John 20:19-end Thomas

As we celebrate Easter and our risen Lord, we may feel as if we still linger under the
shadow of the cross. As we remain physically isolated from one another, we remember
that Jesus’ disciples were in ‘lock-down’ behind locked doors in the upper room for many
days after the risen Jesus first appeared, and they were anxious and afraid. Jesus came to
them and said ‘Peace be with you’. The same risen and living Jesus is with us in our
homes, and also offers us his peace today.

Today’s gospel reading focuses on Thomas, ‘Doubting Thomas!’ The risen Jesus had
appeared to his disciples behind locked doors on the day of his resurrection, reassuring
them that he had indeed risen and was alive again, offering them his peace and his Spirit.
But Thomas was missing. As the other disciples tell him about seeing Jesus, Thomas
says he will not believe that Jesus is alive unless he sees him and touches Jesus himself.
Thomas needs something tangible, personal experience, he is not content with other’s
testimony. A week later Jesus appears again and Thomas doesn’t even need to touch, but
exclaims ‘My Lord and my God! The first to utter such an exclamation of worship of Jesus.
Was Thomas resisting belief? | don’t think so, but he wanted concrete, tangible,
personal proof, which is not always given to us, but it was to Thomas. Often, we are called
to live by faith and not by sight, as Jesus says here, ‘Have you believed because you have
seen? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.’ (v29)

Surely Thomas was right to insist on personal revelation, not just to rely on the words of
others. Second hand faith is no good to us. But faith is required to believe the evidence of
an empty tomb, folded grave clothes, a missing body, eye-witness testimony, the disciples
changed lives.... Jesus seems to criticise Thomas for his doubting, ‘Do not doubt but
believe’ he says to him. | think this was because he persisted in his doubts. It was a week
after the other disciples had seen Jesus alive. Initial disbelief is understandable, all the
disciples were like that, but with all the evidence and the other’s testimonies, Thomas
continued to doubt.

Perhaps Thomas resented Jesus appearing to the others when he was absent, and
breathing the Holy Spirit upon them. It is very human to resent other people’s experiences
of God, and wonder why God doesn’t meet us like that! But that is how God works!

The Christian life is one of faith, as the writer to the Hebrews says, ‘Now faith is the
assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” (Hebrews 11:1)

This is the opposite of Thomas not believing what he hoped for, and doubting what he
hadn’t seen. Our hope is in God’s promises of resurrection and eternal life. As we say in
the Creed, ‘I believe in .. the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.’

Jesus lovingly accommodates Thomas and draws out this wonderfully strong affirmation of
faith, ‘My Lord and my God! The strongest faith is often that which has faced doubts and
overcome them. Thomas’ reaction shows us that his doubting was not just an excuse but
sincere. He really wanted to be sure. Honest doubts are honoured by God, but unbelief is
often rebuked.

The risen Jesus meets his disciples according to their needs, Mary, weeping, hears her
name spoken, John sees the empty tomb, Peter has a personal encounter and later is
forgiven and restored for his three-fold denial, two disciples walk towards Emmaus and
have their eyes opened in the breaking of bread, Paul is blinded by the light of the risen
Christ on the Damascus Road, Thomas is invited to touch and see.

So, we will all have different experiences of the risen Lord, as our lives differ.

As we live the new life of resurrection we will still face struggles and doubts, questions and
mysteries, but we will also have his peace and his Spirit with us.

We see Thomas as a man eager to know and understand, insisting on personal conviction,
but once convinced he was a determined and faithful disciple of Jesus.

Let us also be thoroughly convinced in our own minds, by looking at the evidence, by
listening to Scripture and to others, but most of all by our own experience of the risen Lord
Jesus in our lives today.



