JESUS APPEARS TO HIS OWN
John 20:1-31

Key Verse: 20:31

“But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ,

the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”

The scant record of Jesus’ resurrection is baffling to us since every other claim of Christian teaching hinges on it. We find that John’s gospel is no exception. There are only four brief stories in chapter 20. They are even somewhat stripped down versions compared to the record of the same witnesses in the other gospels. For example, only Mary Magdalene is mentioned in 20:1 while other gospels record the names of a few more women. Yet, after providing such a brief record, the author declares in 20:31, “But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” is quite a huge claim. Of course, he means to include all what Jesus said and did prior to the resurrection. But we can say this claim heavily relies on the witness of Jesus’ resurrection for without it all other claims are simply futile and meaningless. Without resurrection, they are about the hopes in this life.  Then we should be pitied more than all men who are hanging on meaningless things. But we have a question. What and how much can we find in merely 31 verses?
I.  He saw and believed (1-9)

Look at verse 1. “Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance.” Which day does “the first day of the week” refer to? That is Sunday in our calendar, the day after the Passover, after the Sabbath day in the Jewish calendar. The author calls the day as the first day of the week. He seems to mean that the new has come. He seems to want to remind us of the 7 days of the creation of the heavens and the earth. Then, calling Sunday the first day has a double emphasis. Sunday is the first day of the week and the first day of the first days. For the same reason, we might say the newness comes in increasing measure every week since the new can not be the repetition or replacement of what was once new. In reference to the Passover and the Sabbath day, we can also say the grace of God’s forgiveness of our sins comes as a new beginning in increasing depth and richness. The Sabbath is here. I am in God the I AM and I am no longer by myself but am in him. It’s more than watching the splendid Independence Day firework everyday.
So, who was there at the first day of such a huge beginning? Mary Magdalene was there. When did the huge beginning start? The author emphasizes that the beginning of the forever new day happened “early”, “while it was still dark.” Where did the big day begin? All began from the tomb. What did Mary Magdalene find that morning? She found that the stone which had been used as a seal of the tomb had been removed from the entrance. The commonality of the elements of the big first day is that they share a kind of negativity. The new began from the darkness. Mary Magdalene was rather a notoriously sinful woman before she was healed. The reference to the tomb or the removal of the stone can hardly be the testimony of newness. Yet, they are the things which the author gladly and diligently put together to tell us of the new day which has come upon us. What can we gather? Perhaps we can find a clue as to what the author is testifying to us regarding the new beginning in reference to Mary Magdalene, for nowhere in John’s gospel does it mention her past as does Mark’s gospel or Luke’s gospel. She appears to us as the one who was with Jesus in time of his suffering and here as the one who witnessed the first day. She is honored as the one who was with Jesus in the beginning. Schubert composed Abe Maria for Jesus’ mother. But John the author honors Mary Magdalene in his gospel.

We can derive a few precious learning about the new beginning from the observation of how she is portrayed. She was there because she loved Jesus. The fact that she loved Jesus means she was forgiven. She loved more because she was forgiven more. When she loved Jesus, she was in the beginning. We learn in her example that when a person learns to appreciate the grace of the forgiveness of sins, that person is in the beginning. Who is forgiven more? The one who seeks Jesus is the one who is forgiven more. For him, everyday day is the first day of the new beginning. Where does he begin? He begins from darkness, from the tomb, from the bafflement, confusion and anxiety. But he who loves Jesus is already in the beginning. When you are in the beginning the darkness turns out to be the promise of the dawn. The tomb is the reminder that the new has come. When you see the tomb, you see that the seal of death is removed.  

Verses 2- 9 tell us how Mary Magdalene got invited into the magnificent new dawn of the first day of the first days. Verse 2 tells us of what she did. What did she do? Look at verse 2. “So she came running to Simon Peter and the other disciple, 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!’”  We have no idea where she got such an unfounded story and why she fabricated such clueless information. But she was sure of her suspicion and everyone else was stirred up by the rumor she caused. Look at verses 3-4. “So Peter and the other disciple started for the tomb. Both were running, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first.” Yet, Mary’s suspicion which was based on her ignorance was the catalyst by which the fantastic truth of the resurrection of Jesus Christ came to be known to the rest of the world. We have no idea why the other disciple, who must be the author of this gospel, emphasizes that he got to the tomb before Peter. That information might be personally important to him. But that information has no importance for anyone else in the matter of faith in Jesus’ resurrection. He was still selfish when writing this gospel. Mary Magdalene was ignorant, easily becoming suspicious and believing her own suspicion, and John the author was childish. They are recorded as the first witnesses of the most important truth. The new beginning is all forgiving, heart-warming, pleasant and amusing. Mary Magdalene is invited into this truth and even honored; so are John and Peter. That invitation is extended to all who hear their pleasant story.
Verses 5-8 tell us what the two disciples found in the tomb and how each one reacted differently to their finding. Look at those verses. “He bent over and looked in at the strips of linen lying there but did not go in. Then Simon Peter, who was behind him, arrived and went into the tomb. He saw the strips of linen lying there, as well as the burial cloth that had been around Jesus' head. The cloth was folded up by itself, separate from the linen. Finally the other disciple, who had reached the tomb first, also went inside. He saw and believed.” The cloth refers to the napkin which was used to wrap around the head of the dead. The description that it was folded up by itself means that it collapsed by itself as if the body inside evaporated. No one knows how that happened and what that was. We might say Jesus walked out of the wrappings. He rose from the dead in a literal sense. What does the author mean that the second disciple “saw and believed”? In reference to verse 20, we might say that what he saw, that he believed, and life are all interrelated and inseparable and that is what it means to “know” the resurrection. The author helps us further with the comment in verse 9, “They still did not understand from Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead.” In the word “believed”, the author seems to simply mean that the other disciple was reminded of Jesus at the sight of the incomprehensible scene. Just as an infant turns to his mother in every situation, the other disciple turned to Jesus who had left the indelible memory in him. He does not go back to speculation, something or someone else. Prior to understanding is Jesus and he becomes the understanding to those who are invited to the truth of the resurrection. In the following verses, we learn from Thomas’ encounter with the risen Lord that that is the blessing. Who is able to trust God the invisible? Indeed, only the blessed does. Who is the blessed? Anyone who is informed of the story of the empty tomb and the linen is the blessed for he is invited. The author doesn’t say whether Peter believed. He doesn’t perhaps because he didn’t know. But the author personally knew what happened to himself through witnessing the scene. May the testimony of the empty tomb and the linen call 120 who believe.
II.  Jesus appears to Mary Magdalene (10-18)

Though Mary Magdalene was mentioned in the last verses, the focal point though is that the author believed as a result of Jesus’ resurrection. He writes on what happened to Mary Magdalene in verses 10-18. After they saw the evidence of Jesus’ resurrection, the disciples went back to their homes but Mary stood outside the tomb crying. Why did she stay at the tomb crying? Look at verses 10-14. “Then as she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb and saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus' body had been, one at the head and the other at the foot. They asked her, ‘Woman, why are you crying?’ ‘They have taken my Lord away,’ she said, ‘and I don't know where they have put him.’ At this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was Jesus.” I do not know if we can criticize her ignorance, unbelief or blindness or praise her devotion and love for Jesus. Either way, we end up talking about useless and harmful arguments. We end up even in wickedness. But one thing is clear. She was crying because of those reasons and Jesus was standing there. That is an all-encompassing picture. When we see the scene from Mary Magdalene’s perspective, she is standing there alone weeping. When we see the scene from Jesus’ side, he is standing next to her. We should know now that Jesus is standing in the place where we are crying in our ignorance, unbelief and blindness. 

What is the use of such an argument whether Jesus is there or not? We speak of that because now we know that none of the things of our life was lost from the care of the risen Jesus, even our ignorance and unbelief. Look at what strange experience Mary Magdalene had because of Jesus! What did he do for her? Look at verses 15-16. “Woman,” he said, “why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?” Thinking he was the gardener, she said, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.” Jesus said to her, “Mary.” She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which means Teacher). Jesus did not rebuke her. He did not explain to her anything. He just called her name and that was the sufficient grace. We learn here that the gospel of the resurrection of Jesus is the calling of us by our name. When we are called, we get out of the dungeon and walk into the light. I have read a few books on the issue of the resurrection. Many have tried to reason the issue so that they could convince others of the truth, but none of them seems convincing. I see why those attempts are not successful. How can a man know the truth of Jesus’ resurrection? He knows when he hears the calling of his name. How then can we teach the truth to others? We should wait in prayer. When a person is moved by Jesus and loves him, the Lord will speak to him. That is entirely the work of the Lord. We should be loyal and faithful in our service for we carry the message of the gospel which calls a person from the dead world to the resurrection. We can not afford procrastination, laziness, self-indulgence, speculation or whatever we do in our nature.

What did Jesus teach her when she was awakened to him? Look at verse 17.  Jesus said, “Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet returned to the Father. Go instead to my brothers and tell them, ‘I am returning to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” She knew Jesus in human terms, that is, she was attached to him. But from now on she should learn to love him in the service to God by preaching wholeheartedly the message of the Son. What is the message? He said, “I am returning to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.”  Anyone who loves God is known to God and is the one loved by God. Jesus meant the same thing to the disciples for they, too, loved Jesus and yet remained ignorant because of their thirst for love. What did she do? Look at verse 18. “Mary Magdalene went to the disciples with the news: ‘I have seen the Lord’ And she told them that he had said these things to her.” May 120 Mary Magdalene’s be called by the gospel of Jesus. I have to respond that I have no idea what I am asking you to pray for if some of you ask whether I am talking about 120 co-eds or an additional 120 women apostles. But when you hear the calling of your name, you will know.
III.  Jesus appears to his disciples (19-23)

Jesus appears to his disciples in verses 19-23. When and how did Jesus appear to his disciples? Look at verses 19-20. “On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you!’ After he said this, he showed them his hands and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord.” Why did he show them his hands and side? He gave them convincing proof that he was alive according to Acts 1:3. What was their response? They saw the Lord. That means they no longer clung to him. They were apostles. They were overjoyed though nothing changed except that he appeared to them. The Jews were still there and they were still the same old people. Yet, here, they were overjoyed. That means they rejoiced because Jesus is the Lord. They rejoiced in the hope of the glory of God. That also means they received the new life in Jesus Christ.
We should take note here that Jesus’ mere appearance meant all those big things. Everybody who hears the gospel knows that he was crucified. That means he appears and speaks through this message to those who hear the gospel. But most of the time, we don’t rejoice unless the resurrection message is translated into something psychological, material or physical which satisfies us. If that is the case, we have yet to hear the gospel of Jesus’ resurrection. If we are hiding behind a door because of fear or whatever the reason, we haven’t heard the good news yet. If the crucified Jesus, that is, the one who was nailed down, who perished and was cut off from the land of the living and became no more (Isa 53:8) is not the Lord, then you haven’t heard anything yet. Unless he is the Peace, you have not known. What is the answer? May the gospel call his own. That is the answer. 

What assignment did Jesus give them? Look at verse 21. “Again Jesus said, ‘Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.’” What did he give them as the mission?  Look at verses 22-23. “And with that he breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.” What is the commission according to Jesus’ words in verse 23? The commission is the preaching of the gospel of the forgiveness of sins by faith. I would rather say by faith because it seems they had to believe that they were given the Holy Spirit because Jesus breathed on them. 

How about the authorization? It seems that they had no other choice but to forgive for the gospel is the message of the forgiveness of sins. Someone might raise the question about Ananias and Sapphira who died after Peter’s rebuke. Did they die because Peter did not forgive them? I would rather say Peter simply rebuked them for their wickedness of deceiving the Holy Spirit. Peter spoke of the gospel of the forgiveness of sins and they joined the believers. However, they stood against the Holy Spirit. They condemned themselves. There is no way that we can define what the resurrection of Jesus is or means. Even if we can come up to a certain definition, it reaches nowhere and means nothing. It is simply futile. To know Jesus means to abide in the gospel of the forgiveness of sins and the preaching of the news. To some extent, we are like the news paper deliverers. The difference is that we do it by faith. So then, what is the practical meaning of the life of mission? He will appear to us in the gospel message we are assigned to deliver. The message is the good news to the poor, the proclamation of freedom for the prisoners, the recovery of sight for the blind, the release of the oppressed, and the proclamation of the year of the Lord’s favor. We deliver such good news to this anxious generation. People may or may not believe. They may be hostile or friendly. But we rejoice because of the Lord who has come, being reminded of the grace by the very message we are assigned to deliver.
IV.  Jesus appears to Thomas (24-31) 

The author speaks about the experience of Thomas in verses 24-29.  He is known to us as the man of doubt. But that is an unfair criticism. Why did Thomas refuse to believe the news of Jesus’ resurrection? He did because, according to verse 24, he “was not with the disciples when Jesus came.” So when the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord!” he said to them, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe it.” He meant he didn’t see the risen Jesus. He didn’t believe just because others said Jesus was raised. We see in Thomas a truthful character.
How did Jesus help Thomas? He did not abandon Thomas because the disciple didn’t believe and because there is no other way to know the resurrection than believe. Look at verse 26. “A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you!’” Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.” What did he mean? Jesus meant that Thomas didn’t believe not because of the lack of proof but because of doubt.  Under the disguise of truthfulness was doubt. But neither did Jesus demand Thomas of blind-folded belief. He wouldn’t appear to the disciple if that was his demand. Jesus meant to heal the man of doubt.  

What was Thomas' confession?  Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my God!” Why was he so moved by Jesus' wounds? He did because he recognized the Lord and God in Jesus’ wounds. The disciple was seeking God, not the answer to his doubts. If he was seeking the answer to his doubts, witnessing Jesus’ wounds would rather make him to fall into further confusion. He could have become happy at seeing Jesus since he missed Jesus Christ deeply. But how could the wounded be the Lord and God since he couldn’t heal his own wounds? We learn that he came to believe because of Jesus’ appearance. He came up to the same mysterious realm as the author claimed for himself in verse 8. We can find support of that understanding in Jesus’ words in verse 29. “Then Jesus told him, ‘Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.’” The same confession would come out of those who never saw Jesus or met him. We find that in 1 Peter 1:8, “Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls.” All they knew was the gospel message they had heard. Likewise, Thomas did not climb up to the realm of faith as he saw the evidence that Jesus was alive. Rather, he believed because he received the salvation of his soul, the healing of his doubts. Who can deliver us from doubts and who can cure us of doubts?  Even if someone is raised from the dead in front of us, we would not climb up to faith. That is what the Bible says. The confession of Thomas, therefore, is simply one of the miraculous signs which Jesus had performed, the sign by which he calls his own today.
Look at verses 30-31. “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” Why did the author not record all of the miracles? He said later in 21:25 that he couldn’t simply because there were too many to record. We still ask why he limited his writing to the experiences of Mary Magdalene, Thomas and the disciples as a group. He could have at least written a little bit more. It seems that this addition could be more productive. Isn’t the more the better? Let’s stop this foolishness. We are not talking about campaigning. We are talking about the gospel. We are talking about the resurrection. The argument of Karl Barth might be helpful. In his exposition of 1 Corinthians, he said that when we say the resurrection, we should rather say Resurrection because we are speaking of God. The gospel is the revelation of God. We should learn to fear him as we hear the message. Who will learn to fear and believe? The gospel will call them. We will see.
