
“The Resurrection of Christ”
(An Exposition of John 20:1-31)1

Introduction

All four (4) gospels give us accounts of the triumphal entry, which we celebrate on “Palm Sunday” and
the crucifixion of Jesus Christ for sinners, which we commemorate on “Good Friday.” But while those 
accounts do not contradict each other, neither are they identical. Some details that are included in one 
of the gospels are left out of the others.  

The same is true when it comes to the events of that first Easter Sunday nearly 2,000 years ago.  The 
primary historical fact in view in each of the Gospels is the resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ from 
the dead on the third day, which John tells us was “the first day of the week” (v.1). But each of the 
Gospel accounts in some way focuses on different aspects of what took place. 

Matthew, for example, goes into great detail about how the stone was rolled away from the tomb. He 
tells us about an earthquake, an angel rolling back the stone, and how the guards at the tomb feinted or 
froze with fear.  

But here in John's Gospel all we are told is that when Mary Magdalene came to the tomb very early on 
that Sunday morning, she “saw that the stone had been taken away from the tomb” (v.1). It almost 
seems like John skips past the more exciting or dramatic details. What John focuses on here in our text 
is the curious fact that it seemed like none of Jesus's disciples seemed to understand what was supposed
to happen to Jesus. 

Mary Magdalene wasted no time.  As soon as the Sabbath was over she came to the tomb. John says 
that she did so “early, while it was still dark” (v.1). But when she saw the stone rolled away from the 
mouth of the tomb, the last thing that she could have imagined was that Jesus was alive. She assumed 
that someone had “taken” him away or moved His body (v.2, 13). 

Even the sight of two angels did not change that (v.12-13)! And then she sees Jesus and mistakes Him 
for the “gardener” (v.15). Both the angels and Jesus Himself asked her, “Woman, why are you 
weeping?” (v.13, 15). Her grief was finally turned to joy when Jesus said her name (v.16) and she 
realized that it was really Him!

What about the disciples (Peter and John)? They raced to the tomb that first Easter Sunday, but not 
until after Mary came to them with the news that His tomb was empty. Shouldn't they have been 
expecting Him to rise from the dead? Had He not told them that He was going to do exactly that? Had 
he not even raised Lazarus from the dead right in front of them (back in John chapter 11)?  

They saw evidence of His resurrection (the burial cloths lying where His body had lain – no grave 
robber would have removed them from His body), and we are told that John (“the other disciple”) saw
and believed (v.8), but then in v.9 John himself tells us that “as yet they did not understand the 
Scripture, that he must rise from the dead.” 

In fact, what was the next thing that they did?  They both “went back to their homes” (v.10). They 
were not exactly running through the streets shouting, “He is risen!”

1 All Scripture quotations are taken from the English Standard Version (ESV) unless otherwise stated.



And then what do we find the disciples doing?  They were meeting together on that Sunday night. (This
was the forerunner of the Sunday evening worship service!) But what does John tell us in v.19? The 
doors were locked where the disciples were gathered “for fear of the Jews.” 

And just as Mary's weeping was turned to joy when she finally saw Jesus, even so the disciples' fear 
was also turned to joy when Jesus miraculously stood among them and twice said, “Peace be with 
you” (v.19, 21).  It was going to be OK. A sealed tomb could not keep Jesus in, and and locked doors 
could not keep Him out!

But wait – there's more! John tells us that one of the disciples didn't show up for church that night. 
Thomas missed out on the whole thing, didn't he? And to make matters worse, he refused to believe it 
when everyone told him that they had seen the Lord!  In v.25 his reply was “Unless I see in his hands 
the mark of the nails, and place my finger into the mark of the nails, and place my hand into his 
side, I will never believe.” He wouldn't even trust his own eyes, or so he thought!

But, as He was throughout this account, our Lord Jesus was gracious and patient with His disciples, 
who were “slow of heart to believe” (Luke 24:25). And isn't that comforting to us even today? He 
knows our weaknesses, failures,  shortcomings, and sins far better than we do, but He is patient with us,
does not abandon us, and continues to work in and through us. 

What did he do for “doubting Thomas”?  He gave him a do-over, didn't He? He could have just said, 
“Sorry, Thomas – you should have been there with the others.” He could have said, “How dare you talk
about needing to see Me and touch my wounds or you will never believe!” But He didn't!  What did He
do? He came back the next week (possibly the next Sunday!) when Thomas was there, came through 
the locked doors again, “stood among them and said, “'Peace be with you'” (v.26). 

He spoke peace to Thomas too! He even offered to let him touch his wounds, but there is no indication 
that Thomas did any such thing.

Despite the fact that He had told them repeatedly that He was going to be betrayed, crucified, and rise 
from the dead, no one got it; no one understood. If there was one thing that they were sure of, it was 
that Jesus was dead.  If the tomb was opened and the body was missing, the last thing that seemed to 
cross their minds was that Jesus had risen from the dead and was now alive.

One of the things that this tells us is that Jesus really did die on that Cross.  At some point skeptics and 
unbelieving scholars came up with a number of theories to explain away the resurrection of Christ. 
Some of them involved Jesus only seeming to die. One such explanation was the so-called “swoon 
theory.”  This theory proposed that Jesus did not actually die on the cross, but feinted in such a way as 
to convince everyone that He had died when he had not.  

In addition to the severe beating that He received prior to being crucified, and the brutal form of capital
punishment that crucifixion was, or the spear thrust through His side to make sure that He was dead 
(John 19:34).  Another convincing proof of His death is the reactions of His followers even after being 
told that He had risen – they couldn't believe it!  And that is because they had no doubt whatsoever that 
He had really died!



Another thing that our text demonstrates for us is that the accounts that we read in the gospels have the
ring of truth to them. It would make very little sense for men who were supposedly fabricating the story
of the resurrection from whole cloth for their own benefit (and what benefit would that have been, since
all but John were martyred for the faith?) to go into such detail about their own weaknesses, 
shortcomings, and failures. This is not how men would make things up. Once again, as always, the 
Scriptures are borne out as being true and trustworthy.

The Necessity of the Resurrection:

We are going to look at three (3) things about the resurrection of our Lord Jesus from the account in 
John's Gospel – the first of which is the necessity of the resurrection. In v.9 John tells us of the 
slowness of the disciples to believe that “as yet they did not understand the Scripture, that he must 
rise from the dead.”  And so it was necessary that Jesus rise from the dead.  Why is that?  

The first reason is stated right there in the verse – Jesus had to rise from the dead because the 
Scriptures said so!  That tells you what your view of the Bible ought to be – it is the very Word of God!
And when God says something is going to come to pass, you can be sure that whatever that is is going 
to come to pass. Period.  As Proverbs 30:5–6 tells us:

“Every word of God proves true;
he is a shield to those who take refuge in him.

Do not add to his words,
lest he rebuke you and you be found a liar.”

And as Numbers 23:19 says:

“God is not man, that he should lie,
or a son of man, that he should change his mind.

Has he said, and will he not do it?
Or has he spoken, and will he not fulfill it?”

If God says something in His Word, that settles it. His Word is forever settled in the heavens (Psalm 
119:89), and cannot be broken. And both the Old Testament Scriptures and Christ Himself foretold of 
His death and resurrection, His sufferings and glory (Luke 24:26-27).

The second reason is because of who Jesus is – the Son of God.  The Apostle Peter puts it this way in 
his sermon on the day of Pentecost in Acts 2:22-32,

“Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with 
mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you 
yourselves know—this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and 
foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. God raised 
him up, loosing the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be held by it. For 
David says concerning him, 

“‘I saw the Lord always before me, for he is at my right hand that I may not be 
shaken; therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue rejoiced; my flesh also will 
dwell in hope. For you will not abandon my soul to Hades, or let your Holy One see 



corruption. You have made known to me the paths of life; you will make me full of 
gladness with your presence.’ 

“Brothers, I may say to you with confidence about the patriarch David that he both died 
and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day. Being therefore a prophet, and 
knowing that God had sworn with an oath to him that he would set one of his descendants 
on his throne, he foresaw and spoke about the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not 
abandoned to Hades, nor did his flesh see corruption. This Jesus God raised up, and of 
that we all are witnesses. 

Notice that Peter says “it was not possible” (v.24) for Jesus to be held by death.  Why not?  Because He
is God in the flesh.  And why else?  Once again, because the Scriptures (in Psalm 16, written by David 
under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit) prophesied of the resurrection of Christ 1,000 years before it 
took place! Peter says that David “foresaw and spoke about the resurrection of the Christ” when he
wrote that He was not “abandoned to Hades” and His flesh did not see corruption or decay (v.31)!

The Significance of the Resurrection

That leads us to our second point – the significance of the resurrection. What does it mean? What does 
it tell us about Jesus? It proves that Jesus is exactly who He claimed to be all along, doesn't it? The 
resurrection proves that Jesus really is the Messiah who was promised and prophesied throughout the 
entire Old Testament! He really is the Redeemer who was to come to save us from our sins!

J.C. Ryle puts it this way:

“Concerning the importance of Jesus Christ's resurrection from the dead, it would be hard to 
speak too strongly. It is a cardinal article of the Christian faith, second to none in value. - It is 
the grand proof that he was the promised Messiah whom the prophets had foretold.”2

That is what the Apostle Paul is talking about in 1 Corinthians 15:3-4 where he writes,

“For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our 
sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third 
day in accordance with the Scriptures.”

The resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead is also proof of His deity. It proves to us that He really is
the Lord! That is what the Apostle Paul tells us in Romans 1:4, where he writes that Jesus was 
“declared to be the Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection 
from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord.”  The resurrection declares the deity of Christ, that He is none
other than “the Son of God” Himself!  Only God Himself has the power over life and death.

And everyone in our text eventually got the point, didn't they? Mary not only called Jesus “Rabboni!” 
(v.16), which means, “my teacher,” but also tells the disciples “I have seen the Lord” (v.18). And what
about “doubting Thomas”? All he does is give us one of the greatest confessions of the deity of Christ in
all of Scripture!  In v.28 he cried out, “My Lord and my  God!” he was not taking the Lord's name in 
vain there – He was confessing His faith in the risen Christ as the Son of God!  

2 Expository Thoughts On The Gospels: John Vol.3, p.257  



Jesus was His Lord and His God!  Do you confess the same?  Is Jesus your Lord? Is He your God? 
Because that is what the true biblical faith always confesses.

The Purpose of the Resurrection

Finally, let us look briefly at the purpose of the resurrection, and the purpose of John's account of it 
here in his Gospel?  What does it all mean for us today?  What is the purpose of the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ? And what was John's purpose in writing it (and the purpose of the Holy Spirit's inspiration
of that writing)? 

We are not often given an explicit purpose statement in every book of the Bible, but John does give us 
one for his Gospel account.  It is found in v.30-31, where he writes:

“Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in 
this book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 
God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”

John's Gospel is centered around the miracles of Christ. The last two were the biggest. In John chapter 
11 we are told about Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead. John 12:16-19 tells us that because of that 
miracle it was practically impossible to restrain the enthusiasm of the crowds on that first Palm Sunday.
But the resurrection of Jesus Himself is the miracle of miracles and the sign of signs!

In Romans 4:25 Paul tells us that Jesus “was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our 
justification” The resurrection proves that the price for our sin has been paid in full by Jesus. And it 
proves to us that Jesus has power over death and the grave. He really is “the resurrection and the 
life,” so that whoever believes in Him will live even if he or she dies (John 11:25). Do you believe this?

And John tells us in v.31 that he wrote all of these things for one primary reason - “that you may 
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his 
name.” Here he is making a case before you this morning. 

And his case is to show you who Jesus is – that He is “the Christ” (or Messiah), the focal point of all 
of Scripture! He is the One who was to come and die for the sins of His people and rise again on the 3rd 
day for our justification. And John's case is also to show you that Jesus is “the Son of God” Himself!

And notice the implications of both Jesus's words in v.29 and John's words in v.30-31. Blessed are 
those who do not see and yet believe. We do not need to see the risen Christ in order to believe. What 
do you need? The Word of God! The Scriptures!  

John said that he wrote these things so that you might believe and have life! The Scriptures are “able to
make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 3:15). And Luke 16:31 tells 
us that if we are not convinced by the Scriptures, neither will we be convinced if we see someone rise 
from the dead! Trust God's Word!

And because of all of this you can have life (real life, abundant life, eternal life!) by believing in Jesus.
You can have life in His name. If you do not yet know Jesus Christ, turn to Him by faith even now and 
have life in Him, the Son of God who died for sinners and rose again!  Amen.


