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Video - I’m Mark Mathewson; I’m Theologian in Residence here at Lincoln Berean Church and I 
also serve in our Latino congregation, Iglesia Berea.  I’ve been on staff here almost ten years.  I’m 
married to my wife, Kim, and we have two children: a daughter, Katelyn, and a son, Todd.  One 
thing people may not know about me is that I’ve coached soccer for the last twelve years and I also 
am the District 1 Commissioner for Nebraska State Soccer which is the governing soccer body for 
the state of Nebraska.  I’m really excited this weekend to talk with you about one of my favorite 
New Testament stories.   
 
Mark on stage: In my second year of graduate school, I took a class on the Philosophy of Mind and 
in one of those class sessions I found myself engaged in dialogue with the professor regarding 
Christian belief.  We were debating whether a person of intelligence could accept the truth claims of 
Christianity.  I insisted “yes”.  I said I believed the truth claims of Christianity and I thought I was 
at least a reasonably intelligent person, and in fact the Philosophy Department seemed to concur 
because they admitted me into the department and granted me a teaching assistantship.  But my 
professor wasn’t quite convinced.  In fact, in front of the class then, he proceeded to tell me that 
because of my Christian faith—the beliefs that I held—that I had cognitive problems.  Well, my 
professors, like many in our culture, think that Christians are naïve; they’re gullible; they’re 
unintelligent; they just blindly believe without any kind of evidence.  But is that true?  No, it’s not.   
 
Is there sufficient evidence for us to believe those truth claims that Christianity makes?  I’m 
thankful for a story like the one we’re going to look at this morning—the story of Thomas and his 
encounter with the risen Jesus.  This is one of my favorite New Testament stories, and I think the 
world, and in fact the church world, has been a little bit unfair to Thomas.  We call him Doubting 
Thomas, as if he went to his grave a skeptic.  But I like Thomas; I identify with Thomas.  I’m not 
ready to believe important things without some sort of substantial evidence.  Something about 
Thomas draws me to him.  He wasn’t a gullible person.  He wasn’t just going to believe for belief’s 
sake.  He wanted evidence.  But on the other hand, Thomas was no skeptic.  I know skeptics.  I’ve 
studied with skeptics; I’ve talked with skeptics; I’ve read the writings of skeptics.  Thomas was no 
skeptic.  He simply wanted the same evidence that the other disciples had a week prior to that in 
order for him to believe.  So I want us to look at Thomas’ story this morning and see what we can 
discover about belief and whether it’s credible and what kind of a belief Thomas exhibited. 
 
Well, we find Thomas’ story in the gospel of John, in Chapter 20; and if you have a copy of the 
Scriptures, please turn with me to the fourth gospel—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—and we 
want to look at chapter 20 to see the account of Thomas and see that belief in the core of 
Christianity—the resurrection of Jesus—is credible; it’s compelling and it ought to convince us to 
maintain our belief, persevere in our belief in Jesus as Messiah.  
 
Now before we actually get to the story, we need to do just a little bit of background work, and we 
need to do so on two different levels.  This is true anytime that you study one of the gospels.  You 
need to do some background work on two levels:  One is we need to do a little bit of background, 
understanding what’s going on in the story itself.  What’s the background in this case regarding the 
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disciples and where they were at, and what they were thinking?  But we also need to remember that 
with the gospels, they were written a few decades after the events, and they were written to people 
in certain circumstances, and so we need to understand the background of the people to whom the 
gospels were written.  And so in our case, we need to understand the audience to whom John was 
writing, again, some five decades after the events that are discussed here, because John didn’t just 
wake up one day and say, “Hey, I think I’m going to write a gospel and record some things about 
Jesus.”  He’s writing to a group of believers in a certain situation, dealing with certain things, and so 
we need to understand that a little bit. 
 
So let’s look at these two levels of background for just a moment—first that of the disciples:  Of 
course the story occurs after Jesus has been crucified.  Jesus’ disciples have spent nearly three years 
with Him.  They’ve become convinced and have come to believe that He, indeed, is Messiah.  Even 
though they might not have fully grasped that—completely understood that—they’ve come to that 
belief.  They believed that this Jesus has come; He’s this descendent of David, to sit on David’s 
throne forever.  He’s going to put the world right.  He’s going to bring justice and peace.  He’s 
going to conquer the enemy, but the unthinkable happens.  Jesus is crucified—crucified on a Roman 
cross—and so it looks like, instead of conquering the enemy, Jesus has been conquered by that 
enemy.  And as happened before and would happen later, perhaps it seemed to these disciples that 
Jesus was just another person who claimed to be Messiah, but in the end Rome got them.  And you 
can imagine, locked in that room, in that house that they were staying in for fear of their lives, they 
are probably wondering, “Was Jesus really who we thought He was; was He really Messiah?”  And 
if we put ourselves in their shoes, you can kind of feel, again, the despair, maybe the doubt, the 
wondering—“Have we made a mistake?  Have we followed the wrong person?”  So we need to 
understand that background I think to appreciate the story.   
 
But what about that other level of background information?  What about the people to whom John 
was writing?  I think in some ways we see that their circumstances are quite similar to the disciples.  
It’s likely that the group of Christians that John is writing to lived in or around the city of Ephesus, 
again, a significant city in the Roman Empire.  And they too had come to believe that Jesus was 
Messiah, that He came to put the world right, that He was King, that His kingdom had arrived.  But 
again, their circumstances looked very different from what it is that they believed because, as they 
looked out on the city, they were reminded constantly of the Roman Imperialism, that it was Caesar 
who was king.  And in that culture Caesar was god, so they were likely being persecuted because of 
their allegiance to Jesus.  And at times, as they lived their lives, it sure didn’t seem like Jesus was 
King.  It probably didn’t seem like Jesus had put the world right, that His kingdom was here.  
Furthermore, they likely faced opposition from the Jewish community.  Many of them had probably 
come out of that, again to be followers of Messiah, of Jesus.  And so you can imagine the doubts 
that they might have had.  Are we really correct in our beliefs?  Are we rational?  Are we intelligent 
in holding the belief that Jesus really did raise from the dead?  That He did conquer death?  That He 
was the Messiah?  Or maybe we’ve made a mistake.  So, again, a group that I think has some 
similar questions and issues that those early disciples had.   
 
So with that background in mind, let’s look at our text this morning; and I want us to begin in verse 
19 of John 20.  John writes: 
 

On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with 
the doors locked for fear of the Jewish leaders, Jesus came and stood among them 
and said, “Peace be with you!”  After He said this, He showed them His hands and 
side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord.  Again Jesus said, “Peace 
be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.”  And with that He 
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breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive anyone’s sins, 
their sins are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.”   

(*NIV, John 20:19-24) 
 

So you see the scene the day that Jesus rose from the dead, again the disciples are kind of huddled 
for security in a house, in a room.  And as we read this, maybe you picked up on what I call some 
echoes from the book of Genesis.  And in fact John, I think in many instances, alludes to the book 
of Genesis.  Think of how John begins his gospel:  “In the beginning was the Word and the 
Word was with God and the Word was God.”  And of course Genesis begins:  “In the beginning 
God created the heavens and the earth.”  John presents, I believe, seven signs to convince his 
readers to persevere in their belief that Jesus is Messiah—I think again hinting at those seven days 
of the creation week.  In the sixth day of the Passion Week, Pilate brings Jesus out before the 
crowds and says, “Behold the Man.”  And of course it was on the sixth day of the creation week 
that humans were created.  And of course on that seventh day of the Passion Week, we have Jesus’ 
Sabbath rest in the tomb; and of course on the seventh day of the creation week, God rests.  And so 
I think we see these illusions to Genesis all through the book of John, and I think it’s all to 
culminate here in the verses that we read, that John is suggestion that New Creation has arrived.  
When John says in verse 19, “...the first day” right, on the evening of that first day I don’t think 
he’s merely trying to indicate that this is Sunday.  Okay?  This is the second time John used that 
term, “...the first day”. Back in verse 1 he does the same thing.  I think what John is trying to 
communicate is that this is the first day of New Creation.  With Jesus rising from the dead, a new 
world has dawned.  There’s new life; New Creation has begun.  And so on this first day of New 
Creation, Jesus shows Himself to His disciples.  And notice He shows them the wounds in His 
hands and in His side, again demonstrating to them they’re not having a hallucination.  This isn’t a 
figment of their imagination.  He’s not a ghost.  He’s not a phantom.  But here’s Jesus in the flesh— 
the risen Jesus who has conquered death—and they’re overjoyed! 
 
And in verses 21 and 22, again I think we see this echo of Genesis and creation; and in verse 22 we 
see Jesus breathes on them.  If you recall back in the original Genesis account, when God creates 
humans, what does He do?  He breathes His breath into them.  He breathes life into them; and here I 
think John is getting across the fact that in this New Creation, now Jesus is creating a new 
humanity, a redeemed people, a people who now have life.  And back in Genesis when God creates 
human beings, He gives them what we call a creation mandate.  They are to have dominion over the 
creation. They are to do God’s work for Him.  Well here, Jesus, when He creates the new humanity, 
He also gives them a New Creation mandate.  He tells them, “As the Father sent Me, I’m sending 
you,” and notice in verse 22:  “If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven; if you do not 
forgive them, they are not forgiven.”  In other words, their assignment, their mission, is to go and 
announce and proclaim and offer the forgiveness of sins to others.  And so we have New Creation.  
We have a new humanity and a New Creation Mandate.  And this is just what should have 
happened if Jesus was Messiah.  He would come and bring in a new world, a new age that the 
Jewish people were looking for when Messiah came.  And so Jesus, indeed, was the conqueror of 
death.  He was the King.  The kingdom was, indeed, here; and with Jesus, He brought New 
Creation.   
 
Now you might be saying, “I thought all this new creation stuff was when God creates the new 
heavens and the new earth, you know at the end of Revelation.”  And, yes, that is true. But in the 
New Testament, we have a tension that theologians call an “Already-not yet tension”.  For example, 
Jesus comes and proclaims that the kingdom of God is now among you—right now—and that you 
can enjoy the benefits of the kingdom!  You can enter the kingdom now!  But yet we’re also told 
that the kingdom is not yet here, at least not in all its fullness.  That won’t occur until Jesus returns 
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again.  Or think with regard to our salvation.  Those who have put their trust in Jesus, we can 
legitimately say we have been saved already and the Scriptures confirm that.  But in another sense, 
we haven’t been saved yet in all of its fullness.  That will come when Jesus returns; and again the 
Scriptures confirm that, looking ahead to our salvation as something yet to come.  We know that on 
the cross Jesus defeated death and Satan and hell and evil already, but in another sense He hasn’t 
done so yet in all its fullness.  That will occur when Jesus returns.  Well, that’s true also of New 
Creation.  With Jesus’ resurrection, New Creation has burst forth into our world.  New life is 
available, and God has begun the process of changing this world, but it won’t come in all of its 
fullness until Jesus returns and there is a new heaven and a new earth.   
 
And so this New Creation is available even today.  One can enter it now.  In fact Paul says in 2 
Corinthians 5: 17:  “If anyone is in Christ...then the literal reading is...new creation has come.  In 
other words, it’s here!  It’s present!  And so we have Jesus, the Messiah, who’s come to put the 
world right, and He’s given evidence of that. He’s risen from the dead, ushering in this new 
creation.   
 
Now we note that somebody was absent from this meeting with Jesus, beginning in verse 24, and of 
course that’s Thomas.  John continues to write in verse 24: 
 

Now Thomas (also known as Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples 
when Jesus came.  So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord!”  But he 
said to them, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the 
nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe.”  A week later his 
disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were 
locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!”  Then he 
said to Thomas, “Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it 
into my side. Stop doubting and believe.”  Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my 
God!” Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed 
are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” ( Vs. 19-24) 

 
Now I think Thomas here shouldn’t be seen as a doubter, a skeptic, but rather as, again, a realist— 
somebody who wanted to see the evidence for himself, just as the other disciples had.  What 
convinced the other disciples that Jesus had risen from the dead?  Jesus appeared to them.  Thomas 
is just asking for the same thing.  And so he tells his friends, his fellow disciples, “Look, I just can’t 
believe until I see for myself.  I want to see the evidence to convince me that that is true.”  And 
Jesus appears and He shows Thomas, again, the same evidence that He showed the other 
disciples—the wounds in His hands and His side—again to show Thomas this isn’t a hallucination; 
it’s not a figment of his imagination.  Jesus isn’t a ghost.  He’s not a phantom.  And apparently 
Thomas, who wanted to put his hands in the wounds, doesn’t need to.  He immediately recognizes 
the truth that Jesus indeed has risen from the dead.  And Thomas’ immediate reaction is one that is 
not consistent with that of a skeptic.  Without hesitation he makes in this famous proclamation, “My 
Lord and my God” and really brings full circle in John’s gospel when John begins:  “In the 
beginning was the Word, the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” And now we have 
Thomas here at the end of the gospel proclaiming Jesus is God. 
 
But I want you to notice, Thomas just doesn’t acknowledge Jesus as God, but that He is Lord.  
He’s Master.  He’s King.  This is someone with whom he is going to entrust his whole life.  He’s 
going to surrender his whole life and he intends to obey and follow Jesus.  For Thomas, this isn’t 
mere intellectual agreement with, “Okay, I get it; you rose from the dead,” but the kind of faith, or 
the belief that Thomas has is characterized by his commitment to, and his obedience to, his intent to 
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obey King Jesus.  And notice Jesus’ response—His reply to Thomas.  Jesus doesn’t scold Thomas. 
He doesn’t belittle Thomas’ belief.  He doesn’t consider Thomas’ belief second class, but as 
legitimate belief.  I disagree with some of the translations that have Jesus’ words to Thomas here as 
a question, as if Jesus is somehow questioning Thomas’ belief.  I don’t think that’s the case and you 
must remember that the punctuation marks in our English texts were put in there by translators.  
Okay?  They don’t appear in the original documents.  But I don’t think that this is a question that 
Jesus is asking.  It’s a statement.  He’s making the claim:  “Because you have seen Me, Thomas, 
you believe.”   
 
But then Jesus goes on and says for those who don’t have the same kind of encounter that Thomas 
or the disciples had, and they come to believe, there’s blessing for that.  And why does Jesus say 
this?  Jesus knows that the kind of evidence and signs that He is giving to His disciples are not 
going to be available for everyone.  Jesus is going to ascend to the Father and He is no longer going 
to be walking the earth again until He returns.  And He knows that, and so, again, He offers blessing 
to those who do believe but don’t have the opportunity that Thomas or the other disciples have had.  
I think also Jesus understands that mere signs, even Jesus appearing Himself, will not guarantee 
belief.  If you go back to the second chapter of John’s gospel, John tells us that amidst Jesus 
performing some signs, it says, “Many people believed,” but then John says, “But Jesus did not 
entrust Himself to those people because He knew what was in their hearts.”  Again they didn’t 
have the kind of belief that Jesus was looking for. 
 
So Jesus doesn’t hold Thomas’s belief or faith as second class.  Of course if He did, that would 
mean the other disciples’ faith would be the same because they didn’t respond until they saw Jesus. 
But again, Jesus is acknowledging Thomas’ belief as being legitimate, but then a blessing for those 
who do believe on the basis of not having the privilege of seeing Jesus, but who have responded to 
the eyewitness testimonies of the disciples.   
 
I find it interesting then, that on the heels of this story of Thomas, that John then records the very 
reason why he wrote this gospel.  And I think that’s important to see the connection here because I 
think that John is wanting his readers to respond the very same way that Thomas did.  In some sense 
Thomas is a model for how one ought to respond to the risen Jesus.  In verse 30 John writes: 
 

Jesus performed many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not 
recorded in this book.  But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the 
Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.   

(Vs. 30-31) 
 
So John tells us, “I selected certain signs, certain events in the life of Jesus that would convince 
people that He is Messiah, that He is this descendent of David, to sit on David’s throne forever, the 
One who would come and put the world right, to redeem the world, bring New Creation Life.   
Again, I think there were seven signs that John lays out:  The turning water into wine, the healing of 
the royal official’s son, the healing of the man at Bethsaida, the feeding of the five thousand, the 
healing of the man born blind, the raising of Lazarus, and then the crucifixion and resurrection I 
think are the seven signs that John offers.  And as he does so, he says, “I’ve selected those so that 
you may believe.” 
 
And I want us to think about this belief here for a moment that John is talking about.  I think the 
first thing that I want us to notice is that, I believe for lots of reasons that we don’t have time to get 
into this morning and probably some that you’d simply be bored with dealing with grammar and 
other types of things, I don’t think that the kind of belief that John is looking for is an initial belief.  
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I don’t believe that John is writing so that people come to believe in Jesus, although I think John 
would be grateful if that happened.  But remember the people to whom John is writing.  He’s 
writing to a group of people who already have believed that Jesus is Messiah, but because of their 
circumstances, like Thomas, like the other disciples, there may be wondering, there may be 
doubting, “Is Jesus really Messiah?  Is He really King?”  And I think this belief here is a continuing 
belief, a persevering belief.  I think John is saying, “Hey, I’m writing these things so that you may 
continue to believe, so that you may persevere in your belief that Jesus is indeed Messiah, despite 
the circumstances that you face, despite the fact that it might appear that God’s kingdom isn’t here, 
that Jesus isn’t King.  You need to be convinced that this Jesus is risen, that He is Messiah.  Hold on 
to that belief!  Continue in that belief!  So again I would translate it like this:  “But these are written 
that you may continue to believe that Jesus is Messiah, the Son of God.” 
 
A second thing I want us to notice about this belief is it’s not mere mental or intellectual agreement 
with the facts.  The kind of belief that John is talking about here, and again the kind of belief that 
Thomas models, goes beyond just an intellectual agreement with the facts.  It’s a belief that is 
characterized by commitment to and obedience to King Jesus.  It’s the kind of belief that’s 
characterized by following Jesus.  Jesus’ brother, James, in his letter talks about “even the demons 
believe,” right, “and shudder.”  But of course they’re not redeemed.  Why?  Well, they agree with 
the facts, but there’s no commitment on their part.  Well, it’s the same kind of thing here.  John is 
wanting, again, not just continued belief in Messiah, but a continued commitment to, a continued 
intent to obey King Jesus, and then John tells us what that kind of belief results in.  A continued 
belief that’s committed to King Jesus results in life.  Right?  Believing you may have life in His 
name. 
 
What kind of life is John talking about?  I don’t think John has in mind just life after death.  Okay?  
Now I do believe that those who place their trust in Jesus will have life after death.  But I don’t 
think that’s what John is thinking about here.  Again, in the context of our passage, when we go 
back to verses 21 and 22, again even 19, we see that what Jesus has brought with the resurrection is 
New Creation, and I think the life here is New Creation Life for those who put their trust in Jesus, 
who believe in the sense of, again, intending to obey and to follow Him.  They will have New 
Creation Life.  They enter that New Creation and can enjoy the benefits of that, even now, and they 
will enjoy that New Creation Life currently and forever.  And so the kind of belief that John is 
wanting his readers to embrace, again, is a continued belief in Messiah Jesus and a belief that moves 
beyond mere intellectual agreement to a deep commitment to Jesus as King. 
 
So, again, I’d claim Thomas is no perpetual doubter.  He’s not a skeptic, but rather he turns out to 
be a model again for how we should respond to the evidence for Jesus’ resurrection and for the 
evidence that He is Messiah, that He is the Son of God—and that is to fall on our knees before Him 
and not just intellectually agree with the facts, but to commit to this Jesus as our King.  And in fact, 
that’s the most intelligent thing I believe one can do in the face of the evidence.   
 
So I plead not guilty to my professor’s charge that I have cognitive problems because of my 
Christian belief.  In fact I don’t think Christianity is for the unintelligent.  It’s not for the gullible 
and for the naïve, for those who just blindly believe.  It’s a sensible, a rational, a reasonable thing to 
do. There’s plenty of evidence and a lot we simply don’t have the time to cover this morning.  But 
as I think of Thomas, I see someone who really stands in my place in many ways, and although I 
would love for Jesus to appear to me in person, I don’t need that at this point, because someone like 
me asked the questions that I would ask.  They wanted the evidence that I would want and they had 
the kind of experience that I would want to have. And knowing that Thomas was convinced of that, 
gives me assurance that it is true.  Again, along with lots of other reasons, I admire Thomas and I’m 



 7 

thankful for this story because, again, we don’t have a person who is gullible.  In fact I’m 
encouraged by this—knowing God doesn’t do things, you know, in a hidden way.  He doesn’t ask 
us to believe some obscure ministry.  The evidence is open for anyone to examine.  And, again, I 
think the most reasonable thing; the most cognitively respectable thing is to not just intellectually 
assent to the facts, but to give one’s life to Jesus. 
 
Perhaps you’re a person who has made this commitment to Jesus.  You believe He rose from the 
dead and you intend to obey and to follow Him, but the circumstances of the world cause you to 
wonder sometime.  You wonder: Is it all true?  You know, is Jesus really King?  Is His kingdom 
really here now?  Has New Creation really begun?  You know sometimes we look out on the world 
and it just doesn’t seem to be convincing, and sometimes that doubt can creep in and we wonder, 
“Is it really all true?” 
 
Well, my appeal to you is to be like Thomas.  Again, continue your belief because, again, the 
evidence is strong that despite present appearances, Jesus is indeed King.  He is Messiah and He is 
alive today.  He is the risen Lord.  Or maybe you’re a person who, again, has merely intellectually 
agreed with the facts of Christianity.  So if you were asked, “Did Jesus arise from the dead, you 
know, is the Bible true?”  You’d say, “Yah, yah, I believe that.”  You know, maybe you’ve even 
said a prayer with hopes that you will be in heaven someday but then you’ve gone on and lived your 
life just however you wanted.  Again, as we’ve seen, that’s not the kind of belief that John is 
wanting his readers to have.  It’s not the kind of belief that leads to this eternal life, again this New 
Creation Life.   
 
And my exhortation to you this morning is to move beyond just that mental agreement, that 
intellectual agreement, and embrace Jesus as King, as Lord.  Intend to follow Him and obey Him; 
that’s the kind of belief that results in enjoying New Creation Life.  Or you might be a person who 
has simply decided all of this is silliness, that this is complete and utter foolishness.  And again, if 
that’s the case, my appeal to you is to examine the evidence.  Again, do it honestly and I think 
you’ll find, again, that you don’t have to set aside your intellect to become a follower of Jesus.  I 
think the evidence is substantial.  It’s credible and compelling and calls us not just to believe with 
our minds, but to believe with our whole beings that Jesus is risen, and He is Lord.  So whatever 
your station of life, I think Thomas is a model we can follow, and when encountered with that 
evidence, fall on our knees and proclaim “My Lord, and my God.”  And, again, I believe that that 
is the most intelligent, the most rational, the most cognitively-respectable thing one can do.  Let’s 
pray. 
 

King Jesus, on this Independence weekend, when we celebrate our political independence, 
we declare our complete dependence upon You.  Father, may we follow Thomas; may we 
follow John’s advice to not just believe with our minds, but to completely commit to obey 
and to follow You as our King, so that we can enjoy that New Creation Life both now and 
forever.  I thank You for giving us stories like the one that we have looked at this morning.  
It encourages me, gives me confidence that what we believe is indeed true and, despite 
what our culture thinks, that we can hold these beliefs and we can do so respectfully.  So 
give us courage to continue in our belief.  We ask this in Your name and in the power of 
Your Spirit. Amen 
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