
Sermon - But Some Doubted

John 20:24-29

All of us will have heard of “Doubting Thomas.” He is one of the better known 

disciples not because of his great faith, but because of his lack of it. He is the one who 

refused to believe that the Lord had risen, and said that he would not accept the 

reports of the other disciples as true unless he touched with his own hands the wounds 

in Jesus’ body. But as soon as Jesus appeared to him he confessed his faith 

immediately. 

Thomas has had something of a bad press in this incident. He is held up as an example 

of the sceptic, the cynic, the unbeliever, someone who refuses to heed what others are 

telling him unless he can feel it and touch it for himself. But that is not what the story 

is about. Thomas is not a cynic or a sceptic. He is simply not willing to be taken in by 

unlikely stories, and to Thomas, that is what they were. For as far as Thomas was 

concerned, the credibility of those telling this unlikely story to him was not that great.

Let’s start with the first witnesses to the resurrection of Jesus. Mary and the other 

women went to the tomb to anoint the body for its proper burial, as they did not have 

time to do this on the day Jesus died. What did Mary say when she saw the empty 

tomb? Hallelujah, Jesus has risen! No, they have taken the body away and we don’t 

know where they have put him. Hardly a ringing affirmation of faith.

As a result of this report, Peter and John hot-foot it to the tomb to see what they could 

do about this outrage against a dead man’s body. When John saw the burial cloths 

lying there, he believed, although he still did not understand from the Scriptures that 

Jesus had to rise from the dead. Then Peter and John went back home - just what you 

would expect them to do after witnessing a powerful miracle? Hardly. Just what were 

they thinking? What did they intend to do next? What on earth did they make of what 

they had seen - the empty tomb and the graveclothes lying empty? Why didn’t they go 

to find the other disciples to tell them? Why didn’t they stay with the women to work 

out what to do next? Are these the actions of people with a great story to tell? 

What did Mary do? She stayed at the tomb, crying. Then when she looked in the tomb 

she saw two angels in white, who asked why she was crying. She answered them, they 
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have taken my Lord away (that is, his body) and I don’t know where they have put 

him. So even after John saw and believed that Jesus had risen, Mary still didn’t 

believe. She then saw a man whom she thought was the gardener, and asked him 

whether he knew where the body was. Then she recognised him as the Lord, and after 

a brief conversation with him, ran to the disciples to tell them that she had seen the 

Lord. 

So these disciples, who had heard from Mary, and we assume by this time, also from 

Peter and John, about the resurrection of the Lord, were gathered together behind 

locked doors, when suddenly Jesus came and stood among them. At this they were 

overjoyed to see the Lord again. But they were hardly expecting this, and their fear of 

the Jews certainly did not give them much in the way of credibility. They certainly 

didn’t act like people who had witnessed a powerful act of God that had transformed 

their whole perception of events.

So when Thomas turned up, to be told that the disciples (and presumably also Mary, 

although this is not mentioned) had seen the risen Lord, he didn’t hold much store by 

their reports. I don’t think that he doubted that Jesus could or would rise from the 

dead, but rather, he doubted the credibility of these men who had all run away at the 

time of testing, then were hiding behind locked doors, giving reports of events that 

would stagger and confuse the best of them. Why would he believe these people who 

hardly can be called powerful witnesses. How many of the other disciples would have 

responded the same way if they had been absent when Jesus appeared to them? Why 

do we think Thomas was any different to the others?

But Thomas, when confronted with the risen Lord, immediately confessed “My Lord 

and my God.” Jesus responded, “Because you have seen me, you have believed,  

blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” Who was Jesus referring 

to? At this point, there is no indication from the Gospels that anyone believed other 

than those who had actually seen him in his risen state. There were no believers who 

had not seen him.

After this, Jesus appeared to the disciples at Galilee, when they had been fishing all 

night but had not caught anything. After Jesus performed the miracle of the haul of 
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fish, they went ashore to where he was standing. It says, “None of the disciples dared 

ask him, “Who are you?” They knew it was the Lord.” Why on earth would it say that, 

unless some of them were still uncertain and not at all sure what was going on. They 

knew it was the Lord, but still wanted to ask him to be sure. Again, hardly a ringing 

affirmation of faith - it was faith, certainly, but strongly tinged with uncertainty and 

confusion.

These reports then from John’s Gospel. But what of the other Gospels? Surely they 

have no issues with the faith of the disciples after the resurrection?

But this is not so. In Mark we read that the women who encountered the angel at the 

tomb were told to go and tell the disciples, and Peter (specifically singling him out 

after he had denied the Lord three times), that the Lord had risen and that they would 

see him in Galilee. And we read, “Trembling and bewildered, the women went out and 

fled from the tomb. They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid.” Again, a 

failure on the part of those who had met the Lord to have the courage or the 

confidence to report what they had seen to others. Then it says that Jesus appeared to 

Mary Magdalene, who reported this to the disciples. 

When they heard that Jesus was alive and that she had seen him, they did not  

believe it. Afterwards Jesus appeared in a different form to two of them while  

they were walking in the country. These returned and reported it to the rest;  

but they did not believe them either. Later Jesus appeared to the eleven as they  

were eating; he rebuked them for their lack of faith and their stubborn refusal  

to believe those who had seen him after he had risen. [Mark 16:8-14] 

So Jesus himself had to call the disciples to account for failing to believe repeated 

reports of his resurrection, and only by appearing to them did he manage to convince 

them that he had indeed risen. So the disciples had persisted in their unbelief, and 

compounded it by rejecting the reports of their friends and fellow disciples. The 

Biblical requirement is that everything is established to be true by the reports of two 

or three witnesses, but even when this condition had been met, the disciples could not 

bring themselves to accept the reliability and credibility of the reports. So what would 

it take to make them accept the report except seeing Jesus themselves.
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In Luke, there is a report that the disciples did not believe the women who reported 

after visiting the tomb that Jesus had risen from the dead. “They did not believe the 

women, because their words seemed to them like nonsense.” But Peter went to the 

tomb to have a look, and after seeing it empty, “he went away, wondering to himself  

what had happened.” So even after seeing the empty tomb in the light of the tales told 

by the women, he didn’t accept that Jesus had been raised; no, he wondered what had 

happened! 

The next story told by Luke (expanding on the brief account in Mark mentioned 

earlier) is of the disciples on the road to Emmaus, who reported to the Lord (without 

knowing it was him) that the stories of the women about visions of angels and that 

Jesus was risen had amazed them, and that some went to the tomb to see, but they did 

not know what to make of it all even then. After Jesus revealed himself to them, they 

went back to Jerusalem to tell the disciples, and while they were doing so, Jesus 

appeared to them. Their response? Not faith, not adoration, not confession of belief in 

his resurrection, no - with the risen Lord standing in front of them, after hearing the 

reports of his resurrection, they were “startled and frightened, thinking they saw a  

ghost. He said to them, Why are you troubled, and why do doubts arise in your minds.  

Look at my hands and my feet. It is I myself. Touch me and see, a ghost does not have  

flesh and bones, as you see I have.” In the end he had to eat some fish to give them 

some proof that he was actually alive and not a ghost.

Then we have the most remarkable statement of all, in Matthew’s Gospel, 

immediately before the famous passage called the Great Commission. “Then the 

eleven disciples wen to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go.  

When they saw him, they worshipped him, but some doubted.” [Matthew 28:16-20] 

Some doubted! Even after seeing the Lord on a number of occasions, even after 

hearing him teach, even after witnessing Thomas confessing his faith when 

confronted by the risen Lord, still we read that some doubted! What is going on here?

Let us go back and look again at Thomas. He is not the prime sceptic, the unbeliever, 

the chief of all doubters, the one without faith. He is just like all the rest! He had no 

less faith than any of the disciples, who all took a considerable amount of convincing, 
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and he no more so than the others. “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have 

believed.” So far we have not encountered anyone in the gospel narratives that this 

could have referred to - not one of them believed without having seen the Lord 

himself. And even after seeing him, in fact even while seeing him, they still doubted 

and were uncertain what was going on.

What then does this signify for us? We too are faced with sceptics and unbelievers 

who scoff at the idea that Jesus could have risen from the dead. We know such things 

don’t happen, don’t we? How could anyone with a good education and a scientific 

knowledge believe that someone could rise from the dead? These days we don’t go in 

for such stories, even though the gullible people of earlier centuries were easily taken 

in. Really? Is that what we have seen in the Gospels? 

It seems to me like the disciples were as hard to convince as anyone we are likely to 

encounter today. We often say, “Seeing is believing.” Well the disciples saw and found 

it hard to believe. And even when he was standing in front of them in his risen power, 

some of the disciples still doubted! 

It would seem, then, that the gospels are a good reliable witness to the remarkable 

events of that first Easter. Not because they report amazing things that we find it hard 

to believe otherwise, but because they report how hard it was for those who were 

there at the time to believe the evidence of their own eyes. The gospels are not out to 

convince us of something that was readily believed by gullible uneducated people - 

they report to us the monumental effort Jesus had to make to get these so-called 

gullible people to accept that he really had risen. In John’s gospel it says, immediately 

after reporting the encounter between Jesus and Thomas, that Jesus did many other 

miraculous signs which are not recorded in the book. How many did he have to do to 

convince the disciples that he really was who he said he was, and that he really had 

risen from the dead and was not a ghost?

So then, what can we learn from all this? Simply, that to believe that Jesus Christ is 

the Son of God, who has been raised from the dead to show his victory over death, the 

grave and the power of sin, is not something that comes to anyone simply because 

they can see him in the flesh. Rather, recognising and acknowledging that Jesus Christ 
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is Lord, risen from the dead, comes from faith granted to us by God through the Holy 

Spirit’s work in our hearts. As we know, all the disciples came to believe firmly that 

Jesus had risen from the dead, and they testified to this in their ministry even to the 

point of martyrdom, all except John. But they were able to believe this not because 

they saw Jesus standing in front of them in the flesh, but because it was revealed to 

them by the Holy Spirit at work in their hearts. After all, we have the reports that the 

leaders of the Jews had as many reports about the resurrection of Jesus, at the same 

time as the disciples. What was their response? Not faith, but an attempt to cover up 

the truth by bribing false witnesses to tell improbable stories about what had 

happened. 

Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen,  

and yet have believed. Why does Jesus call them blessed? Not because of anything 

they have within themselves that warrants this description; not because they have 

managed to accept the gospel accounts without difficulty in spite of their education; 

not because they are gullible; but because it gives evidence of the work of the Holy 

Spirit in their hearts - it is the seal of God on those who are his own people, that they 

have trusted in him and accepted his testimony as true. They have not seen, yet have 

believed, because they accept and receive the witness of the Holy Spirit, and thereby 

show that they are the children of God - fellow heirs with Christ, their older brother 

who is the first-fruits of the resurrection, the first to rise from the dead. Those who 

believe in him have the promise of the Holy Spirit in their hearts, that they will share 

in his victory over death.

If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised  

Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who  

lives in you. [Romans 8:11]

May God grant us the grace to believe, and to receive his Spirit into our hearts, and 

keep us strong in faith until that day when all who are his are raised from the dead and 

made immortal to live in their resurrected glory in his presence forever.
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