
1 

Come to Believe 
John 20:19-29 

 
Dr. Mark R. Bender 

 
First Christian Church – Wichita Falls, Texas 

 
April 12, 2020 

 

19 When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the 
house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and 
stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you.’ 20After he said this, he showed them 
his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 21Jesus said 
to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’ 22When he 
had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. 23If you 
forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are 
retained.’  

24 But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when 
Jesus came. 25So the other disciples told him, ‘We have seen the Lord.’ But he said to 
them, ‘Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of 
the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.’  

26 A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. 
Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be 
with you.’ 27Then he said to Thomas, ‘Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out 
your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe.’ 28Thomas answered him, ‘My 
Lord and my God!’ 29Jesus said to him, ‘Have you believed because you have seen me? 
Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.’ 

 

 
Earlier this week, I had a long text conversation with a long-time ministry friend. We 

were trading texts back and forth about the many ways we are doing ministry differently 

right now, especially worship. We both laughed at and lamented the fact that we both 

now hold the titles of Senior Pastor and Senior Producer. And we both admitted that 

we’ve had more “butterflies” in our stomachs the past few weeks than at any time in 

recent memory. 

Truth is, there are so many new things that could go wrong. There’s the potential for 

technology glitches and meltdowns. For staff, there’s the battle to recalibrate our 

vocabulary and practices to address a congregation that is not here but there. For me, 
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there’s the ongoing, awkward dialogue running through my mind as I preach to an empty 

Sanctuary – how long do I pause to let people laugh at my jokes? And for a handful of 

you out there who used to power nap in the Sanctuary on Sunday mornings, there’s the 

distinct possibility that you are in full-blown hibernation mode while watching the 

livestream. What used to be so comfortable and familiar is now new and anxiety 

producing. 

Prior to the shelter-in-place order, I rarely was nervous about anything that took place 

in worship…with the possible exception of Children’s Moment. If anything might cause 

the “wheels to come off” our worship service, it might be that. I have no worries about 

Claire – she’s absolutely fabulous with our kids. But, I worry about the kids. You never 

know what sort of response you will get to the questions that are asked. You never know 

what will cause the lesson to take a hard right turn. 

This was true for the pastor at the Hollywood Presbyterian Church several years ago. 

That Easter Sunday morning, he was sharing the Easter story with the kids during the 

Children’s Moment. After telling them about the good news of Jesus’ resurrection, he 

asked the children, “What do you suppose was the first thing Jesus said to his disciples 

after he was raised from the dead?” Apparently one little boy instantly leapt to his feet, 

flung his arms out wide, and declared “Ta-Da!!” 

As humorous as this might be, Bible Scholar Frederick Dale Bruner points out, the 

truth is that Jesus did not do any grand flourishes of the “Ta-Da” variety when he 

appeared to people after his resurrection. He did not bust through any front doors to 

sweep in with razzle-dazzle and proclamations of, “I’m back, baby!” Frankly, that kind of 

appearance would be startling at best and heart-stopping at worst. No, the resurrected 

Jesus usually just quietly appeared. From behind the weeping Mary. Alongside the deeply 

disillusioned Emmaus-bound disciples.i And in our scripture lesson for this morning, 

John tells us Jesus appeared among the disciples who were gathered again in the Upper 

Room in Jerusalem. 
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After the report they got from Mary Magdalene in the early hours of the morning, you 

would think that the disciples might be out looking for Jesus. But they weren’t looking for 

him. They were huddled up, isolated and quarantined from the rest of the world, behind 

locked doors. The door was locked because they were afraid. 

John describes the disciples as being overcome by fear and despair. Who can blame 

them. They had just witnessed the one they confessed to be the Messiah betrayed by one 

his own, tried and convicted by both religious and civil authorities, and then brutally 

executed. Certainly it was natural to assume that the next step would be to round up 

Jesus’ followers.ii But it was more than that. They now found themselves alone to cope 

with the religious and political consequences of Jesus’ ministry and all of its challenges. 

They went from believing in the historical project of Jesus establishing the Kingdom of 

earth, to fearing a complete and utter failure of that trajectory.iii 

All those are logical fears. But Biblical Professor Scott Hoezee has another suggestion. 

He wonders if the disciples might have been afraid of who they might run into, perhaps 

even Jesus himself. Certainly at least Peter would have had reason to avert his eyes from 

the Lord in case he ran into him. After all, it hadn’t been that long since a rooster crowed 

off in the distance reminding Peter of a broken promise he’d made to Jesus. And, the rest 

of disciples weren’t off the hook, either. At last report, they were fleeing Gethsemane like 

cockroaches scattering from the light. Possibly the reason they were afraid is that they 

might find Jesus.iv 

Whatever caused them to be “holed up,” Jesus came and stood among them and said 

“Peace be with you.” Certainly this was a conventional greeting, but it also served another 

function. It was the fulfillment of another promise Jesus made in the Upper Room: the 

gift of his peace (17:18). And after he said this, he showed them his hands and his sides – 

images exclusive to John’s gospel. Only John has nails. Only John has blood. Only John 

has the spear-thrust in the side (19:34-35). It was upon seeing these things, John tells us, 

that the disciples recognized him and rejoiced. 
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The second gift Jesus’s return to his disciples provided was purpose. For these 

followers who felt lost and uncertain, Jesus gave them a charge. “As the Father has sent 

me, so I send you.” Jesus didn’t simply return to celebrate his resurrection. He returned 

to commission them to continue the work he had begun. 

And he didn’t leave them to do this by their own capacity and competency. The third 

gift Jesus provided those disciples sequestered in the Upper Room was power – the 

power of the Holy Spirit. In the Gospel of John, this is John’s Pentecost moment. It 

doesn’t involve a rowdy crowd or tongues of fire. John tells us Jesus breathed on them. 

Just as God breathed life into the first creation of humanity (Gen 2:7), Jesus breathed a 

living spirit into them. They had received new life as Children of God and the Holy Spirit 

was the breath that sustained that new life. 

There’s lots of good news in these first five verses of our scripture lesson. A number 

of promises of Jesus find their fulfillment in this story. In the same way, Jesus promised 

his followers a life shaped by job, a life grounded in the gift of his peace, a life guided by 

the work of the Spirit. The expressions of those realities become apparent in Jesus’ words 

and actions. Yet, as good as those things are, I believe there may be even more good news 

for us in the second part of our scripture lesson – the part centering on Thomas. 

I spent a lot of years working with Doug Skinner, one of our movement’s finest 

thinkers. Doug was fond of saying, if the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) had a 

Patron Saint, it would be St. Thomas the Apostle. If you aren’t familiar with the concept, 

there are Patron Saints for just about any circumstance, condition, or career choice one 

makes. They serve as spiritual guides for people who are facing the same sorts of 

situations and who are experiencing the same kinds of struggles these saints faced 

themselves. The reason for having a Patron Saint is to study their lives and follow their 

examples, finding in them help for how to remain faithful ourselves. 

The reason St. Thomas the Apostle, better known as “Doubting Thomas” could be 

our Patron Saint as a denomination is that, as Disciples, we are careful about letting our 
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hearts embrace anything our minds can’t endorse. W.B. Blakemore in the Panel of 

Scholars Reports of the 1960s described Disciples as reasonable, empirical, and 

pragmatic. All “heady” terms. That’s because we are thinking believers. And so was St. 

Thomas. 

Now to be fair, “Doubting Thomas” gets a bad rap. His one action branded him for 

life. Kind of like my friend, Jared, in high school. One day our sophomore year, he 

brought a bagel to school. One time. But, as a result, he picked up the nickname “Bagel 

Boy” – a moniker that stuck for the next three years of high school. In much the same 

way, Thomas’ request for more proof has labeled him “Doubting Thomas” for the better 

part of 2000 years. 

The story that gave Thomas his nickname are actually two incidents that happen one 

week apart. The first part of the story occurs on the evening of the first Easter Sunday. 

For some reason, Thomas wasn’t in the room where it happened – he wasn’t there when 

Jesus appeared to the rest of the disciples. Maybe he was out getting more bread and 

wine. Maybe he was off on his own, trying to figure out what to do next. Maybe he was 

actually out looking for Jesus. Scripture doesn’t tell us for sure. But what the Gospel of 

John does note is that he wasn’t there. Instead, Thomas got the excited “You just missed 

him!” narrative from the other disciples. “We have seen the Lord” they shouted – the 

same words that Mary Magdalene told the disciples earlier that day. But instead of joining 

in their excitement, Thomas sat there with his arms crossed and his jaw set. “I will not 

believe until I can see the imprint of the nails in his hands and unless I can put my fingers 

into the wound in his side.” 

We sometimes hear those words as a failure of faith. He just didn’t have enough faith 

to believe. Never mind the fact that the other disciples received the same words – “We 

have seen the Lord” – from Mary Magdalene twelve hours earlier, but still failed to 

believe. Truth be told, we are a lot like the disciples and a lot like Thomas. We are looking 

for a reason to believe. 
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John’s gospel tells us that Thomas’ desire came true a week later. Once again, with the 

doors shut, Jesus appeared to Thomas. To be clear, Jesus wasn’t a ghost or some sort of 

apparition. He had a crucified and resurrected body. One that bore the marks of his 

passion. One with pierced hands and sides. One offered as proof for Thomas. Jesus 

didn’t offer this opportunity to shame Thomas. He simply gave Thomas what he needed 

for faith…just as he had done with the Samaritan woman at the well (4:10-26), with the 

sick man he told to get up and walk (5:6-9), with a blind man to whom we gave sight 

(9:35-38), and to all who witnessed the resuscitation of Lazarus (1:1-42). 

What Thomas saw that day was Jesus for himself. Scripture doesn’t tell us that he 

actually touched the nail holes and inspected Jesus’ side. But what it does tell us is that 

upon seeing Jesus, upon hearing Jesus proclaim, “Peace be with you,” and upon hearing 

the challenge from Jesus to “not doubt, but believe,” Thomas did just that. And his 

response was the most profound confession of faith about Jesus contained in all of the 

New Testament. He cried, “My Lord and My God!”  

Thomas’ story is actually a story of how you and I come to believe. Thomas was 

absent the first time the Risen Christ showed up. He’s like us. He couldn’t see.  As such, 

he voiced his doubts and his questions. But a week later, Thomas got another chance. 

Another chance to check the accuracy of the witness of the disciples – the ones who said 

Jesus Christ had really been raised from the dead. What Thomas received was 

confirmation that the experience and the witness of the other disciples was 

trustworthy…and believable. “Doubting Thomas” shouldn’t be a figure of ridicule for a 

lack of faith. Instead, he’s the one who represents how you and I come to believe in the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ.v 

If the gifts Jesus gave the disciples that Easter evening were peace, purpose, and 

power, the gift he gave to Thomas, and to all of us, is the gift of pause. The gift of 

pausing allows us to consider the testimony, to ask questions, to determine if what the 

disciples said about the risen Jesus is really true. And I think we can believe their witness 
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because Thomas is our “fact-checker.” But all that is head knowledge if we don’t let it 

also shape our hearts – to let what we believe up here (head) to be what we believe in 

here (heart). For Thomas, the proof that his belief moved from head to heart came in his 

confession: MY Lord and MY God. It wasn’t just about trusting the disciples testimony. 

It was trusting in the Risen Christ who stood before him and blessed his believing. 

Thomas came to faith because he first had the chance to voice his doubt and questions 

and then experience Jesus for himself.vi And that’s how it works for us as well. 

Jaime Clark-Soles, a professor at the Perkins School of Theology at SMU, suggests that 

in Thomas, we see a pattern of Christian discipleship that has been ongoing throughout 

John’s Gospel. One person encounters Jesus. Then they share their experience with the 

next person, who may express some reluctance. Then that person experiences Jesus on 

their own, directly, and becomes convinced about him and then shares the news about 

Jesus with the next person. Andrew tells Peter. Philip tells Nathanael. The Samaritan 

woman tells the townspeople. “Come and See” is the refrain.vii 

What this pattern reveals is that doubt is often a part of the process of believing. It 

was a part of the process for the fearful disciples. It was a part of the process for Thomas. 

And it is a part of our process of believing as well. We just have to be careful not to get 

stuck. It is really easy to have more faith in our fears that we do in God, that in the Risen 

Christ. But just as there were no walls thick enough to block the Risen Christ from 

entering the Upper Room, the walls of our inner “safe rooms,” where we gather in fear, 

aren’t thick enough to keep Christ out. If we look closely, we will see that he is right there 

beside us – right there saying, “Peace be with you, my peace I give you.” 

A number of years, Ron Rienstra, a seminary professor of worship, scribbled a note to 

himself on his Easter bulletin. It said, “Too big too fast.” Later, when planning another 

Easter service, he stumbled across that note and wondered what he meant. Finally, he 

remembered. It was about how most worship services he’d ever attended on Easter felt 

like “forced celebrations.”viii Timpani drums pounding and brass blaring. As church 
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leaders, we are guilty of pulling out all the stops for Easter. We can be found guilty of 

putting on a show. 

But what this year’s Easter celebration reveals – an Easter as we said at the beginning 

of our worship service is not the one we expected…what this Easter reveals is that we 

don’t need to go too big, too fast. What the power of celebrating Easter in our homes this 

morning reveals is that our Easter faith is based on a small, personal journey from 

darkness to light, from fear to safety, from confusion to clarity, from doubt to belief. All 

the things that normally characterize our Easter worship – brass ensembles, Easter 

flowers, new outfits, and more - all those things are done for right here (heart). Yes, 

Easter this year might not look the same as the Easters of the past. But Jesus Christ is still 

risen. That’s been the witness for nearly 2,000 years. And all that’s left is for there to be a 

“ta-da” moment in our hearts where we’ve come to believe it, too. 
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