Easter Evening 2023

“Dealing with Doubt”

John 20:24-29
Growing up, I had a number of stuffed animals but a few meant more to me than others. One was a Winnie the Pooh bear. I played with that bear so much it eventually lost its eyes, nose, and most of its fur! Yet it remained a cherished toy, and some time ago my mother returned it to me. I had no idea she had kept it all those years!

Winnie the Pooh is the main character of a number of children stories written by A. A. Milne and popularized by Disney animated movies. In addition to the honey-loving bear are the boy Christopher Robin, Tigger, Piglet, and Rabbit. And there’s Eeyore, the gray donkey whose temperament matches his color. When greeted by his friend, Eeyore says gloomily, “Good morning, Pooh Bear…if it is a good morning…which I doubt.” When Christopher Robin reattaches his tail and asks if it was put on properly, Eeyore grumbles, “No matter…most likely lose it again, anyway.”

I mention Eeyore this morning because our main character in our sermon reminds me of Eeyore. I thought I was the only one who thought this way until I read this quote from John MacArthur’s book, Twelve Ordinary Men,

It probably is fair, however, to say that Thomas was a somewhat negative person. He was a worrywart. He was a brooder. He tended to be anxious and angst-ridden. He was like Eeyore in Winnie the Pooh. He anticipated the worst all the time.”

Ah, yes. “Doubting Thomas” we call him sympathetically, almost affectionately. John Stott refers to him as “the patron saint of doubt.”
 William Barclay comments, “No one was ever less of a ‘stained-glass saint’ than Thomas.”
 Yet others suggest that we’ve been too hard on Thomas; that his doubting was not wrong but should be held up as virtuous. Either way, we can benefit from Thomas’ experiences in dealing with doubt.

Defeatist Thomas 

Thomas is best known for this incident after the resurrection of Jesus, but he appears in two other places in the gospel of John. I believe these give us a glimpse into the personality of this disciple. In both instances we see what I am calling “Defeatist Thomas.”

The first is in John 11:16, “Then Thomas (called Didymus) said to the rest of the disciples, ‘Let us also go, that we may die with him.’” The Hebrew word from which we get “Thomas” and the Greek word Didymus both mean “twin.”
 He may well have had a twin brother or sister, but no identification with a biblical sibling can be made.

Commentators rightly recognize the devotion and courage of Thomas in his statement,
 yet the tone suggests this is “a gloomy saying and not marked by any abundance of faith.”
 (Can’t you hear Eeyore saying that?) His fear was not unfounded—on their last visit, an angry mob sought to stone their Master.
 Thomas never lacked courage, but he was the natural pessimist.
 
The next time we hear from Thomas is in John 14:5. Jesus was speaking to the Twelve in the upper room after the Passover meal. He delivers comforting words in the first four verses:

“Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going.”

What encouraging words! How could the disciples help but smile as the truth of Jesus’ words sunk in?

But Thomas is right there, bringing the mood back down to earth: “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?” We want to reach back in time and shake Thomas by the shoulders. “Whaddya mean you don’t know where Jesus is going? He just told you! He’s going to His Father’s house to prepare a place for us, and then He’s coming back to get us!” But Thomas interpreted Jesus’ words in the most crassly natural way.
 Defeatists tend to be very literal, very physical and material, and very immediate in their outlook.

Doubting Thomas 

This leads us to our text this morning in John 20. Verses 19-23 record the appearance of Jesus in the upper room to the disciples on Easter evening. (We covered that event last Sunday evening.) This is the fifth recorded appearance of the risen Lord on that first Easter: Jesus had earlier appeared to Mary Magdalene, the other women, Peter, and the two Emmaus disciples, who were present in the upper room at that time.

Verse 24 informs us, though, that Thomas was not present at this time. Perhaps he was too overwhelmed to be around others. F. F. Bruce observes, “Some people, in times of great and desolating sorrow, find comfort in one another’s company. Others prefer to creep into a corner and be alone with their grief. Thomas belonged to this latter category.”
 To be fair, Thomas’ absence may have been momentary; we cannot say with certainty that he isolated himself from the others.

Many make this mistake when tragedy strikes, though. They cut themselves off from the believing community, trying to work out their problems on their own. In doing so they miss out on the healing properties of fellowship; as the old saying goes, “A joy shared doubles the joy; a grief shared halves the grief.”

Thomas missed more than sharing his grief with the other disciples—he missed the Lord! He had to wrestle with his agonizing sorrow for another whole week before he had his next opportunity. There is a lesson to be learned here, as one commentator points out,

We are always more likely to find Him in the company of the faithful than in a lonely vigil. As J. C. Ryle points out, this underlines ‘how much Christians may lose by not regularly attending gatherings of God’s people… The very sermon that we needlessly miss may contain the message our souls need. The very assembly for praise and prayer from which we stayed away may be the very gathering that would have cheered, established, and uplifted our hearts’.

Thomas must not have completely cut himself off from the others, though, for verse 25 informs us that the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord!” Imagine the excitement in their faces and voices as they break the great news to their friend. Surely he would share their joy!

Not Doubting Thomas.

The rest of verse 25 reveals, “But he said to them, ‘Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe it.’” Can’t you just hear his Eeyore-like response: “I doubt it”? 

Webster defines the act of doubt as “to lack confidence in” or “to consider unlikely,” while the noun form of doubt is defined as “an uncertainty of belief or opinion that often interferes with decision-making” or “a deliberate suspension of judgment.”
 All of these apply to Thomas’ reaction to the good news he was told.

Now let’s be clear. Doubt is not sin.
 To reserve judgment until sufficient inquiry is made and adequate evidence is presented is indeed admirable. This seems to be the attitude of the Bereans in Acts 17:11. Questioning or doubting motivates us to search further and deeper in an understanding of faith. In this light, doubt is not an enemy of faith. 

Doubt prompts a broad range of opinions. To a few, doubt represents rank unbelief, the worst kind of blasphemy. To others, doubt exposes more the raw side of honesty—that part of you never before seen until it’s probed deeply with the penetrating questions of life. It boils down to this: Can we have lingering doubts and remain a person of faith? Strong and capable people on both sides disagree. Down through the centuries the church has had representatives on both sides. On the one hand, there is Jonathan Edwards, George Whitefield, and D. L. Moody, whose strong pulpits have rung with such assurance you would wonder if they ever entertained a doubt. On the other hand, God has also given His church C. S. Lewis, Flannery O’Connor, Blaise Pascal, and more recently, Philip Yancey, who have encouraged us to face questions honestly.

Is this what Thomas was doing in his reaction to the report of the other disciples? Is his struggle external, because there is not enough evidence to make a definitive judgment, or is this internal, a state of heart and mind whereby we remain uncertain when we ought to be certain?
 Warren Wiersbe opts for the latter, writing,

We call him “Doubting Thomas,” but Jesus did not rebuke him for his doubts. He rebuked him for unbelief: “Be not faithless, but believing.” Doubt is often an intellectual problem: we want to believe, but the faith is overwhelmed by problems and questions. Unbelief is a moral problem; we simply will not believe.

His scientific mind demanded experimental evidence, and since he had not seen Jesus, he refused to believe.

Doubt is not unbelief. It can, however, become unbelief. That basic principle should guide our thinking as we differentiate doubt, which is natural within faith, from unbelief, which is not. Doubt comes about because of our human weakness and frailty. We lack the confidence to trust fully in God and long for certainty in all matters of faith. But absolute certainty is hard to come by. Unbelief is a deliberate decision to reject Jesus Christ and all that He stands for. But doubt is something quite different. Doubt arises within the context of faith. It is a wistful longing to be sure of the things in which we trust. But it is not, and need not become, a problem. Just because I can’t prove my faith in God doesn’t mean that it is wrong.

An all-important difference exists, therefore, between the open-minded uncertainty of doubt and the closed-minded certainty of unbelief. Because faith is crucial, doubt is serious. But because doubt is not unbelief it is not terminal. It is a halfway stage that can lead on to a deepened faith as easily as it can break down to unbelief.

Thomas’ words help us to understand the difference between doubt and unbelief. Doubt says, “I cannot believe! There are too many problems!” Unbelief says, “I will not believe unless you give me the evidence I ask for!” In fact, in the Greek text, there is a double negative: “I positively will not believe!”
 Don Bierle, one of my professors at St. Paul Bible College, calls such an attitude “Contract Faith,” and describes his own experience with it,

I grew up thinking of faith in terms of a contract. The scenario went something like this: I was to believe that Jesus was the Son of God. In return, God would provide certain benefits for me—happiness, success, wealth, and health—small things! This seemed only right in view of the sacrifice it was for me to conform my life to follow Him. And I would continue to follow God as long as He lived up to His end of my imaginary contract. If He didn’t come through to meet my expectations—well, forget it! In other words, this scenario describes a faith contract with conditions written in—“I’ll believe if…”

A classic example of this approach to faith is an incident in the life of Thomas, one of Jesus’ disciples. Jesus had told his followers on several occasions that He would rise from the dead. When Thomas was told by eyewitnesses that it had actually happened, he responded by saying, “Unless I see the nail marks in His hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into His side, I will not believe it.” 

What was Thomas’ problem? His alleged faith in Jesus was conditional—he insisted that he must physically see Jesus rather than believe the resurrection on the basis of what Jesus had promised beforehand. Thomas said, in effect, that he did not believe in Jesus because he would not trust His Word (or the eyewitnesses), but would only believe if…, and expressed his conditions…. Unfortunately, this is not faith at all—it is a counterfeit.

Thomas had his doubts. Didn’t matter to him that ten sets of eyes had seen the resurrected Jesus. Or that the women who had watched him being placed in the tomb watched him walk into the room. Let them shout and clap; Thomas was going to sit and wait. He wasn’t about to be fooled. No matter what the others said, he needed to see for himself. Others rejoiced; he resisted. Thomas needed firsthand evidence.
 Morris notes, “No skepticism could be more thoroughgoing than this, and it is perhaps worth noting that nobody else in the New Testament makes demands like these before believing.”

Am I being too hard on Thomas? I don’t think so. This is a refusal to believe in spite of what the others were telling him, and even in spite of Jesus’ own words. When the others told him that they had seen the Lord, Thomas should have believed them.
 He said, in effect, that his mind and senses were greater authority than the combined testimony of the other disciples. Thus He trusted his mind and senses rather than on what the ten reported and what Jesus predicted. He chose not to believe.

Many of our doubts arise from these very problems that Thomas faced. We have doubts because we do not know the Bible that gives us God’s promises and outlines His program. Because of our ignorance of the Word of God, a thing seems unreasonable to us; and because we weigh it with our own minds and it seems unreasonable, we conclude that it cannot be true, and we choose to not believe.

Declaring Thomas 
We know the rest of the story, though, don’t we? In the space of one week, Doubting Thomas became Declaring Thomas. We read of this change in John 20:26-29,

A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!”  Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.” 

Some Bibles read, “After eight days,” leading some to conclude this took place on the following Monday. But the eight days are to be reckoned inclusively; it was the first day of a new week.
 This takes place one week after Easter. The circumstances are identical—they are gathered in the upper room with the doors locked—except that Thomas is now present.

And once again Jesus appears in the midst. After greeting the whole group Jesus turns to His hard-headed disciple. With some rather unexpected vocabulary He invites Thomas to carry out the tests he himself had suggested, to put his finger into the nailprints and his hand into the side. Jesus concludes by urging Thomas to cease being an unbeliever but become a believer.
 Our Lord’s words translate literally, “Stop becoming faithless but become a believer.” Jesus saw a dangerous process at work in Thomas’ heart, and He wanted to put a stop to it.

It is a great encouragement for those who experience such difficulty that Jesus does not dismiss Thomas. Indeed, this further appearance would seem to be essentially for his benefit. Doubt is not sin. Further, Jesus so clearly knows exactly what has been passing through Thomas’ mind. He knows our doubts in all their detail and circumstance.

But Thomas does not entirely escape disapproval. There is a rebuke in Jesus’ words. There were grounds for faith all around Thomas if he only had eyes for them. Jesus calls us to battle through our doubts to a renewed confidence in him. As a supreme incentive to that it is Thomas, the man who struggled to believe, who is enabled to utter the sublime confession which is the capstone of this gospel, “My Lord and my God!”
 Thomas’ statement has been described as “one of the most profound declarations of Jesus’ deity in the New Testament.”
 Interestingly, at about the time John wrote this gospel, the Roman emperor Domitian required worship of himself as Lord and God (Dominus et Deus).
 Such a statement would certainly ring relevant in those days.

Jesus responds in verse 29, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” Thomas hailed from Missouri, stating, “Show me and then I’ll believe.” But Jesus says there is a special blessing for those possessed of a faith that can trust absolutely and that does not need to “see” at every turn.
 That blessing comes down to us today, who must believe in Jesus without seeing Him with our eyes.

It is an encouragement to us to know that the Lord had a personal interest in and concern for “Doubting Thomas.” He wanted to strengthen his faith and include him in the blessings that lay in store for His followers. Thomas reminds us that unbelief robs us of blessings and opportunities. It may sound sophisticated and intellectual to question what Jesus did, but such questions are usually evidence of hard hearts, not of searching minds. Thomas represents the “scientific approach” to life—and it did not work! After all, when a skeptic says, “I will not believe unless—” he is already admitting that he does believe! He believes in the validity of the test or experiment that he has devised! If he can have faith in his own “scientific approach,” why can he not have faith in what God has revealed?

We need to remind ourselves that everybody lives by faith. The difference is in the object of that faith. Christians put their faith in God and His Word, while unsaved people put their faith in themselves.

What can we learn from Thomas’ experience for dealing with doubts today? For one, we see that Thomas honestly faced his doubts and, when confronted with solid evidence, discovered a firm faith.
 The Bible has a consistent pattern for people who doubt God. To such, trapped in the present, disappointed with God, the Bible offers two cures: remember the past and consider the future.
 As Romans 10:17-18 states, “Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ.” When the mind questions and the heart wavers, get into the Word!

A second lesson is that doubt is more likely to be overcome in the companionship of believers. When Thomas was alone he was doubly alone. By cutting himself off from the fellowship of believers he had also cut himself off from the fellowship of Christ, and it was when he came back into that fellowship that he met Christ again. That is not to say that a man cannot find Jesus Christ in the solitude and the silence, but it is to say that nowhere is a man more likely to find Christ than in the company of those who love Christ.
 When doubts assault your mind and heart, don’t try to fight it alone! Get yourself in church! Surround yourself with those of like precious faith, who will encourage you to go on.

Finally, you need to hear anew the tender words of One who knows your doubts and fears better than you. He says, “Peace be with you. Look at My hands and feet. Look with eyes of faith and believe. You are blessed when you believe in spite of your doubts.”
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