jesus	do	for	the	disciples	when	they	come	ashore?

	 Since	the	disciples	provide	the	fish,	what	does	Jesus,	apparently	provide	at	the	breakfast?

3.	 Early	Christian	artists	used	bread	and	fish	to	symbolize	the	Sacrament	of	the	Altar.	Do	you	think	21:13	is	an	allusion	or	
symbolic	reference	to	the	sacrament?	Why	or	why	not?	(6:11,	Luke	24:30,	and	note	the	meal	setting	of	1	Corinthians	
11:17-34)

John	21:15-19
4.	 With	six	other	people	present	(21:2)	why	do	you	think	Jesus	only	addressed	Peter?	(13:36-38,	18:15-27,	21:19)

5.	 Have	you	ever	felt	God	gave	you	special	attention?	Why?

6.	 To	whom	or	what	does	Jesus	refer	when	He	asked	Simon,	“Do	you	love	me	more	than	these?”	That	is,	who	or	what	are	
“these?”

7.	 How	does	Peter	answer	Jesus’	questions?

	 What	do	you	think	is	the	significance	in	the	number	of	times	the	question	is	asked?	(18:15-27)

	 How	do	you	answer	someone	who	questions	your	love	of	Jesus?

8.	 What	do	you	think	Jesus	means	when	He	tells	Peter,	“Feed	my	lambs...Take	care	of	my	sheep...Feed	my	sheep?”

9.	 What	do	verses	18	&	19	make	you	think	about	-	living,	growing	old,	or	dying?	Why?
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10.	 The	explanatory	comment	in	21:19	tells	us	that,	rather	than	talking	about	aging,	Jesus	conveys	which	two	truths	to	
Simon?

John	21:20-23
11.	 How	does	Peter	react	to	the	news	that	his	death	will	glorify	God?

	 Why	do	you	think	he	reacts	as	he	does?

	 Have	you	ever	reacted	in	a	way	that	you	consider	similar	to	Peter?	If	so,	explain	when	and	why?

12.	 What	was	Jesus’	answer	to	Peter’s	question?

	 What	rumor	spread	among	the	early	Christians	because	of	Jesus’	statement?

13.	 Why	do	you	think	the	Gospel	refutes	the	rumor?

14.	 Do	you	think	Jesus	will	return	during	your	lifetime?	Explain

	 If	so,	what	might	be	the	“value”	or	the	“danger”	of	such	a	“rumor?”

John	21:23-24
15.	 What	is	the	purpose	of	verse	24?

16.	 How	does	John	20:30-31	help	you	understand	better	John	21:25?
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