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Thomas
The marTyr

Key ScriptureS: Matthew 10:3; Mark 3:18;  

Luke 6:12-16; John 11:7-16; 14:1-6; 20:24-29;  

21:1-12; Acts 1:12-14
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HiS context

This account of the apostolic mission and martyrdom of Thomas is suggested 

by the biblical accounts of his life with Jesus and by long-standing church tradi-

tion. In a broad sense it fits the definition of historical fiction, with biblical allusions 

within the story drawn directly from the gospel narratives. As a result of persecu-

tion in Jerusalem (Acts 8:1-3; 9:1-2; 12:1-4), the book of Acts suggests that early 

Christians scattered (Acts 8:4; 8:26). Tradition holds that with the blessing of 

Peter, Thomas headed east from Jerusalem traveling through what is now Jordan, 

Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Iran, and finally reaching India. If Paul did indeed take his apos-

tolic mission as far as Spain (Romans 15:24), Thomas traveled as far to the east 

as Paul did to the west, missionary journeys encompassing nearly 2,500 miles in 

each direction.

A church community in Malabar on the southwest coast of India claims a 

direct spiritual lineage from those Christians who were converted by the ministry 

of Thomas. Tracing its origins to AD 52, the Mar Thoma Syrian Church of Mala-

bar is one of the oldest denominations of Christianity. The Church defines itself 

as apostolic in origin, universal in nature, biblical in faith, evangelical in principle, 

ecumenical in outlook, oriental in worship, democratic in function, and episcopal 

in character. Headquartered at Thiruvalla in Kerala, India, the church has followers 

across the globe.

Church tradition holds that Thomas was martyred in AD 72 by his Hindu oppo-

sition. According to this same tradition, he was executed with a lance and buried 

near Madras.
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HiS Story

A bead of sweat trickled down the weathered face of the prisoner and dis-

appeared into his beard. White-haired, but still ruggedly built, the bound seven-

ty-year-old captive, accompanied by two guards, walked erect into a small court-

yard behind a group of pagan temples in Malabar. He scanned the distant sky. A 

sliver of moon and a single star hung in the darkness above the slice of pink that 

rimmed the horizon announcing the dawn of another day in the humid southwest-

ern coast of the Indian peninsula.

One of his guards stripped off his tunic. The other guard pushed him against a 

tall wooden picket, while the first yanked his arms and wrapped them around the 

stake. Together, they bound him with metal-studded leather thongs that cut deeply 

into his wrists and forearms. The soldiers passed a thick rope over his chest and 

upper arms, pulling it so tightly that his shoulders curved backward and his torso 

jutted out like the prow of a boat. Sharp pain made him wince, but he said nothing.

His thoughts raced back forty years to an early morning when the Nazarene 

Rabbi had come to his group of followers after a night of prayer. The prisoner 

remembered the surprise that welled up in his chest at being chosen from among 

such a large band to form the small circle of twelve.

“Thomas,” the Rabbi said, “I want you with us.”

The invitation had been warm, strong, spiritually invigorating. The affairs of his 

business as both a fisherman and a master craftsman in Capernaum of Galilee 

were suddenly much less important. What he was hearing from the Rabbi ignited a 

burst of spiritual fervor as if he were being birthed into a new life.

Those had been happy days, walking and talking and eating together with 

Jesus and the other eleven. “Astounding days, good days,” he thought. There had 

been threats on the Master’s life, but He had slipped away across the Jordan to 
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elude those who were intent on arresting Him. Then the courier had come with 

news of Lazarus’s death, and Jesus was ready to walk right back into certain 

danger. Everyone had tried to dissuade Him, but He was determined to be with 

Mary and Martha in their grieving. “Let’s go too—and die with Jesus,” Thomas 

had challenged James and John. If there had ever been a time when he had been 

strong and bold like the Master, it was that moment. Courage to die, that’s what he 

needed right now.

Thomas opened his eyes. Across the courtyard, three burly soldiers had 

assembled, each with a javelin sporting a black cord tied at its neck. They joked 

among themselves, making coarse, obscene gestures as they stared at him. He 

looked away, his eyes focusing on an iron fence that separated the courtyard from 

a narrow cobblestone alley. He watched a group of people assembling there, 

when suddenly one raised a small makeshift cross high over his head. Now he 

recognized them. They were his people, pious Jews and enlightened Hindus who 

had become convinced of the gospel about Jesus of Nazareth because of his wit-

ness, and had joined his Nazraani Margam, Nazarenes of the Way. The believers 

from his fledgling congregation stood silently, prayerfully. He was heartened by 

their presence.

The tallest soldier raised his lance, cocked his arm, and in one swift forward 

movement, he propelled it forward. The razor sharp javelin whistled toward Thom-

as and tore through the firm pectoral muscle below his right collar bone, next to 

the socket of his shoulder. The tip exited through his back.

“Jesus, be merciful to me,” he whispered.

He was transported to a room with the other apostles some forty years earlier. 

“I am going away and you know where I am going,” Jesus was saying. It was the 

night before His crucifixion. Thomas heard himself blurting out, “No, we don’t, 

Lord. We haven’t any idea where you are going, so how can we know the way?”

Jesus had locked eyes with him. “I AM the Way, the Truth, and the Life.”
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He didn’t see the second lance coming. It tore through his inner left thigh and 

pinned it to the wooden stake to which he was bound. The faces of hundreds of 

Christians in the Asian subcontinent who had become followers of the Way since 

his arrival in Muziris twenty years earlier passed before his eyes. No regrets.

“My Lord . . .”

The sun was slowly ascending. He was back in a room behind locked doors 

with his brother disciples. He felt again the dark doubt that had plagued him after 

some had claimed that the Rabbi had risen from the dead. He had wanted proof—

visible nail prints and an open scar where the Roman lance had pierced the heart 

of Jesus.

“Put your finger here, Thomas. Slip your hand into the wound in my side. Don’t 

be faithless any longer. Believe, Thomas, believe!”

It was as if that moment were happening again. He heard himself whisper 

aloud what he had blurted out then in that experience of revelation and worship, a 

personal credo that was forever the signature of his life: “My Lord and my God.”

His head fell forward, but he raised it just as the third executioner lifted his 

javelin, reared back and released it toward its intended mark. It approached him in 

slow motion, making a searing sound. He was in a boat, fishing with Simon Peter, 

Nathanael, James and John, and two other disciples. Who was that on the shore 

calling out to them?

“Friends, have you caught any fish?”

Thomas cupped his hands, “No.” The word echoed on the water.

“Throw out your net on the right-hand side of the boat, and you’ll get plenty of 

fish.”

It was John who knew first. “It is the Lord!” Then Simon had jumped out of the 

boat and splashed toward the beach. Thomas had stayed with the others to pull 

the net filled with fish into shore.
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If there had ever been 

a time when he had been 

strong and bold  

like the master, it was  

that moment. Courage  

to die, that’s what he 

needed right now.
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“Lord, forgive them.” The javelin struck the rib cage, opening a gaping hole in 

his flesh and tearing into his heart. His body lurched and slumped to the right as 

his lifeblood spurted from the wound in his side.

It was finished. There was no memory of the pain. Thomas the Twin was 

running toward the shore where his Friend stood, waiting for him with arms out-

stretched and wounds still visible.

HiS pLAce in God’S Story

Thomas often gets a bad rap as the “doubter” of Christ’s bodily resurrection. 

This piece of historical fiction based on each of the gospel references to Thomas 

paints another picture.

•	 Even	though	Jesus	is	in	danger,	He’s	intent	on	going	to	the	home	of	Mary	

and Martha where their brother Lazarus has died. While the disciples warn 

Him not to go, it is Thomas who speaks up boldly, “Let us go with him and 

die with him” (John 11:16).

•	 In	the	Upper	Room	on	the	night	of	His	crucifixion,	Jesus	tells	His	disciples	

that He is “going away.” Then He says, “You know the way to get where I’m 

going.” And it’s Thomas who sets up the moment for one of Christ’s most 

evocative statements: “Lord, we don’t know where you are going,” said 

Thomas. “How can we know the way?” To which Jesus replies, “I AM the 

Way, the Truth, and the Life” (John 14:5-6).

•	 In	the	Upper	Room	after	the	Resurrection,	Thomas	is	not	present	when	

Jesus appears to His disciples. When Thomas hears about it, he asks for 

“proof”—visible wounds in Christ’s hands and side. The following week, in 

that same room, Jesus appears again and shows Thomas His wounds. 

Thomas utters the first creed of the Church, “My Lord and my God” (John 

20:24-29).
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•	 Thomas	was	among	the	disciples	who	decided	to	go	fishing	on	one	par-

ticular	day	following	his	encounter	with	Jesus	in	the	Upper	Room.	He	was	

in the boat with Peter and several other disciples when they heard a voice 

calling from the shore (John 21:4-5). On that wonderful day, Thomas, along 

with the other disciples, pulled a net full of fish up onto the beach—153 to 

be exact.

•	 Tradition	tells	us	that	Thomas	traveled	all	the	way	to	India,	evangelizing	as	

he went. 
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tHe Story FindS itS pLAce in Me

1. What parts of Thomas’s story find their place in you?
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2. In John 20:28-29, how does Jesus draw the twenty-first-century 

reader into Thomas’s faith with the words, “Have you believed 

because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen 

and yet believe.”
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3. Comment on this observation by St. Gregory the Great: “Thomas’s 

lack of faith did more for our faith than did the faith of the disciples 

who believed.”
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4. How does the Thomas narrative of John 11:7-16 show up in the 

short story, “Martyr of Malabar”? Discuss other ways the stories 

of Thomas in the gospel of John play themselves out in “Martyr of 

Malabar.”
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5. What might it mean to become a spiritual twin of Jesus?
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