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Thomas in lists of the apostles, but he does not stand 
out from the crowd in those references. 

John 11 records Jesus’ receiving word about Lazarus’s 
illness and subsequent death. He had been speaking 
to the disciples about His own coming death. The 
disciples had been expressing their own fears that the 
Jewish religious leaders wanted to stone Him. Yet, 
Jesus was determined to go to the home of his 
friend Lazarus. Thomas was the one who turned 
to the other disciples and encouraged them to 

THE MAJORITY OF WHAT WE KNOW 
about Jesus’ disciples involves His inner cir-
cle, Peter, James, and John—and maybe Judas. 

Another of the apostles, though, stands out because of 
his insistence of knowing with certainty. 

In Scripture
Thomas is one of the best known of the apostles because 
of one incident that occurred after Jesus’ resurrection 
(John 20:24-29). Thomas had not been present when the 
resurrected Christ originally presented Himself to the 
disciples. Unwilling to take their word for it, Thomas 
declared he was not willing to believe that Jesus was 
resurrected until he could physically touch Christ’s 
wounds. Eight days after this declaration, Jesus again 
appeared to the disciples—this time Thomas was pres-
ent. Jesus allowed Thomas to touch His wounds and 
challenged him to believe and cease his disbelief. Thomas 
immediately confessed Christ as his Lord and God.

Even though Thomas believed, he would forever 
be known as “doubting Thomas.” In fact, “doubting 
Thomas” has become a common description for 
anyone who experiences doubt in faith or in other 
parts of life. This moment was significant for more 
than the moment of doubt. It was one great moment 
that showed both the validity of Jesus’ resurrection and 
the physical nature of His resurrected body. Thomas 
touched Him. He felt Jesus’ flesh and knew the truth of 
His bodily resurrection.

While the incident in John 20:24-29 is the best-
known reference to Thomas in the Gospels, he also 
came to the forefront in other portions of the Gospel of 
John. The other Gospels and the Book of Acts mention 

Right: Relief 
depicting Thomas, 
carrying a lance. 
Isadore, who was 
the archbishop 
of Seville late in 
the Byzantine 
Era, described 
Thomas’s minis-
try and death: 
“This Thomas 
preached the 
Gospel of Christ 
to the Parthians, 
the Medes, the 
Persians, the 
Hyrcanians and 
the Bactrians, and 
to the Indians 
of the Oriental 
region and pen-
etrating the inner-
most regions and 
sealing his preach-
ing by his passion 
he died transfixed 
with a lance at 
Calamina, a city of 
India, and there 

was buried with 
honour.”

Inset right: Fish 
hooks from the 
Roman Era. 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). 

Right: Conclusion of 
the Apocrypha of 
John and the begin-
ning of Thomas’ gos-
pel, both non-canon-
ical works men-
tioned in The Library 
of the Gnostics.  
Discovered at 
Hamra Dom; part of 
the Nag Hammadi 
Library.
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What do these passages in the 
Gospel of John tell us about Thomas? 
He was blunt, honest, and willing to 
go against the other disciples in mat-
ters of personal conscience. He was 
also a person willing to admit he was 
wrong and embrace the resurrected 
Christ in renewed faith.

In Tradition
When we move beyond the biblical 
witness, we find a great deal of specu-
lation about Thomas’s role with the 
early church. By looking at several 
areas, we can gain a picture of what 

Thomas was possibly doing after 
Jesus’ ascension. These specula-
tions center around the city of 
Edessa, a mission to India, and a 
gnostic gospel that claims to give 
the teachings of Thomas.

Edessa—First, we need to look 
at Edessa. Located at the modern 
city of Sanliurfa in southeastern 
Turkey, Edessa was the capi-
tal of the ancient Kingdom of 
Osrhoene. This country was 
well north of ancient Galilee, 
on what is now the border 
between Syria and Turkey. 

According to tradition, 
Osrhoene’s King Abgar asked Jesus to come and heal him of 
a wasting disease that could not be cured by earthly means. 
Jesus died, was resurrected, and ascended without answer-
ing this request. Thomas, prompted by the Holy Spirit, sent 
another disciple Thaddeus to Abgar. Supposedly, he was 
able to heal the king’s disease. And according to tradition, 
Thaddeus became the founder of Christianity in the nation.1

Edessa also came into play with Thomas after his 
martyrdom. His body was originally buried in India. But, 
according to some sources, his remains were returned later to 

accompany Jesus on this 
journey even if it meant 
their own deaths (v. 16). 
This demonstrated his 
own personal courage and commitment to Christ.

In John 14, Jesus was comforting His disciples about 
what His passion would mean for them. He told them 
that He was going to prepare a place for them and 
then return to take them to Himself. He added that 
they knew the way that He was going. John states that 
Thomas stepped to the fore and challenged Christ, 
“Lord, we do not know where You are going, how do we 
know the way?” (v. 5, nasb). Jesus replied that He was 
indeed the way.

Left: Worshipers 
kneeling dur-
ing a service at 
the Church of 
St. Lazarus in 
Bethany. Even 
though the other 
disciples were 
reluctant, Thomas 
was willing to risk 
his life to accom-
pany Jesus to the 
home of his friend.

Lower left: 
Ceramic figu-
rine depicting a 
reclining man in 
Parthian dress, 
holding a bowl 
in his left hand. 
Origen stated 
Thomas ministered 
in Parthia, which 
was just north of 
the ancient city 
of Ur.
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spear wound in the side.8 This legend 
may have come from the incident 
where Thomas insisted on touching 
the wounded side of the resurrected 
Christ. Artists have often depicted 
Thomas with a spear in his hands.

Non-canonical Text—The final area 
that we need to look at is the so-
called Gospel of Thomas. Most schol-
ars agree that much of the gospel 
is spurious. Modern archeology has 
validated, though, part of the writ-
ing. The tradition mentioned above 
that Thomas had worked with a king 
named Gondophernes had been dis-
puted. Archaeologists have discovered, 
however, coinage along with some 
other evidence that Gondophernes 
actually reigned in northern India 
early in the first century.9

Additional Support—A group of Christians living in India 
refer to themselves as “Thomas Christians.” Numbering 
about four million, they live predominantly in the Kerala 
region. They trace their origins to the time of Thomas in 
the first century. Further, the Indian form of Thomas’s 
name, Thoma, is still a popular name in India.10 Although 
many questions related to Thomas’s mission to India 
remain unanswered, both evidence and tradition support 
the existence of his work there.                                 I
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the west and interred in Edessa. Even later his remains were 
supposedly moved to Ortona, Italy, during the crusades.2

India—According to the historian Eusebius, the disciples 
initially gave Thomas the kingdom of Parthia as his area of 
ministry.3 Parthia was an independent kingdom that was a 
buffer between the Roman Empire and India. Later tradi-
tions state that after Thomas had preached in the area of 
Parthia, he extended his ministry into India. 

A late tradition said that Thomas went first to the king-
dom of a ruler named Gondophernes (reigned ca. 19–55). 
This was in the area of the Punjab. According to tradition, 
Thomas not only preached the gospel but also worked on a 
palace, because he was a carpenter by trade.4 

After this he went to the southern part of India. 
Tradition says he landed at the port of Muziris. His initial 
ministry was to Jews who were part of the diaspora. He 
traveled to a number of other cities and finally came to 
what is now the Kerala state, on the southwestern corner 
of India. There he supposedly had his greatest success in 
establishing a number of churches.5

Ephraem of Syria, a theologian from the fourth century, 
venerated Thomas, saying, “A land of people dark fell to 
thy lot that these in white robes thou shouldest clothe and 
cleanse by baptism: a tainted land Thomas has purified.”6

Some accounts claim that Thomas had gone to the 
city of Mylapore on the eastern coast of southern India 
to evangelize there. They explain that Thomas came 
into conflict, though, with local religious leaders. They 
martyred Thomas for insulting their religion.7 Another 
account states, though, that he was martyred as a result of 
a conflict with a local ruler. Tradition claims he died of a 

At Madras, India, 
Basilica of Saint 
Thomas, which 
was built over the 
traditional site of 
Thomas’s tomb.
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