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May 3rd – John 20:24-31 
 
Hello. Good to share this time with you.  
 
We continue in our series on the post-resurrection 
appearances of Jesus, interweaving it with the 
Mission of God and life in a pandemic. Today 
though, we focus on something we learn from 
Thomas who by his honest humanity opens up 
something of great relevance to these days. 
 
We are back in John 20. Let’s set the scene. We 
have seen a lot over the last two weeks, but 
someone has been missing in all this. Thomas!  
We don’t know why he wasn’t there on Easter 
Sunday. But his response is unambiguous to the 
news that the disciples have seen Jesus! 
 

“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.” John 20:25b. 

 
So why, in the face of their certainty does he 
answer in this way? 
 
We have called him ‘Doubting Thomas.’  
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This is partly because Jesus says to him:  
 

“Do not doubt but believe.” John 20:27b 
 
But the problem with using the word ‘doubt’ for 
Thomas, is that we all experience doubt at times. 
We all have times when we are struck by a lack of 
certainty. We can become concerned that perhaps 
then, if we are ever anything other than rock solid 
sure, there might be something wrong with our 
faith!!  
 
So, why does Jesus use the word doubt? Erm…he 
doesn’t. It’s an unhelpful translation. The literal 
phrase is ‘un-believing.’ Jesus uses the present 
imperative, which means to ‘stop doing an ongoing 
action’! The ongoing action in this case is un-
believing. Jesus is saying to Thomas to stop being 
someone who is unbelieving and instead be 
someone who is believing. And it’s said in the 
imperative; a command. Stop unbelieving! I am 
standing here in front of you!! Put your finger here 
and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it 
in my side.  
 
The NLT version puts it beautifully: 
 

“Don’t be faithless any longer. Believe!” 
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We often think the opposite of faith is doubt. 
Actually the opposite of faith is unbelief!   
 
Faith is to sit on the chair knowing it will hold you 
up.  
 
Faith with doubt is to sit on the chair, perhaps with 
a degree of uncertainty, perhaps hesitantly, 
cautiously and perhaps even fearfully. But it is still 
to sit on the chair.  
 
Unbelief is to refuse to sit on the chair.  
 
So if you have doubts – don’t worry! Let’s allow 
Jesus to work in any uncertainty so we can grow in 
our trust of Him. 
  
But why was Thomas so disbelieving in the face of 
such certainty in others?  
 
Let’s grapple our way into this with a question: can 
you believe you are living in this pandemic? It’s 
unbelievable isn’t it. It’s so far beyond our 
experience. It’s hard to comprehend. However 
hard it is to believe, the evidence of its existence is 
all around us. Yet, it’s unbelievable. What makes it 
harder to accept is the grief it causes. We spoke 
about this two weeks ago. There are losses 
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attached to being in this pandemic that we need to 
be mindful of and which are affecting us. 
 
I want to share an illustration that is very helpful 
in helping us understand how grief affects us. It’s 
called ‘the erratic cycle of grief’ and I am forever 
indebted to Barbara, a bereavement counsellor, 
who introduced me to it.  
 
It goes like this.  
 

 ‘X’ marks the spot. It’s the loss, 
any loss, of someone or 
something that is precious to 
us.   
 
 

 
Any loss! In a pandemic, we are experiencing the 
enforced absence or distance from our loved ones, 
removal of precious aspects of our life and great 
uncertainty. Even just going to the grocery store to 
buy bread now has the potential to risk our health, 
our life, and the lives of others. 
 
Every loss begins a grief process. This is next: 
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Shock, denial, disbelief!   
We just can’t take it in. I wonder if 
Thomas having seen his Rabbi, 
Jesus, executed, found it too much 
to take in! His life was turned 

upside down. We are in a pandemic and our lives 
are tipped upside down. 
 
 

Next come emotions like 
anger, envy and others. We 
can think it ‘unfair’ what’s 
happened to us, and can be 
angry about it. This anger can 
show itself in a variety of 
ways, from passive 

aggression, silence, belligerence, to - if I might use 
a British phrase - throwing ones’ toys out of the 
pram.  
 
Feeling more angry lately?  
 
We can also resent that others seem spared or 
don’t understand how we feel. 
 
We can feel an envy of those who are not robbed 
in the way we feel we are robbed. I remember a 
widower telling me how he felt envious of other 
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men his age still with their wives and families when 
he saw them in his local grocery store. 
 
We are all different, so grief affects us in different 
ways. And all these emotions are ok. It is not 
wrong to feel any of them.  
 
 

The next step is that old adage 
that ‘life must go on.’ So we find a 
way of coping, a bargaining we 
make with ourselves - or even 
with God - that helps us feel more 
in control so we can carry on.  

 
And at this point we think we are 
doing okay. We feel we have 
accepted our situation and, instead 
of looking back, bereaved and sad, 
we start to look forward and see a 

new future.  
 

 
We feel we may be on our way up.  
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So the worst is over and it’s blue skies all the way. 
Yay! 
 
Except… alas… it’s not that simple. We try to jump 
from ‘bargaining’ to ‘new futures’ hoping actually 
to avoid something. We have tried to find a way to 
cope without truly connecting with the terrible pain 
that accompanies our loss. 
 
 

Down here is ‘the pit.’ This is 
how we really feel. Not the 
polite exterior we put on for 
others, or even for ourselves.  
To walk through the pit is to 
grasp hold of the reality and the 

pain of loss. It is the searing pain of loss where 
there is no light and the only hope we can cling to 
is Jesus. We honestly feel nothing will ever be the 
same again.  
 
 
All of us tend to run from emotional pain. No 
wonder we want to jump straight from bargaining 
to acceptance, for who wants to be in this pit! But 
be in it we must, allow ourselves to own it and feel 
it we must. We must own it for we must process it, 
allow it to go through us, so we can move on.  
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I have observed people not making the decisions 
that were the best and right for their future but, 
instead, choosing decisions that took them away 
from emotional pain.  
 
 

So the process is shaped like 
this. To move through grief in a 
healthy way means to 
experience ‘the pit;’ to truly 
accept the loss; so we are truly 
ready for new futures. 

 
 
 

The cycle is complete when we 
return to that X again. But it 
ends up being more of a spiral 
than a circle. 
 
 

 
Oh – and remember, this is called the ‘erratic 
cycle’ for we do not neatly transition around the 
spiral. We ping back and forth, but, hopefully, 
gradually and increasingly, we progress and see 
healing bear fruit over time. 
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Also, please note, we do not 
end up where we started. We 
are changed by this process.  
 
 
 
 

How do we end up? That depends on us. 
 
 

We’ll either be healed, able to help 
others. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Or, bitter and resentful.  
 
Why’s that? If we don’t deal 
healthily with how we really feel, 
we’ll carry all those unprocessed 

feelings. I have seen people reject God after a 
tragedy for they blamed God. God was the focus of 
their anger in stage 2 but they never processed 
that, never let go of it in the pit and so kept hold 
of it.  
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Grief, bereavement and loss is a key aspect of our 
humanity. We cannot avoid it. Our losses 
accumulate throughout our lives, and, if we don’t 
deal with them healthily, all the unprocessed 
emotions of one loss pile into the next and the 
next and the next and we end up with a lifetime of 
losses, none of them processed healthily. We may 
may blame God, or believe ourselves a failure, 
which causes us to shy away from God.  
 
So you can see there is potential for unprocessed 
grief to lead us into unbelief. We stop living God’s 
ways and, instead, live lives shaped by all the 
lingering grief, bereavement and loss. 
 
So, are we aware of how grief works in us? How is 
living in the pandemic affecting us? Is it affecting 
our trust in and walk with God? Is the pain and 
challenge of this pulling us away from God and 
living his ways? 
 
So how do we apply all this? By way of a change, 
here is forty seconds of one of my favourite films, 
The Lord of the Rings: the Fellowship of the Ring. 
Frodo has the task of taking the Ring to Mordor to 
destroy it. But it has become a heavy burden!!  
 
[Lord of the Rings clip] 
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I am sure we all feel like Frodo! None of us would 
have chosen these days. But like Frodo, we have a 
choice, as did Thomas. Are we going to deal with 
our grief healthily or unhealthily? Are we going to 
live in unbelief or belief? 
 
I think it entirely understandable that Thomas, in 
his loss and grief would not accept, for fear of 
more pain, what his fellow disciples were telling 
him. Jesus is alive. How can it be? But what Jesus 
challenged Thomas to do was to trust, stop 
dwelling in unbelief and live in belief instead.  
 
We are not told whether he put his hand in Jesus’ 
side. Instead, he utters words of great truth. ‘My 
Lord and My God.’  
 
Jesus is our Lord and our God.  
 
We don’t have to fear anything that is to come. We 
don’t have to fear the pain of any loss in these 
days. That doesn’t mean it isn’t awfully painful! But 
we don’t have to fear it. We can embrace it and 
march into that pit, for whatever is happening and 
whatever will come, Jesus walks into the pit, with 
us. After all, he has been through it himself.  
 
Finally, Thomas saw the Risen Jesus, but we are 
blessed in a way he was not!  
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“You believe because you have seen me. 
Blessed are those who believe without seeing 
me.” John 20:29 

 
That’s you and me. We are blessed! We have not 
seen yet still we trust and believe in our Saviour, 
Lord, God and Friend. It is our Lord and God who 
says to us: ‘Peace be with you. Shalom. All is well 
for I am with you.’  
 
 


