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Session 9

Session

9
The Risen King and the Doubter

THEOLOGICAL THEME: Faith is the reality of what is hoped for, the proof of 
what is not seen. 

The apostle Thomas has received a bad rap over the years. We typically refer to the 
disciples simply by their first names or with the title “apostle,” as in the apostle Peter 
or the apostle John. Not so with Thomas. He is known as “Doubting Thomas.” 

But this moniker is not altogether fair. A close 
look at the episode in which Thomas expressed his 
doubt also highlights his faith. We could just as 
well refer to Thomas as “Believing Thomas.” Still, 
his story helps believers today who struggle with 
doubt or who demand proof or evidence for what 
we believe. Furthermore, the way Jesus responded 
to Thomas’ doubt guides us in showing patience 
to others who may struggle with doubt. 

What aspects of Christian teaching do you find hardest to believe? 

When have you experienced doubt in your walk with God?

 Voices from 
Church History
“The life of faith is not a life 
of mounting up with wings, 
but a life of walking and 
not fainting.” 1 

–Oswald Chambers  
(1874-1917) 
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In this session we learn about the nature of doubt and faith and how Jesus responds to 
those whose faith may waver. As we look at different kinds of doubt and different kinds 
of faith, we come to understand that faith is “the assurance of things hoped for, the 
conviction of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). As believers, we are called to trust God with 
our own doubts and questions as well as strengthen the faith of others. 

1.  Thomas’ Condition for Belief (John 20:24-25)

24 Now Thomas, one of the Twelve, called the Twin, 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 in his hands the mark of the nails, and place my finger into the mark of the 
nails, and place my hand into his side, I will never believe.”

Thomas, for some undisclosed reason, had not been present when Jesus, the risen King, 
appeared to His disciples later on the day He was raised from death. When the other 
disciples claimed that they had seen the Lord alive, echoing the witness of the women 
at Jesus’ tomb, Thomas remained unconvinced and established a condition for his belief. 
The condition was physical evidence—he needed to see and even touch the wounds of 
the risen Lord before he would believe in His resurrection from the dead.

What are some reasons people doubt the resurrection of Jesus? 

What kinds of doubt have you experienced or seen in others?

Like Thomas, all of us struggle with doubt in one form or another. Even believers in 
Jesus have moments of doubt. Christian apologist and philosopher Gary Habermas 
distinguishes between three kinds of doubt in his book The Thomas Factor. 2  
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Factual Doubt 
This first type of uncertainty questions the truthfulness of Christianity due to biblical, 
historical, scientific, philosophical, and logical concerns. This kind of doubt can be 
satisfied by a careful look at the biblical, historical, scientific, philosophical, and logical 
evidence, which shows Christianity to be a reasonable, coherent belief system. 

Emotional Doubt
This second type of uncertainty is more 
subjective in nature. It emerges from one’s 
own moods and feelings. Aggravations that 
cause emotional doubt range from anxiety and 
depression to cultural peer pressure and a faulty 
view of God. Sometimes one’s own sinfulness or 
the hypocrisy one sees in the church causes the 
problem. Other times it is a tragic circumstance 
in life. The solution for believers experiencing this 
is to cast their cares upon God through prayer 
and to dwell on the truth (Phil. 4:6-9; 1 Pet. 5:7). 

Volitional Doubt
The third type of doubt is a decision, or an act of 
the will, to forsake the truth. It is an unwillingness 
to obey. This kind of doubt can stem from weak faith, stubbornness, arrogance, or a 
lack of repentance. This is the kind of doubt we should take most seriously because it 
expresses itself in disobedience and rebellion. The solution is a resolve or an awakening 
rooted in the light of the gospel of Christ (Eph. 5:13-14).

Why is it important to distinguish between different kinds of doubt? 

How should your response to a doubter change based on the kind of 
doubt he or she expresses?

 Voices from 
Church History
“The divine mercy ordained 
that a doubting disciple 
should, by feeling in his 
Master the wounds of the 
flesh, heal in us the wounds 
of unbelief. The unbelief of 
Thomas is more profitable to 
our faith than the belief of the 
other disciples. For the touch 
by which he is brought to 
believe confirms our minds in 
belief beyond all question.” 3 

–Gregory the Great 
(540-604) 
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2.  Jesus’ Command to Believe (John 20:26-27)

26 Eight days later, his disciples were inside again, and Thomas was with them. 
Although the doors were locked, 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; and put 
out your hand, and place it in my side. Do not disbelieve, but believe.”

Shortly after Jesus appeared to the disciples a 
second time, He turned to Thomas and issued 
a challenge—perhaps even a mild rebuke. The 
preliminary part of the challenge was for Thomas 
to handle the evidence, thus seeing for himself 
that his condition for belief had been met. Jesus’ 
offer provided proof once again that “the Word 
became flesh” (John 1:14). 

The core part of the challenge Jesus issued to 
Thomas was this: “Do not disbelieve, but believe.” 
Thomas had been a loyal disciple of Jesus to this 
point. Now he needed to exercise faith in the crucified and risen King. 

How would you explain or define faith to a seven-year-old who asks you 
what it means? 

What analogies or illustrations would you use to help a child understand 
biblical faith?

 Voices from  
the Church
“Christ demonstrates his 
victory over death, not by 
feats of strength, not by 
more and more spectacular 
miracles, but by wounds: nail 
holes, spear marks. Behold, 
the lamb who was slain.” 4 

–Mark Buchanan 
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But what exactly is faith that leads to eternal life? First, it’s worth noting that the 
words believe or belief and faith in the New Testament all translate from the same 
word. So, to believe is to have faith, and to have faith is to believe. Faith or belief is 
a trust and dependence on the Lord Jesus Christ, the One who died for our sins and 
rose to life. It might help to think for a moment about the following three aspects of 
faith as counterparts to the three kinds of doubt. 

Factual Faith
The first aspect involves an assent to the facts about Jesus and His provision of salvation. 
However, while faith is not less than mental agreement with the facts, it is certainly 
more than that. After all, James 2:19 says: “You believe that God is one; you do well. 
Even the demons believe—and shudder!” 

Emotional Faith
The second aspect of faith is a confidence in Jesus, even a loving affection for Him. Of 
course, faith is more than a feeling. At times, even the strongest feelings of confidence 
and trust can waver. But overall, a true believer will exercise an attitude of dependence. 

Volitional Faith
The third aspect of faith is an act of the will. It is the decision to depend on Jesus. It is 
the emotional and volitional aspect of faith that the demons lack. They cannot deny the 
truth, but neither do they willingly submit to it. 

How does Jesus’ response to Thomas both challenge and comfort 
those who doubt? 
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3.  Thomas’ Confession of Faith (John 20:28-29)

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 believed.”

Thomas’ confession is amazing, and we need to consider it carefully. First, we need to 
be clear that Thomas’ words were not a statement of shock and certainly not an outburst 
of profanity. 

This leads to a second observation, namely, that these words were directed to Jesus 
Himself. Thus, they were words of confession rather than profanity. They were words 
of conviction rather than mere surprise. 

Third, Thomas’ double use of the pronoun “my”—“My Lord and my God!”—reveals 
that these were words of submission and faith, not the first words that come out of the 
mouth of someone who has just been startled. Jesus’ response in verse 29 confirmed that 
Thomas was uttering words of faith. What Thomas said provided proof that he believed 
in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

Fourth, these words not only displayed the faith 
of Thomas in Jesus, the risen King, but also 
revealed who Jesus Christ is. Jesus is none other 
than God Himself! 

Finally, the words of Thomas provide a climax 
to the Gospel of John. D. A. Carson says this 
about Thomas’ confession: “It is the crowning 
display of how human faith has come to recognize 
the truth set out in the Prologue: ‘The Word 
was God…; the Word became flesh’ (1:1,14).” 5 
These words in John 1:1,14 and John 20:28 serve, 
then, as bookends or brackets that enclose the 
Gospel of John, providing a frame of reference 
for understanding everything else in it. 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
69. Faith 

Biblical faith is the resting, 
or trusting, in Christ alone 
for salvation (John 3:16-21). 
More than being simply 
a mental agreement of 
historical facts, genuine faith 
begins with a recognition 
and confession of the truth 
of the gospel (1 John 4:13-16), 
followed by a receiving of 
Christ as Lord and Savior 
of one’s life (John 1:10-13). 
Biblical faith is not blind 
faith, for it rests on the 
historical life, death, and 
resurrection of Christ.
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Why is publicly professing faith in Christ so vital to Christianity? 

How does your church celebrate clear and public professions of faith?

But how should we understand Jesus’ response in verse 29? While Jesus affirmed the 
faith of Thomas, He also seemed to issue a slight rebuke. Or did He? 

The second part of Jesus’ statement is what we call a beatitude—a statement of blessing. 
It makes sense to understand Jesus’ question about Thomas’ confession—“Have you 
believed because you have seen me?”—as a set-up for the beatitude Jesus offers: “Blessed 
are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” 

Rather than rebuking Thomas, Jesus anticipated a time when He would ascend to heaven 
and no longer be present physically on the earth. Once that happened, everyone who 
would believe would have to do so only by hearing the message of the gospel of a crucified 
and risen Savior. (The one lone exception seems to be the apostle Paul [1 Cor. 15:8].)

This is our situation today. We do not see Jesus physically, in the flesh. Nor do we need 
to do so. In fact, John will reveal in the next section (20:30-31) that he recorded the 
events he did, while deliberately leaving out others, with one purpose in mind: “so that 
you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may 
have life in his name” (v. 31). The Gospel of John’s account of the resurrection of Jesus 
offers the same kind of “proof” to us that Jesus offered to Thomas when he told Thomas 
to observe His hands and side (v. 27). 

How encouraging that Jesus’ response to doubters is not one of anger or dismay. Rather, 
Jesus offers a loving encouragement to doubters to exercise a faith that is grounded in 
the reality of His resurrection. So, even though we have not seen Jesus with our eyes, 
with Thomas we confess that Jesus Christ is our Lord and our God. Furthermore, this 
account is God’s call for us to be patient with doubters as we bear witness to His Son, 
whom we have seen only with the eyes of faith. 
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What can we learn from Jesus’ response to Thomas about how to 
respond to doubters—both those who are already believers in Jesus and 
those who are not? 

Conclusion

The solution to our doubt is to heed Jesus’ 
command to believe. This belief is not a blind 
faith. Rather, it is grounded in reality. Thomas 
was blessed to encounter the risen King for 
himself. He saw Jesus in His resurrected and 
glorified body and placed his hands in the scars 
from the cross, the signs of Christ’s unfailing love 
for His people. 

Today, we are blessed if we believe without 
seeing. This is not blind faith because we have the 
testimony of the eyewitnesses—the Gospel writers 
and the letters of the apostles. It is a genuine faith 
because the object of our hope is real—Jesus Christ, 
our risen King!

CHRIST CONNECTION: Although Thomas doubted the testimony of the 
other disciples, he was blessed to encounter the risen Jesus for himself. 
He saw Jesus in His resurrected and glorified body and placed his hands in 
the scars from the cross, the signs of Christ’s unfailing love for His people. 
Though we have not seen Jesus with our eyes, with Thomas we confess by 
faith that Jesus Christ is our Lord and our God. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Let them therefore confess, 
even they who previously 
denied that the crucified was 
God, that they have erred. 
For the divine Scriptures 
bid them, and especially 
Thomas, who, after seeing 
upon him the print of the 
nails, cried out, ‘My Lord and 
my God.’ ” 6 

–Athanasius (circa 293-373) 
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1.  What are some conditions for belief in Christ that you have heard recently, 
and how can you respond to those conditions with truth and patience?

2.  As part of sharing the gospel, how would you explain biblical faith to an 
unchurched non-Christian?

3.  Write a prayer to God asking for help with your own doubts or asking for wisdom 
and patience in helping others with their doubts regarding the risen King.

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to be patient with doubters 
as we bear witness to His Son, whom we have seen only with the 
eyes of faith.
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