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Brother Thomas

Rudolf Rijkeboer

Thomas is one of the lesser-known apostles
of Christ, often dismissed as a pessimist who
lacked faith. Yet a closer examination of his
few appearances in Scripture reveals

a different Thomas, a realist who knew that
life without Christ was nothing and with
Christ everything.

Thomas. There is little we know about him,

because not very much is written about
him. It is true that he is generally known outside
our own circles, in the world at large, but that is
based largely on an undeserved reputation. Yet
what little we know about him does give us a
clear enough picture, if only we are prepared to
take the trouble to see it.

I am not, of course, referring to the Brother
Thomas of the nineteenth century, whom we
generally view as the founder of our movement;
I am referring to our brother of the first century,
who was one of the chosen twelve who were
privileged to walk with our Lord. Most of us are
familiar with apostles like Peter, or John, or Paul.
But Thomas?

In both Dutch and English he is known
as ‘doubting Thomas’, a byword of unbelief.
Commentators tend to describe him as a hypo-
chondriac and a notorious pessimist—in fact a
textbook case of how not to be a Christian. But
is that correct? Let us see.

T HIS EXHORTATION is about our brother

What do we know about him?

In the Bible we find the following references to

him:

* he is mentioned in the Synoptic Gospels in
the lists of the twelve selected apostles

* he is mentioned again in the list of the eleven

remaining apostles in Acts 1
* he occurs in a list of seven apostles in Galilee

in John 21
e there are three specific places in the Gospel of

John where he plays a part.

The lists in the Synoptics only mention his
name, Thomas, without any further details; he
was only one of the twelve. Only one of the
twelve? All twelve had been chosen by Jesus,
after a full night spent in prayer (Lk. 6:12). All
twelve (with the possible exception of Judas) must

have been men of exceptional qualities. If we call
Thomas unworthy we are criticising Jesus, or, in
reality, God Himself.

His name is Aramaic for ‘twin’. Where was
his brother? Was he no longer alive? Or was he
just not of a similar mind to Thomas? In any
case, Thomas was not just anybody. Acts 1:13
confirms that, with the exception of Judas, all to
a man were still there, Thomas included. And the
list in John 21:2 shows him as one of the smaller
circle of seven in Galilee, around Peter, waiting
for Jesus.

There are three passages in John’s Gospel
which give us an insight into the character of
Thomas. In the first and third John gives us the
translation of his name into Greek: Didymus
(twin). Does he do that to lift him out of the
relative obscurity of being just a name in a list?
Or does he want to stress the fact that he had a
twin brother who was nevertheless not selected?
Is this a subtle echo of the principle that, even of
seemingly identical pairs, “the one shall be taken,
and the other shall be left” (Lk. 17:34)?

Although Thomas is mentioned by name on
three different occasions in John’s Gospel, in
the first two of these cases there seems to be no
specific reason for doing so. Given the fact that
nothing in the Bible is there without a reason,
this must mean that John wants to draw our
attention to something: watch this man! It is an
open invitation to compare these three passages.
So let us do just that.

Thomas in John 11

In John 11 Jesus tells his disciples that he wants
to visit Bethany because of Lazarus. The twelve
(all twelve!) protest; it is too dangerous. Then
Thomas is mentioned separately by name: “Then
said Thomas, which is called Didymus, unto his
fellowdisciples, Let us also go, that we may die
with him” (v. 16). The emphasis is usually laid
on the second half of his sentence to argue his
‘inborn pessimism’.

But is this correct? It really was not safe; all
twelve had said so (v. 8). They had pointed out
the earlier attempts to stone him (10:31,39). And
after Lazarus’s resurrection Jesus does indeed
withdraw again, apparently for reasons of safety
(11:53,54). In fact, the authorities did not even
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hesitate to plan the murder of Lazarus, a man
that God had brought back from death! They were
prepared to fight God Himself. So the conclusion
must be that it really was not safe. And on that ac-
count Thomas was not a pessimist, but a realist.

Next, note what he does not say. He does not
say, ‘If he wants to go, he can go alone; I will not
join him’. What he does say is, ‘Let us go with him
and die with him’. What does he mean by that?

An aside about Peter

Peter too was prepared to die with Jesus. He said
so at the Last Supper (Mt. 26:33-35). But all were
speaking like that; yet Peter is singled out and
mentioned by name. Why? Obviously because
of what was going to happen later (his denial of
Jesus). Mentioning him here by name prepares us
for what we are going to be told later. Likewise
when John mentions Thomas by name it prepares
us for what he will show us later.

But there is more that may be said about Pe-
ter. Jesus tells Peter in the upper room that his
faith will be put to the test, and that he has yet
to come to repentance (Lk. 22:31,32). Yet in the
first instance Peter lives up to his words; against
a complete cohort of Roman soldiers (500-600
men!) he draws a sword and starts fighting. He
really is prepared to die, fighting for his Lord.
But maybe this was only his usual impulsive
reaction; maybe he had not considered the situ-
ation realistically.

Later that night he could not resist the temp-
tation to avoid an inconvenient problem by
being a little ‘flexible” with the truth: “I know
not what thou sayest”. Once you have started
on such a way, you cannot very easily go back
(saying, for instance, ‘Well, in fact, on second
thoughts, I do seem to remember him’). And so
the order of events is: (1) deny, (2) deny with
an oath, and finally (3) deny with cursing and
swearing (Mt. 26:69-74).

Once he had chosen this road, he was, not by
accident, of course, forced to follow it further, only
to realise the true nature of his choice. He did not
mean to go that way when he made his first de-
nial, but got into difficulties when ‘circumstances’
forced him to face the consequences of that initial
choice. And by the time he realised where he had
gone wrong it was too late. And the result was
bitter remorse, but also the repentance that Jesus
had announced, and as a consequence his return
to his master—unlike Judas, who, after a wrong
choice, opted to depart and to accept the final
consequences of that decision.
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Back to Thomas

In the reactions given in John 11 Thomas too is
singled out. Is this a similar case? No, or at least
not fully so. For he does not propose to die fight-
ing; he just wants to die when Jesus dies. Nor is
this an impulsive reaction on the spur of the mo-
ment. What, then, does he mean? May I make the
following suggestion? Thomas is fully convinced
that life without Jesus is without purpose or hope.
Without him there is no way out of the deathtrap
of sin: “let us eat and drink; for to morrow we
shall die”. In Isaiah 22:13 this sentence was an
expression of the people’s lack of trust in their
God. But for Paul it is the inevitable consequence
of a rock-hard reality: without the resurrection
(that is, without the redemption) life is indeed
without hope (1 Cor. 15:32).

So in that respect Thomas was fully right again;
in that case you might just as well die today. He
may not yet have seen the necessity for Jesus’s
sacrificial death, or the unavoidable necessity of
his resurrection, but his perception of the neces-
sity of Jesus’s involvement in this redemption was
fully accurate. Maybe it was still too hazy for him
to have a clear view, but his radar operated fault-
lessly; he could make an unfailing approach to the
only correct reconnaissance buoy. (For those who
do not know what a reconnaissance buoy is, it is
the first buoy you have to locate, when coming
from sea, to navigate your way safely into the
harbour.) So he was not a born pessimist at all;
he was a hard realist, who was perfectly right!

This poses the question, Do we have such an
absolute perception of the necessity of Jesus’s
presence? And if not, why not? And if that is the
case we had better take a leaf out of Thomas’s
navigation handbook.

In the upper room

In John's account of the discussions in the upper
room, we read of how Jesus tries to comfort his
disciples: “Let not your heart be troubled: ye be-
lieve in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s
house are many mansions: if it were not so, I
would have told you. I go to prepare a place for
you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I
will come again, and receive you unto myself;
that where I am, there ye may be also” (14:1-3).
And he adds: “And whither I go ye know, and
the way ye know” (v. 4).

With the knowledge we now have about
Thomas we can perhaps better understand his
reaction: “Thomas saith unto him, Lord, we know
not whither thou goest; and how can we know
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the way?” (v. 5). Jesus’s words unsettle him; he
does not like what he hears. Is Jesus really going
to leave them behind after all? Note that Jesus
does not rebuke him even mildly, in contrast to,
for example, Philip, in the very next incident:
“Have I been so long time with you, and yet hast
thou not known me, Philip?” (v. 9). He must have
appreciated Thomas’s attitude, although Thomas
had yet more to learn. Thomas is still navigating
in a fog, and now his radar image seems to disap-
pear from his radar screen. But his appreciation
of the importance of Jesus’s involvement is still
undiminished. Again that is a lesson for us.

In the upper room again

In chapter 20 of his Gospel, John relates the early
appearances of Jesus after his resurrection. At
his first appearance to his disciples in the upper
room Thomas had not been present (vv. 24,25).
Why not? Apparently he was the only one of the
eleven missing. May I again make a suggestion?
He may have been the only one who appreciated
the “disaster’ to its full extent; without Jesus they
were in the position of “having no hope, and
without God in the world” (Eph. 2:12). The others
were looking for support and comfort from each
other in the loss of one exceptionally beloved, but
Thomas seems to have realised that there was
much more to the matter than that. Maybe he felt
that he had found insufficient appreciation of that
view from the others. Anyway, he had decided to
try and get to terms with his loss in isolation.

Seen in that context, he refuses to be comforted
at his return by what he sees to be a collective
hallucination of the others; there is far too much
at stake. He reacts like Ahithophel, who realised
as clear as daylight that he had in fact rebelled
against God and that without God there is no
hope. Like Judas, Ahithophel stepped out. But
where Judas acted out of desperation, Ahithophel
acted with a full realisation of the situation, mak-
ing all necessary arrangements for his house,
and then drawing the inevitable consequences.
Thomas seems to have had the same degree of
realisation.

But where Ahithophel had caused his own
problem, Thomas was faced with a disaster be-
yond his own control, though with no less drastic
consequences. Jesus had been ‘God [elohim] walk-
ing in their midst’ (Gen. 3:8). That was now an
irrecoverable past, as it had been for Adam when
he had been expelled from the Garden. What re-
mained was, “dust thou art, and unto dust shalt
thou return” (v. 19).
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And then, suddenly, the next week, he is
confronted with his redeemer! When we realise
the full extent of this situation we will also see
the real meaning of his answer: “My Lord [the
equivalent of adonai, the one to follow] and my
God [the equivalent of elohim, the mediator
between God and himself]” (Jno. 20:28). This is
not a mathematical conclusion, in the sense of
Jesus = God, that some theologians want to see
in it; this is the shout of joy of a man who saw
his only hope in this life, the Jesus on whom it
all depended, alive again. It proclaims his joy at
the victory that had been won after all.

Thomas had not believed, thinking his hope
had become vain, but now he is convinced. See-
ing was believing. John himself had come to
believe when he had seen the empty grave with
the empty linen cloths (v. 8). Thomas had to see
Jesus for himself; but when that happened he
actually had no further need to touch him, as
he had earlier proclaimed to be his condition for
believing. When there had still been that fog, his
radar had served him faultlessly; after the fog
had lifted he had left it too late to switch back
to visual navigation. But now he had made that
switch, nothing could shake his faith any more.
All the time there had been nothing wrong with
his perception of Jesus, and hence with his faith
in that. His only possible ‘shortcoming’ had been
that he had been late in switching back from his
‘radar’ to navigation on visual observation.

In passing, it is significant that the three Synop-
tic Gospels all include Peter’s ‘confession’, shortly
before Jesus’s transfiguration on the mountain.
In John’s Gospel it is lacking. Are we to assume
that Thomas’s confession in chapter 20 is meant
to take its place?

The lesson

Jesus’s reply to Thomas’s reaction is, in my opin-
ion, one of the outstanding statements of the New
Testament: “Thomas, because thou hast seen me,
thou hast believed: blessed are they that have not
seen, and yet have believed” (v. 29). That is a
declaration that concerns (amongst others) us. We
are among those that are asked to believe without
seeing, to show a faith that is even greater than
that of Thomas.

So the lesson of the three incidents in John’s
Gospel involving Thomas is: take for an example
the faith of Thomas in Jesus’s power to save, and
add the testimony of John himself to convince us
of the reality of his resurrection (‘the Lord is risen
indeed, and hath appeared to Thomas’). Then
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Thomas’s radar will be our radar, and his faith
will stand there as a towering lighthouse for our
navigation, so that we do not have to navigate in
a fog. Then we will be able to take our bearing
on the understanding he had before Jesus’s death,
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and upon his belief in the reality of his resurrec-
tion after that had occurred.

Thomas a hypochondriac? A born pessimist? A
doubter and unbeliever? Certainly not! Quite the
contrary, he is a shining example to us all.

Travel in the Bible
Reasons for travelling

Tony Benson

in Bible times did not travel very much,

as shown in a previous article there is

much about taking journeys in the Bible.! Why did

people travel in those days? There were, of course,
many reasons. Here are four of the main ones.

ATHOUGH WE might think that people

Delivering messages

Today we have several ways of communicating

with people at a distance, the oldest of which is

the postal system. In Bible times none of these
existed, of course, although the Persians had
something approaching a postal system, with
regular couriers going to and fro between the

major cities. This is referred to in Esther 3:13,

where letters telling people of the decree that all

Jews should be killed on a certain day were “sent

by posts into all the king’s provinces”.

Mostly, however, communication had to be by
specially sent messengers, and the Hebrew word
malak, which often refers to angelic messengers,
also occurs many times of human messengers,
most often in the books of Samuel and Kings,
where it is usually used of messengers sent by
various kings. Here are examples taken from just
one book, 2 Samuel:

* David sent messengers to Jabesh-gilead to
commend them for giving Saul a proper burial
(2:5)

* Abner sent messengers to David proposing to
hand over the kingdom of Ishbosheth, Saul’s
son, to him (3:12)

¢ David sent messengers to Ishbosheth demand-
ing that his wife Michal be restored to him
(3:14)

* Joab sent messengers after Abner to call him
back when Abner was on his way home after
visiting David (3:26)

¢ Hiram king of Tyre sent messengers to David
along with building materials (5:11)

¢ Joab sent a messenger to David with news of
Uriah’s death in battle (11:18-25)

* Joab sent messengers to David to report the
capture of Rabbah, capital of the Ammonites
(12:27).

Government business

The development of the monarchy in ancient

Israel meant the development of a system of

administration, and this in turn necessitated

travelling around the country. Here are some
examples:

* Joab and the captains of the army went
throughout the land to number the people
(2 Sam. 24:4-9)

* David’s servants scoured the land to find a
young virgin to care for the king in his old
age (1 Kgs. 1:3)

* The men appointed by Solomon to organise
food supplies for his large household must
have travelled around the country to do this,
as well as reporting to the king from time to
time (4:27)

e Adoram, who was in charge of the forced
labour, was sent by Rehoboam to put down
the rebellion of the ten tribes (12:18)

¢ Menahem collected money from all the
wealthy men of Israel as tribute to pay Assyria,
and this must have involved collectors going
through the land (2 Kgs. 15:20).

Sometimes envoys and ambassadors travelled to

other lands in the service of the king:

* Abner and twenty men with him travelled to
Hebron to see David and to discuss uniting
the kingdom (2 Sam. 3:20), though he seems
to have been acting on his own initiative here,
rather than on behalf of King Ishbosheth

1. “Travel in the Bible: frequent journeys”, Oct. 2004, p.
406.



