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Everyone knows the story of Thomas.  To be a doubting Thomas has even entered the language.  

We know his story and it heartens us, because Thomas is like us.  Thomas needs to see before he 

can believe, he needs the proof of his own eyes, scientific proof, you might say.  We like the 

story of Thomas, because most of us at times, if we are honest, have little niggling, lingering 

questions or doubts about our faith, and so it is good to see Thomas who had a major doubt, but 

was reassured and forgiven.  We so resonate with Thomas that when we read this part of John's 

account of the disciples' experiences with the risen Lord, we can forget everything else that is 

going on.  And that is a pity, and, in fact, it is not fair on Thomas. 

 

We don't really know much about most of the disciples.  Within the gospels, Peter gets the best 

coverage, Andrew and Philip, who were friends, get some, James and John get a mixed press and 

Judas Iscariot is only seen in a bad light.  But the other six disciples are just walk on parts, to put 

it in theatre terms.  They are there, but they don't speak – all except Thomas.  We all know about 

his starring role in this part of the resurrection story, but what about his other interjection? The 

other place we hear Thomas speak is just before the raising of Lazarus, when Jesus, who has not 

gone rushing to his friend's side when he heard that he was ill, sets off, towards Jerusalem, to 

raise him back to life.  Jerusalem was dangerous, fatally dangerous for him, and the disciples 

knew it.  They remind Jesus that the last time he was in Judea the Jews there were trying to stone 

him, but Jesus is adamant; that is where he is going.  And so Thomas says “Let us also go, that 

we may die with him.” 

 

That comment tells you a lot about Thomas, at least as much as his doubting of the resurrection.  

It tells you of the depth of his love for his Lord.  It tells you that he is a man who does not intend 

to do things by halves.  It tells you that he intends to stick with Jesus to the end.  So how 

ashamed Thomas must have been when in the heat of the moment in Gethsemane, he turned and 

ran away, just like all the others, like Peter, who had said he would die with him, and that even if 

all the rest forsook him he would not.  Peter and Thomas have a lot in common, and their failure 

to keep their promises in the face of danger is certainly one link. 

 

But Thomas intends to stay with Jesus, even in death.  He knows about death, does Thomas.  He 

knows about the darker side of things.  And when he sees his Lord strung up on the cross, it 

seems to him that the darker side of things has won. 

 

But the scriptures we read today are not abut death, but about life.  They are not about darkness 

but about light.  And they are not about failure, but about forgiveness.   
 



“This,” says St. John, “Is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is 

light and in him there is no darkness at all.”  That is quite a statement.  No darkness.  No doubt, 

no fear, no sin, no secrets; everything about God is light.  And in the wake of the resurrection we 

are called to live in that light.  When on Easter Sunday evening, in Thomas' absence, Jesus met 

with his friends, breathed on them and said “Receive the Holy Spirit” he was calling them into 

the light themselves, making them at home there, and he was making them light bearers.  For 

John, in his gospel and in his letters, the Christian faith is all about light and all about fellowship, 

relationship, belonging with God, and so with others.   

 

“Receive the Holy Spirit” said Jesus.  That is an immense thing to say!  That is like saying 

“become divine.”  Jesus was giving his disciples God himself to live within them and and among 

them.  He was giving God.  And he still does.  If we are Christian, if we are friends of Jesus, then 

he has given God to us - not for our own use and misuse, not to make us special, of course not.  

He has given us God to draw us into his family, for our comfort and salvation, and to bring us the 

light of God so that we can bear it to the world.   

 

The next thing he says shows that:  “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you 

retain the sins of any, they are retained.”  That's is God's job, that is the work of God, forgiving 

and bringing light, and Jesus has passed it on to his disciples.  God is in their midst and now their 

job, their corporate job, though also their calling as individuals, is to forgive.   

 

I wonder how long it was before the disciples first realised how difficult that is?  Putting wrongs 

right is never easy.  Forgiving is a hard thing.  And it was forgiving which cost Jesus his life.  

Forgiving is painful, it means letting go of rights or the desire for vindication, or for revenge.  It 

means that you can no longer insist on seeing justice done for yourself.  Forgiving is not easy at 

all, but it is what God does, and we are all the benefactors of God's forgiveness.  In his letter 

John tells us that if we confess our sin he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and 

cleanse us from all unrighteousness.   

 

Forgiving is bringing God's light to others, the light that shines on us through the resurrection of 

Jesus.  It is doing the work of God and it is why the risen Jesus brings us into fellowship with 

God and with one another, so that the work of God may go forward in the world. 

 

Forgiveness is a very powerful thing.  It brings new life into hopeless situations.  Think back a 

few years to the church's involvement in South Africa's Truth and reconciliation process.  Now I 

know that life in South Africa today is not perfect, and that wherever humans live there will be 

local tensions and difficulties.  But at the time when Apartheid ended, and the full scale of the 

hostility between the different races in South Africa was known, it seemed that this could never 

again be a functioning nation.  But there was a commitment to hear, to understand and to forgive, 

and so a society found that by and large it was able to move on.   

 

Forgiveness is a powerful thing.  It is rooted in the resurrection, and there has been no more 

powerful event in the whole course of the history of the world.  Thomas doubted it, but maybe 

that was because he felt that he could not be forgiven, his desertion weighed so heavily on his 

soul.  Thomas could not at first believe the good news that the darkness was defeated, but when 

he was convinced he hailed the risen Christ as “My Lord and my God!” and so he was the very 

first to speak the truth that Jesus is not just Lord, the one to be followed, but also God himself. 

 

John recorded these words because he knew how important they were and are.  Jesus is Lord and 

Jesus is God, and the resurrection proves it.  John recorded the story about Thomas, not just so 

that people would know that doubts and unbelief can be forgiven and overcome, nor just so that 



those of us who have promised to follow Jesus unto death and have failed to do so can know that 

we are forgiven; he recorded the story of Thomas because he wanted the world to know that, as 

he put it, “Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in his 

name.”  Life.  With John it is all about life and light. 

 

Life is given us with forgiveness.  Each time we know ourselves forgiven life begins again for 

us.  And each time we forgive someone else, we give life to them, not our own life, but the life of 

God himself.  And as we are forgiven and given the Holy Spirit, so we are brought into 

fellowship with God himself, which means being brought into the very life of the Trinity.   

 

Last week we remembered the fact of the resurrection and the story of the first encounters with 

the risen Christ, and I told you that Easter day is for re-telling the story but the weeks of Easter 

which follow are for understanding what it is about, what it means.  What we have read today 

reminds us that Easter means light and life.  It means life for Jesus and the light of a new day in 

the history of the world.  It means life for us all, as Jesus forgives our doubts and our 

unfaithfulness.  It means life for the world as we are given the Spirit of God and told to bring the 

life and light of forgiveness wherever we go. 

 

I don't know if throughout the last two thousand years, when people have thought of the Church 

or of Christians they have always thought first of all of light and life and forgiveness.  I don't 

know if when people think of me or you or this church that is their first thought.  But the charge 

to us as disciples of Christ is quite clear.  We are to forgive.  We are to forgive those who wrong 

us, even as Jesus did.  We are to forgive those who bring to us the weight of the sin which 

burdens them, even though that sin may not be against us in the first place.  We are to shine the 

light of God, who is light and in whom there is no darkness at all, into all sorts of dark situations, 

so that people can see clearly what has happened and what needs to be done so that forgiveness 

is possible.  And we are to do all this with the love that Jesus had when he turned to Thomas, 

poor doubting Thomas, Thomas who had spent a week not knowing what to believe, hoping, 

fearing, wondering – and not knowing that this doubt was to last only a week – the love Jesus 

had when he turned to Thomas and offered him his hands and his side as proof.  Later he was to 

chide him gently for not having more faith, but first he did what was needed to put poor Thomas' 

mind at rest.   

 

As we are sent into the world to be bearers of God's light and life in forgiveness, so we too must 

go with gentle love.  Some truth is hard to bear, to see, to face up to, but Jesus calls us to live in 

God where there is no darkness, no shadow, no hiding.  May we go with forgiveness as our 

watchword and the basis of all our actions. Amen. 
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