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Some years ago, Martin Thielen, a United Methodist pastor, had a conversation with a man named Danny.  Danny told him, "Preacher, you need to know that I'm an atheist.  I don't believe the Bible.  I don't like organized religion.  And I can't stand self-righteous, judgmental Christians."

Over the course of that year, and over many other conversations, Danny softened his stance on atheism.  He told Thielen, "I've decided to upgrade from an atheist to an agnostic."  Then several months after that he said, "I've had an epiphany.  I realize that I don't reject Christianity.  Instead, I reject the way that intolerant Christians package Christianity."  And a few weeks after that he said, "Martin, you've just about convinced me on this religions stuff.  So I want to know - what's the least I can believe and still be a Christian?"


This book is Martin Thielen's attempt to answer that question.  The first half consists of ten things that a person doesn't need to believe to be a Christian.  To me, this is the best part of the book because it puts in writing the problems with Christianity that many of our un-Christian friends and family members have been saying for years.  The second half of the book consists of Martin Thielen's summary of the bare minimum beliefs that make someone a Christian.


My hope is that studying this little book and hearing the messages will equip us to speak to our un-Christian friends and family members in a way that assures them, in some cases, "Don't worry - you don't need to believe (fill in the blank) to be a Christian."  And in a perfect world, we'd also be able to convince our un-Christian friends and family members to come with us to worship to hear the messages for themselves.  Or, at the very least, we can give them a sermon CD that relates to their "hang up" about Christianity.

Why are we doing this?  Because the mission of every Christian church is to make new disciples of Jesus Christ.  That's why we exist as a church - to bring as many of our friends and family members who don't know Jesus as their Savior into the kingdom of God as we can.  My hope is that this study will help us to do that better.


I want to begin our study today with chapter two of this book, which has to do with doubt.  The belief that chapter two tackles is one that says:  "Good Christians don't doubt.  They don't doubt God's existence.  They don't doubt their salvation through Jesus.  They don't doubt that they'll be okay in surgery.  They don't doubt that a medical test will come back just fine.  They trust God all of the time, in all circumstances."  

That may sound silly to us, but this is the message that many un-Christians have been told, and it's one reason why they aren't Christians yet – because they know that they HAVE doubts, so it must be that they can’t be a Christian yet.

And the truth is there are some scriptures that seem to back up this false claim:


- For instance, Paul write in Romans 14:23  "Everything that does not come from faith is sin."

- In Genesis 16 Abraham doubted that God would give him a son as God has promised.  So he took matters into his own hands, and had a son through one of his slaves.  Because of this God didn't speak with Abraham for 13 years.

- In Luke 1 John the Baptist's father doubted that he and his wife will be given a son as God promised him.  Because of his doubt God instantly made him unable to speak again until the child was born.


- And then there's Hebrews 11:6 which says, "Without faith it is impossible to please God."

Is it true, then, that good Christians never doubt God?  Never doubt God's existence?  Never doubt his goodness, or his power?  Never doubt that what Jesus did for us on a cross 2,000 years ago will save us from our sins?  Never doubt that an upcoming surgery, or test results, will go well?

Well, if that's true then I guess you'd have to say that the apostle named Thomas wasn't a good Christian, because Thomas doubted so much that for 2,000 years we've called him what?  Doubting Thomas.  We call him that because of what happened in John 22:24.  


Did you bring your Bible with you today?  Will you hold it up like it's the best thing you own in the entire world, and let's all say these words together:


I love the Bible!  It inspires me to believe in God whom I can't see, and in Jesus whom I can't touch.  And it shows me that doubt is just a part of faith.  


Holy Spirit, teach us what we need to see in these sacred pages today, and inspire us to believe.  Amen.

Will you turn with me to John 20:24?  

Before we read this passage, let me set it up.  Jesus was killed by the Romans on what we call "Good Friday", on charges of claiming to be a king.  (We know that this is how Jesus gave his life for the world, dying in our place, for our sins, on the cross.)  Then on what we call Easter Sunday God raised Jesus from the dead - brought him completely back to life.  


Jesus appeared first to Mary Magdalene at the empty tomb.  Then he appeared to his disciples, passing through the walls of a locked door, as they were huddled together in fear.  But Thomas, one of the twelve apostles, wasn't there at the time.  He was standing in line at Starbucks, or something, and he missed it.  He missed seeing the resurrected, risen, Jesus!  Can you imagine?  So when he came back the other disciples told him about it.  He didn't believe them.  He doubted their claim that Jesus had come back from the dead - which is why we call him "Doubting Thomas".  That brings us to our scripture, beginning in verse 24.


Read John 20:24-31


L:  The Word of God for the people of God.


P:  THANKS BE TO GOD!


Now, there are a couple of things I want us to notice in this amazing story.


First, why did Thomas doubt that Jesus was risen from the dead?  Wasn’t it because he hadn't yet experienced Jesus with his own senses?  He tells us as much when he says:  

"Unless I see the nail marks in his hands (that's sight) and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, (that's touch) I will not believe it."

(John 20:25)


Thomas is giving the reason why a lot of us doubt God.  Like Thomas, we've been taught to trust our senses.  "Seeing is believing," right?  You and I try not to believe in the existence of anything that we can't experience with one, or more, of our five senses.  Wait a minute.  Anything?  Or just God?  Think about it.  If we insisted that we had to see, hear, touch, taste or smell something before we believed in it, we'd never get out of bed in the morning:


- Who looks at the brake lines in their car before driving down the road to make sure they’re okay?  No one.  We just believe our brakes will work.  That's faith.

- Who listens for burglars downstairs before going down the steps for breakfast?  No one.  We just believe our home is safe.  That's faith.

- Who touches all of the money in their bank account before putting any more money in, just to make sure it's all there?  No one.  We just believe it's all there.


- Who tastes the coffee beans, the water, the milk or the sugar that's going to be put into their coffee at Sheetz before guzzling it down in the morning?  No one.  We just believe the ingredients are safe.  That's faith.

- And who smells their lunchtime turkey croissant sandwich at Tim Horton's before eating it?  No one.  We just believe the turkey is fresh.  Why?  There's no proof!  We eat it on faith.

Truth is, we couldn’t function in this world relying only on our five senses.  We have to have faith to leave the house.  But, for some reason, we think we need to use our five senses to verify what we will accept to be true about God.  Very strange.


Did you notice how Jesus reacted to Thomas' doubts?  Now, remember, Jesus had just spent the last three years with Thomas and the other disciples, doing all kinds of miracles - healing cripples, making the blind see, even raising people from the dead.  Thomas knew all about the power of God over death because he'd seen God conquer death through Jesus many times.  He should have known that God could raise Jesus too!  He should have known.


If Jesus is like you and me maybe he walks up to Thomas and bops him on the side of the head and asks, "What's the matter with you, boy?  Where do you get off doubting God?  'Unless I see the nail marks in his hands.'   You should be ashamed of yourself.  You know better than that!"


That's what you and I might have done.  But not Jesus.  It's so important for us to see that.  Not Jesus.  Instead, Jesus says to Thomas, "Put your finger here in my side, Thomas.  Go ahead.  Touch it.  That's where the spear was poked between my ribs.  Feel the hole?  Now, look at my hands, Thomas.  Use your eyes.  These are the holes that the spikes were in that held me to the cross.  Do you see them?  Now . . . will you believe?  It’s really me.  I am alive!"


Don't you love Jesus' patience?  Patience with Thomas' doubts?  And do we see?  Jesus showed us what God is like.  God is patient with our doubts too.  God doesn't condemn us for doubting that he's real, or that prayer does any good, or even that Jesus died for us on the cross.  God understands our doubts, as Jesus understood Thomas'.  And if we let him he'll bring us along, one step at a time.


One way that he does that is when we decide to do a personal study of the scriptures for ourselves.  So many people doubt God because of what they heard other people say about him.  College freshmen are particularly vulnerable to this.  They may have gone to church and Sunday School and Youth Group for 18 years, but they never studied the scriptures for themselves.  Then they get into a college freshmen "Intro to Philosophy" class, or "Intro to Religion" class and an angry religion bully that they call a "professor" rips their 18 year old immature and un-informed Christian faith to shreds by injecting all kinds of doubts and skepticism in their minds.  We lose more good Christian kids to college philosophy and religion classes than we could ever count.  Your child may have been one of those casualties.  


  But I haven't met many doubters who have actually studied the scriptures themselves carefully, and seen with their own eyes the mysterious cohesion, consistency and connectedness of the Bible.  Let me give you three websites to check out in this regard.  If you’re interested, you can write these down:

www.asburyerie.org is our church website that has all of the Bible studies that I've taught in the last four years on it.  Why not begin your own study of God's Word by going over the same material that we cover here on Wednesday nights?


www.josh.org is the website of Josh McDowell who has been helping people overcome their doubts about the reliability of the Bible and the claims of Christ for 40 years.


www. rationalchristianity.net is a website dedicated to asking questions that doubters are asking and doing its best to answer them.


There are several reasons why people today doubt the claims of the Bible.  Philosophy has done its best to prove that God does not exist or, at the very least, is not involved in our lives.  Science has done its best to prove that God is unnecessary, as science positions itself to have all of the answers we'll ever need.  Our liberal media has done its best to prove that you can have more fun and enjoy your life by ignoring God's rules for living as told in the scriptures.  And the study of other world religions has done its best to prove that a person's concept of God has everything to do with that person's upbringing, not with the actual truth.  There are several reasons to doubt the claims of the Bible.  

In response, Martin Thielen says four things that are so important.


First, he says, "Doubt is not the enemy of faith but part of faith."  We don't need to fear our doubts.  They're a part of what it means to be human:  to question things, to see all of the options in front of us.  Doubt isn't the enemy of faith.  Indifference is the enemy of faith:  not caring what the truth is.  And boredom is the enemy of faith.  It's okay to doubt, as long as we let our doubt inspire us to dig deeper into the scriptures - not run from them.


Second, Martin Thielen says, "You can be a thinking person and still be a Christian."  Boy, I hope you can!  Christianity has never asked people to leave their brains at home.  Christianity asks a person to bring their whole being, (body, mind and spirit), to the Lord and let him change them.  If you were to come to Bible Study on Wednesday nights you'll leave with a tired brain, because we believe God wants us to be thinking people. God has nothing to fear from questions.  Questions are doorways to greater learning.


Third, Martin Thielen says, "Science and religion are compatible with each other."  They sure are, because they're asking different questions.  A lot of people lose their faith in the Bible because they believe the Bible should be a science book.  It isn't.  The Bible isn't answering the "how" questions that science asks.  The Bible is answering the "who" and the "why" questions that science can never ask.  Scientists care very deeply HOW God created the world.  That's their job.  But scientists aren't allowed to ask, "Who created the first atoms?  Who put the stars in the sky?"  And they're not allowed to ask, "Why does matter exist?  Why are we here?"  For that, they need another source of truth beyond what they can measure with their instruments.  And that's where the Bible comes in.  Science and religion are compatible because they're not competitors.  They're not asking the same questions.  A Christian can be a scientist.  In fact, we need more and more Christian scientists in our labs, colleges and universities - scientists who are figuring out the mysteries of how God created the universe, and then coming to church to figure out why.

Finally, Martin Thielen says, "It is OK to ask hard questions about God."  It certainly is.  God isn't like a phony salesman who knows his product is no good, so he won't let you ask him any questions about it.  God has big shoulders and he can take any question we fire at him.  Have you read the book of Job lately?  Job was the "king of the world" when he suddenly lost his family, his home, and all of his possessions.  And for the rest of the book all he did was ask God hard questions, questions like, "Why did this happen to me?  I am one of your faithful followers.  What did I do to deserve this misery?"


And God didn't scold Job for these questions.  Instead, he came to Job and spoke to him personally.  And in the end, even though Job wasn't given any answers to his "Why me?" questions, in the end God's love for him outweighed his suffering.  And he found his faith in God again.


That's the key, right there - to keep talking with God, to keep the relationship going, to keep digging into the scriptures and talking with other Christians about our questions.  If we can keep the relationship going between us and God, like Job did, then God will not only understand and accept our doubts, he will transform them into faith.


Yes, even good Christians doubt.  


Next week we're going to be looking at chapter one in Martin Thielen’s book, which covers what I think is the #1 reason why people aren't Christians - the belief that God causes cancer, car wrecks and other catastrophes.  Do you know someone who blames God for the bad things in their lives?  Bring them with you next week if you can.  And read chapters 1, 16 and 17.


Let us pray - 
