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When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where the 
disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, 
“Peace be with you.” After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the 
disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the 
Father has sent me, so I send you.” When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to 
them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you 
retain the sins of any, they are retained.” But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the 
twelve, was not with them when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the 
Lord.” But he said to them, “Unless 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, I will not believe.” 
A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. Although the 
doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you.” Then he said 
to Thomas, “Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. 
Do not doubt but believe.” Thomas answered him, “My Lord and my God!” Jesus said to him, 
“Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet 
have come to believe.” Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which 
are not written in this book. But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is 
the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name. 
 
 Today’s scripture tells us that the night of Jesus’ Resurrection, the 

disciples were gathered in the Upper Room where they had shared the Last 

Supper before his Crucifixion. They were afraid, and the doors were locked. 

According to the Gospel of John, only one person had seen the risen Jesus 

before then. That was Mary Magdalene, who was present as he died, even 

though the sight of his suffering must have filled her with anguish. Indeed, the 

only disciples whom the Gospels say were present at Jesus’ crucifixion were 

the women who followed him from Galilee, including his mother. Most of his 

male disciples, with the exception of the one the Gospel of John calls “the 

Beloved Disciple,” had run away. 
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 On the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene went to Jesus’ tomb. There, 

according to the Gospel of John, she saw the stone in front of the entry rolled 

away. She had gone to fetch Peter and the Beloved Disciple. They ran to the 

empty tomb, saw the discarded grave wrappings, and left Mary there by 

herself. Sobbing in the garden, she saw someone she took to be the gardener, 

who asked her why she was weeping and for whom she was looking. She said 

the body of her Lord was missing. Would he—the presumed gardener—tell 

her if he had moved it somewhere else? If he had, she would take it away. 

Then, Jesus said “Mary.” She flung herself on him, and didn’t want to let him 

go, but he told her he needed her to do something: to go and tell the others that 

she had seen him and that he would soon be ascending to “my Father and your 

Father, to my God and your God.” His resurrection from the dead made them 

all children of the one true God. 

 When Jesus asked Mary Magdalene to tell the others, she became the first 

Christian evangelist, the very first Christian preacher. She told the other 

disciples that Jesus was risen from the dead, but still, the doors of the place 

where they had gathered remained locked. They didn’t believe her. They 

remained afraid. 

 Then, Jesus himself stood among them. “Peace be with you,” he said. He 

showed them his hands and feet, where the nails had been, because it was very 

important that they know that he was not a ghost. And then he breathed on 

them, and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.” 

 The Greek term translated as “to breathe upon” is emphysao. It is the 

opposite of “emphysema,” a Greek name for a disease that impairs the ability 
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to breathe. In this context, though, emphysao is not just any breath; it is divine 

breath. The first time “divine breath” appears in the Bible is in Genesis, when 

God creates the first human from the dirt and breathes in the breath of life. The 

second time divine breath appears in the Bible is in the 104th Psalm, 

describing God’s relationship to the creatures of the earth: “When you send 

forth your breath, they are created…” The third time divine breath appears is 

in the vision of the prophet Ezekiel. The Lord shows Ezekiel a valley full of 

dry bones, and the Lord says to the bones, “I will cause breath to enter you, 

and you shall live.” The scattered bones rose, took on flesh, and lived, because 

of the breath of God. That scripture is the source of the old spiritual, “Dem 

Bones.” In all these instances, the breath of God gives life. 

 The fourth place divine breath appears is in today’s scripture reading. 

Jesus, into whose corpse life returned with divine power and animation, 

appeared to the disciples. He breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy 

Spirit.” Throughout the Bible, up to this point, the Holy Spirit had only been 

given to a few select people—to a handful of prophets, to Jesus at his baptism. 

The Holy Spirit was too powerful to be entrusted to very many. But, in today’s 

scripture, the risen Jesus Christ gave it to his disciples, those unworthy, rather 

craven figures who had run away and whose doors were locked for fear. 

 There was, of course, one prominent apostle who was absent that night: 

Thomas. Incidentally, a disciple is someone who follows, and an apostle is 

someone who is sent. Jesus had many followers—disciples—but most of them 

did not become apostles. Whenever you read the list of the original Twelve 

Apostles (the ones Jesus sent forth on an earlier mission before his crucifixion 
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and resurrection), you can assume their respective importance by the order in 

which their names are listed. Peter always heads the list. Judas Iscariot is 

always listed last. Around the middle, you’ll find the name of Thomas, or 

“Didymus,” which means “Twin.” What we know of him mostly comes from 

the Gospel of John. We know, for example, that he was courageous. When 

Lazarus died, and Jesus wanted to return to Bethany, the other disciples tried to 

talk him out of it. The last time they had been there, they reminded him, 

enemies had tried to stone him to death. Thomas alone spoke up and said, “Let 

us go, too, so we can die with him.” That is not a great campaign slogan, but it 

was still a gutsy thing to say. He stood against the majority, and was prepared 

to die, if necessary, by Jesus’ side. It was also a pessimistic thing to say, which 

means that Thomas was no starry-eyed idealist, but someone who saw reality 

for what it was. At the Passover Supper the night before his crucifixion, Jesus 

had told the disciples he was going to return to the Father, and they knew the 

way he was going. Thomas alone was straightforward enough to admit that he 

had no idea what Jesus meant: “We don’t know where you’re going. How can 

we know the way?” Jesus answered, “I am the way, the truth and the life. No 

one comes to the Father but by me.” So, John’s Gospel offers this sketch of an 

apostle who is no rocket scientist, but is nonetheless brave, honest and candid 

to a fault. God can use such people. When Jesus was arrested, Thomas wasn’t 

one of the three disciples tasked with keeping watch with him in the Garden of 

Gethsemane. You will remember that those three—Peter, James and John—

had fallen asleep. When the Temple authorities tried to take Jesus, Peter 

resisted violently at first, slicing the ear off of the high priest’s poor slave, but 
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Jesus told him to put his sword away. Later that night, even though he 

followed Jesus and his captors, Peter would deny knowing him three times. 

 Would things have been different if Thomas had been there? Perhaps there 

would have been more violence, but the outcome would have been the same. 

But if Thomas hadn’t been in the Garden of Gethsemane when Jesus was 

arrested, he also wasn’t at the cross when he died. Like a baseball pitcher 

whose throwing arm develops tendinitis, the places where we are most 

vulnerable are not our acknowledged weaknesses, but our presumed strengths. 

It’s a terrible thing to suddenly realize that we are not as good, nor as brave, 

nor as strong, as we thought we were. The generalized disgust Thomas may 

have felt toward the others would have been most forcibly directed at himself. 

He had proven not to be the man he thought he was in Jesus’ most desperate 

hours of need. If he held the others in contempt, he held himself in contempt 

more. That may have explained his absence from the Upper Room when the 

risen Jesus first appeared to the other disciples. They were behind locked doors 

out of fear. Thomas was not. He was out in Jerusalem, among the throngs, 

trying to prove to his harshest critic—himself—that he was not a coward. 

Whatever fear he might have felt, he would not let it posses him. Thomas did 

finally join the other and they told him they had seen the Lord. He said he’d 

believe them when he felt the nail holes for himself, and stuck his hand in the 

spear wound. 

 When Jesus had breathed the Holy Spirit upon the other disciples, he had 

said, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” By the time Thomas belatedly 

showed up in the Upper Room, they were still there. If you’re sent, aren’t you 
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supposed to go? Maybe that’s why Thomas didn’t believe them—because they 

didn’t act like people who had seen the risen Lord and received the Holy 

Spirit. If they thought Jesus was alive, why was their behavior the same as 

when they thought he was dead? Why were they still locked away in that 

Upper Room? Maybe the only change that Thomas could perceive in them was 

that their story had changed. And maybe that’s why some people don’t believe 

us when we tell them about the risen Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit. If 

Jesus is alive, why is our behavior the same as if he were dead? 

 A week later, they were all still there in the Upper Room, and the doors 

were still shut. Again, Jesus came to them and said, “Peace be with you,” and 

then he bore down on Thomas. “Put your finger here in the nail holes. Reach 

out your hand and put it in my side. Do not be doubtful, but believing.” 

Thomas cried out, “My Lord and my God!” It is, in many ways, the highlight 

of the Gospel. A brave and honest skeptic comes to faith. Jesus said, “You 

believed because you have seen me. Blessed are those who have not seen and 

yet believe.” We call Thomas “Doubting Thomas,” and think that what Jesus 

said to him meant that people who can believe without visual proof are better 

people. But Jesus didn’t say they were better people. He said they were 

blessed, which means they were happier. In Greek, the word makarios can 

mean either happy or blessed. It is true that people who are more trusting are, 

as a rule, happier than those who are not. But it is more important to be 

trustworthy than it is to be trusting. Most of all it, is important for a Christian 

to follow the truth wherever it leads. 

 In moral theology, there are two kinds of ignorance. One is called 
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invincible ignorance, in which, despite our best efforts, we are simply and 

fundamentally incapable of comprehending something. We do our best, but we 

just don’t get it. We’re two sandwiches short of a picnic, and we just can’t help 

it. There is no sin in being invincibly ignorant. The other kind of ignorance is 

called vincible, or willful, where we could and should know something 

important, if we would just put a little effort into its discovery. If it is easier to 

believe the lie than it is to try to find the truth; if it is easier to hold the grudge 

than it is to work for reconciliation or offer forgiveness; if it is easier to do 

nothing than to try and discern what the living Jesus Christ is calling us to do, 

that is vincible, willful ignorance, and it is a form of sin. 

 Thomas wanted to know the truth about Jesus’ resurrection, and he didn’t 

trust the other apostles to tell it. Fair enough. As the English historian Thomas 

Carlyle said of his little church in England, “What this parish needs is what 

every parish needs, a person who knows God at more than second hand.” But 

when Thomas was shown the proof of truth that he sought, he cried out, “My 

Lord and my God!” The last of the original apostles to see the resurrected 

Christ was the first to declare his divinity. 

 Not long after that, Thomas left that Upper Room. There is a very ancient, 

enduring, and (in my opinion) reliable history that he preached and 

evangelized in the Parthian Empire—present day Iran—and that by the year 52 

he had made it all the way to Muziris, an ancient seaport in southwestern India, 

where he preached the Gospel and baptized new believers. Certainly, the St. 

Thomas Christians of India, a very ancient Christian community, believe that 

is what he did. All the other apostles stayed within the known territories of the 



JOHN 20.19-31, 2017  8 

Roman Empire. Thomas went well beyond it. When Thomas was sent, he 

went. Of the new believers Thomas brought to Christ, not one of them saw the 

resurrected Jesus for themselves. That means that, through the power of the 

Holy Spirit, they learned of him through the testimony of Thomas—a man who 

knew the risen Jesus Christ at first hand. They were blessed, happy, those 

whom Thomas told of Christ, for they believed without seeing what Thomas 

had seen. That means that they must have believed he was telling them the 

truth. 

 May God’s Holy Spirit inspire us in our calling as disciples, so that when 

people hear us testify that Jesus Christ is alive, they will believe that we are 

telling them the truth. But let us be certain that it is the truth, in the name of 

Jesus Christ, who is the way, the truth, and the life, our ever-living Lord and 

God. 

             Amen. 
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