
A True Skeptic
John 20:19-31

As a pastor who performs weddings, I really, really dislike wedding pranks.  But this was 
not always the case.  Like the time when my good friend Stewart Jordan got married 
(August of 1985).  A couple things converged to make his wedding the perfect 
opportunity for a wedding prank.  First, the wedding was held in a big, formal church in 
Montgomery, Alabama with a wedding coordinator who wasn’t very pleasant.  Our 
wedding coordinators here at Faith love having a good time, but this gal was almost 
tempting somebody to do something to foil her perfect wedding.  Second, our friend 
Jimbo was part of the wedding party.  You took a risk anytime you invited Jimbo to be 
part of anything.

In those days, almost everybody had a kneeling bench in their wedding.  Towards the 
end of the ceremony, the couple would kneel on the bench for a prayer.  And so, right 
before the ceremony, Jimbo decided to sprinkle baby powder on the knelling bench.  
The kneeling bench was white, so you couldn't see the baby powder ahead of time.  But 
Stewart's tux was black.  The prank worked to perfection.  When Stewart stood up, his 
knees were covered in baby powder; when he turned around to march down the aisle, 
everybody laughed; and when he got to the back of the church, the wedding coordinator 
was going crazy.

At first I thought this prank was incredibly funny.  Then I felt guilty because Stewart was 
my good friend and I was an accomplice in this prank; it bothered me for years and so I 
called him to apologize.  It turns out that he didn’t mind the prank at all (he’s very 
emotionally healthy and honestly enjoyed it).  

Some of you who hear this story feel bad - really bad.  You might even be thinking bad 
thoughts about me for going along with the prank.  Why?  Because people don't like 
being tricked or fooled.  We expend great energy to avoid the perception that we’re 
stupid or gullible.  This is true in every area of life, but it’s especially true when it comes 
to faith and spiritual issues.  Nobody wants to believe in something that might be proven 
to be a hoax.

And that's why just about every single person who was told that Jesus had been raised 
from the dead reacted the way they did - with disbelief.  Nobody likes being tricked or 
fooled or "taken."  The resurrection seemed "too good to be true."

The women who first came to the tomb on the first Easter morning found it empty and 
assumed that the Romans had taken away Jesus body and hidden it somewhere (John 
20:13).  When the women finally saw Jesus and talked with Him, they believed.  They 
then went back and reported to the disciples that Jesus was raised from the dead.  
What was their reaction?  (Luke 24:11)

11 But these words appeared to them as nonsense, and they would not believe 
them.



As much as they wanted it to be true, they weren't going to believe these women.  Just 
because these women believed Jesus had been raised from the dead didn't mean that 
Jesus had actually been raised from the dead.  Since a bodily resurrection was so 
foreign to anybody's experience, "these words appeared to them as nonsense."  They 
didn't believe until they saw Jesus with their own eyes.  Nobody likes to be fooled or 
tricked or "taken" - especially when it comes to faith.  

This morning we are going to examine this process of going from disbelief in the 
resurrection to faith; from thinking, "I'm not going to accept Christianity because it might 
all be a hoax," to "I am staking my eternal well-being on Jesus Christ."  We're going to 
look at the experience of the disciples in John 20 as something of a case study in faith.  
The disciples didn't want to be fooled; so they demanded evidence of the resurrection.  
As we'll see, their process of believing the resurrection has direct implications for us and 
our belief in the resurrection.  

Faith in Jesus based on firsthand evidence ( 20:19-29) The evening after Jesus was 
resurrected, He appeared to the disciples.  

19 When therefore it was evening, on that day, the first day of the week, and 
when the doors were shut where the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus 
came and stood in their midst, and *said to them, "Peace be with you." 20 And 
when He had said this, He showed them both His hands and His side. The 
disciples therefore rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 

Jesus didn’t require that the disciples take anybody else’s word that He’d been raised 
from the dead.  He proved the resurrection by personally showing them his hands and 
side.  As you see in the book of Acts, their faith in the resurrected Christ was 
unshakeable.  But notice in verse 24 that Thomas was absent on this occasion.  

24 But Thomas, one of the twelve, called Didymus, was not with them when 
Jesus came.  25 The other disciples therefore were saying to him, "We have 
seen the Lord!" But he said to them, "Unless I shall see in His hands the imprint 
of the nails, and put my finger into the place of the nails, and put my hand into 
His side, I will not believe."

Basically, Thomas reacted the way everybody else did.  He wanted firsthand evidence; 
he didn’t want to take anybody else’s word.  What if it were all a hoax?  Thomas wanted 
the same firsthand evidence that the others had received.  Thomas said, "Unless I shall 
see in His hands the imprint of the nails, and put my finger into the place of the nails, 
and put my hand into His side, I will not believe."  Because of this statement, he has 
been dubbed "Doubting Thomas."  

But the significant thing about Thomas is that he was willing to believe.  He did want 
irrefutable evidence.  But he was willing to be convinced.  In other words, he didn't say, 
"You can show me all the evidence in the world, and I'll never believe. . ."  There are 
some today who basically have this attitude.  They have their opinions about Jesus 
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Christ and don't want to consider any evidence to the contrary.  But Thomas was willing 
to be convinced if he had evidence.  

Mark Buchanan writes about his own encounter with a person who claimed to be a 
"skeptic":

I met a man who told me he didn't believe the Bible because he was a skeptic.  I 
asked him if he had read the Bible.  "No, not really," he said.  "I told you.  I'm a 
skeptic.  I don't believe it."  This is not skepticism.  This is its opposite: a refusal 
to investigate, to scrutinize, to ponder deeply.

Skepticism is not an excuse for evasion, an alibi for laziness.  Any skeptic worthy 
of the name is both a hunter and detective, stalking the evidence, laying ambush, 
rummaging for clues, dredging the river bottom, wiretapping phone lines, setting 
traps.  Skeptics are passionate about finding truth out.  True skeptics want to 
believe, but safeguard against the hypnotic power of that wanting.  So they test.

Thomas was a true skeptic.  He doubted, not to excuse his unbelief, but to 
establish robust belief.  He doubted so that his belief might be based on 
something more than rumor and wishful thinking.  (Christianity Today, April 3, 
2000, p. 64)

Thomas said, "I'm willing to believe, but show me the evidence!"  Thomas got the 
evidence he wanted.

26 And after eight days again His disciples were inside, and Thomas with them. 
Jesus *came, the doors having been shut, and stood in their midst, and said, 
"Peace be with you." 

The fact that the doors were still shut would indicate that the disciples were still fearful 
of the Jews.  As before Jesus "stood in their midst" - apparently He miraculously 
appeared before them.  He gave them the customary greeting of "Peace be with you."  
Then Jesus addressed Thomas.  It is clear from what He says that Jesus knew the type 
of evidence that Thomas had demanded.

27 Then He *said to Thomas, "Reach here your finger, and see My hands; and 
reach here your hand, and put it into My side; and be not unbelieving, but 
believing."

Jesus commands Thomas to believe based upon the evidence.  "Touch My wounds and 
see the scars in My hands.  Do no be unbelieving, but believing."  Apparently Thomas 
needed only to see; we aren't told that He touched Jesus:

 28 Thomas answered and said to Him, "My Lord and my God!"

That confession indicates that Thomas believed, that he was convinced that Jesus had 
been resurrected.  Jesus' response to Thomas is striking:
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 29 Jesus *said to him, "Because you have seen Me, have you believed? 
Blessed are they who did not see, and yet believed."

Jesus anticipates the day when people would believe without seeing Him: "Blessed are 
they who did not see, and yet believed."  Even though Jesus was willing to appear 
before Thomas in His resurrected body, the day would come when Jesus would return 
to the Father until the end.  In the mean time, people would believe without "seeing" the 
way Thomas did.  Jesus says that such people are blessed - that the favor of God rests 
upon them.  

It is important for us to acknowledge that we who live almost 2,000 years after the 
resurrection don’t get the same irrefutable evidence that Thomas did.  We never knew 
Jesus during His 33 years on this earth; we didn't see Him crucified; therefore, we aren't 
in a position to demand, "Unless I see His hands and touch His wounds, I'll never 
believe."  That's simply not how we evaluate historical events.  And so, what type of 
evidence is legitimate to "demand" or expect?  Surely a person shouldn't believe that 
Jesus is risen from the dead simply because others believe that?  What type of 
evidence do we have today?  After all, we don’t want to be fooled or “taken” any more 
than the original disciples – especially in matters of faith.  But if Jesus was raised from 
the dead, we sure don’t want to ignore his life and death!

Interestingly enough, immediately after Jesus spoke of those who would believe without 
seeing, John (the author of this gospel) addresses this very issue.  In verses 30 and 31 
he talks about:
Faith in Jesus Based upon Eyewitness Testimony (vv. 30-31)

30 Many other signs therefore Jesus also performed in the presence of the 
disciples, which are not written in this book; 31 but these have been written that 
you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing you 
may have life in His name.

Jesus did many other miracles that are not recorded due to space constraints (see John 
21:25).  "But," John says, "these [signs] have been written that you may believe that 
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God. . . "  In other words, the stimulus for faith is now 
this written account that contains eyewitness testimony.   John wrote what he did so that 
we might believe that Jesus is the Christ/Messiah - that this Jesus is the One sent by 
God to deliver us from our sins.  The presupposition is that we have all sinned and that 
we need a Savior.  The great message of the book of John (and the rest of the NT) is 
that Jesus' death on the cross is payment for our sin.  You’ve probably seen John 3:16 
in the end zone:

16 For God so loved that world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that 
whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life.

That is what the book of John is about - not perishing, but having eternal life.  "That 
believing you may have life in His name."  As you read through the gospel of John, 
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you will notice how Jesus related to people - often times in ways that you don’t expect.  
You’ll read how Jesus gave life to people whom the Pharisees didn’t think had a chance 
with God - tax-collectors, prostitutes, sick, and poor people.  John wrote about these 
events that we might believe that Jesus is the Christ and that in believing in Him we 
might have eternal life.  Our faith is based on eyewitness testimony.

"Wait a minute," you might be thinking, "you don't understand.  I don't even know if I 
believe the Bible.  So why should I read the Bible?"  The short answer is, "Because the 
Bible is the evidence that is available to you."  In Jesus' day, the people were always 
asking for more signs, more evidence that He was the Christ; because they were 
unwilling to believe the signs He had already given them, Jesus told them that they 
wouldn't receive any more.  The point is that we need to examine the evidence we are 
given.  John tells us that his gospel is that very evidence.  There are excellent internal 
and external reasons to believe that the Bible is an accurate, credible historical 
document.  

If you want to be a good "skeptic" (as we read about earlier), I would encourage you to 
begin reading the gospel of John with the attitude, "Does this account about Jesus have 
the 'ring of authenticity'?  Does John give credible evidence that Jesus is the Son of 
God who came to pay for my sin?"  You might even pray to God and ask Him, "Is what I 
am reading true?"  As well, I would encourage you to talk with a Christian friend (not 
your crazy Christian friend. . . your normal Christian friend) about the things you are 
reading.  If you don't know anyone you can talk with, let me know - there are plenty of 
people available who would love to talk with you about these things.  We offer a course 
called Alpha three times a year so that people can have an honest conversation about 
Jesus and His claims.  If you’re willing to believe – if given credible evidence – I’d 
encourage you to be a “good skeptic.”  

I'd also like to draw out an implication for those who have already believed in Jesus - 
who accept that His death paid for our sins and that His resurrection proved as much.  
The authors of the NT, especially Paul, emphasize that the bodily resurrection of Jesus 
has tangible spiritual consequences for those who believe.  The NT claims that our 
experience of life is directly related Jesus’ resurrection.  For example, Romans 6 argues 
that whatever happened to Christ happened to us: we have died with Him, we’ve 
been buried with Him, and we’ve been raised with Him to a new way of life.  Here are a 
few verses from Romans 6:

8 Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him,  9 
knowing that Christ, having been raised from the dead, is never to die again; 
death no longer is master over Him.  10 For the death that He died, He died to 
sin once for all; but the life that He lives, He lives to God.  11 Even so consider 
yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus.  

You may believe with all your heart that Jesus rose from the dead, but you may be very 
skeptical when it comes to Scriptures like this that talk about the implications of the 
resurrection in your life.  For example, in this passage, you may say, “I sure don’t feel 
dead to sin and alive to God; I feel just the opposite."  I’ll be the first to admit that this is 
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a difficult passage to understand. . . and it’s a lot easier to say what this passage 
doesn’t mean than what it does mean.  It doesn’t mean we aren’t tempted or that we 
can never sin.  But it does mean that we are as alive to God as Jesus Himself.  But 
even though you believe that Jesus was raised bodily from the dead, you are very 
skeptical about the idea that you’ve been raised with Him and that you’re as alive to 
God as He is.  Maybe you feel like you've given the Christian life your best effort, but it 
just isn't working for you.  You don't want to risk being disappointed again, so you lower 
your expectations of what it means to be raised with Christ "alive to God."  For a variety 
of reasons, you may be very skeptical about the implications of the resurrection in your 
life.  

The challenge, again, is to be a good skeptic – to be willing to believe if you’re given 
enough good evidence.  There is lots of evidence in Scripture.  Read the Scriptures with 
fresh eyes, asking questions like, “What does it even look like to be dead to sin and 
alive to God?  God, what do you promise to do in my life as I believe?  God, what is 
Your part and what is my part in this process?”  Honestly search the Scriptures.  

And look honestly at the lives of others.  Sometimes we come to believe the implications 
of the resurrection from looking at others’ lives and by hearing their firsthand account of 
what God is doing within them.  Ask people you know who are walking with God, “What 
is Jesus doing in your life?  How do you experience God in your life?”  The point isn’t to 
duplicate their experience; it’s to confirm that people who are “in Christ” really are alive 
to God.  That can encourage your own faith.

One of the benefits of being a pastor is hearing the stories of people who are 
experiencing God.  When I hear how God has worked in somebody’s life it makes me 
want to experience God more deeply.  In a couple of weeks we’re having a service of 
believer’s baptism (2 p.m. on April 14th).  There you’ll hear how God has given life to 
people who have trusted in Him.  Their stories will encourage you to believe that God 
wants to work in your life more deeply.  

Today we boldly declare:  Jesus died for our sins; He was raised up on the third day; 
those who believe in Him are alive.  Those who believe in Jesus dead to sin and alive to 
God – just as alive as Jesus Himself!
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