From Defeat to Victory! Part II (John 20:19-31)

In this passage, from John’s gospel, we have two triumphal stories. The first is the disciples’ victory over fear. The second is the victory over unbelief. This, of course, is the story of Thomas’ triumph over unbelief. In both of these narratives it was not a matter of a person pulling themselves up by their bootstraps, digging deep down within and overcoming. Rather it was the case of the loving God coming to them and lifting them up; in the first case the disciples are lifted out of their fear to courage, and in the second Thomas is lifted out of his unbelief to faith in the Lord Jesus.

I.
Thomas’ unreasonableness (vv. 24-29)

This first half of this section is all about the unreasonableness of Thomas. Thomas was not with the other disciples when they assembled on Sunday, “Then, the same day at evening, being the first day of the week, when the doors were shut where the disciples were assembled, for fear of the Jews” (v. 19, 24). Was it reasonable for him not to have attended? Next Thomas refused to believe the report of the resurrection of Jesus from the account of eyewitnesses; even though they were credible witnesses.

The second half of the first section is all about Thomas’ deliverance from unbelief. The risen Lord appears to Thomas. Jesus offers him peace and proof. This proof leads to a great profession of faith and a promise to all of us.


A.
Delinquent (vv. 24-25a; Exod 20:8; Heb 10:24-25)

“Now Thomas, called the Twin, one of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus came. The other disciples therefore said to him, ‘We have seen the Lord.” The natural question we ask is, “Why didn’t Thomas meet with the other apostles?” Of course it is a question we cannot answer. We can however surmise what the reasons might have been. Was he so depressed over the death of his Lord that he considered it a waste of time? Had he become disappointed with God because of the crucifixion? Was he engaged in some business activity and did not want to make the time to meet with the others? Was he overcome with fear and simply afraid to show his face in public? Whatever the reason, Thomas missed a great blessing by not attending this assembly.

What blessings did Thomas forfeit by not attending? He missed a visit from the Lord Himself. He missed out on the peace the Lord gave to the gathered disciples (vv. 19, 21). He missed out on the blessing of the Holy Spirit given at that time (v. 22). He also missed the call to duty the others received (v. 21).

We likewise forfeit blessings when we fail to gather together to worship as an assembled group. “Those know not what they lose who carelessly absent themselves from the stated solemn assemblies of Christians” (Matthew Henry). “As it is of good consequence to attend the assemblies of Christ's disciples and followers, so it is of bad consequence to neglect or forsake them: it is frequently to good purpose that persons attend them; here God comes and blesses his people, Jesus grants his presence, the graces of the Spirit are increased, and drawn forth into exercise; souls that have lost sight of Christ find him, disconsolate ones are comforted, weak ones strengthened, and hungry ones fed: on the other hand, not to attend is of bad consequence; neglect of assembling together exposes too many snares and temptations; brings on a spiritual leanness; leads to an indifference and lukewarmness: issues in a low degree of grace, and a non-exercise of it, and in a loss of Christ's presence” (John Gill).

The Christian is still expected to obey the fifth commandment, only the day has changed. “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy” (Exod 20:8). “And let us consider one another in order to stir up love and good works, not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as is the manner of some, but exhorting one another, and so much the more as you see the Day approaching” (Heb 10:24-25).


B.
Doubting (v. 25b; John 6:26-36)

In the last part of verse 25 Thomas’ unreasonableness is seen in his refusal to believe the eyewitness account of at least ten credible witnesses. The type of eyewitness testimony is a trial lawyer’s dream. Thomas “Said to them, ‘Unless I see in His hands the print of the nails, and put my finger into the print of the nails, and put my hand into His side, I will not believe.” The only thing Thomas has going for him is that he is now gathering together with believers (v. 26).

Dr. McGee wrote, “Boy is he a doubter! He has enough evidence to make him a believer, but he is not. But at least now it appears that he will stay with the other disciples. My friend, if you are going to grow in grace, you will have to come together with the saints and grow with them. I believe you have to share what you learn from the Word of the Lord. . . I know that today there are many people who say, ‘If only I could see Him, if only I could touch Him, then I would believe.’ The problem is not with the lack of available evidence of the death and Resurrection. The problem is in the human heart. God will meet the honest doubt of a man, but I do not think He deals with dishonest doubts. Many people say they can't believe the Bible. They claim their problem is intellectual. Friend, most people will not believe the Bible because of moral problems. A man told me just the other day that he couldn't believe the Old Testament. Later I learned that he is living in adultery. The Old Testament says ‘Thou shalt not commit adultery’ (Exod 20:14). He doesn't want to believe the Old Testament. However, I am confident that God will always meet an honest doubter.”

The difference between Thomas, a person who wants to believe, and a person just looking for excuses not to believe can be seen in the Gospel of John. Jesus had just feed the multitude with the fish and loaves. He and the disciples had departed to Capernaum. When the crowd realized that He was gone they followed Him. When they caught up with Jesus, He informed them that their interest in Him was less than honorable; they wanted food stamps. So this crowd challenged the Lord, “What sign will You perform then, that we may see it and believe You? What work will You do” (John 6:30)? The Lord said, “You have seen Me and yet do not believe” (John 6:36). They were not interested in believing, they were not honest, they simply wanted what they wanted—a free meal. Thomas on the other hand, as we shall see, wanted to believe, he just demanded more evidence.


C.
Delivered (vv. 26-29)

The story now turns the corner. Eight days later the Lord appears again to the group. Thomas, by being present, had put himself in a favorable position to receive a blessing. The Lord did not disappoint! The Lord, instead of scolding Thomas brings peace. He then offers to Thomas the proof he desired. As a result Thomas utters the highest confession a person can offer and Jesus concludes with a promise to you and me.



1.
Peace (v. 26; Matt 11:28; Rom 5:1)

Jesus offers Thomas the peace He had just last week offered the other disciples. “This is the peace that comes from being justified by faith through our Lord Jesus Christ, which gives us peace with God. . . [It is the] peace of redemption—peace with God. Redemption is now complete.” (McGee). Jesus died to pay the penalty for our sins. God is now able to accept those who come to Him through the Lord Jesus. Jesus is the source of all peace. More specifically, His sacrificial death is the source of peace. Jesus, speaking of this peace said, “Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt 11:28). Are you burdened with sin? Come to Jesus. Paul said, “Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 5:1). 



2.
Proof (v. 27; Rom 10:9-10)

The gracious Lord, instead of condemning Thomas, grants him the very proof he desired. “Reach your finger here, and look at My hands; and reach your hand here, and put it into My side. Do not be unbelieving, but believing.” We are never told whether Thomas accepted His offer or not. The Lord commands Thomas to start believing. The very next thing we see is Thomas’ glorious confession of faith. Thomas now has peace with God (Rom 10:9-10). Christ will meet the needs of the soul, by God’s grace, searching for the Truth.

The story of Charles Spurgeon’s conversion is an example of God’s work in the heart. Of what happens when the seeking soul puts itself in an assembly of believers. “I sometimes think I might have been in darkness and despair until now had it not been for the goodness of God in sending a snow-storm one Sunday, while I was going to a certain place of worship. When I could go no further I turned down a side street and came to a little Primitive Methodist Chapel. In that chapel there may have been a dozen or fifteen people. I had heard of the primitive Methodist, how they sang so loudly that they made the people’s heads ache, but that did not matter to me. I wanted to know how I might be saved, and if they could tell me that I did not care how much they made my head ache. The minister did not come that morning; he was snowed up, I suppose. At last a very thin looking man, a shoemaker or tailor or something of that sort, went up into the pulpit to preach. . . The text was, ‘Look unto me and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth.’ The preacher begun thus, wrote Spurgeon: ‘My dear friends, this is a very simple text indeed. It says, ‘Look.’ Well, a man needn’t go to college to learn to look. You may be the biggest fool, and yet you can look. A man needn’t be worth a thousand a year to be able to look. Anyone can look; even a child can look. But then the text says, ‘Look unto Me.’ Ay! Many of ye are lookin’ to yourselves, but it’s no use lookin’ there. You’ll never find any comfort in yourselves. Some look to God the Father. No, look to Him by-and-by. Jesus Christ says, ‘Look unto Me.’ Some of ye say, ‘We must wait for the Spirit’s workin’. You have no business with that just now. Look to Christ. The text says, ‘Look unto Me.’

The preaching was crude enough, but it had in it the power of God unto salvation. Spurgeon wrote, ‘I looked until I could almost have looked my eyes away. There and then the cloud was gone, the darkness had rolled away, and that moment I saw the sun, and I could have risen that instant and sung with the most enthusiastic of them, of the precious Blood of Christ and the simple faith which looks alone to Him” (J. C. Carlile).



3.
Profession (v. 28; John 1:1, 14, 18; 20:31)

“Thomas’ response, My Lord and My God! is the high point of the Gospel. Here was a skeptical man, confronted by the evidence of Jesus’ resurrection. He announced that Jesus, the Man of Galilee, is God manifest in the flesh. Thus the truths in the first chapter were realized personally in this apostle (John 1:1, 14, 18)” (Bible Knowledge Commentary). Thomas’ confession is the response John wanted from those who would read this Gospel (v. 31).



4.
Promise (v. 29; Rom 1:16)

Jesus pronounced a blessing on those of us who believe through the message of the gospel and not through physical evidence. “The surest evidence is the Word of God. If God says a thing, we honor Him by believing it; but we dishonor Him by demanding additional evidence. We should believe simply because He said it and because He cannot lie or be mistaken” (Believer’s Bible Commentary). “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes, for the Jew first and also for the Greek” (Rom 1:16).

II.
John’s reason (vv. 30-31; 21:25)

With the confession of Thomas, and the blessing pronounced on those who believe the gospel through the written word, John tells us why he wrote this book. “And truly Jesus did many other signs in the presence of His disciples, which are not written in this book; but these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in His name” (vv. 30-31). John picked a handful, out of a plethora, of miracles that Jesus performed. These were chosen that readers would believe on the Lord Jesus and be saved (John 21:25).

All scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the New King James Version®. Copyright © 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
1

