
 1 

“The Benefit of the Doubt” – FaithMC – April 7, 2013 – John 20:19-31 

 

How would you like to be remembered for your weakest moment? 

 Let me name some names, and I’m guessing you’ll remember them 

 for their weakest moment: 

   O.J. Simpson; Bill Clinton; Joseph Hazelwood (captain 

    of the oil supertanker Exxon Valdez) 

 

How would you like to have YOUR name preserved for thousands of 

 years in recognition of the one event in your life of which you 

 are the LEAST proud? 

 

If your name were enshrined forever in connection with the stupidest 

 thing you ever did, you’d protest. 

  You’d say it’s a bum rap. 

  You’d say, “But what about all those GOOD things I did?” 

 

Which brings us to “Doubting Thomas.” 

The phrase is part of our language, part of our culture. 

Even non-Christians, even non-religious folks, 

 even those who have never read the Bible know about Doubting Thomas. 

 

He’s the icon of doubt, the king of skepticism, the symbol of cynicism,  

 the embodiment of uncertainty. 

 

Our friend Thomas certainly would have a right to protest the adjective 

 forever connected to his name.  Have you heard THIS story about Thomas?: 

 

When Jesus heard that his friend Lazarus was sick, 

 and when Jesus told his disciples that he was going to travel to 

  Bethany to see him, 

 and when the disciples protested and said, 

  “But Jesus, people there want to KILL you” 

 who was it that said, “Let’s go”? 

 Who was it that said, “You bunch of chickens— 

  let’s go with Jesus, so that we may die with him”? 

 Who said it?  Thomas, that’s who. 

 

We could call him Bold Thomas. 

We could call him Leader Thomas. 

We could call him Brave Thomas.  He deserves those labels just as much. 
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But Thomas is stuck with it—he’s stuck with his label. 

 He will forever be known for his one moment of doubt. 

 He’s the patron saint of all who want some PROOF 

  before accepting improbable news— 

   you know—resurrections—and stuff like that. 

 

Why do we remember his doubt and not his faith? 

It’s because we identify with his doubt more than with his faith. 

 When Thomas doubts, when he demands proof that Jesus is alive, 

  he is more like us—he’s certainly more like ME— 

  than when he says, “Let’s follow Jesus to the death.” 

 

When Thomas says “Show me”, we understand exactly how he feels. 

 We’ve been there—in our honest moments. 

 

When everybody else seems so sure of their faith, 

 we know how it feels to wonder, to doubt,  

 to feel like we have to pretend in order to fit in. 

 

When other people are shouting, “Jesus is alive” 

 we are acquainted with that little screaming voice within us which 

  says, “Nice words—but is it true?” 

 

We’d like to believe it, we admire those who believe it, 

 but we wonder:  are those who believe it fooling themselves? 

 Have they made up this resurrection business just to make 

  themselves feel better? 

 

Yes, we’re drawn to the doubting Thomas more than to the brave leader 

  Thomas because his doubts connect with our doubts. 

 His need for proof reminds us of the nagging questions in the 

   back of our minds— 

  questions we suppress because we think they’re not 

   acceptable in church, 

  questions we don’t express because we’re scared to 

   even THINK the questions—much less express them 

   around folks who seem so sure of their faith. 

 

 If only we knew how much doubt there is in our sisters and brothers, 

  we might dare to open up our hearts and minds to them, 
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  and then discover that they, too, have been secretly longing 

  for somebody else with whom they could be totally honest, 

  longing for somebody just like you with whom they 

   could stop pretending to be more sure than they are. 

 

If we could be more honest with each other about our doubts, 

 then doubt could take its proper and healthy place in our Christian faith. 

 Yes, there IS a benefit of the doubt. 

 

Thomas is a gift to us. 

He puts the issue of doubt on the table. 

He brings it to the light of day. 

He gives us permission to come to church and talk about doubt. 

 Thank you, Thomas! 

 

I once heard a report of a church worship service in which silver      

 false teeth were turned to gold. 

 

I also heard another report of a church worship service where gold dust 

 suddenly came sifting down—out of nowhere—onto the skin 

  of the worshippers.  After resting on their skin for a few seconds,  

   it suddenly disappeared.  “It’s a miracle!” they said. 

 

But I question those reports.  I doubt them. 

And I claim the words of Thomas “Unless I see.” 

 Unless I see, I will have great difficulty believing such things. 

  You know, sometimes doubt is not a LACK of faith, 

  but rather an expression of faith. 

  

Doubt is a way of insisting that God be taken seriously. 

 When we’re told that people’s silver teeth magically turn to gold, 

  doubt is what keeps our faith from becoming frivolous, 

  keeps it from becoming a collection of parlor tricks. 

 

Thomas and his doubt keep our faith from becoming trite. 

 Supposed miracles NEED to be sifted, probed, and tested. 

 God gave us minds—minds which reflect the very image of God— 

  and God expects us to use them. 

 

The Christian faith is not sloppy, not gullible, not the mindless acceptance of National  

 Enquirer-like headlines and creatively altered photographs. 
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Our faith is not cheap entertainment.  It is not sloppy, it is not vague. 

 Faith embraces some things but it rejects others. 

 Faith includes both saying “yes” and saying “no.” 

 Yes, faith INCLUDES “skepticism.” 

 

In fact the church needs far more skepticism than it has. 

 How can I say that?  Have I gone off the deep end? 

I don’t think I have—if you understand the meaning of “skepticism.” 

 

Skepticism means to look at a matter closely, 

 to scrutinize, to study with great care and in minute detail. 

 

A man once said, “I don’t believe the Bible.  I’m a skeptic.” 

The man was asked, “Have you read the Bible?” 

To which he answered, “No, I haven’t read it.  Didn’t you hear me, 

 I’m a skeptic—I don’t believe the Bible.” 

 

That man is no skeptic. 

What he expressed is the exact opposite of skepticism. 

 This man refused to investigate.  He refused to scrutinize. 

 He refused to ponder deeply.   

 He refused to study, to explore, to grapple with the issues. 

 

Skepticism is not an excuse for laziness.  

A TRUE skeptic is passionate about finding out the truth. 

A TRUE skeptic will stalk the evidence and rummage for clues. 

A TRUE skeptic WANTS to believe, 

 but will safeguard against the hypnotic power of that wanting. 

Therefore a true skeptic will test— 

 test because they WANT to believe—like Thomas did. 

 

When Thomas said, “Unless I see” he was trying to believe—he wanted 

 to believe.  He sought evidence so that he COULD believe. 

           He wanted to SEE Jesus—with his own eyes. 

 

It wasn’t enough for him that his fickle disciple brothers said so. 

 After all, Peter had denied Jesus, and James and John had fought 

 over who was going to be Secretary of State in the Jesus administration,  

  and therefore Thomas wanted a bit more than  

   their wishful thinking on which to base his faith. 
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I don’t blame him.  He was a skeptic—a faithful skeptic, 

 and we need not be ashamed to be like him. 

 

There is more faith in Thomas’s passion to see with his own eyes and 

 to touch with his own hands 

  than in the person who simply shows up at church to look good. 

 

There is more faith in Thomas than there is in the person who just accepts 

 what the preacher and S.S. teacher say without ever grappling with 

  the issues themselves. 

 

There is more faith in Thomas than there is in the person who obeys all 

 the rules and fits in but who never opens the Bible to explore its 

  depth and to wrestle with its complexities. 

 

Skepticism takes work—and I call us to engage in that work. 

 Mindless rejection of the church’s message is not skepticism, 

 and mindless acceptance of the church’s message is not faith. 

 

Now it’s true that doubt can become a permanent rut—a debilitating habit. 

  It can be a way of holding God for ransom. 

 Your life can degenerate into:   “God, unless you write with your own hand  

  on my bedroom wall tonight, I will not believe.” 

 

Becoming a professional doubter can also become a game, 

 a way of escaping the need to commit yourself to a God who 

  will always have an element of mystery. 

 

Some people see proof and still don’t believe. 

The Pharisees saw Lazarus walk out of the tomb, 

 and they didn’t believe. 

The downside of doubt is that it can never be fully satisfied. 

No evidence is ever fully, finally enough. 

You can offer proof to doubt, but doubt will doubt the proof. 

 

There always comes a point of choosing to believe. 

After Jesus appeared again, and after he showed Thomas his hands and his  

 side, then Jesus said to Thomas, “Now is the time to believe.” 

 

You see, Thomas could have doubted what he saw. 
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He could have disbelieved his own eyes. 

He could have suspected that Jesus just had a real good 

 special effects guy—a great makeup artist, perhaps. 

 

It wasn’t that seeing was believing.  That’s really not how it works. 

 Seeing does not remove the necessity of belief. 

  In the end, it still comes down to the fact that 

  “We walk by faith, and not by sight.” 

 

Some would say that God is connected with faith, 

 and that the devil is connected with doubt. 

 

Not so. 

Where evil gets involved is when PRIDE gets connected with  

 both faith AND doubt. 

  Pride plus faith is dangerous. 

  Pride plus doubt is deadening. 

 

Faith that is proud, total, complete, and absolutely certain about all things 

 becomes a weapon of mass destruction. 

 

Here’s a quote from a book written by John Updike. 

 Two guys are arguing about doubt, and one fellow says that 

  the devil is doubt. 

 

The other guy disagrees, and he replies with these words: 

 “I would have said, looking at recent history and, for that matter, 

  at some of our present-day ayatollah’s and Fuhrers, 

   the opposite. 

 The Devil is the absence of doubt. 

 He’s what pushes people into suicide bombing, 

  into setting up extermination camps. 

 Doubt may give your dinner a funny taste, 

  but it’s faith that goes out and kills.” 

 

For instance, the war in Iraq was begun because there was not enough doubt. 

People get sucked into religious cults because they don’t have enough doubt. 

 Yes, indeed, there is benefit in doubt! 

 

But on the other hand, when pride gets connected with doubt, it also kills. 

 You can get so proud of your doubt, proud of your skepticism, 
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  proud of that fact that you won’t believe anything without 

  absolute scientific proof  that you become paralyzed, frozen, and dead. 

 

Pride of faith and pride of doubt are both dead-end streets. 

 

So you want to see Jesus? 

Be a skeptic. 

Dig.  Think.  Show up in this place every week—not just to look good, 

 but to grapple with your faith. 

Search on your own and search here with your sisters and brothers. 

Be honest with God in your private prayer time and 

 be honest with God in this place as well. 

 

The Christian faith is too important to just accept at face value because 

 Mom and Dad said so, 

 or because some paid preacher from behind a microphone said so. 

 

Make it yours.  Go on your own faith journey.   Explore it.  Question it. 

 Claim it—in faith—for yourself. 

 

Do not make a god of your faith, and do not make a god of your doubt. 

 

Jesus extends his hands to you and says, “See?” 

And then Jesus invites you to believe. 

 The believing depends not on the seeing, 

  but on your decision to echo Thomas in saying, 

  “My Lord and my God.” 

 

May this church forever be a safe place—a safe place to believe, a safe 

 place to doubt, a safe place to be a skeptic, a safe place to be fully 

  and completely honest with God, with yourself, and with 

  each other. 

 


