Exegetical Analysis:  John 20:11-28

This essay will provide an analysis of John 20:11-28, considering the context of the verses, providing an overview of the content, whilst adding consideration of a selection of appropriate commentaries. In its entirety, the twentieth chapter of the fourth gospel provides a consolidation and fulfilment of all the themes raised in the gospel previously; the divinity of Jesus, the death of Jesus, the resurrection of Jesus, and the imparting of the Holy Spirit to his followers[footnoteRef:1]. It could be argued that this is the climax of the gospel and is understood to contain the original ending to the gospel in verse thirty-one. [1:  Wright NT.  The Resurrection of the Son of God. Christian Origins and the Question of God. Volume 3.  (Great Britain`: SPCK. 2003) p675] 

Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, is the earliest account of the resurrection of Jesus discovered to date at CE 50.  Paul did not have access to the Gospels in their current form, as they did not exist at the time of his first letter to the Corinthians, with his account of Jesus’ appearance to his followers being significantly different to the gospels, which were written later; with John’s Gospel being written around CE100.   It is however, unclear why the Gospel writers did not borrow from Paul’s account, unless it was not available, the gospel writers believed they knew a better truth from other sources, or even potentially that the differences between each of the gospels and the letter of Paul, are a possible indication of differences in belief or dogma within the early church, particularly as it is unclear where the author of the Fourth Gospel wrote, and whether he wrote for the benefit of his own “Johannine” community, in consideration of their particular conditions and concerns, rather than the wider Christian audience. 
Verses 11-28 follow the discovery of the empty tomb, where the body of Jesus is found to be missing.  The author has stated in 20:9-10 that the disciples had not yet understood that the prophecy was fulfilled that Jesus must rise from the dead, and instead had gone back to their homes; confused and fearful that the body of Jesus had been confiscated. N.T. Wright is clear that it was not an expectation of the Jews of the time, that an individual could be resurrected with the rest of the world proceeding as normal, thereby maintaining that it was perfectly reasonable for the Disciples not to link back to the teaching of Jesus. 
This passage begins with Mary Magdalene, who has remained by the tomb crying.  She stoops to investigate the tomb and sees two angels where the body of Jesus would have been. The angels ask her why she is weeping, and she answers that it is because they have taken away the body of Jesus.  There is no clear indication whether Mary identifies the angels as either divine beings, or grave robbers, as she does not converse with them further, nor seem to marvel at their presence. Sanders[footnoteRef:2] notes the big contrast between Mary’s calm reaction to the angels, and the reactions of the women visiting Jesus’ tomb in the Synoptic gospels.  A good example is in Mark: 24.5 where the women seeing the angels “were terrified and bowed their faces to the ground.”  Sanders comments that whilst the author of the fourth gospel appears to have used the same source as the Synoptic gospels, in terms of a tradition that women visited the tomb of Jesus and met angels, he notes that it is striking that the Synoptic Gospels the angels give the women the message that Jesus has risen[footnoteRef:3], but in the fourth gospel they offer no message, and simply allow Mary to express her grief. [2:  Sanders JN & Mastin BA. The Gospel According to John.  (London:  Morrison and Gibb Ltd.  1968) p424
]  [3:  Mark: 24. 5-7] 

In verse fourteen, Mary then turns around to see an unidentified male, who mirrors the question of the angels, asking why she is weeping, and then asking who she is looking for.  The author notes that Mary does not recognise the figure of Jesus, and instead presumes that he is the gardener. It is not stated that Jesus is attempting to disguise himself in any way, and the question to Mary; of who she was looking for, may well reflect a genuine confusion on His part as she had seen him die only two days previously.  He was stood before her, he had taught his followers that he must rise from the dead, and Mary had already found that he was not in his tomb.
The grief of Mary for the loss of the body of Jesus is understandable, as not only would she have been horrified at a basic level by the loss of the body of a loved one, but we know that there had been a significant problems with grave robbing within the Roman province of Judaea at the time; which was sufficiently serious for the Roman authorities to be known to have issued an edict threatening capital punishment for anyone caught in the activity.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  The Nazareth inscription is a First Century CE inscription issued by an unknown Caesar.  It was found in Nazareth and is held in the Louvre Museum.  Laws against exhumation and reburial are also mentioned by Pliny.] 

Apart from general grave robbery, the significance of the loss of Jesus’ body would have been politically immense, as the body could have been taken by the Roman or Jewish authorities, and potentially used for future anti-Christian activity.  Again, we must assume that as the author mentions in 20:9, that the disciples did not understand that Jesus must rise from the dead, so too; this similarly did not occur to Mary and encourage her to consider a living Jesus.
Mary asks the “gardener” if he has moved the body, and to tell her where so that she could collect him.  It seems entirely congruent with the terrible events of Jesus’ trial, passion and execution, that his followers were so traumatized, confused, grieving and bereft, that Mary simply would not have expected to see a living Jesus in the garden next to her, and that she was simply asking for his mercy in terms of help finding and recovering the body.
However, Mary suddenly recognizes Jesus when he calls her by name, and she answers him with “Rabbouni!” or Teacher.  The recognition that comes with the use of Mary’s name by Jesus is interesting, as CK Barrett[footnoteRef:5] notes that it was the voice of Jesus, rather than his appearance which allowed Mary to recognise Him.  Barrett notes in John 10.3 Jesus saying that the true shepherd is known to his flock through his voice, and that they trust him and follow.  In addition to the shepherd analogy, it is also possibly intended as an example of the power of the Word of God, or the Logos as Jesus was described, where Jesus was the truth.    Similarly, this exchange is foreshadowed where Jesus explains to Pilate, that “Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.”[footnoteRef:6]   [5:  CK Barrett. John’s Gospel.  Black M, & Rowley H (Eds).  Peake’s Commentary of the Bible. (Sunbury-on-Thames:  Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd. 1977). p867.]  [6:  John. 18.37] 

Jesus tells Mary “Do not hold on to me as I have not yet ascended to the father”[footnoteRef:7],  Perhaps John intended these words as a reminder to his audience that Jesus was to ascend to the father, and that as Jesus had taught, he was to be replaced with the Holy Spirit, and that they must accept this as a necessary process, and not to try to cling onto his earthly form. [7:  John: 20.17] 

Perhaps this is an echo of contemporary beliefs about the dead, as in certain cultures today, it is believed to be important to be careful to release the spirit of the individual so that it can ascend to heaven, by limiting crying, and opening doors and windows so that the spirit can be free, and confident to move onwards.  Or this could simply be the author’s method of reminding us of Jesus’ earlier teaching about death and ascension, both being necessary for the rebirth of his followers in Spirit.  
This passage is challenging in terms of its contrast with John 20: 27, where Jesus invites Thomas to touch his wounds. However, it suggests that sometime between the meeting with Mary, and Jesus’ invitation to Thomas, Jesus had already ascended, and was thus fully reunited with the Father, thereby making Thomas’ touch, and the sharing of the Holy Spirit permissible.  Barrett suggests that this theory is endorsed by the fact that in John 20:22 Jesus had already passed the Holy Spirit to them, which Jesus had previously taught, could not happen until Jesus had already ascended. 
NT Wright holds that in the ancient world, it was quite common for people to believe that they had met both with their gods, or the recently deceased members of their family[footnoteRef:8], in fact Wright notes that the sightings of the recently departed were often cited to confirm that the individual was really dead, and was appearing to them in spirit.     [8:  Wright NT.  The Resurrection of the Son of God. Christian Origins and the Question of God. Volume 3.  (Great Britain`: SPCK. 2003) p691] 

Equally, Wright notes that the empty tomb, linked with the frequency of grave robbing would not have been enough for the disciples to conclude that Jesus had risen.  Wright believe that it was only the combination of the two factors, which would have been considered to provide sufficient proof both for the disciples and for future.  
Jesus sent Mary to go and tell the disciples that he was ascending.  However, that evening, Jesus appeared to them, in the house that they had met in, even though the doors had been “locked through fear of the Jews”[footnoteRef:9]. This suggests that Jesus had “materialised” in some way that did not require the physical opening of a locked door, indicating his other-wordliness.  Sanders[footnoteRef:10] does not believe that it was the intention of the author to encourage the recipients of the gospel to speculate on the nature of Jesus’ resurrected body, as it was already unique; in terms of being an individual resurrected body.  [9:  John:  20:19.]  [10:  Sanders JN & Mastin BA. The Gospel According to John.  (London:  Morrison and Gibb Ltd.  1968) p 431
] 

Additionally, this reflection on fear of the Jewish authorities suggests the greater ongoing danger that the disciples felt from the Jews rather than the Romans.  Jesus had taught them that they may be ostracised by the Jews.  This could be a construct designed to appeal to the presumed Johannine community; as at the time of authorship of the fourth gospel, Judea had lost the war to the Romans, the second temple had been destroyed, and Christians were being savagely persecuted throughout the Roman world.  It is unlikely that anywhere in the Roman Empire would have felt safe, so perhaps writing that even the great, famous, disciples of Jesus themselves, had to lock their doors to protect themselves in those early days.
Jesus greeted them with “Peace be with you.”   Barrett[footnoteRef:11] comments that this could simply be the normal Jewish greeting of the time, and indeed of present times, however he notes that there is speculation that the word “Peace” was used to add the additional facet to the greeting, of their new peace earned through being followers of Jesus.  [11:  Black M, & Rowley H (Eds).  Peake’s Commentary of the Bible. (Sunbury-on-Thames:  Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd. 1977). p867] 

In the passage, Jesus shows them the wounds on his body, they see the proof they need, and they rejoice, remembering Jesus’ teaching that he would have to die and then be resurrected.
Then Jesus breathed on them and imbued in them the holy spirit.  So, in the same way as mankind was created by God in his own image and given life through God’s breath into his nostrils in Genesis:2.7, the disciples are now re-created with the ability for not just a mortal, but also an eternal life, in the image of God, Jesus said: “Receive the Holy Spirit.”    CK Barrett[footnoteRef:12] believes that the author of the fourth gospel deliberately used the same word used in Genesis:2.7 to emphasise that this was in all senses the second creation of humanity, the second time that God had used his breath; the Holy Spirit to bring life to humanity.  [12:  Black M, & Rowley H (Eds).  Peake’s Commentary of the Bible. (Sunbury-on-Thames:  Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd. 1977). p867] 

Jesus then explains that they are now completely empowered with the Holy Spirit; the Spirit of Truth, for “if you forgive the sins of any they are forgiven, if you retain the sins of any they are retained[footnoteRef:13]”  Barrett suggests that whilst this statement could be presumed simply to refer to baptism, he reflects that the whole of Jesus’ ministry as reflected in the Fourth Gospel, was one of forgiveness or retention of sins.  One example offered, is that in John: 9.40 where some Pharisees challenge Jesus’ teaching saying that they knew their God!  However, Jesus says: “If you were blind, you would not have sin.  But now that you say, “we see” your sin remains.”[footnoteRef:14] [13:  John: 20.23]  [14:  John: 9.41] 

However, the author notes that Thomas was not present, and so struggled to believe, so one week later, Jesus returns to the house, Thomas says “My Lord and My God”! and believes.  Barrett[footnoteRef:15] suggests that the strange time gap of a week, may have been due to the familiarity of the Christian community of the time, for worshipping on a Sunday.   [15:  Black M, & Rowley H (Eds).  Peake’s Commentary of the Bible. (Sunbury-on-Thames:  Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd. 1977). p867 ] 

However, in verse twenty-nine, Jesus is slightly chiding him: “Have you believed because you have seen me?  Blessed are those who have not seen and yet come to believe.” Whilst Wright has argued that the two elements of; empty tomb, and visitation of Jesus were both necessary to engender a belief in the resurrection of Jesus, yet it seems that this could also be a reference to the belief of the “Beloved Disciple” in the glorification of Jesus, even before Jesus had appeared.  His faith was already trusting and, and he did not have to “see (Jesus) to believe”  
Equally, this may be a call to action to those living after the lifetime of Jesus, such as those within the Johannine Community in the late part of the century, that it is not important to have seen Jesus, rather just that the individual has faith.
It should be noted that all the Johannine visitations of Jesus appear to be based in Jerusalem, although this is not the case with the Synoptic Gospels. However, it is interesting to note that with reference to the detail contained within John 20:11-28, John offers eighteen verses, whereas Mark offers only ten verses; excluding the section where Mary met Jesus outside the tomb and moving forward straight to Mary reporting her meeting with Jesus to the disciples.   Mark notes that they disbelieved, and that they went to the tomb themselves, where they saw a single angel, instead of the two noted in John’s Gospel.  In this description, the Angel tells the disciples to go and tell Peter, and that Jesus was going into Galilee. 
Overall, Alan Culpepper[footnoteRef:16] sees deep parallels between John: 20 and Luke:24, suggesting access to a similar original source, but notes the addition in the Johannine gospel of the “Beloved Disciple” in John 20:3 who, not only outruns Peter to the tomb, but is also the only one to believe when finding Jesus’ tomb empty; whilst the other disciples are noted as not understanding Jesus’ teaching on his death and resurrection. This encourages a perception that the “Beloved Disciple” was not only faster than Peter, but smarter, and more devout.  Culpeper[footnoteRef:17] suggests that this may have been an attempt by the Fourth Evangelist to create an expectation that the “Beloved Disciple” and his Johannine Community, were the natural successors to the legacy of Jesus’ teachings. [16:  Culpepper RA.  John.  The Son of Zebedee.  The Life of a Legend. (Edinburgh:  T&T Clark Ltd. 2000) p 68]  [17:  Culpepper RA.  John.  The Son of Zebedee.  The Life of a Legend. (Edinburgh:  T&T Clark Ltd. 2000) p 64] 

Randel Helms[footnoteRef:18] offers an interesting suggestion that the writer of the Fourth Gospel, detected that a common source material in both the gospels of Mark and Luke was the Book of Tobit, and identifies a number of similarities in the narrative, including the resurrection appearance of Jesus to the disciples where he says “Peace be with you,”[footnoteRef:19] which he compares to the scene in Tobit, where Raphael says at the moment of appearance and recognition:  “Do not be afraid; peace be with you.”[footnoteRef:20]  Similarly, Helms identifies the similarity between Jesus’ statement that he is “ascending to his father”[footnoteRef:21] which phrase; Helms notes, is not found in any other Gospel.  However, the phrase is remarkably like the scene in Tobit: “See I am ascending to him who sent me”[footnoteRef:22] [18:  Helms R. Gospel Fictions. (New York:  Prometheus Books. 1988) p146]  [19:  John. 20:19]  [20:  Tobit: 12.17]  [21:  John 20.17]  [22:  Tobit: 12.20] 

In conclusion, whilst the fourth gospel shares some elements of the resurrection narrative with the Synoptic Gospels, it is far more exhaustive in terms of its descriptions of the appearances of Jesus after death. Verses 11-28 are key in presenting the climax of the Fourth Gospel.  These verses pull together all the themes within the Gospel; in terms of the need for death, the truth of him rising from the dead, in terms of the empty tomb, the angels, and then the appearance of Jesus to his followers. His promise of everlasting love and support to his disciples, and the fulfilment of his promise to send to them the Holy Spirit who would function as their teacher and guide forever.   
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