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THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

Lesson 23  Commentary  John 20:1 - 31

Lesson 24  Questions        John 21:1 - 25

THE TRIUMPH OF JESUS

John 20:1-31

I. INTRODUCTION


Last week, we left Jesus laid in a new tomb. Often tombs were used for several people. Joseph of Arimathea’s tomb held the body, not only of a human being, but one utterly unique in the world—the God-man’s, who would rise out of the tomb in a new and splendid Body.


It is believed that John’s gospel is written for the Christian Community at Ephesus, where he and Mary, Jesus’ mother, lived. St. Paul had found believers there who had had only John the Baptist’s baptism. Paul left them fully Christian under Jesus. What we are reading here is the witness of the apostolic Church, announcing to us this glorious truth.


This Gospel is the last written of the four, and it appears that Christians later realized, as time went on, that their holy day of the week was set by Jesus, who arose on the first day of a new week (Acts 20:7). The earliest account, however, of the Resurrection is Paul’s in 1 Corinthians 15:3-8.

II. A SKILLFUL WRITER


We have seen John’s masterful use of dramatic scenes, in the story of the Samaritan woman (John 4), and of the man born blind (John 9). In this resurrection story we see again his skill as a writer, showing us the discovery that the women and the apostles make.


John arranges the account in two acts, each with two scenes. Act I is at the tomb, Act II, in the Upper Room. Each act introduces a minor character along with major characters in scene 1; in scene 2 the minor character becomes the major one: the others become minor characters. In scene 1 for instance, Mary Magdalene is a minor character, the major ones are Peter and the Beloved Disciple. In scene 2 Mary is the major character, and the disciples are minor characters. 


John also uses symbolism carefully in his Gospel omitting some synoptic accounts and choosing others with symbolic meaning. The location of each act is important: the Tomb is of the earth, of rock, closed over the Body. The upper room symbolizes the higher life, a risen life, above the things of earth that bring death.

III. THE EMPTY TOMB (John 20:1-10)


As the evangelist presents the scene, we see one of the holy women, and two disciples. John emphasizes only Mary Magdalene in his resurrection account, perhaps because she stood at the foot of the cross beside Mary, Jesus’ mother, and John himself.


“Early in the morning, on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb” (John 20:1). “The first day of the week” has symbolic meaning. It is a new beginning in God’s revelation in Scripture, to all who accept Jesus. “First” can also mean that the resurrection of Jesus is the first one of the human race. All others will come at the Parousia (Second Coming of Jesus) when earthly time has ended. This is plainly taught by Paul to the Thessalonians who were troubled about the possible Parousia coming before some of them had died, believing that these would not be with Jesus in that day. (See 1 Thessalonians 5:14-18.)


“While it was still dark.” The other Gospels all mention that it was dawn or the sun was rising, both signs of new life. To John the dark is a symbol of being without Jesus, of spiritual blindness, of not knowing Jesus. So here again he keeps his theme of darkness or light. It becomes light when Jesus appeared to them.


Various differences in the resurrection accounts begin here. What is the reason for them? As usual with stories preserved by word of mouth truths in general are retained, and details differ as different groups hear the same fact, seen by a different witness. We saw this in our study of the two accounts of creation and of the two accounts of the flood.


As the evangelist presents the scene, Mary comes to the tomb and sees only that the stone covering the entrance is rolled back. In consternation she leaves and runs to Peter and the “Beloved Disciple” with that news. These two run to the tomb and see the same thing. Here we see John’s theology. His understanding of who Peter is in the group shows when he relates that the Beloved Disciple arrives first but John does not enter until Peter comes and leads them in. “The other disciple,” “the beloved disciple” is mentioned several times in this Gospel. It is a tradition, which is held today, that it was John himself, the Apostle who never mentions his name in his Gospel; but because of a special relationship with Jesus, was given the mother of Jesus to protect and keep for Jesus. John is presented in tradition to have been unmarried, and so was free, as Jesus was, to care for Mary.


When Peter and the beloved disciple enter they see the empty tomb and the burial cloths, the head-covering lying in a different place. The Body that had been in them was gone. When Jesus had raised Lazarus, he came out still wrapped in the burial cloths. It is a sign here in the empty tomb, of the resurrection of a living body.


John “saw and believed” (John 20:8). What was Peter’s reaction? He is still confused. In another incident John recognizes Jesus on minimum information (John 21:4-7). Peter still needs more. They leave and return home.


But not Mary. On her return she stood weeping beside the tomb, peering inside. The splendor of two dazzling angels now meets her eye as they speak, “Woman, why are you weeping?” Her answer is still confusion, “I don’t know where he has been taken!” At that Mary turns around and there stood Jesus. Though she saw Him, she did not recognize Him. “Mary,” Jesus said, and she recognized His voice! “My sheep know my voice,” Jesus said in His Good Shepherd Tale. Mary ran back to the disciples, who did not believe her. Only when Jesus appeared to them did they believe. Is this an example of the heart seeing what the mind doesn’t, in women’s way of knowing?


Christians may go through these different reactions to the fact of Jesus being God and man. John had probably experienced them in his Ephesus community. Some recognize the truth of the Faith quickly, some continue searching till it is discovered; others are “doubting Thomases,” as we shall see. For Peter and the other apostles, “seeing was believing.” What has been your route to acceptance of faith in Jesus?


As Mary recognized Jesus, she fell at His feet, clasping His knees in profound adoration and joy. In answer Jesus said, “You do not have to cling to me, I have not yet ascended to my Father.” He not only reassures her, but some believe that Jesus meant that He ascended to His Father on the day He triumphed over death, then on Easter evening appearing to the Apostles. Some scholars believe He ascended after appearing to Mary. His Ascension after 40 days, recorded in Acts 1:3 refers to His final departure from them. Jesus continues speaking to Mary, giving her a message for His “brothers.” “I am ascending to my Father and your Father.” He confers on them (and us) the new reality of being children of God, as He is in His human spirit. Jesus can now give the Holy Spirit to the Apostles, and He does so in John’s Act II.


As we saw in the Samaritan woman, here Jesus tells a woman to take the message to His apostles to meet Him. It was the Samaritan woman who, unbidden, called her townspeople together to hear Jesus. These two indications show the active role in the Church of the “feminine half.” God uses for ministry, not only the indispensable mother role as Mary was given, but single women are ministering in the Church. There is much to ponder here, in the on-going discussion of God’s will for the two genders in the Church.


John’s recording of the disciples and the women’s initial disbelief shows that none of them was expecting the Resurrection. After more evidence, the apostles remember that Jesus had even foretold them of it (Mark 9:30-32). As time went on they realized also that this is recorded in earlier Scriptures (Psalm 16:8-11, Hosea 6:2). Peter in his first speech to the crowd at Pentecost quotes Psalm 16:8-11 (Acts 2:22-28).


What did the disciples see in these appearances? Jesus was the same as in life, but different. They did not recognize the nail wounds or Jesus concealed them at will, as He showed them to Thomas. Jesus’ new body passed through locked doors, on His two visits to the apostles. We shall have this quality of risen bodies in our future life, one of much greater freedom and eternally perfect, if we die united to the Will of God.

IV. APPEARANCE TO THE DISCIPLES


On Resurrection Day, Jesus came and stood before the Apostles in their room which was locked for fear of the Jews. He greets them first with a word that told them of forgiveness. “Peace be with you!” The Church often uses this greeting in its Eucharistic liturgy, as the priest greets the assembly and they return the greeting. As they stared at him, Jesus repeats, “Peace be with you!” and showed them His hands and His side.


Then He commissioned them, as He had been commissioned by His Father, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you” (John 20:21). He breathed on them and said these important words, “Receive the Holy Spirit.” It is Jesus who gives the Spirit to His believers. Then He added a new commission, “If you forgive men’s sins, they are forgiven them. If you hold them bound, they are held bound” (John 20:23). This we call the Sacrament of Reconciliation. It has been passed down through the Apostles from earliest recorded Christian history outside the Bible. Jesus gave it, significantly, on the night of His new life and light, symbolizing the coming of light to a soul in darkness of sin, willful serious sin, to whom this sacrament restores life and the light of Christ.


Thomas, however, was not with the Apostles. As we have seen, he seems to have a special place in John’s Gospel. He also gets special attention from Jesus on this night, a week later, when he is with the Apostles. We need to be with the Christian community when they assemble, for Jesus is with “two or three gathered in my name.” Are you there when your Catholic Christian assembly gathers as a body? Thomas has heard from the Apostles and from the women of Jesus’ new life and His visits, but he is still unbelieving, and will be until he touches the wounds of Jesus. Jesus comes with His peace and invites Thomas to do just that; he doesn’t. As Mary did, Thomas worships Him, saying, “My Lord and my God!” (John 20:28). The addition of the name of God is a testimony to the New Testament acceptance of Jesus as God.


Then Jesus adds what we can call the Ninth Beatitude for all His future Christians, “Blest (happy) are those who have not seen and have believed!”

V. CONCLUSION AND APPLICATION (John 20:30-31)


John gives his readers an idea of how many other proofs the Apostles and disciples had of Jesus’ new life, in the all-inclusive words, “Jesus did many other signs that are not written in this book.” For John all the deeds of Jesus are “signs” of His Messiah-Divinity. John closes this very special and different Gospel with reasons for writing it. “But these have been recorded to help you believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, so that through faith you may have life in his name.”


Our own risen life in the future depends on our life here. Are you developing your relationship with Jesus, as the Apostles and first Christians did? Do you know His deeds, His words through your personal reading of all the Gospels, the Good News He has left us of His life and teaching?


Our life after death depends on the state of our spiritual life, our moral life. In our study of Luke, we found those words of Jesus, just before Jesus was arrested:


“Men will see the Son of Man coming on a cloud with great power and glory . . .  Hold your heads high for your deliverance is at hand!” (Luke 21:27-28). Matthew tells us more pragmatically: “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, he will sit upon his royal throne, and all the nations will be assembled before him. Then he will separate them into two groups . . .” (Matthew 25:31-32). And we will be judged on love of God and love of neighbor!

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 24

John 21:1-25

Day 1

Read the Notes.


a.
Underline points of interest to you and share with the group.


b.
Did any of them speak personally to your life? How?

Day 2

Read John 21:1-3 and Matthew 18:20.


a.
What does the word “together” in verse 2 say to you about the apostles and about Jesus’ appearance?


b.
What symbolic or significant meaning can you see in Peter’s “I am going fishing”?


c.
From verse 2 explain how Thomas had learned his lesson.

Day 3

Read John 21:4-8 and Luke 5:1-11.


a.
What further meaning might John have for verse 4a: “It was already dawn”?


b.
Is the lesson in John and Luke the same? If not, why not, if so, how?

Day 4

Read John 21:9-14.


a.
In verse 7b-10 what two indications are we given about Simon Peter’s role in these verses?


b.
How does Jesus’ teaching here apply to the Church and its leadership?


c.
What do you learn about Jesus from these verses?


d.
How could it affect your life?

Day 5

Read John 21:15-19, Acts 21:11-14 and 2 Peter 1:5-9.


a.
Share from the story a point that is especially meaningful to you.


b.
In John 21:18 what is the prediction of Jesus about Peter?

Day 6

Read John 21:20-23 and Matthew 16:28.


a.
What character trait do you see in Peter here?


b.
What words of Jesus to Peter in these verses are the same as verse 19b? Ask yourself in what way you could do this more nearly.


c.
Read John 21:24-25. Who could be the “we” in verse 24?


d.
How are these last words of John’s gospel meaningful for you?
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