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Why These Stories on the Sunday after Easter? 

John 20:19-31 

by Megan Handley 

April 11, 2010 

 

I’ve been attending Immanuel now for about eight months, working here as an intern.  And 

in that short time, I’ve come to discover something about this church:  Forgive me if I’m 

stating the obvious, but Immanuel Presbyterian Church is not your typical kind of church.  

In fact, as I’ve talked to many of you, I’ve discovered that you are here precisely for this 

reason.  I’ve noticed you like to question why churches have done things a certain way or believed 

certain things for centuries.  I can testify to the fact that I have never heard it said in a staff 

meeting, “well that’s the way it’s always been.”  I’ve noticed you take stands on issues like 

immigration based on the belief that the church is not supposed to accept the status quo of 

society just because that’s the way it is. It’s one of the reasons why I came to this church. 

 

So when I asked what text I was supposed to preach on this morning, I’ve got to admit I 

was surprised by the answer – whatever text is assigned in the lectionary for that week. The 

lectionary, as I have recently discovered, is a set schedule of texts that are pre-assigned for 

churches to preach on each week.  And this same schedule has been used by tens of 

thousands of churches in 24 countries and 45 denominations for decades. 

 

Now being one - like many of you at this church – who has always resisted doing things in 

church just because that’s the way it’s always been, I admit the idea of a lectionary seems a 

bit formal and rigid and, well, the way it’s always been.  

 

So I’ve been asking myself all kinds of questions.  Like why would a very non-traditional 

church like Immanuel use this very traditional thing called a lectionary?  And why is it 

important for tens of thousands of churches – across denominations and cultures and 

communities -  to be reading and preaching from the same Bible passage on any given 

Sunday?  And why, on the Sunday after Easter, do those tens of thousands of churches 

preach on this Gospel text every year?  Why these stories on this Sunday? 

 

Well to start with the obvious, it is the Sunday after Easter.  Christ is risen!  And just in 

case we look back at last Sunday as simply another church holiday come and gone, this text 

insists that we hold on to the resurrection for a bit longer.  Christ is risen!  He is indeed!   

 

So last week we read about the empty tomb, of Peter’s amazement when he saw the linen 

cloths with no body, of how the resurrected Jesus first appeared to Mary as she wept over 

her missing Lord.  And    so   now this week, it makes sense that we would read about his 

second and third appearances – first to his disciples,  and then to Thomas.   

 

But when I ask, why these stories on this Sunday, what I’m really asking is – what are we 

supposed to learn about the resurrected Jesus, the post-Easter Jesus, through these stories?  

And what does the ministry of Jesus after his resurrection mean for us today? 



 2 

 

As this passage opens, we encounter a group of disciples who are terrified for their lives.  

They had locked themselves inside a house, probably afraid that the same people who had 

demanded a death sentence for Jesus would come after them next. There must have been 

this sense of overwhelming defeat and despair about the death of the man whom they 

thought was their Messiah.   

 

Perhaps they hoped that Mary’s testimony was trustworthy – that what seemed impossible 

was in fact true, and Jesus was alive.   But they were understandably afraid and confused 

and doubtful.  And then Jesus appears out of nowhere.  He shows them his wounds from 

the crucifixion, and then it all makes sense.  When he was alive, he had told them that he 

would be put to death and raised in three days.  And so with this appearance, his promise is 

fulfilled.  Their beloved teacher is alive, and so, the disciples rejoice! 

 

But I love the first words of Jesus as the disciples are rejoicing in this news.  Rather than 

let them stay there and revel in this joy, rather than let them celebrate the resurrection 

behind locked doors, Jesus’ first words to the disciples are to send them out into the world: 

“As the Father sent me, I also send you.” 

 

So the first words of the resurrected Jesus to his disciples are to commission them, to send 

them out in mission:“‘Peace be with you,” he says, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’ 

‘Receive the Holy Spirit. 
 
If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins 

of any, they are retained.’” 

In other words, Jesus is saying, “I am sending you out into the world to spread my peace.  I 

am sending you out into the world to spread the forgiveness and reconciliation that I came 

to establish.  And for this mission, I will equip you with the power of the Holy Spirit.” 

  

So why this story on the Sunday after Easter?  Because there is something about the 

resurrection of Jesus that sends us out into the world.   

 

This summer, I visited Church of the Savior in Washington DC, a church that was founded 

around this idea of being sent or commissioned for God’s service.  Everything at Church of 

the Savior is structured around what they call the inward journey, outward journey.  In other 

words, the more their inward relationship with Jesus grows, the more they are called 

outward through that relationship.   

 

Through their inward journey, each member is encouraged to start praying about where 

God is calling them to serve; what issue or community God has inspired them to 

love…And once they discern where God is calling them, they share that with the rest of the 

community.  Now as other members resonate with that call, as other members perhaps feel 

called to the same issue or community, they join together and form a mission group.  And 

then together, they begin praying about how exactly God wants to use them to address the 

issue or serve the community they feel called to.   
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Well what began as a very simple idea in the 1940s has turned into several communities in 

Washington DC completely transformed.  As I walked through one neighborhood this 

summer, I passed by building after building, block after block of social service 

organizations.  A jobs training center, a health clinic, affordable housing units, a halfway 

house, a school, an AIDS hospice – all begun from mission groups – all begun by a handful 

of trying to follow Jesus; all begun by a handful of people praying about where God 

wanted to send them.   

 

So there is something about the resurrected Jesus that calls us out into the world.  But there 

is also something about the resurrected Jesus that reveals to us who Christ really is.  We 

see this in the second of today’s stories, when Jesus appears to Thomas.  Now, let me first 

say that I think Thomas usually gets a bad rap as the disciple who just didn’t have enough 

faith.  The phrase “doubting Thomas,” as I’m sure you’ve heard, seems to criticize 

Thomas’s desire for proof that Jesus is alive.   

 

But can you blame him?  Of course he is skeptical since he wasn’t around during the first 

appearance.  Of course he wants the same kind of proof that his friends got when Jesus 

appeared to them and showed them his wounds.  But when Jesus appears to him, we don’t 

see a doubting Thomas; we see a Thomas who gets it better than anyone.  When Jesus 

appears to Thomas and invites him to touch his wounds, Thomas cries out, “My Lord and my 

God!”  

 

This is a profound declaration about the identity of Jesus, and Thomas is the first person to 

address Jesus in this way.   But if we look at the entire Gospel of John, this reality is what 

Jesus has been working around to since the beginning.  All along Jesus has said that with his 

death and resurrection, his true identity would be finally revealed and known to the world.  

Many titles have been ascribed to him in John’s Gospel: the Lamb of God, the Son of God, 

Rabbi, Messiah, the King of Israel, the Son of Man.  And now the climax of this story is 

reached when Thomas declares, “My Lord and my God.”    

 

Most scholars actually believe this passage is the true ending of John’s Gospel, and that 

chapter 21 was added by later generations.   So if that’s the case, in Thomas’s declaration, 

we have come full circle in seeing who Jesus really is.  At the start of John’s gospel we 

read about the divinity of Jesus: in the beginning was the word, and the word was with 

God, and the Word was God.  And now at the very end of John’s Gospel, we read about the 

divinity of Jesus, where the last of the disciples comes to the full realization of who Jesus is 

when he declares, “my Lord and my God.” 

 

I love the fact that Jesus takes the time to show Thomas the hard evidence that he needs to 

believe this truth about Jesus.  I love the fact that Jesus doesn’t rebuke Thomas for his 

doubt, but uses it as a chance to lead Thomas to a deeper faith.   

 



 4 

And I can really resonate with this in my own faith journey.  There was a time when I 

really needed that kind of hard proof.  Before I became a Christian, I had this one, very 

simple prayer that I would pray over and over again: “God, reveal yourself to me.  God, 

reveal your truth to me.”  It was almost as if I was daring God to really show up, and to be 

honest, I didn’t think God would.  I was kind of like Thomas: Unless I could see God and 

feel God’s presence, I wasn’t going to believe.  

 

And I should say that I did not start my journey of seeking God with any intention or desire 

to believe in Jesus.  But I kept praying, and I started to keep track of these little 

coincidences, times where I thought maybe, just maybe that coincidence was God.  I won’t 

exhaust you by listing out all the things that started to line up, but there were many.  But as 

I continued to ask God for signs, as I continued to ask God for people in my life whose 

spiritual wisdom I could trust, it wasn’t long before Jesus became more real and tangible 

than anything I had ever thought or known about God or the spiritual world.   

 

So today, if anyone comes to me with their doubts or skepticism about Christianity, I simply 

suggest the prayer I prayed for so many years: “God, reveal yourself to me.  God, reveal 

your truth to me.”  Because I believe that God will answer that prayer through the person of 

Jesus, but I also believe that unless we work through our own doubts, unless we, like 

Thomas, come to see and know the resurrected Jesus personally, we may not come to the 

deeper faith that God desires for us. 

 

But I’ve got to admit … even while I will never forget the clear signs that led me to believe 

in Jesus, it’s not always as easy or plain or clear for me as it was when I first came to 

believe.  And this is why I love the second part of what Jesus says to Thomas:  For even 

while Jesus offers Thomas the hard evidence he needs to believe, he also speaks to those 

who come to faith in a different kind of way:  “Blessed are those who have not seen and 

yet have come to believe.’  

 

**These words are addressed to you and me, to every church across the world today.  

Because we don’t live in a time when we can hear a first-hand account of the resurrection.  

We can’t ask the disciples what Jesus looked like when he appeared to them in the upper 

room.  We can’t ask Thomas what the wounds of Jesus felt like.  But that’s exactly why we 

read this story on this Sunday after Easter.  Because even when we don’t think that Jesus is 

as clear to us as he was to those in the early church … Even when we don’t feel like Jesus 

is as near to us today as he was when we first came to believe … there is something about 

the resurrected Jesus that gives us confidence about who Christ really is. 

 

So there is something about the resurrected Jesus that sends us out into the world, there is 

something about the resurrected Jesus that reveals who Christ really is, and finally, there is 

something about the resurrected Jesus that always meets us at our place of greatest need.   

 

All three resurrection appearances we’ve read about so far speak to this point.  As Mary 

wept over the loss of her great teacher and friend, Jesus met her in her despair and 
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comforted her.  As the disciples sat locked away behind closed doors, afraid for their lives, 

Jesus met them in their fear and empowered them with the Holy Spirit.  And as Thomas 

refused to believe until he saw proof that Jesus was alive, Christ met him in his doubt and 

gave him exactly what he needed to believe.   

 

Despair, fear, doubt – none of these are too great for Jesus to overcome.  But perhaps more 

importantly, none of these are things that Jesus himself has not felt.  In these stories, we 

read that Jesus comes to his disciples with his own wounds – with the scars of crucifixion; 

with the memories of fear and doubt as he prayed in the Garden: “Father, if you will, 

remove this cup from me”; with the memory of his cry from the cross, “My God, my God, 

why have you forsaken me?”  This is the Christ who can relate to, empathize with us in our 

moments of greatest despair.  This is the Jesus who can turn our grief to joy, our fear to 

empowerment, and our doubt to belief. 

 

So why these stories on this Sunday?  Easter may have come and gone last week, but we 

are just beginning to live into what the resurrection of Jesus means for our lives.  So may 

the resurrected Jesus send you out to continue Christ’s mission of peace and reconciliation 

in this world.  May the resurrected Jesus reveal  to you who Christ truly is.  And may the 

resurrected Jesus meet you and embrace you in your place of greatest need.  So that, to 

close in the words of today’s story, “you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son 

of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.” 


