
B I B L E  S T U D Y  G U I D E

John

Copyright 2016 by Mark William Olson

Scripture to Read
John 20:19

Comment 1
As we saw last time, this verse begins with 

eschatological imagery. The opening phrase, “On 
that day…,” was a common way of describing the 
promised “day” in which God’s transforming and 
liberating power would break through the shack-
les of our world and the shackles of our lives.

“On that day”—even though doors were 
shut, even though fear was reigning, even though 
despair was racing through human hearts—the 
risen and ascended Jesus came.

Comment 2
We are told that Jesus stood “in the midst” 

of those who were feeling abandoned and alone.
And then to those who were locked in the 

turmoil of anger and the tyranny of human ac-
cusation, to those who were lost in fury and fear, 
Jesus brought “peace.” Through his divine prayer, 
he bestowed on his disciples a new relationship 
with all that is holy.

Scripture to Read
John 20:20

Comment 3
And then, says the Fourth Gospel, the risen 

and ascended Jesus showed them “his hands” and 
“his side.” 

He showed them “hands” in which the full-

ness of God’s Love and Light had been placed. 
He showed them “hands” in which they, too, 
could rest secure, for as this Gospel dramatically 
declared in an earlier chapter, there is no power 
on earth that can “pluck” us from those divinely 
endowed hands in which Love abides.

Comment 4
Secondly, the Fourth Gospel says that Jesus 

showed them “his side.” He showed them the 
“side” from which, in the language of this Gos-
pel, “blood and water” flowed, tangible evidence 
of new birth and new hope, a new creation com-
ing forth through the Anointed One.

In an echo of ancient scriptures, we are told 
that when the disciples saw those “hands”—and 
that “side”—they rejoiced and were “glad.” It’s as 
if the “hands” and the “side” functioned for them 
as confirmation that ancient eschatological vi-
sions had been fulfilled. God had worked. Trans-
formation had come. Liberation had happened.

Scripture to Read
John 20:21–22

Comment 5
Finally, as we saw last time, Jesus again in-

vokes “peace” on those in whom terror and tyr-
anny rage. They—like we—need to be anchored 
in God’s shalom so that they—and we—can be 
“sent” in the same way and for the same purposes 
that Jesus himself was “sent.”

Allowing God’s peace to blossom within us is 

SeSSion 77: John 20:23–28, with related texts from Numbers and Nehemiah

Unrevealed until its season…



what allows us—and others—to be sent forth as 
divinely commissioned peacemakers, transform-
ing and liberating others, just as Jesus did.

Comment 6
As a further sign of this ministry of peacemak-

ing and shalom creation to which his disciples are 
being sent, Jesus breathes on them. It’s an outward 
action that embodies a powerful image from the 
ancient creation story found in the book of Gen-
esis. In the opening lines of that book, the breath 
or spirit of God is portrayed as sweeping like a 
creative wind over the deep. It’s a wind that never 
stops. It’s a breath that never stands still.

“Receive ye,” says Jesus, using a collective 
form of you, “receive ye the holy spirit.” 

Comment 7
As the scholar Wes Howard-Brook points out 

in his commentary on this Gospel, what we and 
the disciples are to receive is not so much an en-
tity but a relationship. 

In the Fourth Gospel, Jesus invites his disci-
ples—and us—to receive a spirit that connects 
us collectively with God. Through this divinely 
anointed “breath” of Jesus, we are brought into a 
relationship with an I am “that flows and blows 
like the wind.” It’s a “Word” that brings forth 
Light even where there is no light. It’s a “wind” 
that transforms that which is cruel and chaotic 
into that which is beautiful and glorious. 

Comment 8
What we as a community of disciples are in-

vited to receive is the spirit of the Peacemaker, the 
spirit of the Chain Breaker, the spirit of the One 
who makes a way out no way. 

“As the Breath from Above sent  to those 
who were abandoned or alone, endangered or 
enslaved, locked up or locked out, so send I you.” 
The “you” is plural. It’s “ye.” It’s us as a collective 
body of disciples. We are sent.

For Discussion
In our own day, and in our own context, what 

might this mean in the practical sense? 

What new things might “the breath of God” 
be hoping to do through us in 2016?

Scripture to Read
John 20:21–23

For Discussion
In light of the two verses that precede it, what 

might verse 23 be suggesting as it talks about our 
attitude toward the “sins” of others?

Comment 9
According to this Gospel, peace is to blossom 

in us and through us. We are its anointed agents. 
The Gospel According to Matthew puts it this 
way: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall 
be called the children of God.”

To be a peacemaker—to live as a peace cre-
ator—we can’t just sit at home. Nor can we close 
our eyes to the tragedies and terrors of our world. 
The Fourth Gospel makes it clear that we are 
called as active agents of the One who is forever 
creating, transforming, and redeeming. We are 
“sent.” We are “commissioned.” We’re on a mis-
sion for the Holy Breath that sweeps with cre-
ative power over every troubled water.

Comment 10
The Fourth Gospel understands something 

else as well, something that it sees as vitally im-
portant. The Fourth Gospel understands that if 
the Breath of God is to blow through us, if we 
ourselves are to function collectively as divine-
ly commissioned agents of God’s transforming 
peace, then we have to be redeeming and trans-
forming in how we handle the sins that we per-
ceive in others.

It’s a lesson that the Fourth Gospel has tried 
to drive home again and again.

Scripture to Read
John 9:1–6

Comment 11
Seeing a man who had been “blind from 

birth,” encountering a fellow human who had 



been pushed by others into a pit of abandonment 
and isolation, Jesus’ own disciples react with the 
mentality of blame. 

“Who sinned?” they ask Jesus. “Was it this 
fellow himself? Or was it his parents?” Their 
only focus is on whom to blame. They haven’t 
yet caught the spirit of peace. They haven’t yet 
allowed the Breath from Above to blow through 
them, the Breath that liberates and transforms.

Comment 12
Jesus responds by dismissing the mentality of 

blame, the mentality that uses “sin” as a hammer 
to nail others to the ground. 

“I must work the works of the One who has 
sent me,” he declares. It’s the work of serving as 
“the Light of the world.” It’s the work of setting 
others free from all that would demean them, all 
that would enslave them. Again and again in this 
Gospel, Jesus does battle with religious people, 
including his own disciples, including people 
like us, people who turn “sin” into a permanent 
way of dismissing and demeaning others. It’s the 
opposite of peacemaking. It’s the opposite of 
serving as the “Light” that tears open the “nights” 
into which we sometimes stumble.

Scripture to Read
John 20:23

Comment 13
“Whose soever sins ye remit,” says the King 

James Version, “they are remitted.” 
Newer translations often substitute the word 

“forgive.” To “forgive” makes more sense to our 
modern ears. It’s an idea with which we are more 
comfortable. But to define our actions as “for-
giveness” can also conveniently serve to feed our 
own egos. Yes, that fellow who was “blind since 
birth,” he is a sinner. Or else his parents are, we 
say. But because we know ourselves to be so good 
and so kind, we will graciously dispense “forgive-
ness” upon this poor sinner and his parents—or 
on whomever we figure is really to blame.

For Discussion
What’s wrong with this attitude?

Comment 14
When “forgiveness” is dispensed in this man-

ner, it can function as a convenient way of elevat-
ing ourselves at others’ expense. In other words, 
they are “the sinners,” and we are “the forgivers.” 

The Fourth Gospel understands that when we 
approach others with this frame of mind, we are 
using “sin” to demean others and hammer them 
down, while conveniently lifting ourselves up. 

Aphienai, the Greek verb used in the first half 
of verse 23, actually means to “let go” or “release.” 
That’s why the King James Version rendered it as 
“remit.” The connotations of “let go” are differ-
ent from the connotations of “forgive.”

Scripture to Read
John 20:23

Comment 15
“If you retain the sins of others—if you hang 

on to those cruel labels that you impose on oth-
ers, if you focus only on ‘who sinned’ and ‘who 
is to blame’—then it’s you that has retained the 
sins,” says the risen and ascended Jesus. 

“But if you are to let the Holy Breath of God 
flow through you—if you are to be true children 
of the Light, and if you are to continue the work 
I was sent to do—then you have to let go of the 
‘you are a sinner’ mentality,” says Jesus, “for in 
releasing and remitting the sins of others, you are 
letting go of a weight that is around your neck.”

To release the sins of others—the sins onto 
which we sometimes cling so tightly—is to be-
stow God’s redeeming love and transforming 
peace not only on others but also on ourselves.

For Discussion
Does this teaching from the Fourth Gospel 

seem valid to you—or not? What would it look 
like in practice?

Scripture to Read
John 1:29



Comment 16
In John 20, we hear Jesus telling us and his 

fearful disciples, “As my Father hath sent me, 
even so send I you.”

For what purpose had Jesus been “sent”? In 
chapter 1, the Fourth Gospel shows us John, the 
baptizer, describing Jesus as “the Lamb of God 
which taketh away the sin of the world.” In other 
words, the “sin” label that we so often throw at 
others, the “sin” label with which we seek to con-
trol and demean others, Jesus was in the business 
of letting it go. He was in the business of “taking 
it away.” He was in the business of setting it aside.

Comment 17
According to this Gospel, it was often be-

cause Jesus was committed to “taking away the 
sin of the world” that he got into “hot water” 
with certain religious leaders, for they were often 
seeking to “retain” that which he was “remitting.”

Jesus isn’t suggesting that we ought to pre-
tend that destructive behaviors are good. He isn’t 
suggesting that we celebrate slavery, exploitation, 
discrimination, or violent attacks against others. 
But we can open ourselves to new understand-
ings of that which is destructive and that which is 
not. And while holding to these new understand-
ings, we can work hard to avoid letting “sin” per-
manently define either us or others.

Comment 18
If there is to be human transformation, if 

there is to be social liberation, if the “new birth” 
envisioned in this Gospel is indeed possible, then 
we can and must join Jesus in “releasing” and “re-
mitting” the “sins of the world.” 

To serve as agents of God’s new creation may 
sound hard, but this Gospel is convinced that 
with help, we can do it. Perhaps that’s why Je-
sus whispers to his disciples, “Receive ye the holy 
spirit. Receive the spirit that releases. Be trans-
formed by a Light that shines in every night.”

Scripture to Read
John 20:24

Comment 19
We are never told the names of any of the 

fearful disciples who were hiding in a closed room 
when the risen and ascended Jesus appeared to 
them. In whom did Jesus pray that God’s shalom 
would reside? We aren’t told. Into whom did Je-
sus breathe the transforming and liberating spirit 
that had blown so strongly through himself? We 
aren’t told. Who did Jesus send forth to continue 
the releasing and remitting work that he himself 
had begun? We aren’t told.

Instead, the text focuses our attention on a 
disciple who was not there: Thomas, called “the 
Twin,” which is rendered in the King James Ver-
sion as Didymus. “Didymus” isn’t a name. It’s  
simply a Greek word that means “twin.”

For Discussion
Why might be the significance of the way 

in which this Gospel focuses our attention on 
someone who was not initially present?

What previous mentions of Thomas can you 
recall in this Gospel?

Scripture to Read
John 10:31, 39–40
John 11:1, 7–8, 14–16

Comment 20
Thomas, who is here called “the twin,” gets 

only a tiny mention in other Gospels. But in the 
Fourth Gospel he has a fairly prominent role.

In this scene, Jesus has been threatened by 
stone-wielding religious and civic leaders in and 
around Jerusalem. But he slips away from them 
and goes with his disciples to a remote place in 
the countryside.

Comment 21
While there, Jesus learns that his friend 

Lazarus, who lives near Jerusalem, is sick. In fact, 
very quickly, Lazarus dies.

Nevertheless, Jesus announces that he’s going 
back to Judea. He’s going back to where Lazarus 
had died. His disciples think he’s crazy. “Don’t 
you remember?” they ask. “Some of the powerful 



people there were trying to stone you!”
But Thomas, who is called “the Twin,” bold-

ly urges his fellow disciples, “Let’s go with him, 
even if it means that we die with him!”

Comment 22
Christians in the Western world have a hab-

it of referring to Thomas not as “the twin”—
someone like ourselves—but rather as “doubting 
Thomas,” a phrase unknown in scripture.

Those who see Thomas only as a doubter have 
a hard time with his dramatic words in chapter 
11. He is the first to say that he will go with Jesus, 
even if it means personal danger. Those who wish 
to portray Thomas only as a doubter tend to ar-
gue that Thomas didn’t really mean what he says 
here. They reinterpret his words, twisting them 
into a totally cynical statement, even though 
there is no hint of cynicism here.

Scripture to Read
John 13:36–38
John 14:5–9

Comment 23
In this scene, near the end of Jesus’ ministry, 

three disciples address him. Peter and Philip are 
portrayed as saying utterly foolish things, things 
for which they are rebuked by Jesus himself.

One of the three, however, asks the question 
that matters, the question that leads to one of 
the most famous statements in the whole of this 
Gospel: “I am the way, the truth, and the life.” It’s 
Thomas, who has already shown that he is ready 
to “go with Jesus,” who now asks the perceptive 
question, the thoughtful and most important ques-
tion: “How can we know the way?”

For Discussion
What do these earlier scenes suggest to you 

about the character of Thomas?

Scripture to Read
John 20:24–25

For Discussion
In light of what we have encountered earli-

er in this Gospel—in light of earlier descriptions 
of both Thomas and the other disciples—does 
Thomas’ response seem reasonable or unreason-
able? Why or why not?

Comment 24
In this Gospel, many of Jesus’ disciples have 

repeatedly made fools of themselves. They’ve 
swung swords, made brash promises, tried to 
stop Jesus from doing what he was sent to do, 
betrayed him to hostile authorities, denied that 
they ever knew him, objected to his efforts to 
feed the hungry, and tried to get him to label ei-
ther a blind man or his parents as sinners.

So Thomas, who has been portrayed in this 
Gospel as both brave and perceptive, may have 
had good reason to question the others when they 
claimed to “have seen the Lord.” Plain and sim-
ple, Thomas doesn’t trust them.

Comment 25
As sensitive readers of this Gospel, we can 

hardly blame him.
It isn’t doubt with which Thomas is afflict-

ed. Rather, like us sometimes, he’s afflicted with 
fickle friends whose brash bragging and shallow 
religious understandings simply can’t be trusted.

In many ways, then, it’s Thomas who is the 
“hero” of this scene, for he’s determined to build 
his hopes on things eternal. He’s determined to 
bet his life—and his future actions—not on the 
excited but often unreliable talk of others but 
rather on his own spirited encounter with the one 
who had so powerfully spoken the divine “Word” 
through his physical flesh, flesh that had become 
a broken and nail-driven body.

Comment 26
In this Gospel, it is Thomas’s perceptive ques-

tion that causes Jesus to reply, “i am the way, the 
truth, and the life.” The Fourth Gospel makes 
clear that Jesus is speaking both of himself and 
the One who is shining through him.

Now, here in chapter 20, the Fourth Gospel 



uses Thomas to teach us an important lesson. 
Thomas’s response to the excited talk of other 
disciples is a reminder that even though we can 
learn much from our fellow pilgrims on the jour-
ney of faith, if we truly want “the way,” if we truly 
want “the truth,” and if we truly want “the life,” 
it is to Jesus—and the eternal Light that shines 
through him—that we, too, must turn. Unless 
we too, on some level, “see the nail prints,” how 
can we be sure that we are truly abiding where we 
ought to be abiding and truly serving where we 
ought to be serving?

Scripture to Read
John 20:26

For Discussion
What details in this verse strike you as poten-

tially significant or “revealing”—and why?

Comment 27
In the King James Version, verse 26 begins 

with a puzzling reference: “after eight days.” Some 
newer translations change it to something closer 
to what they think we might say. They change it 
to “A week later…”

The language in newer translations makes the 
text sound more “natural,” but it simultaneously 
obscures a detail that echoes important language 
from the Jewish faith tradition. For example, 
many texts in the Jewish scriptures suggest that 
during major festivals, such as during the Feast of 
Tabernacles, the people of God would assemble 
together in “holy convocation” on the first day of 
the feast—and then “again after eight days.” The 
eighth day would thus function as the culmina-
tion of this celebration of God’s providence.

Scripture to Read
Numbers 29:12–13, 35–36

Comment 28
This chapter from Numbers describes the 

various sacrifices that were to be offered during 
one of the major Jewish festivals. According to 
this text from Numbers, there was to be a “holy 

convocation” on the first day of the festival. On 
that day, God’s people would gather together, 
much like that first time in which Jesus came 
into the midst of the disciples who had gathered 
together in that closed room. 

Then again, on the eighth day, at the very cli-
max of the festival, there was to be yet another 
“solemn assembly” at which “a sacrifice made by 
fire” would rise in “sweet savor unto the Lord.” 
Other passages in the Torah provide similar in-
structions, each culminating in a special celebra-
tion of God’s presence “on the eighth day.” 

Scripture to Read
Nehemiah 8:14–18

Comment 29
When the Fourth Gospel describes the disci-

ples assembling together “after eight days again,” 
it’s evoking an image that suggests the culmina-
tion of a holy celebration, a faithful gathering of 
an expectant people, a gathering not unlike that 
described in the book of Nehemiah.

We’re told that Thomas is there. Although he 
doesn’t know if he can trust the excited claims of 
his fellow disciples, he seemingly knows that he 
can trust the God of his ancient faith, the God 
who had so often made a way out of no way, the 
God whose faithful love had endured from gen-
eration unto generation. And by saying that this 
gathering was “on the eighth day,” the Fourth 
Gospel is hinting that something remarkable is 
about to happen.

Scripture to Read
John 20:26–27

Comment 30
Thomas and the disciples are gathered togeth-

er “on the eighth day.” It’s like a holy convoca-
tion, a solemn assembly of an expectant people. 
At some point an in some manner, a “sweet sa-
vor” rises to God, and suddenly, says the Fourth 
Gospel, here comes Jesus. Here comes the Risen 
and Ascended One. The doors are closed. The 
doors are shut. But here he is, right “in the midst” 



of them, bestowing “Shalom alechem,” or “Peace 
be unto you!”

In the scene as it is presented here, Jesus is-
sues some invitations to Thomas, the bold and 
perceptive disciple, the disciple who knew where 
“the way, the truth, and the life” would lie.

Comment 31
The invitations begin with Jesus saying to 

Thomas, “Reach hither your finger,” but it’s 
soon clear that this invitation is not really about 
Thomas’s finger. 

The extended finger merely points the way for 
Thomas’s eye, for we are told that with his ex-
tended finger, Thomas is to “behold my hands.” 
In other words, Jesus wants him to open his eyes 
to those anointed “hands” that reflect the fullness 
of God’s rich grace and enduring love.

Comment 32
Secondly, the text shows us Jesus inviting 

Thomas to “reach forth thy hand.” But merely 
reaching out his hand is not what it’s about, for 
Jesus immediately invites Thomas to “thrust it 
into my side.” Newer translations sometimes 
try to word the invitation more gently, but the 
King James Version accurately conveys the feel of 
the Greek text. Jesus is inviting Thomas to make 
forceful contact with his “side,” the side from 
which flowed “blood and water,” a figurative 
image of the new creation and new spiritual 
understanding that God has brought to birth.

The first invitation involved sight. The second 
involves touch. Jesus wants Thomas to feel the 
truth of God’s new creation.

For Discussion
What are some of the ways that we “see” and 

“feel” what God is doing in our world?

Comment 33
Thirdly, the text shows us Jesus inviting 

Thomas to “be not faithless but believing.” That’s 
the King James Version. Newer translations 
sometimes try to put a more relaxed spin on it, 
saying things like, “Don’t doubt but believe.”

However, the key to understanding this 
particular invitation lies in ginou, the Greek 
word that the King James Version translated as 
“be.” The Greek word ginou suggests an ongoing 
process. It’s generally used to describe the process 
of becoming, the process of being born, the process 
of coming to birth.

Comment 34
In effect, then, in this final invitation, Jesus 

is urging Thomas to be born anew as someone 
who abounds in a quality of life that faithfully 
reflects all that is eternal.

Earlier, this carefully crafted Gospel showed 
us Jesus saying to Thomas, “I am the way, the 
truth, and the life.” Now it shows us a risen and 
ascended Jesus inviting this “twin” of us all to see 
the way, to feel the truth, and to be born anew 
into that life that breathes in sync with God’s 
own breath.

Scripture to Read
John 20:26–28

For Discussion
What do you make of Thomas’s response?
Why do you suppose the Fourth Gospel nev-

er portrays Thomas as actually touching Jesus’ 
hands or his side before he responds as he does?

Comment 35
Some scholars see Thomas’s response—“My 

Lord and my God!”—as primarily a lofty theo-
logical instruction about the character of Christ.

Other scholars see Thomas’s response—“My 
Lord and my God!”—as primarily a personal 
statement about Thomas himself. It’s as if the 
bold and perceptive Thomas has at that moment 
made the risen and ascended Jesus his Lord. He’s 
made Jesus his Lord in place of all others who 
are vying for his—and our—allegiance, for in the 
Risen and Ascended One, he has not only seen 
the way and felt the truth but has also been re-
born into a new life with his God.



Scripture to Read
John 14:5–7

Comment 36
In John 14, we hear Thomas saying to Jesus, 

“We know not whither thou goest. How can we 
know the way?”

At first, for all of them, the “way” of Jesus 
seemed strange. But the Fourth Gospel suggests 
that in those mysterious post-resurrection, post-
ascension encounters, Thomas and the others 
not only came to see and feel the truth of God 
and God’s ways, but they were reborn as faithful 
children of the creative, transforming, and 
liberating Breath that is even now making all 
things new. They were set on a path that at first, 
like all of us, they could not see. But it was a path 
that opened before them like a glorious flower. 
In that which seemed like Jesus’ end, they found 
their ownnew beginning.

Comment 37
A hymn written in 1986 by Natalie Sleeth 

captures a similar feel:

In the bulb, there is a flower;
in the seed, an apple tree;
in cocoons, a hidden promise:
butterflies will soon be free!
In the cold and snow of winter,
there’s a spring that wants to be,
unrevealed until its season, 
something God alone can see.

There’s a song in every silence,
seeking word and melody;
there’s a dawn in every darkness,
bringing hope to you and me.
From the past will come the future;
what it holds, a mystery,
unrevealed until its season,
something God alone can see.

In our end is our beginning;
in our time, infinity;
in our doubt, there is believing;

in our life, eternity.
In our death, a resurrection;
at the last, a victory,
unrevealed until its season,
something God alone can see.


