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On the surface, this seems like a ludicrous question.  Having spent more than three years learning, traveling, and 

fellowshipping with a person, how could you not recognize Him?  After having seen Him perform hundreds or 

even thousands of incredible miracles, wouldn’t He be the most recognizable person in the world to you?  The 

Bible tells a different story.  In each significant appearance between the Resurrection and the Ascension, men and 

women who were intimately acquainted with Jesus did not recognize Him.  An important lesson for us is 

contained in this easily overlooked truth. 

 

This paper will step chronologically through each appearance of Jesus between the Resurrection and the 

Ascension to analyze the reactions of those He appeared to and why they failed to recognize Him. 

 

 

Appearance #1: Mary Magdalene at the tomb of Christ 
John 20:11-18 

Mary Magdalene did not recognize Jesus in His resurrection body (v. 14). Only when he spoke to her by name (v. 

16) did she recognize Him.  There is a strong implication here that she had to see Him in her heart (by faith, in a 

deeply personal way) in order to recognize Him. 

 

Notice at v. 14 Mary is facing Jesus, but at v.16 she turned herself to speak to Jesus.  Did scripture just not record 

that she turned away between verses 14 and 16?  This is a very real possibility.  But, also consider that she may 

have already been facing Him and this second turning was figurative, in her heart. The word “turned” in v. 16 is 

the Greek word strepho which indeed means to turn either literally or figuratively.  Mary could not recognize Jesus 

with only the physical senses; she had to recognize Him in her heart (spiritually). 

 

 

Appearance #2: Women running to tell the disciples of the resurrection 
Matthew 28:9-10 

Not enough information is given to know how quickly the women recognized Jesus.  But, Mary Magdalene was 

with them, and she had already just seen Him.  So, perhaps in this case recognition occurred quickly or even 

instantaneously. 

 

 

Appearance #3: Two men on the road to Emmaus 
Luke 24:13-22 (Mark 16:12-13) 

The men did not recognize Jesus (v. 16).  This passage reveals much about why people could not recognize Him.  

Mark 16:12 reveals that Jesus appeared to them “in another form.”  This is the crucial key to understanding the 

inability of people to recognize Jesus in His resurrection body.  His resurrection body was spiritual (I Corinthians 

15:44) and flesh cannot readily comprehend things that are of a spiritual nature (I Corinthians 2:14, John 3:6).  At 

v. 15 we see the disciples reasoning, meaning they were operating carnally and not spiritually.  To help lead them 

to recognize Him, Jesus began by teaching them the Word.  Remember that the Word is spirit and life (John 6:63).  

So, this began to open the eyes of their heart (v. 32), but the truth did not consciously register in their souls.  Only 

when Jesus broke bread as if in offering communion were the eyes of their heart fully opened (v. 30-31).  This was 

a deeply personal act with great spiritual significance that caused them to finally see Jesus with their heart. 

 



Just as with Mary Magdalene in the first incident, these men could not recognize Jesus with only their physical 

senses. They had to recognize Him spiritually through an intimate, personal experience before they knew it was 

Jesus. 

 

It is also interesting to note at v. 31 that Jesus vanished as soon as the two disciples finally recognized Him with 

their heart. Once Jesus is revealed to us through His Word we shouldn’t need a visible manifestation of Him.  

Faith gives us evidence of Him (Hebrews 11:1). 

 

 

Appearance #4: To the disciples (without Thomas) 
Luke 24:36-49 (Mark 16:14; John 20:19-23) 

At v. 37 we find the disciples did not recognize Jesus.  Even when He showed them His scars, they rejoiced but 

their amazement revealed that they still did not believe fully in their hearts (v. 41).  Only when Jesus taught them 

the scriptures did the eyes of their heart fully open (v. 45).  We again see the effect of the Word (spirit) on the 

physical.  When our physical senses fall short, only influence by the spirit in our heart will cause our soul to grasp 

what we are seeing or what is happening. 

 

 

Appearance #5: To the disciples (with Thomas) 
John 20:24-31 

Not much information is given as the focus is on Jesus speaking to Thomas. It is possible recognition of Jesus 

flowed from His previous appearance, presumably even for Thomas once his five senses were satisfied. 

 

 

Appearance #6: To the seven disciples by the sea 
John 21:1-14 

The disciples did not recognize Him (v.4) despite the previous two visitations.  But, initially this could very well 

have been because of the distance to shore (roughly 100 yards, v. 8).  Once Jesus gave them specific fishing 

instructions (again!) and another miraculous catch ensued, John immediately knew it was Jesus in his heart (v. 7).  

But, amazingly at v. 12 the disciples knew in their heart that it was Jesus but they just simply could not perceive 

Him with their five natural senses.  This is just a further illustration that a spiritual resurrection body cannot be 

perceived with only physical means.  Any attempt to do so sill be clouded with and shrouded in doubt. 

 

As with Mary Magdalene and the disciples on the road to Emmaus, an incident similar to one already in their 

heart was needed to open the eyes of the disciples’ hearts (v. 6-7).  But, this is a very positive incident especially 

for John.  In the past, the hearts of the disciples were so hardened that they could not perceive spiritual truth and 

power even after having just witnessed it (Matthew 15:33, Mark 6:52, Mark 8:17). 

 

 

Appearance #7: To 500 disciples at once 
I Corinthians 15:6 

Not enough information is given for us to understand how quickly Jesus was recognized.  This incident could 

also be a duplicate of another incident such as the gathering at the ascension. 

 

 

Appearance #8: The Ascension 
Matthew 28:16-20 (Mark 16:15-18; Acts 1:4-9) 

Most (or all) present had seen Jesus already, and they had been called by Him to meet here, so all should have 

recognized Him (to a degree).  Yet, some still doubted (v. 17).  On the surface this is astounding.  Having spent 

more than three years with Jesus and seen Him multiple times since the resurrection, some of the original eleven 



disciples still doubted that this was Jesus and that He had been resurrected.  It took the astounding miracle of the 

Ascension to finally cure this (Luke 24:52). 

 

 

Summary 
 

Consistently, those to whom Jesus appeared had to see Him with their heart (in the spirit, by faith) before they 

recognized Him, and even after knowing it was Him, they still could not recognize Him in the physical realm.  

The only way to continue recognizing Him was spiritually, by faith.  The initial spiritual recognition usually 

occurred through experiencing or re-experiencing a personal, intimate experience with Jesus.  You must operate 

beyond the physical realm into the spiritual realm by faith in order to recognize the resurrected Christ because 

His resurrection body was spiritual (I Corinthians 15:44) and flesh cannot readily comprehend things that are of a 

spiritual nature (I Corinthians 2:14, John 3:6). 

 

The experiences of those who saw he resurrected Christ provide a lesson for us today.  We must not seek to find 

God through merely natural means.  While examining the physical circumstances of the life, death, and 

resurrection of Christ and the lives of the apostles after the Ascension is helpful and may answer some questions, 

it will not of itself lead to salvation.  Even if we perceive some truth, it will be clouded with doubt.  Christ must 

be recognized and accepted by faith.  No physical truth or event will produce that faith.  Faith comes by hearing 

the Word because the Word is spirit and life.  Only an experience with God in our heart, where our spirit and soul 

intersect, will bring us to a true recognition of the resurrected Christ. 
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