
Witness to the Resurrection
Kris Keller - 04/24/2022

Have you ever stopped to think about how ridiculous this all is? Ever sat in a
pew on Easter morning and heard the voice in your head say, “Come on.
Really? You believe this? You believe that the God who created the universe
took on a human body in Roman-occupied Palestine 2000 years ago,
wandered around for three years as a vagabond preacher man proclaiming
that the reign of God had come to earth, rubbed some of society’s elites the
wrong way who then manipulated the justice system so that they could
have him lynched, but on the third day after he was beaten and executed,
his body walked out of the grave and spent a couple more weeks walking
around and talking to people before ascending into heaven.”

Ok, sure, we see elites manipulate justice to get what they want fairly
routinely and we even see vagabond preachers from time-to-time. But God
taking on human flesh, being tortured and executed in that human flesh,
and then walking that human flesh out of a grave…you’ll have to forgive me
for occasionally feeling skeptical or even doubting that such an incredible
story could ever be true. And then you add onto it the fact that this is a
story that we don’t really have any eye-witness accounts of, that the only
written record was passed down through generations and generations and
has a pretty problematic history of transmission and translation, and even
the most confident among us can find ourselves struggling to believe from
time to time.
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If that’s you, know that you’re not alone. Not by a longshot. From pastors
and priests to the saints who have gone before us, doubt or even disbelief
is a common response to hearing news of Jesus’ resurrection. And yet
there’s only one person for whom his disbelief entirely changed the way we
talk about him, a person whose story stretches even into pop culture as his
name has become synonymous with any kind of skeptic or unbeliever:
Thomas. But I think if we allow ourselves a fresh hearing of this story, we’ll
see something far more interesting happening here.

John 20:19-31

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.” 20 After he said this, he showed them his
hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the
Lord. 21 Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father
has sent me, so I send you.” 22 When he had said this, he breathed
on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If 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. 25 So 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.” 27 Then 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.”
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28 Thomas answered him, “My Lord and my God!” 29 Jesus said to
him, “Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are
those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”

30 Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples,
which are not written in this book. 31 But these are written so that
you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God,
and that through believing you may have life in his name.

Poor Thomas. He says something perfectly logical: if I don’t see Jesus for
myself and if I can’t physically touch his wounds, then I can’t believe.
Thomas demands evidence, proof that the fantastical story the disciples tell
could have been real. Who knows why Thomas wasn’t with the other
disciples that day when Jesus first appeared to them, but he wasn’t in the
room. Imagine the thoughts and feelings he must have experienced when
he came back together with the other disciples.

Thomas! You’re never going to believe it! We just saw Jesus! He was right
here!

You’re delusional, Thomas must have thought. Your grief has finally taken
hold of you in such a strong way that it’s making you hallucinate. Or maybe
he thought they were playing some kind of sick joke on him. And yet they
persist. Thomas, we saw him with our own eyes, he was here, standing in
the same room that we’re all standing in now. Why don’t you believe us?

I have to see it myself, Thomas says, or I will not believe. And for that one,
simple line, he’s known to history as Doubting Thomas.

Nobody remembers the Thomas who boldly says “Let us go also, so that we
might die with him.” In John 11, when Jesus goes to Bethany in order to heal
his friend Lazarus, Thomas offers this bit of encouragement. By this point in
John’s gospel, there have already been people trying to kill Jesus. Twice in
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and around Jerusalem, people had tried to stone Jesus after he had been
teaching, so Jesus and the disciples leave the city behind for some time in
the country away from the big city. But quickly thereafter, Jesus receives
word that his friend Lazarus is ill and close to death and decides to go to
Bethany to heal Lazarus; Bethany a town just outside of Jerusalem. The
disciples even say, “Rabbi, they were just now trying to stone you, and are
you going there again?”

Yes, Jesus says. Let’s go. As the disciples stare at each other in stunned
disbelief, Thomas says “Let’s go, too, so that we might die with him.”
Doubting Thomas? More like bold Thomas or loyal Thomas or are you sure
you really want to say that Thomas…but there’s no doubt here. There’s
faithfulness in following Jesus.

It’s just like us to take one little shred of doubt that Thomas confesses and
pin it to him forever. Thomas doubted the resurrection we say. Thomas’
faith wasn’t strong enough to believe the testimony of his friends, we say.
Shouldn’t Thomas have been able to believe simply by being told that Jesus
was alive? Poor Thomas. Poor old doubting Thomas.

But don’t forget: Jesus’ other friends didn’t exactly make a bold profession
of faith upon learning that Jesus wasn’t in the tomb. When Mary Magdalene
runs to tell Peter that the tomb was empty and that the burial clothes that
Jesus’ body had been wrapped in were neatly folded in the tomb, Peter
doesn’t drop to his knees and throw his hands up in the air in praise of God!
He goes home. He doesn’t run into the Temple courts and find the religious
elites and say, “See, I told you! Jesus is alive!” He doesn’t go to seek an
audience with Pilate, the Roman governor, and say “The man that you
allowed to be crucified has been resurrected!” He just goes home. Maybe
Peter believed immediately that it was true, that Jesus really was back. But
if he did, John’s gospel doesn’t tell us so. For all we know, old doubting Peter
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just couldn’t believe it and chose to walk away from the empty tomb and go
home.

But then Peter saw Jesus. Then he was in a room with the other disciples
and he saw for himself how Jesus came and stood among them. And with
the other disciples he rejoiced upon seeing the Lord. There was no rejoicing
earlier when Peter saw the empty tomb. Old doubting Peter couldn’t rejoice
until he had seen the risen Christ with his own eyes. Peter saw and
believed.

Or what about doubting Mary? When Mary Magdalene goes to visit the
tomb that morning, and sees the stone rolled away and realizes that Jesus’
body isn’t there, her first thought isn’t “He’s alive! He’s risen, just like he
said!” No, when doubting Mary goes to tell the other disciples about what
she has seen and experienced, she says “They have taken the Lord out of
the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.” Doubting Mary
thinks that someone, maybe the Romans, maybe the religious elites, have
moved Jesus’ body and hidden it somewhere where his followers won’t be
able to find it.

When doubting Mary returns to the tomb with Peter and another disciple,
she still doesn’t believe. But after Peter and the other disciple leave, Mary
finally works up the courage to look inside the tomb and she sees two
angels who ask her why she was crying she says, “They’ve taken his body
and I don’t know where they have laid him.” She says that, to the angels! To
heavenly messengers. Doubting Mary still doesn’t believe.

And when she turns around and sees Jesus standing there she thinks he
must be a gardener. Logic simply won’t let her believe that it’s Jesus
standing there, because Mary knows that when things die, they stay dead.
And so doubting Mary tells Jesus the same story she’s told the disciples and
the angels, that she’s afraid someone has taken Jesus’ body and she doesn’t
know where.
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And then Jesus says her name: Mary. And she hears it, just the way that
Jesus used to say it, she looks at him and sees him and she believes. Rabbi!
She says with so much delight in her voice because regardless of what her
brain has been trying to tell her, regardless of the fact that dead things
don’t come back to life, she has evidence to the contrary as her teacher and
her lord stands there in front of her. Doubting Mary sees and believes.

Thomas doesn’t ask for anything more than Peter and Mary get. Peter sees
Jesus and believes; Mary sees Jesus and believes; Thomas sees Jesus and
believes. In each case, Jesus gives these three people what they need to
believe. The people that saw Jesus beaten and crucified, who saw his body
placed in the grave, they had to see to believe.

Jesus gives them exactly what they need to believe.

It didn’t happen immediately. Thomas wandered around with this doubt for
a week. Imagine that! Imagine being told on Sunday that Jesus was alive,
that the other disciples had seen him and having to live in that tension for a
week. Imagine the prayers Thomas must have been praying that week:
Jesus, I need you to meet me here. I need to see you. I need to know you’re
here with me! Ever prayed any of those prayers?

It wasn’t until the next Sunday that Jesus finally appeared to Thomas! A
whole week! And when Jesus sees Thomas, he doesn’t chide him, doesn’t
look at him disapprovingly, doesn’t sigh and say “Thomas, come here.” Jesus
saw Thomas’ doubt and met it with grace, just like Jesus sees our doubt and
meets us with grace.

You’ll notice that in all of the lists of spiritual gifts in the scriptures, faith is
listed as a gift. Like any spiritual gift, I think we all have the capacity for
faith, but some of us, by God’s grace, have received a greater share of this
gift than others. Some of you have never once doubted the validity of this
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story because you know in your bones that it’s true. Friends, that is a
beautiful, beautiful thing, a gift, and a true work of grace.

And while that may feel unfair to the skeptics among us wondering why we
can’t have the faith of the faithful ones, don’t forget that skepticism is a
spiritual gift, too. What the translators often call the gift of discernment is
just a more positive way to talk about skepticism. People with this gift often
start from a place of asking “Can this really be true? Does this match what I
know and have experienced about God and how God works in the world?”
Do you see the beautiful ways that the faithful and the skeptical work
together? Do you see how we need both in the church?

More than anything, do you see Jesus looking lovingly at Thomas, at Peter,
and at Mary, giving them exactly what they need to believe? The promise of
the gospel is that we’ll never, ever be alone, that nothing could ever
separate us from the love of God that we know in Jesus. Jesus’ resurrection
shows us that death can’t separate us. Jesus’ gentle uttering to Mary, Jesus’
offer to Thomas to let Thomas touch his wounds show us that our
skepticism won’t separate us either.

Thomas kept looking for Jesus. He never stopped. He could’ve walked away
when he was the only disciple who didn’t get to see the resurrected Jesus,
out of jealousy or spite, on top of the sheer difficulty in believing something
so fantastic. Instead, Thomas puts himself in a place where Jesus could
meet him and give him exactly what he needed.

If you’re stuck in the week between Easter Sunday and the following
Sunday, surrounded by people who have seen the resurrected Christ, and
it’s starting to feel like he’s never going to show up for you, please don’t give
up. Please don’t walk away. Please keep meeting with us and singing our
songs and reading our stories and sharing our life together and keep
expecting that some day, the resurrected Christ is going to show up for you
too. And when he does? Oh friends. The way he’ll say your name. The way
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he’ll offer you his wounds. The way he’ll give you exactly what you need to
believe.
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