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Easter 3 – April 17/18, 2010
Preacher:  Pastor Scott Oelhafen
Sermon Theme:  Praise the LORD that Thomas Doubted
Sermon Text:  John 20: 24-31
24Now Thomas (called Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples when Jesus came. 25So 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 it."  26A 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!" 27Then 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."  28Thomas said to him, "My Lord and my God!"  29Then Jesus told him, "Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed."  30Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. 31But these are written that you may[a] believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.

Dear fellow Christians who will live forever, because Christ is risen, He’s risen indeed.

     You never will believe who I had lunch with this past week.  Do the names:  Pastor Clayton Krug, Les Beaster, or Hilda Lawrence ring a bell?  Well they were all there.  It was awesome to see these folks again, and I do mean again.  Some of you newer members might not recognize these names.  But, some of you do and sat straight up when I mentioned their names.  Pastor Krug as a former pastor of Trinity before 1977 for many years, Les Beaster was that kindly man who always ushered in the back, and Hilda Lawrence who worked countless hours as a church office volunteer (and she always said:  “double my pay” when we tried to thank her).  And especially to those who knew and loved these Christian believers, you are probably saying to yourself about now:  “Wait a minute, pastor.  Those people couldn’t have had lunch with you this past week.  All these people you mentioned have died.  The doctors and county coroner confirmed it.  I saw them in the casket.  I remember crying as they lowered the casket into the grave.  There’s just no way you lunch with them.  They’re dead.  They’re gone, but certainly not forgotten.  And you know what:  you’re absolutely right.

     Furthermore, I bet you would not believe me unless Pastor Krug, Les Beaster, or Hilda Lawrence walked into this sanctuary these evening/morning.  Then, seeing them with your own eyes, you’d HAVE to believe.  And maybe, you’ve already gotten my point.  Put yourself in the sandals of the disciple Thomas on that first Easter evening.  Just three days before, you were standing outside the city in an execution spot known as Golgatha, the place of the skull.  The soldiers took metal spikes and drove them into the hands and feet of the one called Jesus.  He cried out in a loud voice:  “It is finished & Father, into your hands, I commit my spirit.” Then, Jesus bowed his head and died.  Now, maybe Thomas was still there when one of the soldiers took his spear and pierced Jesus’ side and saw blood and water come out which gave even more proof that he was dead.  Maybe Thomas saw the borrowed tomb where Jesus was buried and the several ton rock that was rolled in front of the grave.  Whatever Thomas saw and heard, though, the one thing Thomas knew for certain was that Jesus was deader than dead.

     Then came Easter morn.  Thomas heard eyewitness accounts from the women and other disciples that Jesus was alive again.  Last week, we heard about the Road to Emmaus disciples.  I’m sure Thomas got an earful from these men who said that Christ is risen, He’s risen indeed.  Can you really blame Thomas for saying:  “Too good to be true.  I’m not going to believe it unless I see it.  I’m might be a Galilean, but I’m not stupid.”  Thomas had all the makings of a citizen from the great state of Missouri:   “The SHOW-ME STATE.”

     In a way, it’s possible to feel sorry for Thomas.  For more than 20 centuries, the label that has stuck to him like glue is:  “Doubting Thomas.”  But, not so fast.  Let’s not be too quick to point the accusing finger of the law at Thomas.  Truth be told, there’s a lot of doubting Thomas in ALL of us – we’re a little slow to believe all our LORD Jesus tells us – a little more prone to go by what we see instead by what Jesus says.  I like Thomas, and not just because he’s called Didymus – which is translated:  twin.  I like Thomas because I can so easily identify with him.  Can you?  We have doubts about our families – will they be okay?  We have doubts about our job – will we even have one in three months?  We have doubts about our health – what will that next medical test show?  Get back to Thomas.  Even though Thomas had doubts, that didn’t stop him from finding out the truth about Jesus.  And that didn’t stop him from believing the unbelievable.  So, let’s Praise God that Thomas Doubted.  His doubt is our certainty and his sight is our strength.  Let’s find out why that’s true.

     As one reviews the amazing account of the Resurrection, sooner or later, the question that keeps popping up is this:  “Why did the angel roll the stone away?”  If the question is presented to a class made up of little kids, the likely answer you probably will get is this:  “So Jesus could get out.”  That’s an answer that makes sense .. but that’s not  why the angel rolled the stone away.  In fact, by the time the angel arrived on the scene, Jesus had already come alive and was long gone from the grave.  Besides, Jesus didn’t need any help moving that two-ton rock.  It was like a little pebble in the hands of Jesus, the almighty God.  So why did the angel roll the stone away?  The Biblical answer is this:  “to show those guards, to show those Easter ladies, to show the disciples and the world that His grave was empty and that Jesus is alive”.  Jesus is alive and would be alive forever, just as the Old Testament Scriptures told ahead of time.  Remember Moses?  He had written the first five books of the Bible and said that the Christ would crush the devil’s head.  And the only way death could be defeated was to rise from the dead.  That’s exactly what Jesus did.  Remember Job?  Not only is Job one of the oldest books of the Old Testament and the basis for the beautiful confession of faith in the hymn, “I know that my Redeemer lives,” Job’s Redeemer would be a living one, and not a dead one.  Remember King David?  In the book of Psalms, he told us that the LORD’s body would not see decay.  In other words, His body  would not rot in the ground, but rise from the grave.  Isaiah, Daniel, and many other Old Testament prophets foretold that the Messiah must die, but then would rise again to earn salvation for every sinner.  So why have the angel roll the stone away?  Why did Jesus appear to the women, the Emmaus’ disciples, and a week later to Thomas?  Why did Jesus stick around for 40 more days and show Himself to more than 500 people?  Why did the New Testament writers record the resurrection of Jesus Christ 108 different times?  Why?  It was because our LORD knew the make-up of a human being.  He knew that humans need proof beyond a shadow of a doubt to believe what we can’t always wrap our heads around:  that Jesus is alive.

     The disciple Thomas is typical of all human beings.  When we’re born into this world, we don’t have faith in our hearts – we’re spiritually dead.  Then, God gives each of us the gift of saving faith in the waters of baptism.  But, worry, temptation, and sin drive faith from our hearts.  That’s why even Christian people sometimes can say with Thomas:  "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 it."  But, Jesus doesn’t leave us alone or dismiss us when we have doubts.  He comes to drive all doubt and unbelief from our hearts.  Having doubts isn’t the problem … but remaining in doubt is spiritually deadly.  Jesus was thinking of us when He said:  31But these are written that you may[a] believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.  Jesus didn’t dismiss Thomas or ignore him when he had doubts.  Instead, Jesus came to Him in a very special way.  And Jesus still comes to us in His Word and Sacrament to convince us that He is indeed the promised Messiah and Savior of the world.  Every word of His is true and proof positive.  And those who place their full trust in Jesus will never be disappointed, not now, nor the life to come.  Every believer gets heaven as a free gift.  Yes, Praise God Thomas Doubted.  His doubt is our certainty.

     There’s more though.  Listen again to what Thomas saw with his own eyes.  He wasn’t dreaming, drinking, or letting his imagination get the best of him.  Listen to what Thomas saw: 26A 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!" 27Then 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."  28Thomas said to him, "My Lord and my God!"  29Then Jesus told him, "Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed."   Yes, Thomas’ sight is our strength.  Now, what does that mean?  What did Thomas see?  He saw Jesus alive … with his own eyes.  He was just one of many witnesses who saw Jesus alive.  We don’t believe in Jesus because we have an obsure reference … but pages upon pages in the Bible that prove that Jesus is really telling the truth.  We put our truth in someone whom the hymn writer said:  He lives to silence all my fears.  He lives to wipe away my tears.  He lives to calm my troubled heart.  He lives all blessings to impart.  That’s Jesus.  Trust Jesus.  Believe every word He says.  Follow Him closely.  And share Him passionately.  Thomas saw these things for a reason … so we’d learn from Him.

      Fears and doubts are a part of every day life.  Even though we don’t always admit them to others, we have them.  But, don’t feed your doubts.  Feed your faith.  When you have doubts, open the Scriptures to read what promises God has made to you.  When you have worries, come again to Holy Communion who fills you with faith through the bread and wine, body and blood.  Of all the disciples, the one I would’ve loved to hear preach the most was Thomas.  I can just picture him in the pulpit:  “People, I doubted the words of the Old Testament.  I was slow to believe what Jesus had been telling me all along.  But, now I stand before you today and I can tell you that His every word is true.  Christian tradition tells us that Thomas went all the way to India to share His story with others.  Jesus isn’t asking you to go to India today – He simply asks you to be convinced by the evidence:  believe He is alive.  So that brings us full circle.  Remember, Pastor Krug, Les and Hilda?  Yes, they are dead and I didn’t have lunch with them because they are in the grave (I shared that introduction with you to make a point).  But as sure as we are alive in this church today, someday (sooner than we think on Judgement Day), their graves are going to be open again.  On the last day, we will see these Christian people alive, both body and soul.  So what would they say:  “Don’t just stand there,” they’d tell us:  “get busy.  Follow Christ more closely.  Stop doubting.  And believe.”  Amen.
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