The Deal About Doubt

John 20:24-29 Now Thomas (called Didymium), one of the twelve, was not with the disciples when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, "We have seen the Lord!" But he said to them, "Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe it." A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you!" Then he said to Thomas, "put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe." Thomas said to him, "my Lord and my God!" Then Jesus told him, "because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed." 

I want to talk about a subject that is common to every person in this place.  Something we all have experienced, will experience and most of us deal with to some degree on an ongoing basis.  This is an element as common to the human experience as the air we breath. Let me tell you the deal about doubt.  I struggled with doubt this very day.

Will they listen to my sermon?

I doubt it.

Will it make sense?

I doubt it.

Will they stay awake past the reading of the text?

I doubt it.

Will they remember my sermon until they make it to their car?

I doubt it.  

I am being a bit facetious.  However I do believe that doubt is a part of every life, for believers and non-believers alike.  Let me be very clear that I am not talking about doubt in general, but doubt concerning God, Truth, and the veracity of the Word of God.  It seems to me that Christ-followers are not allowed to ever express doubt.   It is taboo. We equate doubt with unbelief, lack of faith, and sin.  There is a thinking out there that doubt is an affront to God and sinful.   We need to know the deal about doubt, and how to deal with doubt.   We think of doubt as the opposite of faith, and the Bible says in Hebrews that “without faith it is impossible to please God” so we reason that if doubt is present with us it must be impossible to please God.  So then we feel guilty about doubt.  And if one is not very careful doubt will beat you up, rob your strength, crush your brain, and suck your soul dry. 

Defining Doubt
Does God exist?  Does He care for me?  Can I trust Him?  Are the promises in the Bible true?  Am I doing the right thing the right way?  Are my prayers really being heard?   Doubts are far more prevalent than we want to admit.  They keep seekers from coming to Christ and they cause Christians loads of guilt and condemnation.   Most people have moments when they don’t feel 100% certain.  Most people struggle to trust implicitly.  Most people have at least a few questions that they really can’t seem to find rationale reasonable answers to.  These are called doubts. 

Doubt not only causes Christians loads of guilt, it keeps us from developing our full potential in Christ.

Why pray more if I am not sure my prayers really matter?
Why worship with fervor and intensity if I am not sure God really cares?

Why witness to others if I am struggling deeply with my own faith?
Why give more of my resources and time if I have deep questions about the nature and worth of my faith? 

Why get involved if I am not certain God called me to minister & fill a role?
So while doubt is not sinful, you better learn the deal about doubt, and how to deal with doubt or it will dump a ton of guilt on you and keep you from reaching the next dimension in Christ. 

· Our English word “doubt” comes from the Latin dubitare, which is a word meaning “two.”  Lets proceed with the following understandings:

· To believe is to accept something as true 

· To disbelieve is to accept something as not true 

· But the word “doubt” is to waver between those two. 

To believe and disbelieve simultaneously, so to speak. Or to say it another way, to be of two minds, to be flip-flopping, to hold a little bit of each.

This "twoness" or doubleness is the very heart of doubt. The heart of doubt is a divided heart, not a heart set firmly in unbelief. (This is important)
In English the doubleness of doubt is pictured in phrases we use; foot in “both camps” or “straddling the fence”. 

The Chinese: A person with a foot in two boats. 

In the Peruvian Andes, a particular tribe speaks of “having two thoughts” 

In Guatemala, the Kekchi language : “a man whose heart is made in two.” 

The Navaho Indian: “that which is two with him.” 

James 1 talks about being double-minded. (two-souled) & unstable.

Mark 11 talks about the importance of believing without doubting so that what is requested may be done. The word there literally means “not hesitating or disputing with yourself.” 

Notice in each case whether we are talking about other cultures or Scripture, there is an unmistakable emphasis on the ambivalence or double mindedness, the “twoness” of doubt. What follows from this brief look at the word is that doubt is not the opposite of faith, nor is it at all the same as unbelief.  Doubt is actually a state of mind in suspension between faith and belief. It is a flexible, malleable state. It is not the same as a hardened, decided unbelief. This distinction, then, is absolutely vital because it uncovers and deals with the first major misconception that doubt presents.  Doubt is not the opposite of faith, it is not rebellious willful unbelief, it is sincere questioning.  To doubt means you can still be persuaded.  

Some of you don’t doubt because you have decided to believe, others don’t doubt because they have decided NOT to believe.  But for the rest of us who wrestle with doubt we have to develop a strategy to deal with doubt. 

To doubt is to question, to have unbelief is to have made a choice to not believe.  Sincere questions can be answered: doubt can be resolved.  But if you have chosen or decided not to believe usually no amount of evidence can persuade you.  So I come for the sincere doubters in this service.  If you are a Christian struggling with doubt I can help you, if you are sincerely seeking answers I can help you.  

Two Responses To Doubt
There are basically to responses to doubt.  People will deal with their doubts in one of two ways.  

1. Deny

Either they deny that they have doubts.  And live in some serious denial.  Or they deny the truth of what they are questioning.  Since they have a doubt they discredit and deny the whole thing.  This is what Thomas did initially in our text.  Since I didn’t see it I will not believe it.  You know Thomas was struggling with doubt and not unbelief because he held open the possibility of belief. "Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side,…”   There was a condition there that if fulfilled Thomas was prepared to believe.  That is all God needs to move in your life.   Faith has been preached to the point of impossibility.  I can much more relate to Thomas than I can your average televangelist. 

Let me propose a second way to deal with doubt.  

2. Dig Deeper

Do not let your doubts lead you to a place of unbelief.  You will not always balance between belief and unbelief.  You will move to one or the other.  And there is real danger if your doubts solidify into unbelief. 

Mark 16:11 equates unbelief with a hard heart. 

Hebrews 3:12 teaches that unbelief will result in a heart being evil
Matthew 13:58/17:20 Mark 6:6 & Hebrews 3:19 will all show you that any time there is unbelief you are slamming the door on possibility and limiting what God can do in your life.  *For all of these reasons I usually cannot help someone who has chosen unbelief, they have a hard heart, they have limited how much they will allow God to impact their life. 

So you need a strategy to deal with doubt.  I am giving it to you.  When you doubt don’t deny, dig deeper.   Dig into the Word of God, dig into every resource you can find, dig into prayer, dig into the lives of people of faith all around you.  Dig, Dig, Dig, Dig… Until your doubt becomes belief and you fall to your knees before Christ proclaiming “My Lord and My God!!!”

Digging Through The Doubt
Two Boulders To Dig Past

Before you start digging let me caution you about two big boulders you are going to hit as soon as you start digging.   Being products of the scientific age where measurability, quantification and testability lead to this fixation on “certainty.” We have a love affair with reason and rationality.  The first boulder we will hit as we try to dig past doubt is…

Can We Quantify?

Can we measure it, can we learn its dimensions?  Can we get a complete understanding of how it works?  When it comes to God and faith the answer is no, so we tend to doubt.   We let those doubts fester into unbelief.  But please let me remind you there is a whole host of things we believe in that we cannot quantify. 

· Things such as

· Anger 

· Love 

· Pain 

· Joy 

· Grief 

· Ecstasy 

are all very real. But you can’t measure, test for, or quantify them.  But we don’t doubt that they are real and important.  Why cant we extend the same faith to God that we do to our own emotions?

Is It 100 % Verifiable ?

This is what Thomas was going for.  I am not going to believe until it is absolutely verified.  We hold God to this exacting standard of 100% verification yet there are numerous areas of our life where we are comfortable with a certain degree of assumption, or faith if you will. Lack of 100% variability or certainty is not usually a paralyzing factor in most of the cases of our lives. 

We get in our car assuming it is going to be a safe trip.  

We jump into an airplane and assume it is not going to have a mechanical failure and crash. 

When we sit down on a chair we have faith that it will support us instead of collapsing. 

We have faith that our friends really do love and care for us. 

We believe that there was a civil war even though we weren’t present. 

None of these things can we prove will happen or not happen with any degree of certainty. But it doesn’t paralyze us. It doesn’t leave us in some sort of quandary.  We do not refuse to leave the house because it has not been proven to us that we will come home.  Why cant we extend the same small amount of faith to God that we do our car, history, a chair, or our friends.   

When you refuse to deny and start digging to get past your doubts you will have to dig past these two boulders.  But if you can bring yourself to a place where you don’t necessarily have to quantify God or demand 100% variability from Him you are starting to enter the realm of faith and belief and are drawing close to the place where in every area of your life you can declare Him to be your Lord and your God!

Then Jesus told him, "because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed." 

If you can dig through your doubts past those two boulders Jesus said, Jesus said, Jesus said you will be blessed!!!

1. Two Kinds Of Doubt Dirt To Dig Through

2. Intellectual Doubt Dirt
These are doubts like I opened up this sermon with.  Does God exist?  Is His nature loving or indifferent?   Do my prayers make a difference?  Is the Bible factual and literal or allegorical, or both?  

Intellectual doubt is failure to understand

Believe it or not these are probably the easiest to deal with.  If you get past the two boulders you are well on your way to reaching the bedrock of faith.   Let me give you some digging strategies.

1. Commit to deeper discovery

Recognize that if you really are serious about wanting to understand, it will require you digging in and really more deeply discovering how some of the intricacies of faith, doctrine, and philosophy.

2. Recognize that all beliefs and worldviews require faith commitments.  (Nothing is 100% verifiable and quantifiable.)

Scientific naturalism as a worldview believes it can best get at and test reality. Scientific naturalism says that miracles don’t exist, not because there has been research done that shows that miracles don’t exist, but because they make a faith commitment that if it is not repeatable in a laboratory, and testable using scientific equipment, then it simply can’t exist. Scientific naturalism claims only the senses are reliable inputs into our lives, not because they can scientifically prove that, but because that is a faith commitment.  Those faith commitments and assertions can’t be proven. Faith is involved as a major building block of scientific naturalism. Jesus was raised from the dead 2,000 years ago and validated his claims to be the Son of God. That takes faith as well. Let me just say as an aside that demonstrating reasonably that Jesus was raised from the dead actually stands on a better foothold than proving scientific naturalism is true.

3. Recognize that others have wrestled with the same questions.

Chances are there are lots of people who have struggled with the very same questions you and I have. There are lots and lots of writing and dialogue that has been done throughout history on these very kinds of issues. You don’t need to feel alone. You don’t need to feel embarrassed.

We tend to suffer from what is called historical arrogance. We think that these subjects and these issues are original with us. The fact of the matter is they simply aren’t.  If you will commit to these things, really tapping the resources, really recognizing the faith foundation of every major worldview, recognizing that you aren’t alone, and that vast resources have already been written, then you can be well on your way to experiencing resolution.

2. Personal Doubt Dirt
If intellectual doubt is failure to understand, personal doubt is failure to act on facts instead of feelings. 

Does God love me?  Do I have any worth?  Can I be forgiven?  Do I have a purpose beyond biological function in life? These aren’t intellectual questions that can be solved with some harder thinking. They aren’t responded to by reading a book that helps you carefully analyze the issue.

These questions simply boil down to us understanding what God says about some of these questions and then trusting Him.  

1. Enlist the help of a fellow traveler

Sit down and have a discussion with someone on these issues. Have them help you see what God really says about his genuine love for you, his ability to forgive anything. This can help you come to grips with the fact that God has created you in his image and by definition that makes you worthy.  The help of a fellow traveler here could become indispensable.

2. Ask for God’s help in dealing with it

We must be resolved that we can’t progress without God’s help. (Get past the intellectual doubt dirt) Numerous examples can be cited of God speaking to people who didn’t even know he existed. There are biblical examples of people crying out to God saying: God, please help me. Hebrews 11:6  And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.
3. Recognize the enemy’s goal in doubt

There is a real enemy of your soul.  (Again, get past the intellectual doubt dirt)  His goal is to see doubt bleed into unbelief, and to see current mental wavering go into certain hardness against God.  If the enemy can create doubt and suspend you in that place, he can neutralize your growth. By definition, doubt is suspension between those two poles. 

James 4:7  Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.

Doubt On The Defensive
Instead of letting doubt determine your actions and dictate life to you your best strategy is to put doubt on the defensive.  There are things you can do that will chase doubt out of your life.  

Question Doubt

Instead of doubt causing you to question your beliefs why don’t you question your doubts. 

1. Are my questions genuine or are they a smoke screen for a fear of commitment?

How do we really know that? If you are exploring and you are discovering answers or resolutions to your questions, and you experience a  atisfaction and greater openness to God, then that was a genuine question that really needed resolution.

However, if I quickly have another question that takes the place of the one just answered or the one just wrestled, it is possible I am going to continue creating questions that would keep my commitment at bay. Therefore, maybe I need to explore. . .

2. Am I unwilling to make the commitment and go forward with God? 

Those of you who are seeking and questioning, you haven’t crossed the line of faith yet, you need to ask this question: Do I have a thoughtful, well-studied worldview that adequately addresses the questions I am posing to Christianity and I just don’t have a better answer, or am I just throwing these obstacles out so that I can hide behind them?  For those of you who are struggling to make a deeper commitment to God you need to honestly ask yourself are my questions and doubts real or am I just creating obstacles that keep me from a deeper commitment.  (God will call your bluff – Israel water/brea/flesh…Psalm 78)

That leads to a third question:

3. Are my questions genuine stumbling blocks or a smoke screen for hidden rebellion?

Many seekers come to the place of having to wrestle with the fact that their questions are just an attempt at a politically correct cover-up for intentional, knowing rebellion. Here is the question to ask in that particular case. If all your doubts were laid to rest or addressed, would you 100% surrender your life to God and live his plan?  If all your doubts were laid to rest or addressed, would you 100% step up and start striving for the spiritual level God is trying to take you to?  If the answer to that question is no, your questions are at best superficial.  They are just a smoke screen for rebelling against the will of God for your life.  

Those questions will either chase out doubts or reveal the true nature of them.  

Confess & Clarify Doubt

Quit pretending to be some tough guy, some giant of faith.  Confess.  Thomas did.  The father of the demoniac in Mark 9 did.  Then tell God what you need to get past your doubts.   And watch what will happen. 

Confess:  Thomas: I will not believe     Father: Help my unbelief

Clarify   :  Thomas: I need to touch…   Father: Deliver my son

(TEXT)

