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Lesson 13 103

a Mary Discovers  
the Empty Tomb  
(20:1-9)

[Mary Magdalene] came running 
to Simon Peter and the other dis-
ciple, the one Jesus loved, and said, 
“They have taken the Lord out 
of the tomb, and we don’t know 
where they have put him!” 
 —John 20:2

Like the other Gospel writers, 
John concluded his account of the 
life of Jesus Christ with the Lord’s 
resurrection. Yet John’s presentation 
provides us with unique glimpses 
into this astonishing event, espe-
cially in regard to the reactions of 
some of the people who were close 
to Jesus, including Mary of Magdala 
and Thomas. John’s Gospel shows 
us that Christ’s resurrection not only 
was a decisive affirmation of Jesus 
as God and Savior, but it also left an 
enduring impression on the people 
who loved Him and put their faith 
in Him. 

Imagine what the church would 
be like today apart from the hope of 
the resurrection. If Christ had not 

been raised from the dead, Christi-
anity would hardly be distinguish-
able from other religions. 

John began his version of Jesus’ 
resurrection by focusing on one 
woman, Mary of Magdala, not on 
the several women who also had 
visited the empty tomb, as described 
by the other Gospel writers. John’s 
exclusive focus on Mary was prob-
ably because she was the one who 
had informed him of the empty 
tomb and had the distinction of 
being the first person to encounter 
the resurrected Lord. 

Once the Passover Sabbath had 
ended, Mary hurried to Jesus’ tomb 
early Sunday morning apparently 
to complete the burial anointing of 
His body (vs. 1). She—and the other 
women with her—wondered how 
they would be able to move the mas-
sive stone away from the entrance. 
Their concern vanished when they 
discovered that the rock had already 
been removed. Though it was still 
early, they were able to see that 
Jesus’ tomb was empty. 

Mary dashed to Peter and the 
“beloved disciple,” who most likely 
was John. She frantically told them 
that people had transferred Jesus’ 
body to a place she and the other 

The Resurrection 
of Jesus

John 20—21
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John 20:1-9

Jesus’ corpse, but he no ticed that the 
head cloth was neatly folded and 
separate from the linen strips (vss. 
3-7). Robbers would neither have 
removed the burial clothes nor left 
them in such order.

John followed Peter into the tomb, 
and when he saw the graveclothes, 
he believed. What John believed, he 
didn’t say. Did he believe that Jesus 
had risen from the dead, or did he 
now believe Mary, who had told 
them that the tomb was empty? The 
answer is not clear. What is clear is 
that neither Peter nor John had a full 
understanding of Scripture’s teach-
ing about Jesus’ resurrection at this 
time (vss. 8, 9).

women did not know (vs. 2). She 
probably thought that Jesus’ ene-
mies had stolen His body and had 
not considered the possibility that 
God had raised Him from the dead.

Ask Yourself . . . What promise of God 
do I often forget?

Alarmed by Mary’s news, Peter 
and John ran to Jesus’ tomb to see for 
themselves whether the body was 
missing. John arrived at the tomb 
first, where he peered in and saw 
Jesus’ burial clothes. Though he was 
hesitant to enter, Peter rushed by 
him. Once Peter reached the tomb, 
he stepped right in. He also saw the 
strips of linen that had wrapped 

Who was 

MARY?
Hollywood films have stirred up much confusion about Mary of 

Magdala by depicting her as the woman caught in adultery (John 8:3-
11), when, in fact, there is no evidence for this assumption. In addi-
tion, popular tradition has identified her as the immoral woman who 
anointed Jesus’ feet with her tears and hair (Luke 7:37, 38). But again 
the connection is highly improbable.

What we do know of her is that Jesus had cast seven demons out of 
her and that she was one of the women who had financially ministered 
to Jesus and His band “out of their own means” (Luke 8:2, 3; see also 
Mark 16:9). She was also one of the women who watched the Lord die 
on the cross (Matt. 27:56; Mark 15:40; John 19:25) and observed His 
burial (Matt. 27:61; Mark 15:47). All of the Gospel writers testified to 
her discovery of the empty tomb (Matt. 28:1; Mark 16:1; Luke 24:10; 
John 20:1). Besides John, Mark’s ending recorded that she was the first 
person to meet Jesus after He rose from the dead (Mark 16:9).
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not realize the man was Jesus (vs. 
14). Either there was something dif-
ferent about the risen Lord that pre-
vented not only Mary but also other 
of His friends from immediately 
recognizing Him (see Luke 24:13-31; 
John 21:4), or they were supernatu-
rally prevented from recognizing 
Him until the time was right. Mary 
thought that He was the gardener 
(20:15).

Jesus first addressed her as 
“Woman” as the angels had done. 
Like the angels, Jesus asked her 
why she was weeping, but also 
inquired as to whom she was seek-
ing. Previously she had thought 
that Jesus’ enemies might have sto-
len His body, but now she hoped 
that this man, whom she assumed 
was responsible for the upkeep of 
this private cemetery, might have 
moved the body. She did not answer 
Jesus’ questions, but implored Him 
to reveal the whereabouts of Jesus’ 
body if He had carried it away. She 
promised to return the body to the 
tomb herself.

Once Jesus had described Himself 
as the good shepherd. He said that 
when He calls His sheep by their 
name, they will know His voice 
(see 10:3). Something like this must 
have occurred here with Mary, for 
she recognized the Lord when she 
heard Him say her name. Her imme-
diate reaction was to turn toward 
Jesus again, but this time to exclaim, 
“Rabboni!” (20:16). John translated 
this Aramaic word to mean “Teach-
er,” but it can also carry overtones of  
“my dear Lord.”

According to Matthew’s Gospel, 

Mary Encounters  
the Lord (20:10-18)

Mary Magdalene went to the  
disciples with the news: “I have 
seen the Lord!” —John 20:18a

After Peter and John left the tomb 
and returned to their lodgings in 
Jerusalem, Mary remained near the 
empty tomb. While standing out-
side the tomb’s entrance, she wept 
because she assumed that Jesus’ 
enemies had taken His body. At this 
point, she leaned forward to gaze 
into the tomb, perhaps to see for 
herself that the body was missing, or 
to confirm in her mind what she had 
seen before (vss. 10-12).

For whatever reason, she looked 
into the tomb; what she saw amazed 
her. Two angels, robed in white, 
were in the tomb. One was sitting 
where Jesus’ head had been, and the 
other where His feet had been. They 
posed a simple question to her: Why 
was she crying? She answered that 
the Lord’s enemies had removed 
His body to an unknown location 
(vs. 13). The fact that she couldn’t 
attend to His body and give Jesus a 
decent burial could have added to 
her distress. 

Like Mary, sometimes when 
we don’t understand what God is 
doing, we can be overwhelmed by 
small and insignificant problems. 

At that moment, she sensed the 
presence of another person. She 
turned and saw a man standing out-
side the tomb with her, but she did 

b
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would be returning to His heavenly 
Father (vs. 17b). He spoke of His 
Father and His God as their Father 
and God. Now that His redemptive 
work was fully accomplished, the 
reconciliation between God and His 
children was complete.

Mary obeyed Jesus. She rushed 
to the disciples and told them that 
she had actually seen the risen Lord. 
She also related the message Jesus 
had entrusted to her. Mary’s abrupt 
ascent from the depths of grief to the 
heights of joy probably astonished 
the disciples (vs. 18).

Ask Yourself . . . Would I have believed 
Mary if I had been one of the disciples?

Jesus Appears before 
the Disciples  
(20:19-23)

On the evening of that first day of 
the week, when the disciples were 
together, with the doors locked for 
fear of the Jewish leaders, Jesus 
came and stood among them and 
said, “Peace be with you!”  
 —John 20:19

After Jesus first appeared to Mary 
of Magdala, other people encoun-
tered Him on that extraordinary 
Sunday. Luke recorded Jesus’ meet-
ing and discussions with Cleopas 
and his companion on the road to 
and at Emmaus and mentioned 
Jesus’ earlier appearance to Peter 
(see Luke 24:13-35). John, however, 

when Mary Magdalene and another 
Mary encountered the risen Christ, 
they fell to the ground, clasped His 
feet, and worshiped Him (see Matt. 
28:9). John’s account provides us 
with further insight into this inci-
dent by revealing Jesus’ instruction 
to Mary not to cling to Him. Instead, 
He wanted her to get up and convey 
a message to His brothers—that is, 
His disciples (John 20:17a).

Although Jesus had not yet 
ascended into heaven, He wanted to 
assure His disciples that shortly He 

c

An 
‘Inferior’ 

Testimony
In ancient Jewish culture, 

the testimony of a woman 
was regarded as inferior to 
that of a man. In fact, in the 
Mishnah, a Jewish collection 
of early rabbinical interpre-
tations of Scripture, women 
are strictly forbidden to 
bear witness. 

Jesus, however, neither 
shared this attitude toward 
women nor observed this 
biased regulation. Indeed, 
He told Mary of Magdala 
to bear witness to His res-
urrection to His disciples. 
He bestowed this priceless 
honor to a woman who 
cared deeply about Him.
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the pinnacle of happiness in a matter 
of seconds. The presence of Christ 
can do that in the life of the believer. 

 Once again Jesus exclaimed, 
“Peace be with you!” (vs. 21). 
This time, however, He wanted to 
strengthen their resolve to obey His 
commission and proclaim the mes-
sage of salvation. In the same way 
His Father had sent Jesus into the 
world to fulfill His earthly mission, 
He was sending His disciples into 
the world to continue His ministry. 
This commission and the peace of 
Christ, are also given to us as believ-
ers today. 

Ask Yourself . . . What is the mission 
to which Christ has appointed me? 

skipped these incidents and went 
to the evening’s events of which he 
was an eyewitness.

Many of Jesus’ disciples, which 
included most of the apostles, had 
secretly convened to discuss the 
strange yet marvelous reports that 
their Lord had risen from the 
dead. Nevertheless, since they 
still feared the Jewish officials, 
they bolted the doors  
(John 20:19a). 

As the disciples talked, Jesus 
suddenly stood among them 
(vs. 19b). John did not explain 
how Jesus could have entered 
the house when the doors 
were locked. On the one hand, 
Jesus’ resurrected body clearly 
had powers and capabilities 
it did not reveal as a natural 
body. On the other hand, John 
demonstrated shortly afterward that 
Jesus’ body had substance when 
He showed His pierced hands and 
side (vs. 20a). Incidentally, Luke’s 
account adds that Jesus told His 
disciples to touch Him to see that He 
had flesh and bones and was not a 
spirit or a ghost (see Luke 24:39).   

Jesus greeted His friends by 
exclaiming, “Peace be with you!” 
(John 20:19c). Although this phrase 
was a common Hebrew greeting, 
Jesus probably said it to allay their 
fears at His sudden and unexpected 
appearance. Luke mentioned that 
His appearance had frightened them 
(see Luke 24:37, 38). Once convinced 
of Jesus’ identity and presence, the 
disciples were overcome with joy 
(John 20:20b). Like Mary, they trav-
eled from the depths of despair to 

After Jesus’ crucifixion, the disciples 
bolted the doors of the room when 

they met. In ancient times most locks 
were long, hollow pieces of wood fixed 

inside a door. Jesus appeared to the 
disciples in their room, even though 

the door had been bolted shut. 
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and His other disciples on the eve-
ning of the Sunday He was resur-
rected from the dead, two of the 
Twelve were absent—Judas Iscariot, 
who had betrayed Jesus and then 
committed suicide, and Thomas, 
who was also called Didymus. Both 
his Aramaic name, “Thomas,” and 
his Greek name, “Didymus,” mean 
“twin” (vs. 24).

John did not explain why Thomas 
had not been present during Jesus’ 
visit, but he did describe Thom-
as’s frank reaction to the other’s 
repeated testimony of having seen 
the risen Christ. He insisted that he 
had to see and touch Jesus’ wounds 
in order to believe that it was truly 
Jesus living again (vs. 25). Thomas’s 
skepticism is another indication that 
the disciples’ later reports of Jesus’ 
resurrection appearances were not 
merely the result of fantasy or wish-
ful thinking as some have claimed. 

A week passed and Jesus’ dis-
ciples had not left Jerusalem. In fact, 
they were gathered together in the 
same house, again with the doors 
bolted. On this occasion, however, 
Thomas was present with them 
when Jesus reappeared. He stood 
among them and repeated His usual 
greeting, “Peace be with you!” (vs. 
26). Apparently John wanted to 
show that the conditions were the 
same for both events to enhance the 
reliability of their testimony.

Fully aware of Thomas’s disbe-
lief, Jesus challenged him to do 
what he had stated he must do in 
order to believe—to look at Jesus’ 
wounds and touch them with his 
own fingers. Jesus then told Thom-

Jesus not only charged His dis-
ciples with this commission to 
preach the gospel but also empow-
ered them with the Holy Spirit to do 
it. John said that Jesus breathed on 
them, and they received the Holy 
Spirit. This endowment of the Spirit 
was made complete forty days later 
on Pentecost (vs. 22).

Furthermore, Jesus addressed the 
heart of His commission to His dis-
ciples. He spoke of forgiveness (vs. 
23). He did not imply that certain 
Christians, or even the church, pos-
sessed the power to determine the 
salvation of people. What He meant 
when He talked about forgiving and 
not forgiving sins was that forgive-
ness is at the heart of the gospel 
message. They were to declare the 
good news about God’s love and 
forgiveness in Jesus Christ. Those 
who received it could be declared 
forgiven by Christ’s followers; those 
who rejected it could be declared 
unforgiven.

Jesus’ Teaching on 
Belief (20:24-31)

Jesus told [Thomas], “Because you 
have seen me, you have believed; 
blessed are those who have not 
seen and yet have believed.” 
 —John 20:29

The Gospel writers at times 
referred to the inner circle of Jesus’ 
disciples as the Twelve. When Jesus 
appeared to His band of apostles 

d
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as to put an end to his doubts and 
believe (vs. 27). 

Ask Yourself . . . What sign from God 
would remove all my doubts?

Thomas immediately addressed 
Jesus as his Lord and God (vs. 28). 
This is the first recorded instance 
in which anyone revered Jesus in 
this way. It is remarkable that a Jew 
would have uttered such a phrase 
since Hebrew law harshly con-
demned anyone who elevated a 
human being to the status of deity. 
Yet when Thomas came to believe 
that Christ rose from the dead, he 
came to realize that Jesus was God.

Thomas was privileged to see and 
talk with the risen Lord. Few have 

The Apostles’ Belief 
in Jesus as God

 
• Peter

“Simon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ, to those who through 
the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ have received a faith 

as precious as ours” (II Pet. 1:1).

• Paul
“We wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God 

and Savior, Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13).

• Thomas
“Thomas said to [Jesus], ‘My Lord and my God!’ ” (John 20:28).

• John
“In the beginning was the Word [Jesus Christ], and the Word was with  

God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1).

had such a marvelous privilege. 
Because Thomas saw, he believed. 
Jesus commended the believers 
who had not seen Him, yet still 
placed their faith in Him (vs. 29). In 
this statement, Jesus was praising 
future Christians as well. We love 
Him, even though we have not seen 
Him—yet.

John made it clear why he wrote 
his Gospel. He could have described 
many other miracles not contained 
in his account of Jesus’ public min-
istry that he witnessed. What he did 
write, however, was sufficient to 
convince a reader that Jesus is the 
Christ and the Son of God and that 
by believing in Him he or she might 
have eternal life (vss. 30, 31).
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asked Peter three times if he loved 
Him—perhaps corresponding to 
Peter’s three previous denials. Each 
time Peter said that he did, and 
each time Jesus told him to care for 
His “sheep”—that is, His followers. 
Jesus then indicated to Peter how he 
would die for Him. Though Peter 
asked what would happen to John, 
Jesus would not say.

John concluded his account of 
the life of Jesus by saying that Jesus 
did much more than what he had 
recorded—in fact, so much more 
that the world could not contain 
all the books that could be written 
about Him.

John 21 in Brief

Jesus continued to appear to 
His disciples after His resurrection 
(before His ascension into heaven) 
over a period of forty days. Dur-
ing one of those appearances, Jesus 
found some of His disciples fishing. 
Though they had caught nothing, 
Jesus instructed them to cast their 
net on the right side of their boat. 
They obeyed and were rewarded 
with an abundant catch. The dis-
ciples realized that it was the Lord 
who had spoken to them.

After they ate the fish, Jesus 


