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Based on John 20: 19-31 
 

 In the Dilbert cartoon strip in the “Laws of Work” is this advice on what 

to do when you “doubt”.  “When you don’t know what to do, walk fast and 

look worried.”1   

 Doubt is a sense of uncertainty in issues of trust, or action, or decision 

or belief.2  When one doubt’s one’s abilities, the very hesitation can lead to a 

reassessment of one’s decisions or to a failure to act at all.  When one doubt’s 

the truth of a proposition that hesitation can lead to totally confusion or to 

the discovery of new truth.  In religious doctrine doubt is often looked upon as 

less than positive.  I contend, however, that when one doubts a religious 

premise that doubt can lead to a deeper not weaker faith. 

-1- 

 As with all things “doubt” can be a positive force or a negative force in 

one’s life.  If doubt leads to indecision, inaction, and procrastination the doubt 

would be said to be more negative than positive.  Yet, if doubt leads to a new 

understanding, a new discovery, and new insight then the doubt becomes 

something quite positive.  Persons in power, institutions, and very often the 

caretakers of religion often do not take kindly to doubt.   

                                                
1 http://celebratetoday.com/doubt.html  
2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/doubt.  
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 In 1633, the Church sentenced Galileo to prison for expressing his 

ideas that the earth revolved around the sun.  Here is a section of the letter to 

Galileo from the Church: 

 “Whereas you, Galileo, son of the late Vincenzo Galilei, Florentine, 
aged seventy years, were in the year 1615 denounced to this Holy Office 
for holding as true the false doctrine taught by many, that the sun is 
the centre of the world and immovable, and that the earth moves, and 
also with diurnal motion; for having disciples to whom you taught the 
same doctrine; for holding correspondence with certain 
mathematicians of Germany concerning the same; for having printed 
certain letters, entitled, ‘On the Solar Spots,’ wherein you developed the 
same doctrine as true; and for replying to objections from the Holy 
Scriptures, which from time to time were urged against it, by glossing 
the said Scriptures according to your own meaning; and whereas there 
was thereupon produced the copy of a document in the form of a letter, 
purporting to be written by you to one formerly your disciple, and in 
this diverse propositions are set forth, following the hypothesis of 
Copernicus, which is contrary to the true sense and authority of Holy 
Scripture.”3  
 
 And it goes on basically condemning Galileo for expressing doubt in the truth 

known by all that the earth was in the center of the system and the sun moved 

around the earth as scripture said.  Galileo’s doubt got him in serious trouble 

but his and other’s doubt led to a better understanding of the universe and to 

a rediscovery of truth.   

 

-2- 

 In our text in John composed at the end of the first century and the last 

of the gospels to be written, we have the story of the post-resurrection 

                                                
3 http://home1.gte.net/deleyd/religion/galileo/church.html.  
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appearances of Jesus to the disciples.  The appearances occur on the “first day 

of the week” which by the time of John was the regular worship gathering for 

the church.   

 What is interesting in the text is that even though we generally include 

the word “doubt” in the text and from this story we get the phrase “doubting 

Thomas”---what is interesting is that the Greek word for “doubt” does not 

actually appear in the text.  Instead John uses the Greek word, “pistos” and 

“apistos” which is translated as being about trust, trusting, reliability, and so 

forth.  Brian Stoffregen, in his exegesis of the passage believes that a better 

translation of the comment of Jesus in verse 27 is “do not become unbelieving, 

but believing” or “do not become unfaithful, but faithful”.4   

Not once does Jesus put Thomas down for his questioning.  John uses 

the story to point out that from his time on people would have to believe or be 

faithful without absolute eye-witness proof.  Faith is not the same as 

empirical science; faith is in the final analysis, a spiritual matter. 

-3- 

The best way to approach this text is from the perspective of the 

spiritual.  What is John saying to the church in this story? 

First John is not telling us that we should not have questions nor 

seek validation.  John is not saying doubt is the opposite of faith.   

                                                
4 http://www.crossmarks.com/brian/john20x19e2.html.  
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Questioning is healthy.  Any faith or any idea that cannot stand up to 

questioning is itself a weak idea or weak faith.   

I took part of my undergraduate work at Northwest Christian College.  

I appreciate the training that I received at that college.  However, there were 

some teachers who did not appreciate having their interpretations 

questioned.  

Some within the NCC community believed that alcohol in any form was 

wrong and evil.  Accordingly one professor taught that wine never touched the 

lips of Jesus.  When one in the class asked about when Jesus changed the 

water into wine, the professor responded by saying that if we understood the 

Greek, which none of us did, we would understand that the word translated 

“wine” actually meant “grape juice”.   Jesus, he said, changed the water into 

grape juice, not wine. 

Sometime later I had an experience that caused me to doubt the 

professor’s claim.  Some of us took communion to persons in the nursing home.  

We used one of those little portable communion kits.  It so happened that I 

prepared the grape juice and bread and placed it in my car.  It was over a week 

later before I actually got by the nursing home.  That week was a hot week 

even for Oregon.   

I remember I was serving an elderly woman who was sitting across 

from me, sort of asleep, as many in nursing homes tend to be.  Acting from 

well worn habit she picked up the small wafer and ate it.  Then she picked up 
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the small glass containing grape juice and took it.  Her eyes opened. She 

smacked her lips.  Then she shoved the little glass back over to me saying, “I 

believe I’ll have another!”  When I had a puzzled look on my face, she added 

pointing her finger at the little glass, “Fill her up sonny, I think your juice has 

turned!”  Indeed the grape juice was now something else after only a week in 

the back of my car. 

When I asked the professor how in the first century with no 

refrigeration they could possibly keep grape juice from fermenting into wine 

he just got angry and said, “Well they had their ways back then.  Just because 

we don’t know how they did it does not mean they did not have ways.  You just 

have to believe it!!!”  It was obvious that that professor was not very open to 

questions or doubt. 

James Fowler, in his book, Stages of Faith talks about how for many at 

some point a crisis of faith occurs.  The old set of beliefs no longer work for the 

person.  They in fact begin to “doubt” the validity of what they had believed.  

This doubt is very uncomfortable but if the person moves through this time or 

stage they will ultimately emerge with faith but faith defined differently.   

In many ways Jesus urged persons to move from one set of beliefs to a 

different place.  He talked of putting “new wine” in “new wineskins” pointing 

out that the “new wine” would burst old wineskins.  He offered new 

interpretations of the faith and shifted the emphasis of faith from doing 

ritual correctly to serving in love.  
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Pascal said, “To deny, to believe, and to doubt absolutely---this is for 

humankind what running is for a horse.”5  Doubt is not the problem.  What 

then is John pointing to in this gospel? 

-4- 

I take my clue from what may be a proper translation of this passage.  

In verse 27 the normal translation goes like this: “Then he (Jesus) 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.”6  The King James Version 

translates this “Be not faithless, but believing.” This may actually be 

closer to the original Greek meaning.  The Greek is “Be not ap-is-tos, but be 

pis-tos”.7  As I related the word “apis-tos” has nothing to do with “doubt”.  So 

what Jesus is saying to Thomas is that Thomas is at a crossroads in his faith 

journey.  He can now choose belief or unbelief, faith or unfaithfulness.  

Thomas chooses belief. 

Doubt is not an issue if the primary direction of our life is to seek to 

know God and be known by God.  To put this in another way; if we are a 

believer seeking to know and understand God then new insights and new 

information and new theology should not disturb the direction of our journey.  

This is about our spiritual direction not about the specifics of belief and 

doctrine.   

                                                
5 http://www.wisdomquotes.com/cat_doubtuncertainty.html.  
6 New Revised Standard. 
7 John 20:27, Greek, www.blueletterbible.org.  
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In the 19th century Alexander Campbell, among others, was frustrated 

by the restrictions on who could receive communion that was in play within 

the Presbyterian Church of that time.  Communion was very restricted to 

persons who believed a certain way and in some cases held certain political 

viewpoints that had a history in Scotland but no history in America.  Because 

of this “doubt” Campbell was eventually forced out of the Presbyterian 

Church and started a movement that would become the Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ) and the Churches of Christ, and the Christian Church 

(Independent). 

Campbell, in the painful process of doubt, came upon a principle that 

the one thing that unified all Christians was a belief in Jesus as Christ.  He 

felt that that should be the only creed and criterion for faithfulness.  “No 

Creed but Christ” the early Campbellites and others would say.  It was a 

wonderful, theological idea. 

In practice however, Campbell began to refine that definition.  He 

began to teach that there was “no creed but Christ” but unless a person was 

baptized they would not be saved and unless they were immersed they were 

not baptized.  Immersion versus other forms of baptism became the focus of 

the movement and still is for some.  Campbell, by the end of his life, 

expressed regret that he had taken such a position that was so divisive.  At 

the end of his life he expressed the belief that all should be welcomed into 

membership no matter what the form of baptism.  This idea however, was 
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only noted by some and many in the denomination continued to not welcome 

persons baptized by other forms than immersion.  It was only in the 20th 

century that this doctrine was repudiated by the denomination but this, 

among other things, caused many congregations to break with the 

denomination.  They continued to believe that the form of baptism was THE 

IMPORTANT ISSUE not the faith of the person being baptized. 

I held this belief for many years until I began to doubt the validity of 

this interpretation of the faith.  I came to the conclusion that churches should 

be “open” and receive all Christians.  I had to leave my first church in part 

because of this conflict between my new understanding and their policy.  I 

resolved that never again would I serve a church that was “closed 

membership”---in other words I would not serve a congregation that was not 

open to all Christians. 

What changed was not my faith orientation but the particulars.  My 

orientation was and still is to seek God through Christ.  The particulars 

changed and continue to change. 

The direction of our spiritual life is what is most important not the 

particulars of our beliefs.  We are Christians only, but not the only Christians.  

There is room in God’s house for many and diverse points of understanding. 

Doubt can lead to a deeper faith.  This is what Thomas discovered that 

day when he experienced the risen Christ.  His response was our response, 

“My Lord and my God!”  
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