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The Man Behind the Doubts 
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Everyone who has lived long enough knows that the further away you get from some 

event, the more your memories fade. You can’t remember what people looked like at the time 

of the event, what exactly they said, what exactly they did. Every trial lawyer can tell you that if 

they have good witnesses, they want their witnesses to get up in court and testify about what 

happened as soon after the crime as possible. But on the other hand, if they’re afraid the other 

side has good witnesses, they will want those witnesses to testify as late as possible. And why is 

that? Because over time people who are sure of what they saw and heard become less sure of 

what they saw and heard until eventually they aren’t sure at all. You know what that’s like. 

Maybe you got married decades ago, and after you got back from your honeymoon you told all 

your friends all about where you stayed, what the food was like, how blue the water looked, 

how warm sand felt through your toes, but now you think back to it and you think you 

remember how the water looked and how the sand felt, but maybe you’re just not sure. Are 

you really remembering your honeymoon, or are you remembering some other time you went 

to a Caribbean Island? Or was it even a Caribbean Island at all? Maybe it was the time when we 

went to Hawaii for our tenth anniversary?  

What we Christians claim about the resurrection of Christ as I said last week, is that this 

was an event that was unlike any event in all of recorded history. Nothing quite like it has 

happened before or sense. As I said last week, people have been resuscitated from death 

before, but no one has ever been raised from the dead never to die again. As Christians we 

claim that has only happened one time, and it is only happened with one person. But while this 
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was in one way a unique event, an event like no other, in another way it was not unique at all. 

Like every event people remembered it better the closer they were to it than they did when it 

receded in time, when it became further and further away in time. 

Today we read a story which comes from the twentieth chapter of the gospel of John. And 

the gospel of John, most scholars believe was the last of the four gospels and it written a long 

time after Jesus walked the earth. Most scholars believe it was written some seventy years 

after Jesus walked the earth. And if any of you watching this today can remember something 

that happened seventy years ago, well, I am guessing the memories of it would not be as vivid 

to you now as they were back in 1950. And what happened in John’s time was that because 

those memories were not as vivid, some people who saw the risen Christ seventy years earlier 

didn’t remember everything about it so clearly. Am I sure I remember exactly what he looked 

like? Am I sure I remember what he was wearing? Am I sure I remember how I felt when I saw 

him or what he said to me, if anything? Well, I think you probably know what’s coming next. 

You see if I can’t remember exactly what he looked like or what he said or what he wore, then 

naturally, naturally I wonder can I be sure this whole thing really happened at all. Did it really 

happen or did I just imagine it, or did I just see an illusion, or did I just see someone who looked 

like him. And how can I be sure? And even if the people who witnessed it were sure, that really 

didn’t matter all that much because there weren’t a whole lot of them left after seventy years.  

What there were a lot more of is people who heard the story second hand, people who were 

not there but who only heard the testimony and they naturally had questions. They had cause 

to wonder if the people who told these stories after seven decades really remembered what 

they were talking about. And even if they were sure, how can we be sure? 
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Seven decades, in other words was enough time for some doubts about the resurrection to 

marinate a bit, as things that people were so sure of a week, or a month or even a year after 

the resurrection became things they weren’t so sure of after seventy years, and that people 

who were not born and who only heard the stories really weren’t so sure of at all.  

Well, for the gospel of John, these doubts come to be expressed in the mouth of the 

disciple Thomas. And in this story from John’s gospel we hear that when all the disciples were 

gathered together on the evening of the first day of the week, the Lord appeared among them 

and appeared among them even though the doors of the house were locked. Locked, we are 

told, because the disciples were afraid of letting in any of their religious opponents who were 

hunting them down and trying to make them end up like Jesus. And we even hear that the Lord 

showed them his hands where the nails went through and his side where the spear went 

through. But we are also told that Thomas was not there when the Lord appeared among them. 

Just as most people seven decades after the resurrection were not there to witness these 

things, Thomas was not there either. So when the other disciples declare to him that they have 

seen the Lord, Thomas expresses the same doubts that so many of those who heard this story 

second hand must say after all this time. He is their spokesperson and he says unless I see the 

nail marks in his hands and put my finger in those marks and put my hand in his side, I will not 

believe. In other words you may be sure of what you saw. But how can I be sure. I was not 

there. I did not see it.  

So another week goes by and the disciples are gathered together again in the same house 

with the same locked doors, and again the risen Lord appears among them, but this time, unlike 

the last time, Thomas is there. And as if he could hear Thomas’ words and knew his very 
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doubts, Jesus approaches him and holding out his hands he says put your finger here and see 

my hands and reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt, but believe.  

So Thomas does as the Lord asks, putting his finger where the nails went through and his 

hand where the spear went through Jesus’ side, and in utter wonder and disbelief he cries out 

“My Lord, and my God!”  

Well, that’s the story. That’s the story of Thomas or the one we call doubting Thomas 

according to John’s gospel and of course many more decades have gone by than the mere 

seven decades since John wrote this account. Indeed, a full two millennia have gone by. And of 

course no one these days is around at all who saw the risen Lord as he appeared to people on 

that first Easter Sunday and that first Easter season. And because only more and more time 

goes by since that first Easter Sunday maybe when you are here among us on Sunday morning 

you are good at pretending that you yourself don’t have any doubts and your faith is rock solid 

but if you could talk to me privately where it’s just you and me you would tell me that not only 

did Thomas speak for many people at the end of the first century, Thomas also speaks for you. 

You too would say to me since I couldn’t be there on that first Easter Sunday, unless the Lord 

appears before me in a way that is undeniably real, I too have doubts. I am just like Thomas. 

Well, if that is you, if that is what you would say, then I think you already know that just 

like Thomas, no amount of faith that someone else has will ever be enough for you to have 

faith. Just like the disciples absolute assurance that they saw the risen Lord was not enough for 

Thomas to believe, I think if you have ever doubted you know that you can never have faith on 

the basis of someone else’s faith. You cannot believe because your mother believes or your 

father believes, or because your spouse believes or your pastor believes. Even their absolute 
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assurance of what they believe is not enough to make you believe. Their absolute assurance 

can make you afraid to express your doubts, but it cannot keep you from having doubts. In 

neither of our churches and in no Presbyterian church that I know about can you be baptized 

on someone else’ behalf, and you cannot stand up and confess your faith on someone else’s 

behalf. If you stood up here and said I’m here to let you know that Betty Sue wants to join this 

church because she believes in Jesus, I would say well, where’s Betty Sue. Why can’t she come 

up here herself and say what she believes. And why do we do things that way? Well, you just 

can’t have faith for someone else. Your faith is between you and God. You can’t even take 

communion for someone else. Back in the days when the church was being persecuted in the 

Roman Empire, some people were afraid to take communion with wine. You hear about some 

people not wanting to take communion with wine because they object to alcohol being in the 

church. They think that drinking alcohol is a sin. But this was different. You see back when the 

church was being persecuted, people were afraid that if they took communion with wine that 

people would smell the alcohol on their breath and they would know that they were Christians. 

I’m sure that in those days people would have loved for others to take communion on their 

behalf. But you can’t take communion on someone else’s behalf, you can’t do anything to 

express your faith on someone else’s behalf because your faith is your faith not someone else’s.   

But not only can you not have faith on the basis of someone else, neither can you will 

yourself to have faith if you do not have it. I don’t think it was with any pride that Thomas said 

unless I can touch the nail marks in his hands and put my hand in his side, I will not believe. I 

think this was just an honest admission of where he was, and had he been able to make himself 

believe he would have. So you cannot make yourself believe, your family and friends cannot 
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make you believe, in fact the only one who can make you believe is the risen Lord himself. It is 

Christ himself who came before Thomas and said put your fingers here and your hand there 

and it was for that reason alone that Thomas said My Lord and my God!  

And then our story ends when Jesus says to Thomas do you believe because you have seen 

me. Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe! 

Who is he talking about? Well, of course, he is talking about you and me. He is talking 

about everyone down through the ages the millions and billions of people who have not seen 

and yet believe and he is saying that they are blessed. And that is about all there is to say. If you 

come to me and say that you have doubts or I come to you and say that I have doubts we can 

talk to each other and try to persuade each other and we can encourage each other to believe 

all we want, but about all we can really do is pray for each other.  

And so wherever you are today if you have doubts as we all do from time to time, I pray 

that the risen Christ would show himself to you as he showed himself to Thomas. I pray that he 

would be as real to you as he was to him. I pray that God would give you the gift of faith so that 

you too would be called blessed, as so many down through the ages have who have not seen 

and yet have come to believe. In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.  

   


