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Doubt and Unbelief Can’t Lock Jesus Out
A zermon by Ted Atkinzon, Minister, Oxford Presbyterian Church, (ford, PA on the Znd Sunday of Easter, April 12,
19292 Seoripture Lessons: Acts ;E..»‘m 22-32; 1 Peter 1 3-9; Jahin 2001931 CPsalm 16,

IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

ve never been afraid to fiy but, | must admit, ane time | was 3 bit worried as we
arepared to take off. | was on board g two engine Allegheny Airline commuter preparing
to fly out of Pittsburgh. 1t was night and extremely windy. | could feel the wind rock

aur small plane a5 we sat at the end of the runway. | was sitting right behind the co-

pilot, zo close that | cowld reach aut and flip his hat off. | could plainly hear the

conyerzation between him and the pitat next to him. Just before taking off the co-pilat
said zomething that | found extremely disturbing. As aur srnall plane rocked in the wind,

he zaid, “well, do you think we can make 1t?7 The piiot turned to the co-piiot with 3

smile and said, “Let’s give it a try” 1 couldn’t believe my ears. What do you mean, "Give
it a try. If you have any doubt at alt let’s just stay put.”  had this terrible feeling of
rinery sNG SEPrESSIOn 35 we egan Lo take off. Doult canmake a persan fes
utterly afraid, depressed and miserable.

Mo, some of our doubts are trivial. %ill the Phillies win their division this year and
qo on to the World Series? | doubt it. Will the Eagles make it to the Super Gowl next
zeason? Unless | see with my eges, | will not believe,

But some dnubts are more serious. Have you ever left on vacation; you're sbout an
hiour awiay from home and someone asks, "Did gou turn of f the stove” " el think so”
“what you mean, you think so? Did you or didn’t you?" And =0 your doubt geis the best
of you and you turn back to check out the stove.

and there are still mare serious doubts. | hear a man waken his anxious wife at one
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in the mm‘mnn 1 ra 'Hn triust our con and | m'—;Hu heliaye he knows what's right and
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wrong, hut 1t's one in the marning. | told him to be nome by midmght. He's stilf cut and |
can't cleep. I'm angry ,z‘[ i and frightened ™ Doubt can make us feel thatl way.

e have a1l kinds of daubts: some are trivial and some are more serious. But aur most
troubling doubts are often in the area of our religious beliefs. Can God forgive me for
what {'ve dane or for what | am? Does my life have anyg ultimate meaning? ‘what will
happen when | die? Wil God send me to hell? On this Holocaust Remernbrance Sunday
manu people ¥will remember the millions of Jews who died in Mazi gas chambers and
crematoria and wonder how a loving and [ZID‘.'."F‘M/Q}LHj could exist. Nobel prize winner, Elie
iwiezel Yived through one of those death camps. He told the world about it in s
sutoniographical memeirs entitled, Might. He wrote,

flewer zhall | forqet that night, the first night in camp, which haz turned roy Tife into one long mght, zeven times
cursed and seven tirmes sealed. Mever shall § forget that sooke Newer shall | forged the hitle faces of the children,
whoze bodies | 2aw turned into wreaths of smoke beneath a zilent biue sky.

Never shall | forget thoze flames which consurned my fath forewer.

Meser shall | furqp’r that nocturnal silence which deprived me, for ail eternity , of the desire to hive. Mever shall |
forget thiose qinrnents which mordered my God and oy soul and f}! red g dreams fo dust never shal ] foraet these
trngs, evenaf tam r.rv:mjemned to Trve 3z long 32 God Himsel . Mever

when these kinds of doubts come it's Tike Talling into a black hale from which we mauy
feel that there's ne hope of escape. {t's an empty, hollow, aching, hungry feeling Lo doubt,

God's mercy inJesus Christ; to feel the power of God 12 not something that protecis us

but threatens us.

{'m glad the Bible addresses this feeling of doubt. Listen to our Gospel lesson. s
eyening on the first Easter. The sun has sel. The busy world is hushed. The followears of

Jesus huddle, frightened, behind locked doors. Frightened tecause the tomb is empty.

Frightened by the Jews who might accuse them of stealing the body of Jesus. They knew

grave robbing was a capital offense. But there were other fears. Mary Magdalens
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testified that she'd seen the Lord alive. They couldn’t believe such nonsense. Then, all
of a sudden, the Risen Christ stood there in the midst of them. Locked doors couldn’t
keep him out. [oubt, fear and unbelief couldn’t keep him out. He didn’t knock. He didn’t
wall for them tonvite him in He stood in their midst

Sorme of you may want Christ inyour Hife. You ve heard him knocking at the door,

You've heard him calling to you but you doubt that kie's there. You can’t believe You want

tp apen the door but gou discover that it's lacked an the inside {t's]

D

cked by doubt and
unbelief You can't apen the door to let himin You want tonvite Chioist into gour heart

but uou feet paralyzed by doubt and unbelief. Don't despair. The Locked doors of doubt

and unbelief can’t shut out Christ,
The first words of the Risen Christ to the disciples is, “Peace”. Jesus comes to

doubting and unbelieving disciples with a message of peace. Peter had denied him. All of

them foarsnak him and fled Mone af them found fatth easy. And et the Kisen Christ
coines to therm and says, "Feace be with gou, you wha are doubting, whi are unoertaln

about God’
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tove and mercy: Peace to you who have denied and forsaken me.” The
pcsange of the gospel is peace to s, The good news that the Risen Christ brings to us is

-

Gnd’s ynconditional declaration of peace.

But one af the apostles wasn't present an that first Easter evening. The other
dieciples told him, “wWe have seen the Lord” But he said to them, "Unless | see the mark
of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his
sige, Dl not believe” "1 will not believel” Thomas claimed to be 3 non believer

Let’s try to understand what's going on inside of people when they say they will not
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believe. One form of unbelief i< called atheism. Atheists feel certain that there’s no
god. another form of unbelie! is called agnosticism Agnostics don 1 deny the existence
of god, they simply feel it's impossible to know 17 God exists,

Thers are very few atheists ar pure agnostics. Even atheists have their doubts every
ance in g while. | believe that both atheists and agnostics are Tighting somathing deep
inzide of them that tells them that God exists, but, in the words of 5t Paul they
“suppress the truth™ 1t may be that they don’t want the Gospel to be true because God

threatens their sutonomy 've known atheists snd agnostics who've come to place their

faith in the Eisen Christ. This, in itself, testifies that unbebiaf and doubt can't lock aut
the Rigen Chrizt  dnd these converted atheists Jike © 5 Lewis, nearly always confess
that there was always samething within them that wanted to suppress the truth they

jater came to embrace,
But =ometimes peanie don’t helieve, not because they reject God autright, but because

of goubt, Theyre bike Thomas, They have doubts that are so persistent, troubling and
dizturbing that they can™ bring themselves to believe the mercy of God which cames to
us through the Frzen Chirist

If you're an unbeliever or doubter, you very well may be like Thomas. You're not
hostile to the Christian faith In fact, you may feel miserable about your doubt and
unbelief. | imagine that no one in Jerusalem felt more miserable than Thomas when he
heard the testimany of the Rigen Christ but could not behieve

| think it's impertant for you ta knoy that just shout every Christian | know slips

inta doubt fram time ta time | doubt sormetimes. | sometimes wonder, “what if | die

and appear befare the judgment seat of God only to discover that God looks Tike the
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Ayatollah Khomeini rather than Jdesus?” Sometimes § fear that {11 go to hell when | die.
IT a believer told me that she never doubted |'d have my doubts about her. Sometimes
these doubts last for a long time. Some Christians are chronic doubters who hive
mizerable lives as a conseguence.

Mow notice how Jesus ministered to Thomas who was not 2 believer becuase of doubt.
Jesus treats Thomas sympathetically. He announces to him the Gospel. “Peace be with
you, Thamas.” and then the Risen Christ invites Thomas to examine the evidence. "Ful

niot

your finger here and see my hands. Reach out gowr hand and pul 1t inmy side. O

doubt but helieve” Then Thomas came to believe and confess, "My Lord and my God!”

Jesys commendad fim for hic belief but added, "Blessed are those who have not seen and

el

t have come to believe ™ You and | belong to the vast majarity of people who ve never

seen Jesus. | don't expect to see Jdesus until | die ve known people who've claimed to
have spen Jdesus in a dream nr visinn, or have sensed his presence in some other way. |
don’t wnow what to make of these Slatms | do know that Mve never seen the Fizen L
and yet { believe,

| tong for all of you to trust the Risen Christ also. 1'm s minister becsuse | long for
men and women to come to trust and serve this God whao has come to us with the Good
Mews of Peace. In fact, | believe a1l Christians have 3 ionging withan them for others to
Frow and trust in the Fisen Chrizt. | fael sad for peaple who do not ar will not or cannot
balieve in Jesus. | want them to embrace the Risen Christ through faith. If you're an

unbeliever or a doubter, it would make me happy to see yoy move in the direction of faith

in Christ,
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There are wo ways suggested by our Scripture lesson as
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take time to read the Bible. John tells us that the stories in his gospel "are written so
that you masy come to believe that Jdesus is the Messiah” Begin reading the Gospel of
dohn. Read it thoughtfully in @ modern transiation. Take notes. Write down your
questions. Write down gour feelings about Jesus as he talks with Nicodemus or the
woman at the well or the scribes and pharnsees. Try to imagine what it would be Tike to
be born blind and then to have Jesus open your eyes. Read the Gospel. Seek answers.
Talk in prayer to the 2ne of whom it 2peaks. "These things are written so that you may
come to believe” Hone of us has such strong faith that it wouldn't be etrengthened fram

reading the Gospel.

andly, follow the example of Thomas Fespond Lo the invitation of your brathers

AN
|"tx

and =igters in Chrigt t

s
I .:r
'n
3
)
-13

very week, The week that you miss may just be that

qlorious Sunday when the Eisen Christ comes and stands armong us in power Join s for
nour faith journen evey Sunrday. Don't tet o douht beern goy away 11 vy have quections

share ther with me  1'm eager to take your quesiions seriousiy. § dont have ail ihe

i
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answers bul U1 enjoy trying to find the answers with gou
above 31l remernber this: Doubt and unbelief can't stop the Risen Christ from Joving

uz and accepting us. Doubt and unbelief can't lack the Eisen Chrost out of our Hives. This

15 the good news of the Gospel.

Let uz pray: Thank you that the locked doors of doubt and unbelief can't keep the Fisen Christ aut of our Yives. Thank
o for how you came inta the Hife of Thomas who said be would not believe. Like the dizciples who invited the unbelieving
Thomas to jon them, never let uz give up hape for those who do not believe in Chrizt. Give us 3 growing desire for our
doubting and unbeheving friends and neighors to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, 3nd that through beheving
have Yfe in his name. And when it zeems lke our prayers for their conversion are not being heard, help uz to continue 1o
Wove and reach out to them. This we ask through Christ our risen Lord. Amen.

| arn indebted to 3 serroon by Joel Nederhood entitled, Beyond Doubt, in The Radio Pulmt, Yolurne 23, Mumber 4, April 1389

t have yzed zome of his zentences word for word and have borrowed and moditied his outline.



