
SAINT SKEPTIC
How Do I Believe When I Have Such Doubts?

Text: John 20:24-31

Next Series (Part 2)

I

He was the sort of young man I hope my boys grow up to be like. There was 
an energetic earnestness and a charming brightness about him that you 
couldn’t help but admire. Thomas -- or at least that’s what I’ll call him -- was 
going to be around for less than a year, but, as I was going to marry him and 
his intended, Thomas told me that he wanted to get to know me better. And, 
besides, he had a few questions. “I’ve never really had the chance to ask a 
clergyman any of this stuff before,” said Thomas. “I’ve not been very religious 
in the past. I guess you could say, I’ve got too many doubts.” 

Over the next hour or so we discussed Thomas’ doubts about the reliability of 
the Bible… about the divinity and miracles of Jesus… about how well religion 
and science squared. He described his doubts about the uniqueness of the 
Christian path to God… about this whole concept of denying self and following 
Christ versus the commercial approaches to achieving success. He shared his 
doubts about the goodness of God in a world of so much pain. Thomas had a 
lot of doubts. 

When I suggested that he use the period between then and his wedding to 
really explore what God might say to these questions, Thomas told me that he 
didn’t know how he could possibly sit in worship or a Bible study on a regular 
basis. He’d feel like a fakir or a hypocrite. I hope you’re not offended by this, 
but I told him that he’d be in good company. I said that, based on my 
experience, most churches were filled with two kinds of people -- those who 
admit they struggle with life and faith, and those who are still lying about their 
doubts to others or themselves. 

Isn’t that true? I’m guessing there’s nary a person here today who hasn’t, at 
some point, whispered in the secrecy of your soul: “Is any of this true? Is faith 
really more than a fantasy? How can I even or ever call myself a believer when I 
have such doubts?” I want to address that earnest question today by exploring 
with you a couple of truths about doubt and then a couple of truths about 
faith that it helps to know.

II

Let me first treat the topic of doubt. I’ll warn you that what I’m going to say 



may sound at first like it is directly contradicting the message of today’s 
scripture lesson. If you hang with me, however, I think you’ll see that it doesn’t 
at all. The first thing you need to know is that, even for someone who calls him 
or herself a believer, doubt is a NATURAL part of a growing faith. 

To hear some religious people talk, however, you’d think that having doubts 
was evidence of a dysfunctional faith. Some Christians speak as if any 
questioning of God’s actions, any wrestling with the what or why of God’s ways 
were an act of treason against God. 

But the Bible clearly reveals that’s not the case. Scripture informs us that when 
God told Abraham and Sarah to start picking out baby clothes when they were 
at a season of life when they’d already picked out grave-clothes, they roared in 
disbelief. When God told Moses that he was to go head-to-head with Pharoah 
and force him to free the Israelites from slavery, Moses said: “God, what are you 
thinking? You can’t mean me!” The confessions of King David and the 
lamentations of prophets like Jeremiah are filled with the sighs of honest doubt: 
“How long O Lord? Are you still there, Lord? This can’t be your will O Lord!” 

Yet when the Bible lists the name of the most faithful servants of God, it is the 
likes of Sarah and Abraham, David and Jeremiah, who figure prominently as 
heroes of the faith. Which brings us to an important conclusion. Doubt is a 
natural occurrence in the life of a believer. Some degree of doubt or 
uncertainty is the very appropriate and authentic response of the human soul to 
the sheer mystery of the presence and purposes of God. In Isaiah 55:8 we hear 
God himself reminding us: “My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are 
your ways my ways. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so 
are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your 
thoughts.” Do you really think God is particularly surprised or affronted by our 
questioning doubts? 

Author Frederick Buechner says that: “Whether your faith is that there is a God 
or that there is not a God, if you don’t have any doubts you are either kidding 
yourself or asleep.” Doubt in the face of the unknown is perfectly natural. But 
it’s more than that. 

Doubt is also a NECESSARY part of a growing faith. “Doubt,” says Buechner, 
“isn’t the enemy of faith; it is an element of it... Doubts are the ants in the 
pants of faith. They are what keeps faith awake and moving. Christian poet, 
Madeleine L’Engle, puts it this way: “If you don’t doubt, you don’t change. If 
you don’t ask questions, you stay stuck wherever you were. If you have to have 
finite answers to infinite questions, you’re not going to move... The value of 
doubt,” says L’Engle, “is to keep you open to God’s revelation.”

Haven’t you found that to be true? I sure have.  It was the doubt I felt about 
God’s goodness in the face of my losses as a teenager that drove me to ask the 



questions that eventually brought me face-to-face with a God who uses even 
the cross of suffering as a tool for redeeming his children. It was the doubt I 
felt in college about the authority of Scripture that drove me to study the Bible 
to the point where it exerted its absolute claim upon my worldview. It is the 
doubt I continue to have, after being a pastor for almost 30 years, that drive 
me to the feet of mature mentors, and to my knees in prayer. 

God uses our very doubts to draw us closer to Him. That’s the real message of 
our text for today. I know it’s not usually read that way. We’ve been brain-
washed by so many doubt-crushing Christians that when we hear Jesus say 
here: “Stop doubting and believe” (John 20:27), we immediately assume 
that Christ is scolding Thomas for his unbelief. But that’s not what’s going on 
here at all. If this was a lesson in denying doubts, Jesus would have said 
something like: “Oh, Thomas, if you can’t believe without hard evidence, just 
get away from me. You’re not spiritual enough to be my follower.” 

But look at what Jesus says instead, and I quote: “Then [Jesus] said to 
Thomas, "Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand 
and put it into my side" (John 20:27), Jesus is saying the same thing here 
as he once put in these terms: “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and 
you will find; knock and the door will be opened for you” (Matt 7:7). 
And when he finally adds, “Stop doubting and believe,” Jesus isn’t berating 
Thomas or you and me for our honest doubts; he’s simply calling us to let the 
process of working through those doubts inspire discoveries that lead to greater 
faith. 

And that is exactly what happens. This Skeptic Saint becomes the first great 
confessor of the awesome truth that would become the heart of the Christian 
message. It is from the lips of the doubter that we hear the first clear 
proclamation that the risen Jesus isn’t merely a resuscitated man. Thomas falls 
to his knees in devotion, crying: “My Lord and my God!” (John 20:28).

III

It was then that Jesus said something we would do well to attend to closely, 
because it is aimed right smack at you and me: “Then Jesus told him, 
“Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who 
have not seen and yet have believed.” (John 20:29). Having talked about 
the nature of doubt, there are now two immensely important things about the 
nature of faith that this passage reveals. 

The FIRST springs from Jesus’ words about “those who have not seen.” 
What he is saying, I think, is that faith can’t finally be dependent on empirical 
proof alone. Now, don’t get me wrong. There are thousands of terrifically good 
reasons to believe in God and all that God says to us in his Word about the 
nature of life. There is the mind-boggling evidences of design in the natural 



world; there is the phenomenal accuracy of biblical prophecy; there is the time-
tested genius of Christ’s ethical teachings; there is the birth of the early church, 
which seems to this skeptic utterly inexplicable unless Jesus really did rise from 
the grave. 

Yet, as compelling as these factors are, the truth remains that if you are waiting 
on stepping out in faith… if you are withholding fuller obedience to God’s 
Word in your life… if you are avoiding talking to others about the Lord you’re 
trying to follow… until you have some Thomas-like empirical experience that 
erases all your doubts, then you may forever be stuck right where you are. To 
my knowledge, Thomas was the only human being ever given the privilege of 
physically touching the risen Lord.

For the rest of us, the blessing of knowing the reality of Jesus’ presence and 
power will come by another route, and it’s the SECOND perspective truth about 
faith that Christ’s words imply. When Jesus says, “Blessed are those who 
have not seen and yet have come to believe” (John 20:29 RSV), he is 
telling us something immensely important, so please remember this: For most 
people, faith is not as a possession, so much as a process. 

Confidence in our spiritual convictions is not something we passively receive as 
we stand in one place, but something that we actively come to discover as we 
step out on the Christian journey. It’s what Jesus meant when he said elsewhere 
that it is only as we obey his teaching that we discover the truth that makes us 
free (John 8:31-32). Along these lines, the renowned German pastor, Helmut 
Thielicke, once made this proposition to a skeptic with whom he was in 
conversation. I offer his prescription to the doubters among us all, even as I 
offered it in slightly different words to the young Thomas who sat in my office 
about a year ago: 

"I challenge you to start with this working hypothesis -- 'as if' there were 
something to this Jesus and 'as if' that invitation to come to the table of the 
King actually existed. And then in the name of this working hypothesis venture 
for once to be confident and joyful in everything that happens to you today or 
tomorrow because it is designed for you by a higher hand. Just talk to God -- 
about your sin and that difficulty in your life which you cannot manage -- 'as if' 
he existed. Say a good word to that colleague who gets on your nerves or that 
person in your house who annoys you, but do it in [Christ's] name and at his 
behest, 'as if' he existed. Just make an experiment with this working hypothesis, 
Jesus, and see whether you are met with silence or [something else 
altogether]."

What do you think might happen were you to go out and live your life that way 
each day for, say, one year? For what it’s worth, I’ll tell you what happened 
with my young friend Thomas who actually gave it a go. “Well, Dan,” he said, 
“I’ve been trying what you suggested. I’ve been coming to church most weeks. 



I’ve been reading a modern version of the Bible each day. I’ve been trying to 
live out what I’ve been learning, even when I didn’t fully understand or believe 
it.” 

“So what happened?” I asked. “Nothing really,” he said. “Nothing happened?” I 
said. “No, not really,” he shrugged. “I’m still not very religious. “I’ve still got a 
lot of questions and plenty of doubts.” “So, you observed no changes in 
yourself whatsoever over these past months?” I insisted. “Well,” said Thomas. 
“There are some weird things going on. I’m feeling more hopeful about life. I’m 
starting to feel some compassion for certain people who used to irritate me. I’m 
thinking less about being a big success and more about doing something that 
makes a difference in the world. I’m wanting to keep reading the Bible. And 
when we move back East, I want us to get involved in a church. But it’s not 
like I’m getting all religious or anything.”

I smiled and said a silent prayer, in spite of all my doubts. “My Lord and my 
God, how great Thou art.”

Please pray with me…

Lord God, some of us today have needed to hear the message that there is a 
place for us in your company, doubts and all. Thank you for the assurance that 
your treatment of Thomas gives to all of us in this regard. Having said that, we 
know you don’t mean us to be ruled by those doubts alone. And so we 
dedicate ourselves to stepping out in faith anew this week – to seeking you in 
prayer and study when it isn’t convenient, to loving or forgiving where it isn’t 
easy, to standing up for the right when that may be risky. We rejoice that as we 
follow in the footsteps of Jesus, we too will come to believe, more and more. 
Amen.

PAGE  

PAGE  5

 Isaiah 55:8-9.



 Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking, p.20,25.
 Helmut Thielecke, The Waiting Father, p.192


