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Intro: “Seeing is Believing” vs. “Believing is Seeing” 

As we come to John 20, we are going to consider John’s firsthand account of 

those who saw and therefore believed that Jesus had risen. And his purpose is 

so that we too may believe and therefore see.  

Because Christ is risen, 

we must believe that He is God and proclaim His gospel. 

 

There are two themes that I want to highlight in John 20: 

1) Seeing and Believing in the risen Christ 

2) Announcing forgiveness of sin to those who believe in Christ 
 

1. Seeing and Believing in the risen Christ.  

a. It’s important for us to first recognize that those closest to Jesus 

were not expecting a resurrection following His crucifixion. 

When Mary Magdalene went to the tomb before sunrise, it 

wasn’t with the expectation that something supernatural had 

taken place. She was going there to grieve out of love and honor 

for Jesus. When she discovers that the tomb is open, she assumes 

that someone has stolen the body of Jesus (vs. 2, 13).  

b. When Peter and John hear Mary’s report about the open tomb, 

they run to investigate for themselves. And what they find are 

the burial clothes in perfect order with no body inside. Verse 8 

says that when John went into the tomb, “he saw and believed.” 

But what did John believe? Did he simply believe Mary’s report 

about the missing body or did he begin to believe that something 

supernatural had happened? Whatever John believed, we know 

that he didn’t fully understand because vs. 9 goes on to say, “For 

as yet they did not understand the Scripture, that He must rise 

again from the dead. 
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 So the disciples went away again to their 

own homes.”  

What I simply want you to notice is that when John “saw,” it was 

then that he believed: “seeing was believing.”  

c. After the disciples go back home, Mary lingers at the tomb. 

Suddenly Jesus appears to her in vs. 14, but she fails to recognize 

Him. Not until he calls her by her name does she realize that it is 

Jesus. Again he runs to the disciples. This time her report is 

much different: “I have seen the Lord!” (vs. 18). 

Mary had to see Jesus in order to understand and believe that He 

had risen: “seeing was believing.”  

d. When the disciples hear Mary’s announcement that she had seen 

the Lord, they just could not, would not believe.  

Mark 16:11—“When they heard that He was alive and had been 

seen by her, they refused to believe it.” 

But what about the second and third testimony from the two men 

on the road to Emmaus to whom Jesus had appeared?   

Mark 16:13—“but they did not believe them either.” 

Mark goes on to say that when Jesus did appear to the 11, “He 

reproached them for their unbelief and their hardness of heart, 

because they had not believed those who had seen Him after He 

had risen.” (Mark 16:14) 

John emphasizes that for the disciples, seeing was believing.      

“And when He had said this, He showed them both His hands 

and His side. The disciples then rejoiced when they saw the 

Lord.” (John 20:20) 

e. But Thomas wasn’t with the 11 when Jesus came. “So the other 

disciples were saying to him, “We have seen the Lord!” But he 

said to them, “Unless I see in His hands the imprint of the nails, 

and put my finger into the place of the nails, and put my hand 

into His side, I will not believe” (vs. 25). Thomas gets a pretty 

hard rap, but there’s something I like about Thomas. He may 

have been a pessimist, but he’s also the kind of guy that insists 



on verifying what He believes (cf. John 14:5).  Unfortunately, 

Thomas could not be convinced even with multiple eyewitness 

testimonies. It wasn’t until he saw Jesus for himself… “After 

eight days His disciples were again inside, and Thomas with 

them. Jesus came, the doors having been shut, and stood in their 

midst and said, “Peace be with you.” 
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 Then He said to Thomas, 

“Reach here with your finger, and see My hands; and reach here 

your hand and put it into My side; and do not be unbelieving, but 

believing” (vs. 26-27). 

For Thomas, seeing was believing.  

Notice that those closest to Jesus were not only lacking the 

expectation of a resurrection, but it was hard for them to believe even 

the reports that Jesus had risen. They had to see in order to believe. 

Why is this so important? Because it shows that the resurrection of 

Christ is not just some myth dreamt up by those with an overactive 

imagination. They themselves would not have believed it had they 

not seen it. They needed evidence; they had to see Jesus crucified 

and risen.  

Do take note that Jesus did not leave them in their unbelief and lack 

of understanding. He came to them that they might see and believe 

(see vs. 27). 

Through this theme of seeing and believing, John is preparing us for 

the weight of Jesus’ words in verse 29, “Jesus said to him, “Because 

you have seen Me, have you believed? Blessed are they who did not 

see, and yet believed.” 

How is it that we are supposed to believe something so remarkable 

as the resurrection without seeing Jesus for ourselves? We believe 

through the eyewitness testimony of those who saw the risen Christ; 

those who would not have believed unless they had seen!  

In one sense Thomas’ testimony carries the most weight because he 

was the most resistant to believe—he had set his mind and his will 

against believing until he had seen Christ.  

And having been convinced that He is risen, we must believe that He 

indeed is the Son of God, the perfect Lamb, slain for us.  

The first proper response to the resurrection is to believe. John now sums up 

the whole message of the Gospel of John in verses 30-31, “Therefore many 

other signs Jesus also performed in the presence of the disciples, which are 

not written in this book; 
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 but these have been written so that you may 

believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing you may 

have life in His name.” 

2. Announcing forgiveness of sin to those who believe in Christ.  

The second theme that we must see in John 20 is not only the need to 

believe in the risen Christ, but the commission to announce 

forgiveness of sin in His name. Let’s take a closer look at verses 21-

23, “So Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you; as the Father 

has sent Me, I also send you.” 
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 And when He had said this, He 

breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 
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If you 

forgive the sins of any, their sins have been forgiven them; if you 

retain the sins of any, they have been retained.”  

When Jesus appeared to the disciples, He gave them a life mission 

(vs. 21), (not just an assignment or project or program): 

� Just as Jesus came to do the Father’s will with perfect 

obedience, so we are to be servants of Jesus (John 8:29).  

� Just as Jesus lived and served out of absolute dependence on 

the Father, so we are to be servants of Jesus.  

� Just as Jesus’ ministry was characterized by the presence and 

anointing of the Holy Spirit, so their ministry would be 

empowered by the Holy Spirit. (vs. 22)  

� Finally, Jesus had accomplished the work of forgiveness 

through the cross and resurrection, and now the disciples are 

commissioned to take the word of forgiveness to the world. 

(vs. 23) 



Some have taken this verse to mean that the church is given 

the authority to absolve people of sin. But to understand this 

verse correctly, we need to take note of several things:  

� The context here is evangelism. These verses are 

about the gospel. The disciples are sent to give 

witness of the crucified, risen Lamb—the very one 

in whose name forgiveness is granted (compare 

Luke 24:46-48). 

� God alone can forgive sin. The scribes rightly 

understood this in Mark 2:7. That’s because 

ultimately all sin is against Him. 

� The Greek grammar is important here as vs. 23 is 

using the passive voice, which means that an outside 

agent is doing the action, presumably God.  

So how should we take vs. 23? A “Christian can declare 

that those who genuinely repent and believe the gospel will 

have their sins forgiven by God. On the other hand, they can 

warn that those who reject Jesus Christ will die in their 

sins.” In other words, “Christians can declare that a sinner 

is forgiven or not forgiven based on how that sinner 

responds to the gospel of salvation.” 
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This is the second proper response to the gospel. We are to take the 

message of forgiveness in Christ to our world. God has entrusted the 

Gospel to us as the church. We are to go to our world that is 

perishing in its sin apart from Christ and urge them to trust in Jesus 

to be forgiven and receive eternal life.  

Let me put it this way. Easter is not about going to church on a 

special weekend to celebrate an event. It’s about embracing a life 

mission of sharing the hope of the gospel with a perishing world.  
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 John MacArthur, pg. 382.  

Oh, you still go to the same job every day, but you go with a new 

passion of praying for and caring for people who don’t know Christ. 

Proclaiming the gospel doesn’t mean you have to stand behind a 

pulpit and preach. But it does mean building relationships with 

people for the sake of sharing the gospel. It means finding your place 

within the ministry of the church to reach out to your community and 

world with the gospel.  

The mission and passion of my life to share the gospel is not because 

I am a pastor but because I am a Christian. The gospel should define 

the focus of our lives.  

The resurrection calls us to believe and commissions us to go.  

Our theme this weekend is “Cross of Glory.”
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 On Friday night I 

shared with you that the cross is glorious because in it we see the 

glory of God, the glory of Christ, and the glory of the gospel. But the 

cross is also glorious because it is the doorway to resurrection life, 

and its impact continues to go around the globe and through the ages 

providing forgiveness of sin to those who believe in Jesus.  

Yet before you can go with the gospel, the gospel must get a hold of 

you. What will make Jesus sweet to you?  

Before you can see the sweetness of grace you must recognize the 

reality of life without Him. John 3:36 says that unless you believe in 

Jesus, the wrath of God abides on you. That is, God’s holy, just 

wrath looms over you.  

Why? Because God is good, and out of His goodness He defeats evil. 

That means that every sin, whether great or small, only confirms our 

own condemnation before God. God in His goodness must oppose 

us.  

Yet because He is good He has also made a way for sinners to be 

saved. And that way was to offer up the life of His own Son in 

exchange for those who would throw their utter dependence upon 
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 By “cross” I mean not just the wooden instrument, but rather as a summary of the 

event in which Christ offered His life as the Lamb of God to atone for our sin. 



Christ. To believe in Jesus means that every sin whether great or 

small is fully paid for so that there is no longer condemnation before 

God. That is, you inherit God’s goodness through grace and the 

blessing of eternal life.  AND His sufficiency sustains you in this 

present life. When you turn to Jesus, what you get is Jesus in all His 

fullness.  

When you are grasped in the arms of grace; when Jesus becomes 

your life, you will find Him sweet.  And of His sweetness you will 

boast! (Christ crucified and Risen! The darkness is not His suffering 

but your sin). 

This is my prayer for you this morning: that you will answer the call 

to believe in Jesus and that as you taste the sweetness of His grace 

you will be compelled to go and announce that He is risen and there 

is forgiveness in His name.  

 


