“Thomas”

John 20: 19-31

Popular history has not been kind to the Apostle Thomas. In fact, I think he’s gotten a bum rap. We have called him, “Doubting Thomas” when it appears that he had no more or no less doubt about the veracity of Easter than any of the other apostle’s. 

Remember the story we read last week from Luke 24? On that first Easter morning when the women who had gone to the tomb came running to tell the eleven that the tomb was empty and they had been told the good news that Jesus was risen, what was the response of all the men? “O yeah! Sure!” It’s an “idle tale” they said.

 And so it seems to me, Thomas is in good company when it comes to honest skepticism. I suppose it’s what happened later that day that has caused us to put old Tommy down. You see, that first Easter evening, the disciples were locked in the upper room in fear that the Jewish extremists would try to knock them off the way they had Jesus. However, there was one of the original eleven disciples who was not there; one was missing. It was Thomas.

 We don’t know where Tommy was. Fredrick Buechner suggests that maybe he’d gone out for a cup of coffee or to sit on the park bench a while and watch the pidgins, because he had decided not to be in the state of panic his fellows disciples had chosen (Peculiar Treasures: A Biblical Who’s Who, p.187). I suppose Thomas had decided que sera, sera, what will-be-will-be and he was not going to live his life in fear.

 But by not being with the rest of the gang on that Sunday evening, Thomas missed out on something. It appears he missed both Easter and Pentecost! You see, the gospel writer John says that while the disciples, sans Thomas, were locked up there in the attic, the risen Christ appeared to them! He came speaking peace to them in the midst of their anxiety. And John - who has Easter and Pentecost happening on the same day – says that night Jesus breathed the Holy Spirit upon those apostles giving them the power of God to do what needed to be done in the days ahead. But Thomas missed it. And maybe what happens next is what history has allowed to define Thomas.

 Thomas returns to the Upper Room after his Sunday stroll and he’s informed by his brothers what happened: “Dude, you missed it! Jesus showed up! It was awesome! He’s alive, man!” And you might think with 10 friends all singing the same tune, Thomas would say, “Hey, if all of you say so, I believe it.”

But that’s not what happened. Thomas says:

“Unless I see…and touch…I will not believe”

 And this, I suppose, is why we call him “Doubting Thomas,” because of this moment in time. But that is not the whole story of Thomas. He may have been a doubter for a moment (maybe even for a week), but as we will see, he did not remain in his doubt.

 Were it not for the Gospel of John we would know nothing about Thomas. Matthew, Mark and Luke list him as one of the twelve but tell us nothing about his character. And although John’s words about Thomas are sparing, he nevertheless, gives us enough information to form a different opinion of the man Just looking at those few citations from John’s gospel, I’d like to suggest some different labels for the one we have thought of as the doubting disciple – labels we could infer from Thomas’s own words. First of all, I would suggest we call him…

…Intrepid Thomas

The first time we hear from the man is in the 11th chapter of John’s Gospel. If you are familiar at all with John, then you know that the 11th chapter is the story about Jesus’ friend Lazarus, who has died. Jesus and his band of brothers had removed themselves from the growing animosity toward them that was developing in and around Jerusalem. But word came to Jesus about Lazarus’ illness. His sisters Mary and Martha were calling for Jesus to come and heal their ailing brother. But Jesus delayed. In the delay, Lazarus died. But Jesus told them not to fret – Lazarus would be okay. And Jesus tells his crew that it’s time to head back toward Jerusalem to see to his dead friend.

 His disciples began to question the wisdom of that move, what with opposition on the rise. “They tried to stone you to death, the last time we were there and you want to go back?” But one lone disciple speaks up in favor of Jesus call to return. It is Thomas. And he looks at all of his fellow disciples and he says,

“Let us also go, that we may die with him.”

Not exactly the words of a doubter, a skeptic. I would say those are the words of a pretty intrepid fellow. Here was a disciple who stood out from the cautious crowd. Here was a guy who looked danger in the face with courage and boldly said – “So be it! Let us go with our Master and face the fury of the opposition with bravery.” No shy and retiring disciple he! Thomas is intrepid!

 You can’t help but admire Thomas standing up and calling for courage in the face of opposition. Old Tommy would agree with the late Actor John Wayne who once said:

“Courage is being scared to death but saddling up anyway.”


 We’d be a stronger church, a more effective church, today if we had more Thomases, those who might be scared to death to face the challenges before them but who would saddle up anyway. Let me suggest, first of all we call him not Doubting Thomas, but Intrepid Thomas. However, we might also call him…

…Inquisitive Thomas

 The second time in John’s Gospel that we hear from Thomas is in the Upper Room on Maundy Thursday. Jesus had just sat at table with them all. He had showed them the kind of Lord he was by getting down on his hands and knees and washing their stinky, dirty feet and told them to love one another in the same way.

“A new commandment I give you that you love another as I have loved you.”

 But then, as John begins to tell of Jesus’ farewell words to his disciples, Jesus begins to talk of returning to the Father. It’s in the 14th chapter of John and Jesus says:

“In the Father’s house there are many rooms and I go to prepare a place for you. And you know the way to the place I am going.” (John 14: 2a, 4)

 It’s at that moment that Thomas pipes up. He says:

“No, we don’t know, Lord. “We have no idea where you are going, so how can we know the way?”(John 14: 5 NLT)

 It’s been suggested by at least one commentator that Thomas here is simply asking the question that is really in the minds of all the disciples. And I think that’s probably correct. William Barclay says, “Thomas was a man who couldn’t live with an unasked question.” (The Master’s Men, p.49) He says that Thomas:

 “...Was one among (the disciples) who could never say he understood what he did not understand. He was far too honest and far too…earnest to be satisfied with vague pious expressions.” (The Gospel of John, Volume 2, in The Daily Study Bible Series, p. 156)

How many of you have ever sat in class at school and not understood what the teacher was telling you? And how many of you have been afraid to ask a question” – afraid to say, “I have no idea what you’re talking about?” Well, Thomas couldn’t stomach not asking the question, if he didn’t get it.

 One of the things we can learn from Thomas is that there is no faith question that is too dumb to ask! Being honest about our spiritual ignorance is a virtue! None of us has all the answers. Inquisitive Thomas has set a good example for us, because his honest expression of ignorance, opened the door for him to learn something that would be most essential in his spiritual life: How can we know the way, Lord? And Jesus said:

“I am the way, the truth and life. No none comes to the Father except through me?”

 Simply by asking, Thomas learned the way, as have we all, to the Father. Perhaps he should be called not Doubting Thomas, but Inquisitive Thomas. And perhaps, lastly today, he should be called…

…Inspired Thomas

 As we have already noted, Thomas missed Easter (and John’s Gospel would say, he missed Pentecost as well). He wasn’t with his ten comrades when Jesus first appeared. But the good news is, he came back to church the following Sunday! As a pastor, I appreciate Thomas for doing that. Just like for those of you who are here today, Easter was not a one-shot-deal for Thomas. The risen Christ just might be encountered whenever and wherever Jesus’ followers get together!

 But of course, let’s be honest about it – Thomas did have some doubts. Confronted by his friends with the news that Jesus was alive and had visited with them, Thomas was skeptical. He had enough inquisitiveness to question and enough intrepidity in him to not be afraid to challenge assumptions. 

“Unless I can see him and touch him, I won’t believe.”

 Well, it just so happens that the next Sunday when Thomas showed up, so did Jesus! And Jesus made a beeline for old Tommy.

 “Here you go, friend; take a look and see that it’s really me. Touch my scars on my side and in my hands. Don’t be a doubter! Be a believer!” (John 20: 27 preacher’s paraphrase)

 And what follows is Thomas at his best. In a moment of Holy Spirit powered inspiration, Thomas drops all doubt and makes the most powerful confession of faith recorded in the Bible. Thomas never even bothers to reach and touch Jesus. Just on hearing Jesus’ encouragement, Thomas says:

“My Lord and my God!”

 It is one of the most inspired moments of faith in the Scriptures. It is one of the rare places in the New Testament where the divinity of Christ is clearly and unequivocally affirmed. Thomas may have had doubts, but he worked through them to become a man of inspired Easter faith.

 The great Russian novelist Doestoyevsky once wrote:

“My hosannas have been forged in the crucible of doubt.”

 And so was Thomas’s. But he did not reside in his doubt. He did not stay in it; wallow in it; wear it like some pseudo-intellectual badge of honor. He used his doubts to come to faith in the living God he knew in Jesus.

 And while no one knows for sure, there are inklings of what Thomas’s inspired faith lead him to do. It is said that Thomas went eastward as a missionary – the only one of the apostles to go outside the Roman Empire to proclaim the Gospel. The indigenous Christians of southwest India in Kerala trace their heritage to Thomas. And it’s believed that Thomas may have made it as far as western China, for the Nestorian Christians there track their spiritual lineage to him.

 That’s not what I would call the missionary track record of a fainting skeptic. Rather it is the record of a faithful servant – one who was intrepid, inquisitive and inspired; one who believed with all his heart and soul that Jesus was his Lord and his God.

 We will never get to see and touch the risen Jesus like Thomas was offered the opportunity to do. But the good news is, Jesus said, you and I – and billions of others who are like us – are more blessed because we believe without seeing. Thankfully we have the testimonies of people like Thomas and so many others who have come after him, to challenge us toward the same courageous, curious, confessing faith. Will we accept their testimony and believe? Will we, like Thomas, drop our doubts, and trust? Or will we let our skepticism rule and ruin our lives so that we miss out on the Easter blessings of life in the risen Jesus? The question is, would we rather live blessed with faith, or burdened with unbelief. The choice is ours. 
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