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While Thomas may have legitimately earned his 
nickname, believers should not remember him solely 
for that one event. The New Testament mentions his 
name 12 times. Four occasions name him as being one 
of Jesus’ apostles (Matt. 10:3; Mark 3:18; Luke 6:15; and 
Acts 1:13). The eight references to Thomas in John’s 
Gospel, however, bring Thomas to life. One com-
mentator suggests John probably had known Thomas 
from boyhood and that they were from the same area 
(Galilee) and had the same occupation (fisherman).2 
The shared occupation possibility is perhaps bolstered 
by the fact Thomas was one of the seven apostles who 
were fishing on the Sea of Galilee when the resurrected 
Christ showed Himself (John 21:1-2).

When John first referred to Thomas (11:16), he called 
him “Didymus,” which is the Greek word for “twin.” 
Although Thomas evidently had a twin brother or 
sister, the Scriptures never identify the twin.3 John’s 
reference to the “twin” precedes a statement from 
Thomas that speaks volumes about his true character.

. . . or as a dedicated follower?
Jesus and His disciples had left Jerusalem because His 
life was in jeopardy there. He had gone across to the 
eastern side of the Jordan River (10:40) and was expe-
riencing a fruitful ministry; “many believed in Him 
there” (v. 42). About that time, Jesus received word 
that Lazarus was sick (11:1-3). Even though Jesus did 
not go immediately to Bethany to minister to Lazarus, 
He did eventually go (v. 7). The disciples, however, did 
not want Him to (v. 8). They knew the danger since 
Bethany was less than two miles east of Jerusalem.4 
As Jesus and the twelve talked about their options, 
Thomas challenged the other disciples, “Let’s go so 
that we may die with Him” (v. 16).

The person who remembers Thomas only as a 
doubter, needs to focus on this story for a while. In 
this case, Thomas was the only disciple who had no 
doubts. Or, if he did, he did not show it. Maybe some-
one should commend Thomas for being willing to die 
for the cause of Christ—even when no one else was!

Some commentaries will suggest Thomas was pes-
simistic5 and fatalistic with his statement, “Let’s go so 
that we may die with Him” (v. 16). The better inter-
pretation seems to be that he was loyal and courageous. 
Surely his attitude inspired the rest of the apostles to 
quit arguing and continue following Jesus. The very 
next comment John makes has them all in Bethany 
(v. 17). What may seem to be pessimism to some, we 
instead should see as a profound love for the Lord.6

The next time John mentioned Thomas, he again 

IMAGINE YOURSELF STANDING before a 
group of Christians (your class or congregation) 
and asking them to name each of Jesus’ twelve 

apostles. If by chance they could, they would prob-
ably not mention Thomas until just past the middle of 
their list. He’s known, but not as well known as some 
of the others. Should you ask for a one word descrip-
tion of the apostle Thomas, you would likely hear the 
adjective “doubting.” People just seem to remember the 
nickname “Doubting Thomas.”

as a doubter . . .
The nickname certainly comes from the events in John 
chapter 20. Jesus had risen from the grave. He had 
appeared to Mary Magdalene that morning (vv. 11-18). 
That night the remaining apostles were also able to 
see the risen Lord for themselves (vv. 19-23), except for 
Thomas, who simply was not there (v. 24).

Later, when the disciples were with Thomas again, 
they told him they had seen Jesus. His response to 
their statement shows where the “Doubting Thomas” 
nickname began. “If I don’t see the mark of the nails 
in His hands, put my finger into the mark of the nails, 
and put my hand into His side, I will never believe!” 
(v. 25b).1 Thomas’s words revealed the doubts he had 
about Jesus being alive. He wanted proof.

Eight days later, he got proof when Jesus again 
appeared to His disciples, with Thomas present 
this time (v. 26). Knowing the doubt Thomas had 
expressed, Jesus invited Thomas to touch His wounds 
(v. 27). Thomas did not need to. He knew it was Jesus, 
his Lord and God (v. 28).

Ceramic figurine 
depicting a man 
in Parthian dress. 
origen stated 
thomas ministered 
in Parthia, which 
was in southern 
Mesopotamia, 
just north of the 
ancient city of ur.
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That was when Thomas said, “We don’t know 
where You’re going. How can we know the way?”(v. 5). 
In essence Thomas was saying, “Lord, I don’t want to 
be separated. I want to know for sure what I need to do 
to be where you are.”

If John 20 was the only insight into Thomas, one 
probably would remember him for his doubting. But 
John 11 and 14 help tell the real story behind the doubt-
ing episode. Thomas was intensely loyal to Jesus. He 
loved Jesus and wanted to be with Him always. When 
Jesus died and was buried, though, Thomas was left 
behind.

The other apostles gathered together. They locked 
the doors for fear of the Jews (20:19). Maybe that was 
why Thomas was not there. Perhaps he was willing 
to die so he could go and be with Jesus. Whatever the 
reasons for his absence, the fact is Thomas missed the 
first appearance of the resurrected Jesus. Whether he 
missed it by minutes or days is unclear. But at some 
point he found out. Thomas heard from the disciples 
Jesus was alive (v. 25).

Thomas’s response to that news is what most people 
remember about Thomas. His statement, “If I don’t 
see the mark of the nails in His hands . . . I will never 
believe!” (v. 25) may not reveal doubt, however, as 
much as it does desire—a desire to see the risen Lord 
and be with Him.

emphasized that Thomas loved the Lord and wanted 
to be with Him. John 14 begins with Jesus comforting 
His apostles concerning His departure. He was going 
away to prepare a place where they could all be together 
again. Jesus then assured His disciples that they knew 
where He was going and the way to get there (vv. 1-4).

above: at Madras, 
on the southwest-
ern coast of india, 
Basilica of Saint 
thomas. Built over 
the traditional 
site of thomas’s 
tomb. according to 
tradition, thomas 
brought the gospel 
to india in a.d. 52 
and then ministered 
in the region for 
about 20 years 
before being 
martyred. 

Left: Bronze fish 
hooks dated to 
the hellenistic or 
roman eras. the last 
recorded encounter 
between Jesus and 
thomas took place 
on the morning after 
the disciples had 
fished on the Sea of 
Galilee (John 21:1-2).IL
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as an example for Believers
Call Thomas a doubter if you must, but remember that 
none of the other disciples believed in the resurrection 
until they saw the risen Christ! Was Thomas’s doubt 
greater? Maybe. Or maybe his sorrow was greater.7

Thomas wanted to be with Jesus again. Eight days 
later, he was (v. 26). When Jesus did appear before the 
group, He did not scold Thomas or label him a doubter. 
Instead, He invited Thomas to come near, to touch, 
and to believe.

Nowhere does Scripture say Thomas actually stuck 
his finger into the nail prints or his hand into Jesus’ 
side. He was satisfied. He was with Jesus again.

Christians should remember that none of Jesus’ 
other apostle had ever said quite what Thomas did 
that night. “My Lord and my God!” is certainly “the 
grandest expression of faith in the fourth gospel”8 if 
not “the greatest statement ever to come from the lips 
of the apostles.”9

Thomas saw Jesus face to face at least one more 
time, the morning after the disciples had fished in 

the Sea of Galilee and met Jesus on 
the shore (21:2). Probably, Thomas 
witnessed Jesus’ ascension (Acts 
1:1-11). Certainly, he was one of the 
faithful gathered for prayer (2:1) 
when the Holy Spirit empowered 
them to take the gospel to the ends 
of the earth.

Where did Thomas go after 
Pentecost? Although the New 
Testament does not mention his 
name after Pentecost, other his-
torical documents concerning the 
spread of Christianity do.

According to the early Christian 
scholar and theologian, Origen 
(about 185–254), Thomas worked in 
Parthia (the region in modern north-
eastern Iran).10 Another tradition 
claims that Thomas traveled to 
India with the gospel where he suc-
cessfully established churches, was 
eventually martyred, and was bur-
ied in Mylapore (now a suburb of 
Madras), India.11 The most reliable 
traditions say he was martyred for 

his faith by being run through with a spear.12 
Studying the life of Thomas from Scripture and 

from subsequent historical accounts should provide 
convincing evidence that the label “Doubting Thomas” 
is not only unfair, but inaccurate. Instead, we should 
remember Thomas for his selfless love for Jesus.      i

1. All Scripture quotations are from the Holman Christian Standard Bible (HCSB).
2. William Steuart McBirnie, The Search for the Twelve Apostles (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale 

House, 1973), 143.
3. John MacArthur, Twelve Ordinary Men (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2002), 157.
4. Thomas Brisco, Holman Bible Atlas (Nashville: Holman Reference, 1998), 227.
5. Arthur M. Ross, “Thomas” in The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, gen. 

ed. Merrill C. Tenney (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976), 5:732.
6. MacArthur, 161.
7. Ibid, 163.
8. Ross, 732.
9. MacArthur, 164.
10. Ross, 432.   
11. Charles Egbert Kennet, S. Thomas, The Apostle of India: An Inquiry into the 

Evidence for His Mission to this Country (Madras: Addison and Company, 1882), 3-5. See 
also McBirnie, 152-53, 170.

12. MacArthur, 164.
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Left: a part of 
the nag hammadi 
Library, the end of 
the apocrypha of 
John and begin-

ning papyrii from 
thomas’ gospel, 
which is mentioned 
in the Library of 
the Gnostics.
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