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Scripture to Read
John 20:27

Comment 1
As we saw in a previous session, the Fourth 

Gospel invites us into a closed room in which 
a group of disciples have gathered, including 
Thomas, the disciple who is described in some 
translations as “Didymus,” which simply means 
“the Twin.”

In this remarkable scene, the risen Jesus qui-
etly appears. He appears “in the midst” of his 
gathered disciples. He breathes God’s peace upon 
them. Then he turns to Thomas, the thoughtful, 
courageous disciple who had not been present 
during a previous appearance by Jesus.

Comment 2
According to the Fourth Gospel, Jesus invites 

Thomas to thrust himself into Jesus’ “side.” It’s 
the “side” that was pierced after Jesus’ death on 
the cross. And in the evocative language of this 
Gospel, it’s also the “side” from which “blood 
and water” flowed, elements traditionally associ-
ated with childbirth. 

Let yourself be born anew, Jesus seems to 
say to Thomas. Immerse yourself in that “water 
and blood” that flowed. Be a part of God’s “new 
creation.” Be not “faithless” but rather behave in 
courageous ways that are faithful to all that God 

has brought to birth.

Scripture to Read
John 20:27–28

Comment 3
In the scene that this Gospel paints for us, 

Jesus also invites Thomas to extend his finger. He 
invites Thomas to point his eyes and his heart 
toward Jesus’ hands. Yes, these are the hands that 
were nailed to a cross. But according to an ear-
lier text from this Gospel, these are likewise the 
hands from which we can never be plucked, can 
never be snatched. These are not only the hands 
in which we rest secure, but these are the divinely 
empowered hands that are ever-ready to lead us 
on—and help us stand.

In 1938, another Thomas—this one named 
Thomas A. Dorsey—wrote a gospel song that ex-
presses the profound prayer that the Fourth Gos-
pel perhaps hopes will be on all of our lips:

Precious Lord, take my hand;
lead me on, help me stand;
I am tired, I am weak, I am worn.
Through the storm, through the night,
lead me on to the light;
take my hand, precious Lord, lead me home.

When my way grows drear,

SeSSion 79: John 20:27—21:4 with related texts from John 6

Through the storm,
through the night…



precious Lord, linger near;
when my life is almost gone,
hear my cry, hear my call,
hold my hand, lest I fall.
Take my hand, precious Lord, lead me home.

Scripture to Read
John 14:5–7

Comment 4
In this earlier scene, some of Jesus’ disciples 

are saying foolish things. Thomas breaks through 
the foolishness and gets to the heart of the mat-
ter. “You have asked us to follow you faithfully,” 
he says. “But how can we know the way?”

Jesus responds by saying, “I am the way. In-
deed, I am the truth that is God. I am the life that 
you are called to live. If you have seen me, you 
have seen the One whose children we are.”

Scripture to Read
John 14:8–9

Comment 5
The Fourth Gospel shows us Philip, anoth-

er of Jesus’ disciples, struggling to understand. 
“Please show us this ‘father’ about whom you 
keep talking,” he says. “If we could just see this 
One from whom we come, it would be enough.”

Jesus responds by saying, “Have I been with 
you all this time, Philip, and you still don’t get 
it? Literally speaking, no one can see God. God is 
spirit. God is breath. God is a creative, transform-
ing word that blows like a holy wind through all 
the earth. But if you have seen me, you have in-
deed seen God.”

For Discussion
According to the Gospels, Jesus never claimed 

to “be” God. He doesn’t displace God. Yet he says 
that when Thomas and Philip and the other dis-
ciples “see” him, they “see” God, for as it says in 
another passage in this Gospel, he and God are 
“one.” So what do you think it is that this Gospel 
believes that Thomas and Philip —and the other 
disciples—are able to “see” of God in Jesus?

Scripture to Read
John 20:29

Comment 6
“Because you have seen me, you have be-

lieved,” Jesus says to Thomas, who is called “Did-
ymus” in some translations. Didymus is simply 
a Greek word for “Twin.” It’s not clear why this 
Gospel keeps referring to Thomas as the “Twin,” 
but there is perhaps a sense in which he serves as 
a “stand-in” for the best of us. “Because you have 
seen me,” says Jesus to Thomas, the Twin, “be-
cause you have seen me, you have been anchored 
in God’s will and in God’s way. Because you have 
seen me, your life has been made new.”

Then, while we are still basking in the glow 
of Jesus’ affirming words, this Gospel startles us, 
just as it has so often in the past. Suddenly, the 
focus shifts. Our perspective expands. “Blessed 
are they that have not seen,” it declares, “ and yet 
have believed.”

For Discussion
What might this statement mean? 
What questions, if any, does it raise in our 

mind?
Do you think that we should picture our-

selves as being among those who have seen—or 
among those who have not seen?

What kind of “seeing” is meant, do you sup-
pose? Is the text talking about actual seeing with 
one’s eyes—or is it talking about a different kind 
of seeing?

The text doesn’t say, “Blessed are they who 
have not seen Jesus.” Rather, it just says, “Bless-
ed are they who have not seen—and yet believe.” 
Why might the object of this “seeing” not have 
been specified?

Scripture to Read
John 20:30

Comment 7
On multiple occasions, this Gospel has talk-

ed about “signs.” It repeatedly connects these 
“signs” to Jesus’ own life. Some Christians have 



mistakenly thought that “signs” was just a substi-
tute word for “miracles,” but this Gospel means 
something quite different from that when it talks 
about “signs.”

A “sign” doesn’t have to be a miracle at all. 
In this Gospel, a “sign” is simply an action that 
points beyond itself. From the perspective of this 
Gospel, a “sign” is an action that reveals a deeper 
truth. We can gain some understanding of that 
when we remember that in English the words 
“sign” and “significance” share a common root. 

Scripture to Read
John 20:30

Comment 8
The Greek text of this verse includes two 

small words that greatly intensify its meaning, 
but translators have sometimes found it difficult 
to convey this increased intensity in an effective 
way. The King James Version attempts to con-
vey some of the meaning by inserting the little 
word “truly.” It says that “many other signs truly 
did Jesus in the presence of his disciples.” Oth-
er scholars have tried to convey the intensity of 
the text by suggesting that “of course” Jesus did 
many other deeply significant things beyond 
what could be written in a single book.

In other words, as it nears its conclusion, this 
Gospel assures us that what is portrayed here is 
only a fragment of the many “signs” that Jesus 
did. In effect, it’s telling us that Jesus’ life func-
tioned for his disciples as an incredible “sign-
post.” Again and again, his actions pointed to a 
deeper truth.

Or, as the first chapter of this Gospel so pow-
erfully puts it, through his deeds, Jesus pointed. 
He revealed a Truth beyond himself. Through his 
life, he functioned as “the Word made flesh.”

Scripture to Read
John 20:31

Comment 9
This verse attempts to explain why this was 

Gospel written. It attempts to explain what im-

pact this carefully focused Gospel is supposed to 
have on us.

However, in reading this verse’s explanation, 
it’s easy to get hung up on “step one”—and fail 
to get to where that first step is meant to take us.

Comment 10
According to John 20:31, this Gospel’s care-

fully selected scenes are intended to play a role 
in our “believing.” But this “believing” is just the 
first step. It’s a step that takes us somewhere.

In the King James Version, the verse begins 
by talking about this Gospel’s carefully selected 
“signposts.” These have been included, it says, so 
“that ye might believe.” The King James Version’s 
use here of “ye” accurately conveys the original 
text’s use of a collective you. In other words, the 
impact of this Gospel is to be on a community of 
believers, not just on isolated individuals.

For Discussion
Why do you think this Gospel was intend-

ed to have an impact on a community of believers 
and not just on individuals? What are some ways 
in which this focus might this shape our under-
standing of this Gospel’s message?

Comment 11
The wording of John 20:31 in the King James 

Version implies that the community to which it 
is addressed—the “ye”—is not yet believing, for 
the verse is rendered in the King James Version 
as saying that this Gospel was written so that this 
community of people “might believe.” That im-
plies that this community is not yet believing. 
Some other translations use similar wording.

But many commentaries point out that the 
tense of the Greek verb used in this portion of 
the verse is actually ambiguous. It could be un-
derstood in either of two ways. It could mean 
that this Gospel was written in order to lead a 
community of people into believing. Or this am-
biguous form of the verb could mean that this 
Gospel was instead written to help a communi-
ty of people continue to believe, continue to be 
strong, and continue to grow in its faithfulness.



Comment 12
Some translations—like the King James Ver-

sion—completely omit the second possibility. 
Others—like the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion—include the alternate rendering but con-
fine it to a footnote. Still others incorporate the 
second possibility right into the main text.

However, because the “you” in this verse is 
plural and because this Gospel seems to be ad-
dressed to an already existing group, some schol-
ars feel that it is most likely that this group is 
already a group of believers. It’s most likely that a 
common belief is what has drawn them together.  

Scripture to Read
John 20:31

Comment 13
It’s also important to remember that in this 

Gospel, the meaning of “to believe” is very sim-
ilar to the meaning of another verb that appears 
frequently in this Gospel. This other verb is “to 
abide” or “to dwell.” In other words, from the 
perspective of this Gospel, “to believe” involves 
not an intellectual process of mentally accepting 
certain narrow dogmas or doctrinal statements. 
It is rather the active process of building, as it 
were, the whole of our “house”—which is to say, 
the whole of our selves—on that redeeming and 
liberating “rock” to which a host of divine “sign-
posts” have led us.

In other words, the scenes and images that we 
find in this Gospel were carefully selected so that 
they might deepen and strengthen our collective 
“dwelling place.” What is the “rock” that func-
tions as our “dwelling place”? According to this 
verse, it’s Jesus, the Christ, the Anointed Child 
of God.

Comment 14
But as John 20:31 also makes clear, having a 

strong “dwelling place” isn’t the end of the story. 
Simply building our “house” on Jesus, the Christ, 
the Anointed Child of God, isn’t enough. That’s 
not what this Gospel is about.

The last part of verse 31 makes clear that 

through our “believing,” we are to “have life”—
and not just any life but rather the kind of life 
that reflects Jesus’ “name,” the kind of life that 
reflects Jesus’ character, the kind of life that mir-
rors the life that Jesus himself led.

Comment 15
In effect, through this Gospel, we as a com-

munity of believers are being called. We are being 
called to embody the One whose children we are.

We as a community of believers are being 
called to allow the creative, transforming “breath” 
of God to flow in us and through us, so that in 
a world that too often scatters rather than gath-
ers, we, like Jesus, might be empowered agents of 
God’s ongoing love, bringing a liberating Light 
into every “night,” tearing down walls that divide 
so that we might bless and embrace even those 
who “have not seen” (John 20:29) the same soar-
ing “signposts” (John 20:30) that we have seen.

Comment 16
As this Gospel reminds us, our God has “oth-

er sheep” of whom we know not (John 10:16). 
They, too, long for green pastures and still waters.

As it nears its conclusion, this Gospel re-
minds us that to “believe” is just the beginning. 
This Gospel is hoping that by “believing,” we will 
increasingly live in Jesus’ way. It is hoping that by 
“believing,” we will manifest a life that is ground-
ed in God’s eternal will and God’s eternal way.

For Discussion
When it comes to someone’s life being lived 

“in Jesus’ name,” what might that mean in prac-
tice? What characteristics would it have?

Scripture to Read
John 21:1

For Discussion
Does anything strike you as unusual about 

the wording here? If so, what?

Comment 17
We have just been told that this Gospel was 



written in the hope that we, as a re-born com-
munity of believers, might live authentically “in 
Jesus’ name.” It was written in the hope that we 
might begin living in ways that truly reveal the 
One in whose “hands” we are abiding.

But as this new scene is about to remind us, 
doing so isn’t easy. We easily get caught up in our 
work. We get distracted by daily tasks of human 
survival. Amid the noise of the mass media and 
popular culture, we forget where we’re abiding.

Comment 18
Most of all, as this Gospel knows, we lose 

sight of Jesus. We lose sight of those revealing 
“signs” that point our hearts and our lives toward 
a deeper reality.

Perhaps that’s why the opening verse of chap-
ter 21 tells us that even as his disciples found 
themselves losing sight of Jesus—and even as 
they began to sink back into the often fruitless 
routines of daily life—“Jesus showed himself again 
to his disciples.”

Comment 19
The point is so important that the first verse 

of chapter 21 both begins and ends with a state-
ment that Jesus “showed himself.” 

By this point, Jesus’ regular life with them 
had ended. He and they no longer walked to-
gether in a physical sense. They no longer talk-
ed together face-to-face. But according to the 
Fourth Gospel, just when the disciples needed 
him most, just when they, like us sometimes, 
were wavering from their calling, just when they, 
like us sometimes, were forgetting that their lives 
were to be lived in Jesus’ name and in Jesus’ way, 
“Jesus showed himself ” to them.

For Discussion
What are some of the ways in which Jesus 

might be understood as “showing himself ” to us 
today?

Can you think of a related passage from an-
other Gospel, a passage that likewise suggests 
that Jesus may at times “show himself ” to us in 
ways that we don’t expect? If so, what passage?

Comment 20
The opening verse of John 21 tells us—

twice—that Jesus “showed himself again” to his 
disciples, and we are told that it was at the “sea 
of Tiberias.” 

Tiberias is another name for a body of water 
that other Gospels more commonly call “the lake 
of Galilee.” Tiberias was its Roman name, a des-
ignation in honor of one of the Roman emper-
ors. So by referring to it as “Tiberias,” the Fourth 
Gospel gives it a highly Gentile feel.

Comment 21
In size, this body of water was more like a 

lake than a “sea.” But by calling it a “sea,” the 
Fourth Gospel is using language that evokes the 
ancient story of the exodus from Egypt, the story 
in which an oppressed and endangered people, 
being chased by Pharaoh’s army, had to cross a 
“sea” that threatened to swallow them whole. 
They thought the task was impossible, but God 
made a way out of no way, and the “sea” thus 
lived on as a “sign,” a perpetual reminder of the 
One in whose love they were abiding.

John is the only Gospel that refers to this body 
of water as “the sea of Tiberias.” It first appears in 
chapter 6, where we are told that “great crowds” 
followed Jesus because of the many “signs” that 
were conveyed by his loving deeds. 

Scripture to Read
John 6:1–3

Comment 22
Later in this same chapter—the first portion 

of which is set entirely beside the “sea of Tibe-
rias”—Jesus feeds a great crowd with what ap-
pears to be too little bread and too few fish. 

Sensing a deeper significance in his actions, 
many in the crowd then begin talking about their 
desire to make Jesus a political ruler, a new “Mo-
ses,” as it were. 

In response, we are told that Jesus flees. It’s as 
if he disappears from sight. 



Comment 23
Then, late at night, his disciples crowd into a 

boat, the only boat they can find. They’re alone 
out on the “sea of Tiberias,” having selfishly 
abandoned the crowd that had been so eager to 
be with Jesus. 

Before long, a strong wind is blowing. Huge 
waves are crashing. Jesus’ struggling disciples be-
gin despairing of ever reaching shore. Despite the 
abundant feeding on the hillside, they lose sight 
of God’s abundant grace.

Just when the disciples are about to give up, 
we are told that Jesus comes to them. There at the 
“sea of Tiberias,” he shows himself to them. 

Comment 24
Having thereby been reminded of the One 

in whose “hands” they are abiding, the disciples 
discover—to their surprise—that they are actu-
ally far closer to shore than they ever imagined. 
“Immediately,” says the Fourth Gospel, “the ship 
was at the land” (John 6:21).

Shortly thereafter, we are told that—seem-
ingly out of nowhere—a whole fleet of boats 
appears. It’s an unexpected abundance, ample 
transportation for bringing the vast crowd back 
into town, the vast crowd that the disciples them-
selves had so selfishly abandoned.

For Discussion
So in chapter 21, when the Fourth Gospel tells 

us that Jesus again showed himself to his disciples 
at the “sea of Tiberias,” what sort of expectations 
should we be having? 

What sort of “feeling” should we be bringing 
to our reading of this scene?

Scripture to Read
John 21:1–2

Comment 25
After quietly alluding to a previous scene 

connected with the “sea of Tiberias,” the scene 
found in chapter 6, the Fourth Gospel proceeds 
to begin a new scene. This new scene will like-
wise take place near this body of water.

Then, in verse 2, we are given a “cast of char-
acters.” Several things about this “cast of char-
acters” are surprising. For example, in the scene 
that is about to unfold, only two characters be-
sides Jesus will ever speak or act in a unique or 
identifiable way. One is Simon Peter. The only 
other who speaks in this scene is the perpetually 
and deliberately unnamed “disciple whom Jesus 
loved,” but there’s no way to connect this “be-
loved disciple” with any of the specific names in-
cluded here.

So that leaves us wondering. Why did the 
Fourth Gospel think it important to name so 
many of those who were at the “sea of Tiberias” 
when a general reference to them would have suf-
ficed?

Comment 26
Two of those named here—Simon Peter and 

Thomas, the “Twin”—have appeared multiple 
times in this Gospel. So we have some vivid im-
pressions of these two characters.

But Nathanael, another individual who is 
named here, has not been mentioned at all since 
way back in chapter 1, where he, as one of the 
earliest disciples, enters into a brief and some-
what puzzling conversation with Jesus.

Comment 27
And the “sons of Zebedee,” who are also al-

luded to here in chapter 21, have never before 
even appeared in this Gospel. 

Based on references elsewhere, we can assume 
that these “sons of Zebedee” are named James 
and John, but this Gospel treats them as such 
minor characters that even in this context, their 
specific names aren’t stated. They’re simply the 
“sons of Zebedee.” That leaves us wondering why 
the Fourth Gospel chose to identify them here—
but then chose not to name them.

Finally, included in the “cast” are two people 
who are not identified in any way. We are simply 
told that “two other” disciples were there as well. 
That leaves us wondering. What is this dividing 
of the characters into two groups all about?



For Discussion
How many among the “cast of characters” 

are identified in some way? How many are men-
tioned—but unidentified?

Can you think of any ways in which these 
two groups of characters—the identified and the 
unidentified—“resonate” with anything at the 
previous scene near the “sea of Tiberias”? From 
the viewpoint of the Fourth Gospel, could there 
be some significance in these two numbers?

Scripture to Read
John 6:5, 8–9

Comment 28
In this earlier scene at the “sea of Tiberias,” 

Jesus lifts up his eyes and sees a “great company” 
of people who have come to be with him. He 
turns to one of his disciples and asks, “Where are 
we going to get food for all these people? How 
are we going to feed them? How are we going 
to nourish them? Where will we find the needed 
resources?”

Andrew, one of the disciples, approaches Je-
sus and says that there’s a “lad” here with five 
loaves of bread and two tiny fish. Andrew doesn’t 
see what good that’s going to do. From a human 
perspective, it’s not enough. But in God’s hands, 
five and two turns out to be more than enough.

Comment 29
Five and two reappear at the beginning of a 

new scene by the “sea of Tiberias” near the end of 
this Gospel. By identifying some of the disciples, 
while leaving others unidentified, this Gospel 
masterfully creates two groups, one of five and 
one of two, thereby cementing a connection with 
the scene in chapter 6.

Are these two groups of characters enough 
to “feed” and “nourish” the great company of 
“sheep” that God is gathering? From a human 
perspective, no. Five and two—that’s not enough. 

Comment 30
In effect, as it nears its conclusion, this Gospel 

is forthrightly addressing the misguided think-

ing that so often keeps us from living “in Jesus’ 
name.” It’s addressing one of the disabling con-
clusions that keeps us from modeling our lives 
on Jesus’ life.

From a human perspective, we frail disciples 
often conclude that we lack the strength and the 
resources to be God’s faithful children. We think 
that five and two aren’t enough to make a differ-
ence in our world, in our community, or in our 
family.

But this Gospel is convinced that when we 
“abide” in God’s abundant grace—and when we 
boldly dip our nets into God’s “living waters”—
we are enough. Indeed, we are more than enough.

Scripture to Read
John 21:3

For Discussion
What kind of mood do you suppose is pre-

vailing out on this boat?
What kinds of situations today cause us to 

have similar feelings?

Scripture to Read
John 6:16–18

Comment 31
In both chapter 6 and chapter 21, a group of 

Jesus’ struggling and befuddled disciples climb 
into a boat. They’re on the “sea of Tiberias,” a 
world bigger and more frightening than them-
selves. It’s night. Evening has come. 

Amid the dark, lost in the howling wind, the 
task before them seems impossible. In chapter 6, 
frightened disciples are trying to make their way 
to Capernaum. In chapter 21, they’re simply try-
ing to catch some fish. But in both chapters, they 
are utterly defeated. Jesus has left them. Or as 
John 6:17 puts it, “Jesus was not come to them.” 

In each case, we’re told that they fail to ac-
complish what they set out to do. 

Comment 32
The Fourth Gospel is under no illusions. It 

knows that when the “lights” go out, when “eve-



ning” comes, when our efforts seem in vain, 
when our “nets” remain empty, and when fierce 
“storms” blow hard against us, grief can readily 
overwhelm us. Anger can rip through our souls. 

Too often, tears and despair can turn us in-
ward, causing us to think only of ourselves, caus-
ing us to set aside the sacred mission to which 
God has called us, causing us to abandon any ef-
fort at living authentically “in Jesus’ name.”

Us feed a “great company” gathered on a hill-
side? With just five loaves and two fish? Us un-
dertake a sacred task with just five disciples and 
two others? That’s not enough! You have to be 
kidding!

Scripture to Read
John 21:4

Comment 33
In the King James Version, Psalm 30 declares 

that “weeping may endure for a night, but joy 
cometh in the morning.”

Often, however, we find ourselves in the same 
boat as these disciples. We “fish” all night —and 
catch nothing. We feel as if our work has been 
in vain. Eventually, morning comes. Dawn pulls 
back the shadows that have had us in their grip. 
Jesus is standing “on the shore.” God’s anointing 
is ready and waiting. But like the disciples here in 

John 21, we don’t see it. A gift is in our midst—
but we don’t know it. Strength is at hand—but 
we can’t feel it.

Comment 34
In this dramatic scene, which we will contin-

ue exploring next time, the Fourth Gospel is re-
minding us that even when our eyes are washed 
with tears, even when it feels as if the world is 
crumbling beneath us, there is a “balm” wait-
ing “on the shore.” There is “balm” to make us 
whole. And there is a God who will never—no, 
never—leave us alone.

An old spiritual puts it this way:

There is a balm in Gilead
to make the wounded whole.
There is a balm in Gilead
to heal the sin-sick soul.

Sometimes I feel discouraged,
and think my work’s in vain,
but then the Holy Spirit
revives my soul again.

There is a balm in Gilead
to make the wounded whole.
There is a balm in Gilead
to heal the sin-sick soul.




