Pre:

The sermon series that I am developing is called “New Beginnings.” And today’s topic within that series is “real faith.” How does one develop real faith today, in the midst of a very cynical and secular environment?  

There is a bumper sticker that I see every once in a while that simply says, Believe! Every time I see that bumper sticker, I want to ask, “believe what?” Believe in Santa Claus? Angels? Believe that tomorrow will be a better day? What? 

Our purpose in coming here every week is to find real faith that will impact our very real lives. Not to believe in some amorphous kind of way. Our purpose is to meet Jesus Christ, the son of the living God. The one who brought the universe into being and who is still active in the world today. My prayer is that you will meet Jesus today, in the Bible story, and in your heart.


In our Bible reading for today, we are going to pick up where we left off last week, in John’s Gospel. With Mary Magdalene, Peter and John, we visited the tomb of Jesus, only to find the tomb empty, and Jesus nowhere to be seen. After Peter and John left the scene, Mary saw Jesus, and went back to report her meeting to the rest of the disciples. “I have seen the Lord,” she said. 


Let’s see what happens next!

Real Faith

John 20:19-31


A young American engineer was sent to Ireland by his company to work in a new electronics plant. It was a two-year assignment that he had accepted because it would enable him to earn enough to marry his long-time girlfriend. She had a job near her home in Tennessee, and their plan was to pool their resources and put a down payment on a house when he returned. They corresponded often, but as the lonely weeks went by, she began expressing doubts that he was being true to her. 

The young engineer wrote back, declaring with some passion that he was paying absolutely no attention to the local girls. 'I admit," he wrote, 'that sometimes I'm tempted. But I fight it. I'm keeping myself for you." 

In the next mail, the young man received a package. It contained a note from his girlfriend and a harmonica. 'I'm sending this to you," she wrote, 'so you can learn to play it and have something to take your mind off those girls." The engineer replied, 'Thanks for the harmonica. I'm practicing on it every night and thinking of you." 

At the end of his two-year stint, the engineer was transferred back to company headquarters. He took the first plane to Tennessee to be reunited with his girlfriend. But as he rushed forward to embrace her, she held up a restraining hand and said sternly, 'Just hold on there a minute, Billy Bob. Before any serious kissin' and huggin' gets started here, let me hear you play that harmonica!" 

Bits & Pieces, October 15, 1992, pp. 17-18, taken from the Internet 


This young woman wanted proof of her boyfriend’s faithfulness. Show me, she said.


And that’s what Thomas said to his friends, too. Show me. You’re all excited because you say you saw Jesus. I won’t believe until 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. 


That comment earned him the title that has dogged him down through the centuries. Doubting Thomas. 


Yet, I think that label is unfair. Didn’t they all doubt at first? Besides, Jesus appeared to the rest of the disciples. Why not to Thomas as well? 


When I read this story, I don’t so much hear doubt from Thomas as hurt. He was left out. Why did Jesus have to come when I was out getting bagels from the corner store (or wherever Thomas was!). I want to see him too. (Can’t you almost see him stomp his foot like a little kid?)  I won’t believe it’s him until I see for myself.  Thomas wants to see and experience what the other disciples have seen and experienced. And who wouldn’t? 


Jesus understands this need. In the first scene, when Thomas is absent, Jesus addresses the disciples as a group. But when he comes back a week later, Jesus focuses not on the disciples as a group, but on the one who needs to be brought up to speed. So he turns directly to Thomas and offers his hands and his side. It’s me, Thomas. Believe it. Thomas is awestruck. “My Lord and my God.” It’s interesting that John doesn’t say what Thomas actually does at this point. Does he feel the nail prints, does he need to now that he has seen Jesus? In the movie screen of my mind, what I see is an embrace between the two of them. The point is that Jesus has come, and Thomas believes. 


When Mary Magdalene returned from the tomb on Easter morning, her message was, “I have seen the Lord.”


On Easter evening the message of the disciples to Thomas was, “We have seen the Lord.” 


And now, a week later, Thomas sees the Lord. He believes. 

At the conclusion of this story, John comments that he could have told lots of other stories about what Jesus said and did. But he told these stories so that we, the readers, might also believe and in believing have life. So the domino chain of faith that starts with Mary Magdalene, Peter and John, the rest of the disciples, then Thomas, and continues through Christian history for 2,000 years, comes right down to you and me. 


Have you seen the Lord?  I don’t mean physically. I mean, do you believe? 

You might think that everybody should have that same experience that Thomas had. Wouldn’t that be nice? The thing is that it’s easy to confuse faith in God with magical thinking. I read a story about a man who came to believe in Jesus because he had seen a man healed by a faith healer. It was, he thought, the very evidence he needed that God was alive and at work in the world. And by the way, I do believe that God heals people today. But listen to this man’s experience. This man, who was so moved by the experience of seeing another man healed, decided to contact the healed man a week later. Only to discover that this man had died. He was devastated. Because his faith in God was based on that man’s health. 


Here’s my point. If you set the rules for how God is supposed to work, then you are really setting yourself up for huge disappointments. 


Listen to what Jesus said to Thomas. “Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.” That statement is for us. And it is very like the great definition of faith in Hebrews 11: faith is the assurance things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 


It was crucial for the disciples to see Jesus physically. They had known him before the crucifixion and they could verify that it was really him. We today are largely dependent upon their testimony to accept the validity of the resurrection. We can’t “prove” the resurrection forensically. But we do have very strong evidence that it’s true.  The strongest piece of evidence that we really have to go on is the disciples themselves.  Their hearts had been broken when Jesus was arrested. Their hopes had been dashed when they buried their friend. They had been confused and dismayed by the empty tomb. But when they saw the Lord, everything changed. Their faith came alive again and they believed in the God who raised Jesus from the dead. And then they put their faith to work. 

It’s the resurrection of the disciples’ faith, along with the emergence of the church that is the one piece of incontrovertible evidence that Jesus is alive. Much of that story is told in the Bible.  More is found in the annals of Christian history. You know many of those stories.  But some of the stories are not so well known. 

For instance, did you know that Thomas (aka the “doubter”) eventually became an evangelist as did many of the other disciples? In India there are Christians today who call themselves “Thomas Christians” because they trace their faith lineage back to the Apostle Thomas of the first century, who brought the Gospel to India. 

The point I’m trying to make here is what you might call the domino theory of Christianity. We believe at least in part, because of the story disciples have told. In a similar way, the world out there is dependent upon our faith, and the story that our lives tell. 


So, I will ask it again. Have you seen the Lord? Is there evidence in your life that says, this person believes in Jesus Christ, the son of God?  

 There was a young boy who became a Christian at an evangelistic service. The next week at school his friends questioned him about the experience. “Did you see a vision?” asked one friend. “Did you hear God speak?” asked another. The youngster answered no to all these questions. “Well, then how did you know?” The boy thought for a bit and finally said, “It’s like when you catch a fish, you can’t see the fish or hear the fish; you just feel him tugging on your line. I just felt God tugging on my heart.” (Illustrations Unlimited, 188)

That’s what it’s like. But I think of it in the opposite way. God’s fishing and you’re the fish. When you feel the tug, let God reel you in!  

(Saturday only: The Summons, then Tom’s installation)
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