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	“Doubting Thomas”

A Sermon by Jean Gallant 

Date:  April 27, 2014


Such an interesting and revealing story, this!  Here we see Jesus’ disciples who had followed Him for the better part of 3 years, listening to Him, seeing the miracles of healing and provision, learning about the kingdom of God.  And now He was dead, killed by crucifixion.  And the disciples were understandably scared, worried that the Jews would come after them next and kill them too. 

So they were all together in a locked room, gathering for protection, support and comfort in their grief.  All of them that is, except one. Thomas was not there.  Maybe he’d run down to the store to get some milk so they could all have a cup of tea.  Or maybe the tax deadline was looming and he was home doing his income taxes.  Or maybe he was in the next town taking his daughter to yet another hockey tournament.  For whatever reason, he missed Jesus’ visit.

And so when he got back with the milk, the other disciples were all excited and in an uproar with the amazing and hard to believe news that Jesus had been there! Thomas probably thought they were pranking him.  How could Jesus have been there – He was dead.  The doors to the room were all locked – how could He get in?  As insistent as the disciples were, Thomas wouldn’t budge.  If the others got to see Jesus and the nail holes in His hands, then Thomas wanted to see them too. 

And frankly, I can understand.  I’d probably also want proof.   We have the New Testament and God’s Word to help us understand about the crucifixion and resurrection, but Thomas didn’t have that.  And even with all our understanding today and the great theologians who have come before us studying God’s Word, it’s still hard to believe.  We still question.  We still want positive proof.

Once Thomas sees Jesus with his own eyes and touches the nail holes in His hands, he believes.  And Jesus responds: ‘Do you believe because you have seen me? Blessed are those who do not see yet believe.’  He tells us it’s not only possible to believe, to have faith without seeing. but it’s also one of the ways God blesses us!

So, who is the Apostle Thomas?  What do we know about him and about what happened to him after he saw Jesus that remarkable day?

We’ve all heard the expression ‘doubting Thomas’ to describe a sceptic who refuses to believe without direct personal experience—believed to be a reference to the Apostle Thomas, because he refused to believe that the resurrected Jesus had appeared to the ten other apostles, until he could see and feel the wounds received by Jesus on the cross.
We know next to nothing of this man’s early life or of his call to follow Jesus.  From the fact that he went fishing with Peter and the others, it might be that he was a fisherman before he became a disciple.  The name Thomas is Aramaic for “Twin”.  The other name he has in the Bible is “Didymus”.  This word means “twin” in Greek. Apparently, Thomas had either a twin brother or sister, but we don’t know who that person was.   

We also have historical references to Thomas’ activities in the years following Jesus’ crucifixion.  Traditionally, he is said to have traveled outside the Roman Empire to preach the Gospel, traveling as far as India. According to tradition, Thomas  reached India in about 52 AD and baptized several people who are referred to today as Saint Thomas Christians.  In 1258, some relics ascribed to Thomas were brought to Italy, where they have been held in the Church of Saint Thomas the Apostle.  It seems to be agreed that Thomas died in 72 AD, but the reason for his death is uncertain.   http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_the_Apostle - cite_note-7
Pastor Emily Heath tells about reading a story about a woman in her 30’s who one day had an overwhelming spiritual experience.  She knew God was present, and she felt God calling her to do something new, and scary, and hard.  But she felt God so clearly that day that she couldn’t deny it.  The young woman did go out, and for the next 50 years she did amazing things. But inside she doubted.  She wrestled with faith.  She had what Christian writers call a ‘dark night of the soul’.  Sometimes she even questioned the existence of God. Her lack of faith bothered her. 

Maybe the disciples of Thomas’ time would have nicknamed her ‘Doubting Theresa’, but we know her as Mother Theresa, the woman whose life many call saint-like.  We think she must have been so filled with faith, but in the last few years, we’ve learned that wasn’t the case.  She doubted like us and like Thomas.

Having doubts is a sign that we’re taking our relationship with God seriously enough that we’re letting ourselves be honest, and we’re giving over enough control that we’re willing to start a journey without knowing where it will end. Doubt can be the thing that propels us to faith. It can be what shakes us up. It can be what pushes us out of our comfort zone into a new and better life.  It can be a sign not of the absence of God, but of God working in us to do something new.

So, what is faith?  What does it mean to have faith, and especially to have faith in Jesus Christ?  Faith can be based on something we’ve seen in the past.  For instance, we have faith that the sun will rise every morning simply because it has risen all the other mornings of our lives. Faith can be based on our learning and understanding, such as when we flick a switch on, a light in another area of the room turns on.  We have an expectation, a belief, that a light will appear when we simply flick a switch.

I remember hearing a story some time ago – I don’t know where I heard it, or where it comes from, but it speaks to this issue of faith that we’ve been talking about.

The story goes that a team of missionaries decided to set sail, explore new lands, and bring the message of salvation to the native people that they met along the way.  So that’s what they did – hired a ship and off they went.  After they’d been sailing for quite a while, they spotted an island and decided to land there.  They found three natives living on the island in primitive, basic lifestyles.  After a few days of living with the natives, the missionaries observed that every morning and every evening, the natives would come together and say a prayer: ‘Father, You are three.  We are three.  Have mercy upon us.’  And that would be their prayer.

Well, the missionaries knew that wasn’t the right way to pray, and proceeded to teach the natives to address God with reverence and fear, with lots of words of eloquent petitions and praise that were sure to elicit a response from God.  So after staying a couple of weeks and teaching the natives the better way to pray, the missionaries left the island and sailed away.

They hadn’t been sailing long when they noticed some commotion off in the distance, in the water behind them.  They wondered if it was a sea creature or a windstorm of some sort.  As this commotion got closer to the ship, the missionaries realized it was the three natives, running on the water and waving their arms and shouting.  As the natives got closer, they could hear what they were saying: ‘Wait, wait’, they cried, ‘teach us again the right way to pray; we’ve forgotten some of the words.’

Turned out the natives had pretty much all the right words and faith they needed.  That kind of faith comes from God and doesn’t need physical proof, although being able to walk on water would be pretty good evidence that God was hearing your prayers.

Hebrews 11 verse 1 tells us that ‘faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.’

Actually, Hebrews 11 is the great ‘faith’ passage. It reminds us about the faith of people like.... [read:  from Bible. Go through the situations Paul speaks of and end with Hebrews 12:1….] 

God gives us others whose lives tell us what faith means. 

And through these ‘heroes of faith’ if we think of them as that, we learn that faith is more than a belief in God.  It is also a way of life.  These people, although imperfect, trusted God and gave their lives to Him.

John 3:16 & 17 says: ‘For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son so that whosoever believes in Him may not perish, but have everlasting life.  God did not send His Son into the world to judge the world guilty, but to save the world through Him.’

Jesus wasn’t judging Thomas or thinking less of him for his doubts.  We all have doubts; it’s part of the Christian journey.  God in His mercy had just endured the horrendous death on the cross and even after that, He still had mercy on Thomas, on a doubter.  Jesus came back when Thomas was there and showed him the nail holes and the wound in His side, so that Thomas would not be lost, but would believe and by believing, be saved.  This reveals a promise to us – by believing in Jesus Christ and that He died for our sins and rose again, eternal life is ours.  God’s Holy Word says that Jesus is the way  to salvation. 

Do you believe?  Maybe, like Thomas, you have doubts and that’s ok. God is ok with questions and doubts, and as in the case of Thomas, He is ready to respond to our doubts.  Mark ll: 24 says: ‘So I tell you to believe that you have received the things you ask for in prayer, and God will give them to you.’ So ask.  Pray about your doubts.  Ask Him to help you believe.  It could be the most important question you will ever ask and the most important prayer you could ever pray.  Amen.

