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  English-born author and preacher George Buttrick used to talk about the nature of truth—and our 
belief in it—by placing truth into three categories in ascending order of importance. 

The first is the truth of fact:  two plus two equals four.  The sun rose at 6:18am today.  The area of a 
circle is Pi times its radius squared (thank you Archimedes!).  Facts are truths that are objective in nature 
and speak for themselves.  Think of Sargent Joe Friday from the old TV show Dragnet: “Just the facts, 
ma’am.” 

The second order of truth is the truth of an idea.  “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 
are created equal” is a prime example of this, and “We here highly resolve…that government of the 
people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth” is an eloquent defense of the 
same truth.  Both these statements speak to the idea and experiment of democracy and its worth to us 
as one of the pillars of a free society.  The truth of ideas reveal what we place worth and importance in.  
They go beyond factual demonstration or discovery.  They involve value, belief, and the will to achieve 
them. 

The third and highest form of truth, said Buttrick, is the truth of relationship--like that between a 
mother and child, a husband and wife, a man and his dog (I had to add that), a believer and God.  “I am 
the resurrection and the life,” said Jesus to Martha on the road up to Bethany.  “Do you believe this?”  
“Yes, Lord,” said Martha.  “I believe.”  “I believe that you are the Christ, the one coming into the world.”  
Why did Martha believe that?  Because she knew Jesus.  Christ said to Peter, “Simon, son of Jonah, do 
you love me?”  “Yes, Lord,” replied Peter.  “You know that I love you.”  “Feed my sheep,” said the Lord.  
Why was Peter willing to do that?  Because he loved Jesus.  And because he now knew that Jesus 
believed in him.  A loving, knowing relationship is the highest form of truth.  It’s the kind that people will 
lay down their lives for. 

I 

  I want to invite you this morning to look at the truth of the Resurrection on all three levels, as it is 
related to us from the Gospel of John.  There are four encounters with the Risen Christ that are recorded 
in the Fourth Gospel, two of which take place on the first day of the week, three days after  the 
Crucifixion, just as Jesus promised.  Early in the morning, Mary met Jesus in the Garden, outside the 
empty tomb, as event celebrated in stained glass in the Chancel of this church.  Mary did not recognize 
Jesus until his called her by her name.  Then she ran to tell the disciples, “I have seen the Lord!” 

  Now it is evening, and as darkness falls, the disciples are gathered together in a house somewhere in 
the City, hiding behind locked doors.  So far, nothing in the account of the empty tomb related to them 
by Peter and John, or even the testimony of Mary, has served to convince them of the truth of Jesus’ 
resurrection.  They are all doubting disciples!  Doubting and afraid.  And then Jesus comes. Although the 
doors are locked, he “came and stood in their midst,” –literally, “in the middle of them all,” which is 
exactly where you would expect him to be.  Suddenly—he is standing there—standing there in their 
midst, which is what the Greek word for resurrection “anastasis” literally means: “to stand up.”  He 
just—appears.  The text doesn’t say he passed through the locked doors, any more than it says he 
walked into the Garden or came strolling along the Lakeshore.  He simply is there.  And apparently he 
leaves in pretty much the same manner.  Gregory of Nyssa, one of the Early Church Fathers, wrote “after 



his resurrection he showed himself whenever he wanted to his disciples.  When he wished to be 
present, he was in their midst.” 

  Four days earlier, on the evening before his arrest, he had told them that he must go to the Father but 
that he would return again with the gift of the Holy Spirit.  “Peace I leave with you,” he said—and now 
his first words to them on the day of Resurrection were “Peace be with you.”  “Shalom Alechem.”  
“Peace be with you,” repeated again for emphasis.  What is this peace?  It is, in essence, the gift of 
himself.  “For he is our peace,” writes Paul in his letter to the Ephesians.  Christ is our peace.  His 
presence brings us into his peace.  And his greeting confers on his followers, in the words of 
Commentator Dale Brunner, “his love, his forgiveness, his favor and his blessing.”  Now you know why 
people say “The peace of Christ be with you” each Sunday.  “And with your spirit,” we respond.  These 
are words of blessing, power and grace. 

  And now, Jesus shows them his wounded hands and side, the marks of his crucifixion.  He is not a 
ghost, as the disciples feared in Luke’s account, where Jesus eats some fish to demonstrate his physical 
presence even though he had no need for food.  He is no evanescent spirit.  He has a body—the same 
one which hung bleeding upon the cross.  As Gregory of Nyssa said, “He did not remain in death’s 
power.  The wounds that his body received…offered no impediment to his rising again.”  He came to 
them in the power of his divinity, yet with the same body that carried the cross to Golgotha.  The 
scriptures are crystal-clear about this.  His body bore the marks of his death.  Yet he was very much 
alive!  Years later, John would affirm in his own letters, “We declare to you…what we have seen with our 
own eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life” (1 John 
1:1ff).  Yes, “seeing is believing,” and the Son of God clearly intended to convey the factual truth of his 
resurrection to his disbelieving disciples on that very first Easter.  As Pope Gregory the Great put it, “He 
showed them that his body was both incorruptible and could be touched…” which is why we confess our 
belief in “the resurrection of the body” each time we recite the Apostles’ Creed in church.  In his 
humanity, Jesus bears the marks of his crucifixion.  In his divinity, he comes and stands among them in 
the power of the Resurrection.  The text states that they were “ecstatic”—that they were “overjoyed.”  
He could have appeared among them in the dazzling raiment of his Transfiguration.  He chose not to 
because he was raised for their sake—and for ours.  “Peace be with you,” he said, and then he fulfilled 
the second promise he made the evening before his death.  He gave them the gift of the Holy Spirit.  “As 
the Father has sent me, so I send you.  Receive the Holy Spirit.”  No longer will they be his students, you 
see.  Now, through the Holy Spirit, they have become his Apostles: the messengers of his Gospel and the 
teachers of the Church.  They’ve just graduated, you see, and this is their Commencement.  He breathed 
on them just like God breathed into the nostrils of Adam at the beginning of Genesis, or in the Valley of 
Dry Bones in the vision of Ezekiel.  In John’s Gospel, this is Easter and Pentecost and Ascension Sunday 
all rolled into one.  And their mission?  The ministry of forgiveness.  The reconciliation of the world.  
Wow.  No wonder they were all overjoyed. 

II 

  All except Thomas, that is.  Thomas wasn’t there when Jesus appeared to his disciples.  “Why not?” we 
may be wondering.  Was he out getting supplies?  Or was he so shattered by the events of the last few 
days, he chose not to associate with the others?  All we know for sure is that when he does show up, 
and the disciples tell him, “We have seen the Lord,” he does not believe them any more than he 
believed Mary.  “Unless I see the marks 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.”  Not, “I cannot believe.”  And certainly not, “I want to 
believe.”  No.  Thomas has put a wall up around his vulnerability.  He has locked the door of his heart.  “I 
will not”—“I will not believe!” 



  John Calvin, that great Reformer, had little compassion for “Doubting Thomas” as he was already being 
called.  Nor, down all the centuries, has the church.  Calvin labelled him “wickedly presumptuous,” 
disrespectful of Jesus and lacking in all faith.  Yet even Calvin has to admit that exactly one week later, 
Jesus’ response to Thomas’ unseen wounds was tender, explicit and profound  (*Share how we’ve all 
been where Thomas has been:  Unable or unwilling to risk belief). 

  Again, Jesus “came and stood among them” and a third time he says, “Peace be with you.”  Then he 
immediately and explicitly addresses Thomas’ conditions for belief by repeating them back to him word 
for word.  “Put your finger here and see my hands.  Reach out your hand and put it in my side.”  And 
then the imperative: “Do not doubt but believe.”  Believe.”  “Believe!” 

  Did Thomas really place his hand in Jesus’ side? Caravaggio’s 17th century painting depicts Thomas bent 
over to inspect Jesus’ wounds with his forehead creased with skepticism: one hand on his hip and the 
other in Christ’s side.  Poor Thomas.  I don’t think it happened that way at all.  In fact, I don’t believe 
Thomas even followed through on his conditions.  I think that seeing and hearing Jesus was enough.  His 
Lord had not forgotten about him, don’t you see?  Thomas now knew he mattered to Jesus—beyond a 
shadow of a doubt.  Why? Because Jesus returned to that locked room just for him.  That is the truth of 
relationship.  And Thomas murmurs, “My Lord and my God,” the only place in all the Gospels where 
Jesus is addressed in light of his full divinity.  Beholding the marks of his crucifixion, he confesses him 
Lord and God.  Not even Peter did that.  That isn’t doubt.  That is a mighty faith indeed!  Calvin 
commented, “When Christ of his own accord invites him to feel his hands, and touch the wound of his 
side, we learn from this how earnestly desirous he was to promote our faith and that of Thomas; for it 
was not to Thomas only, but to us that he looked…” 

  Jesus now says to Thomas, “Have you believed because you have seen me?”  And he follows that 
statement with this final Beatitude: “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to 
believe.”  I ask you, do you think this blessing was intended for us?  Pope Gregory’s response was this: 
“The unbelief of Thomas is more profitable to our faith than the belief of the other disciples.”  We all 
owe Thomas a debt of gratitude. 

III 

  And now we come to the end of Chapter 20, which may represent the official conclusion of the Gospel, 
with an Epilogue to follow just as the Prologue began.  There is an elegant symmetry between the 
Prologue’s statement, “And the Word was with God.  And the Word was God,” and the confession of 
Thomas, “My Lord and my God.”  Now that symmetry will build up even more.  The Evangelist now 
addresses us, the reader, directly and for the very first time.  “These are written,” he says, “that you may 
come to believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that through believing, you may have life in 
his name.”  Life. Everlasting life.  “Life in his name.”  Think about all the ways this word is used in the 
Gospel: 

John 1:  “In him was life, and the life was the light of all people.” 

John 3:  “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in                   
him may not perish but may have everlasting life.”  

John 6: “I am the bread of life.  Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, whoever believes in me will 
never thirst.”  

John 10:  “I came that they may have life, and have it in abundance.” 



John 11:  “I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live.” 

John 14:  “I am the way, the truth and the life.” 

John 15: “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for his friends.” 

And now we have this: the summary of entire Gospel, set forth in the final verse of Chapter 20: “…that 
you may have life.”  “…that you may have life in his name.” 

Conclusion 

  With this final verse comes a final question:  “If seeing is believing, then how do we see our way to 
faith?”  Yale Divinity School professor Jaroslav Pelikan said this to his friend Martin Marty: “If the 
resurrection of Jesus actually happened, then nothing else really matters.  If the resurrection of Jesus did 
not actually happen, then nothing else really matters.”  This reminds me of the gas-station attendant in 
New Mexico who tells the man who stopped to ask for directions, “You can’t actually get there from 
here.” 

  The truth of facts can be disputed.  Just look at the damage we’ve done! 

The truth of ideas can be distorted.  Like the meaning of freedom.  The idea of liberty and justice for all. 

But the truth of a relationship?  Well, that’s a different order of truth altogether.  Like love of country.  
Love of family.  Or love of God.  These are the highest truths.  In the Gospel of John, Jesus’ resurrection 
is set forth in relationships: to Mary; to “his brothers,” as he called them; to Thomas; and last but not 
least--to Peter. 

  Is faith then only a product of what we see or think we understand?  1 Timothy 2:4 states that God 
“wants everyone to be saved and come to a knowledge of the truth.”  That happens, I believe, through 
our living relationship to Jesus, who is the truth.  It’s a relationship that cannot be pretended to or 
coerced.  Our faith is a gift—a gift of the Spirit.  But it is also a choice.  An act of the heart.  An act so 
human and so vulnerable, it must include the offering of our doubts to Christ as well.  “I believe—help 
my unbelief!” said the agonized father of the epileptic boy.  Jesus heard and accepted his prayer—and 
acted to heal them both. 

Let that be the One we are “coming to believe in”—more fully and deeply each day. 

Let that be the One who still comes, and still stands among us, saying “Peace be with you” with 
forgiveness and blessing and love. 

And let that be the Life that is truly life—the new life that is ours in his name, as we thank dear Thomas 
for both his doubt and his faith, saying with him, “My Lord and my God!” 

 

Amen. 


