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John 20:24-31
Listen for God’s Word:

“Thomas responded to Jesus, ‘My Lord and my God!’
Jesus replied, ‘Do you believe because you see me?
Happy are those who don’t see and yet believe.’”

John 20:28, 29 (Common English Bible)

The following is from Confronting Life’s Challenges: Sermons on the Struggles We Face 
which features sermons by Doug Hood, Greg Rapier, and John “Skip” Randolph.

WheN you Feel doubt

by Rev. Greg Rapier
Associate Pastor 

ou know how 
explaining a joke 
makes it less funny?  
You know how 
taking apart a joke 

and analyzing what makes it work 
seems to render lifeless whatever 
charm the joke had to begin with?  
Well, friends, I’m about to ruin a 
joke for you.  The good news is 
that it’s not a particularly good 
joke.
 

 So, how do you keep a Baptist 
from drinking all your beer on a 
fishing trip?  Invite two of them.
 

 Now I know plenty of 
Christians, Baptists, Presbyterians, 
all varieties, good people who do 
not drink, many who have never 
even had a sip of alcohol.  I am not 
one of them, but they absolutely 
exist.  Anyway, the general gist of 
the joke, and this is where I make 
an unfunny joke even un-funnier, 
is that we religious types often 
do in private what we’d never 

admit to doing in public.  Put one 
Baptist on a boat, and again, we’re 
not picking on Baptists, and he’ll 
drink with you.  Put two on a boat, 
and neither one will drink.
 

 Because there’s just certain 
things we’re not supposed to do, 
right?  There are certain things we 
as people of faith sometimes feel 
bad about admitting, even if at 
times many of us, or even most of 
us, find ourselves doing it.

 Doubt is kind of like that, isn’t 
it?  One of those things most of us 
have wrestled with, but few of us 
dare to name.  How do you ensure 
that a Christian won’t express any 
doubt?  Invite two of them.  Doubt 
is something we as Christians 
aren’t supposed to do, something 
we don’t like to admit that we do, 
and something we certainly don’t 
want to reveal about ourselves for 
fear of looking bad.  The truth is, 
just about everybody doubts: 
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Christians doubt their Christianity, 
atheists doubt their atheism, even 
agnostics, the best doubters of 
them all, doubt their agnosticism.  
Because faith, and with atheism 
and agnosticism, faith in nothing 
is faith in something, because 
faith and doubt are as inseparable.  
They’re like yes and no, as heads 
and tails, one cannot exist without 
the other.
 

 The wildly popular Netflix 
series Stranger Things is an 
eighties throwback sci-fi show 
akin to the type of movies 
Spielberg used to make – movies 
like ET, Super 8, and The Goonies, 
what I affectionately refer to as 
the “Kids on Bikes” genre.  In 
each one of these movies, kids 
discover something bigger than 
them.  It inevitably falls upon the 
kids’ shoulders to go out on their 
bikes, undertake adventures, and 
restore balance to the world.
 

 In Stranger Things, the kids 
discover something non-human 
has started sucking people into a 
realm known as the upside down.  
The upside down is exactly like our 
world, it’s tethered to our world, 
except everything’s the opposite.  
To describe the upside-down in 
the show, the kids pull out a game 
board, and they show how one side 
is decorated colorfully with little 
squares and movement spaces for 
the game, but if you were to flip 
that board over, you’re left with 
nothing but black space.  It’s the 
same board, but the liveliness of 
the board has disappeared.  The 
game as you know it has vanished 
and its shadow side is revealed.  
That’s the upside-down.

 

 It’s the same board, the two 
sides are tethered together, but 
the two faces couldn’t be more 
different.  Where there was light, 
there is darkness.  Where there 
was once good, there is evil.  
Where there was once joy, there 
is sorrow.  Where there was once 
something there is nothing.  When 
people from their town begin 
getting sucked into the upside 
down, it’s up to the kids on bikes 
to pull them out.
 

 Doubt is the upside-down of 
faith.  It’s faith’s shadow side, and 
it’s inextricably bound to faith.  
One side’s light, the other’s dark; 
one’s full of joy, the other full of 
sorrow; one’s hopeful, and the 
other is hopeless.  We all, each one 
of us, slip between these two states 
of being at one point or another.  
It’s part of the game we play.  The 
theologian Paul Tillich describes 
this relationship, saying, “Doubt 
isn’t the opposite of faith, it’s an 
element of it.”  They’re inseparable.

 

 To a certain level, doubt is 
normal.  Those questions you 
ask yourself at night, or those 
questions you’re too afraid to ask 
yourself at night, they’re normal.  
They’re part of the faith.  Let’s go 
ahead and admit to one another 
that there are times where our faith 
falters.  We can admit that this isn’t 
a Baptist-boat situation.  Let’s be 
upfront about our doubts, because 
at one point or another you and I 
have both doubted.  But also at one 
point or another, something drew 
you back, here, to Jesus Christ, to 
the Church, something bigger and 
brighter and more life-giving than 
doubt.
 

 Doubts will come.  Doubts 
have come.  Some of you I imagine 
may be doubting Jesus right now.  
Some of you may have doubted 
Jesus for a long while now.
 

 The good news is we have 
for you today two passages 
of Scripture that address this 
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fundamental question of what do 
you do when you feel yourself 
begin to doubt.  In today’s 
Scripture reading from John, Jesus 
has appeared to the other disciples, 
but not to Thomas.  The disciples 
tell Thomas what they have 
witnessed, and Thomas doesn’t 
believe.  He expresses his doubts 
and is henceforth and forever 
known as Doubting Thomas.  No 
wonder we don’t want to admit 
when we have doubts.  Who wants 
to be called Doubting Greg or 
Doubting Doug?
 

 So Thomas expresses his 
doubts, excuse me, Doubting 
Thomas expresses his doubts.  He 
says, “Unless I see the scars in his 
hands and the hole in his side, I 
won’t believe.”  That’s the end of 
the scene.  That’s it.
 

 If you read your Bible too 
quickly, you’ll conflate what 
happens next as part of this scene, 
but that’s not how it went.  We 
know Thomas expresses doubt, 
and we know Jesus shows him the 
scars.  We know Thomas is moved 
to belief.  But, between those two 
passages, between the doubt and 
the scars, between disbelief and 
belief, eight days pass.  Eight days 
of doubt.  Eight days of darkness.
 

 What is often read as one 
scene is actually two distinct 
scenes separated by eight dark 
days.  In this first scene, Jesus is 
nowhere to be found, is he?  It’s 
just the disciples.  The disciples 
tell Thomas about Jesus.  Thomas 
tells the disciples he doesn’t 
believe about Jesus.  That’s it, 
that’s the end of the conversation.  

It ends in Thomas doubting, and 
with Jesus nowhere to be found.
 

 Because we’re now 
comfortable admitting when we 
doubt, we’re also comfortable 
admitting that we’ve felt this way 
at one point or another, right?  To 
feel like Jesus is nowhere to be 
found.  You’ve had the thoughts.  
What if this isn’t true?  What if 
I’ve got it all wrong?  What proof 
do I have that Jesus is risen?  
Where have I really seen Jesus?  
When we doubt, it often feels like 
Jesus is nowhere to be found.
 

 When you feel distant from 
Jesus, when you feel Jesus is 
nowhere to be found, when you feel 
your faith fading away and doubt 
creeping in, remember what happens 
next in the story: The disciples tell 
Thomas about Jesus, Thomas tells 
the disciples he doesn’t believe, end 
of scene.  Eight days pass.  Thomas 
is left doubting, and we are left 
doubting too.
 

 Then Jesus comes bursting in.  
The doors are locked, but Jesus 
doesn’t care about locked doors.  
He comes in anyway, greets the 
disciples, and then immediately 
turns his attention to Thomas.  
Poor, Doubting Thomas.  He turns 
his attention to Thomas, and he 
says, “Okay, I’ll show you.  I’ll 
show you my scars, but in order 
for you to see them and in order 
for you to feel them, I need you to 
take me by the hand.  Place your 
fingers here.”
 

 Thomas does as instructed, 
Doubting Thomas trusts in Jesus 

enough; Doubting Thomas has 
faith enough to take Jesus by the 
hand.  Isn’t that ironic, Doubting 
Thomas has faith in Jesus, and 
when he takes Jesus by the hand, 
he feels the scars and realizes 
whose hand it is he holds.
 

 Friends, the risen Lord Jesus 
Christ went after Thomas.  He 
burst in through a locked door, and 
he went after Thomas.  He came 
to Thomas in all his disbelief, 
he reached out his arm, he asked 
Thomas to take him by the hand, 
and he invited Thomas to come 
and see; see what he had done.
 

 The same is true for each one 
of us.  When you doubt, you’d 
better believe the risen Lord 
would come after you, not with 
fire and brimstone, but with open 
palms and wounded hands.  The 
risen Lord will come after you and 
show you his scars.  He will show 
you his hands.  And if you have 
the faith to take Jesus by the hand, 
that’s it, just that much faith, if 
you have the same amount of faith 
as Doubting Thomas, you too will 
find yourself saying the words 
of Thomas in the Scripture, “my 
Lord and my God.”
 
 Today’s other Scripture can 
be found at the end of Matthew’s 
Gospel.  The Scripture is known 
as the great commission, Jesus’ 
final words to his followers, 
words of instruction and words 
of encouragement: Go forth and 
make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and the Son and the Holy 
Ghost, and remember I am with 
you until the end of the age.  Most 
of the time when we hear this 



12 First Presbyterian

passage, we think about what it is 
Jesus calls us to do, we think about 
the essence of what it means to be 
a follower of Jesus, and rightfully 
so, that’s what the passage is about.
 

 What strikes me currently is 
the stuff around Jesus’ words, the 
very beginning and the very end 
of this section.  The Scripture says, 
“When the disciples saw Jesus 
they worshipped him, but some 
doubted.”  That’s the line we get 
before Jesus’ big speech, but some 
doubted.
 

 What does Jesus do with the 
doubters?  Well, the exact same thing 
he does with the rest of his disciples.  
He appears to them.  He proclaims 
to them good news.  He calls them 

to participate with him in making 
disciples of all nations.  Friends, 
Jesus appears to the doubters, 
loves the doubters, speaks to the 
doubters, and equips the doubters.  
Jesus calls the doubters to work 
alongside the rest of his disciples: 
therefore, Jesus calls his disciples 
to work alongside the doubters.  
Whether you are a believer or a 
doubter or a sometimes-believer, 
or a sometimes-doubter, Jesus will 
appear to you, care for you, and call 
you to work together with others 
for something bigger than yourself.  
That’s the promise Jesus makes 
here.
 

 That’s the beginning of this 
passage: but some doubted.  I told 
you I’m also interested in the end, 
Jesus’ final words to his disciples.  

Jesus’ final words to his believers, 
to his non-believers, to his not-yet 
believers, to his almost believers, to 
his used-to-be believers, and to his 
maybe-someday believers.  Jesus’ 
final words.  Here they are, the 
ending of Matthew’s Gospel: “And 
remember I am with you until the 
end of the age.”
 

 I am with you until the end of 
the age.  I am with you, loyal and 
faithful Christian.  I am with you, 
person who doubts.  I am with you, 
loyal and faithful Christian who 
sometimes doubts.  I am with you 
when the world is right-side up, and 
I am with you when you feel stuck 
in the upside-down.  I am with you.  
See my scars.  Take my hand.  And, 
remember, I am with you until the 
end of the age.  Amen.  l


