Jim Benfer
Sermo1294 for 6-23-24, Green, Fifth Sunday of Pentecost
Scripture Reading: Matthew 28:16-20
But Some Doubted
We all have doubts at times, but particularly when something is printed wrong like these items from church bulletins:
• "Ladies, don't forget the rummage sale. It's a chance to get rid of those things not worth keeping around the house. Don't forget your husbands."
• The sermon this morning: "Jesus Walks on the Water." The sermon tonight: "Searching for Jesus."
• Barbara remains in the hospital and needs blood donors for more transfusions. She is also having trouble sleeping and requests tapes of Pastor Jack's sermons.
• The church will host an evening of fine dining, superb entertainment, and gracious hostility.
• The pastor would appreciate it if the ladies of the congregation would lend him their electric girdles for the pancake breakfast next Sunday morning.
People often leave out the beginning of our Scripture reading because they feel awkward reading that some of the eleven remaining disciples still harbored doubts.  Doubt is a part of our living, it is skepticism that is healthy if we are to think clearly about what we experience.  I believe Matthew left this word for us in his gospel to help us, because we all experience doubt from time to time, but what we do with it makes all the difference.

The first faith lesson is that doubt is a human quality.  In fact, the truth of the Bible is evident in the fact that each of our four gospels tells us that the disciples had doubt even though they saw the resurrected Jesus. I'm not trying to be disrespectful to us when I say this, but what poor building materials the Lord uses to build his church: poor building materials, of low quality.

Luke's gospel speaks more about these doubts. It says, “While they were still talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, ‘Peace be with you.’ And they were startled and frightened thinking they saw a ghost. And Jesus said to them, ‘Why are you troubled and why do doubts rise up in your minds?’” The disciples doubted the evidence of their own eyes.

In Luke 24, Jesus says, “Look at my hands and my feet. It is I myself. Touch me and see. A ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have. And when he said this, he showed them his hands and feet. And while they still did not believe it for joy and amazement...”  That's the quintessential, it's-too-good-to-be-true moment in the Bible.  It's just too good to be true that Jesus could have defeated death, and so they couldn't believe because of joy and amazement.

Yes, doubt lives side-by-side with our faith, but what we do with it makes all the difference.  The disciples were presented with one evidence after another that Jesus wielded the power of God.  In the end, despite their doubts, they acted on their faith.  Discipleship is always a matter of little faith, because we are human beings.  Nevertheless, we are human like the first disciples, and we act on the little faith we possess when more than one possibility seems reasonable and right.  That is what it means to walk by faith and not by sight.
The second faith lesson is that doubt shouldn’t stop us from acting in faith.  There is an ancient legend about Jesus’ ascension into heaven.  In it, Jesus is met by the angel Gabriel who asks him, "Now that your work is finished, what plans have you made to insure that the truth that you brought to earth will spread throughout the world?"
Jesus answered, "I have called some fishermen and tax-collectors to walk along with me as I did my Father’s will."

"Yes, I know about them," said Gabriel, "but what other plans have you made?"

Jesus replied, "I taught Peter, James and John about the kingdom of God; I taught Thomas about faith; and all of them were with me as I healed and preached to the multitudes."

Gabriel replied. "But you know how unreliable that lot is. Surely you must have other plans to make sure your work on earth was not in vain."

Jesus quietly replied to Gabriel "I have no other plans. I am depending on them!"
Because doubt is a part of our human nature, it also feeds our fears.  We fear we will be rejected, or made fun of if we express our faith in Jesus to others.  We are afraid we don’t know enough Scripture to convince someone to follow Jesus.  We are afraid that we don’t have the right words, or testimony.  So, we content ourselves with being a part of the Church, but not the part that we leave to the “professionals.”

Nevertheless, I have to agree with Gabriel a little bit here.  We are all a little bit like the disciples.  Even Isaiah, when called by God said, “Woe to me!  I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips,” We all recognize that we are not worthy to serve God, and we are even afraid to try because of our doubts about ourselves!  You must see how illogical this all is.  We doubt Jesus and we doubt ourselves.  However, through the confusion, faith tells us that Jesus has been given all authority and power, and He has authorized you to go, because He knows that with the Holy Spirit, you too, have the power to make disciples.  The only question is: will we go?
The last faith lesson is that despite our doubt, the Great Commission is unstoppable.  
I think the reason why Matthew includes this very controversial statement about doubt is that this is the moment that the disciples finally understood what Jesus was asking them to do.  They thought they were following the next leader of Israel and that they would be able to rule Israel with him, but when he died on the cross their dreams were shattered.  Now that he is alive, Jesus gave them this mission that is universal and world reaching.  Many of them probably realized the implications and the gravity of what Jesus was asking of them.  They realized to do what Jesus was asking could cost them their lives. Matthew is telling a lot of them held back and hesitated when they heard that.  This is also true of Jesus’ church today. Are you in? Are you all the way in on the Great Commission regardless of the costs?
It was a stormy night in Birmingham, England, and Hudson Taylor was to speak at a meeting at the Severn Street schoolroom. His hostess assured him that nobody would attend on such a stormy night, but Taylor insisted on going. "I must go even if there is no one but the doorkeeper." Less than a dozen people showed up, but the meeting was marked with unusual spiritual power. Half of those present either became missionaries or gave their children as missionaries; and the rest were faithful supporters of the China Inland Mission for years to come.  We too need to ask ourselves if we are all in to fulfill the Great Commission given us by our Lord.
Jesus said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.”  Why did Jesus make a statement like this?  I think he was reminding his disciples that they saw him crucified, saw his body placed in the tomb, and now he was standing before them alive.  The same power that raised Jesus up from the dead is now available to his disciples.  He was giving it to his church to go and make a difference all over the world for his name and glory.  That authority is available to every one of Jesus’ churches all over the world.  If we, as a church, are not accomplishing the Great Commission it isn’t Jesus’ fault, it’s our fault because his power and authority is available to us. We as a church should be an unstoppable force for the Gospel.
Friends, we are all human and we experience doubt.  We also know that doubt shouldn’t stop us from acting in faith.  And finally, despite our doubt God’s will is unstoppable.  Considering these things we need to trust God and obey, because we’ll never know the full extent of God’s plan for us without obedience.  We’ll never see the full power of Jesus in our lives without obedience.  And, we’ll never get to know Jesus better without obedience to his command.  In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen!
Devotional Thoughts

· We often forget that the disciples had their own doubts, but what we need to discover is that like them, we too can find that our faith is rewarded as we step up to being the disciples God sent to our community.

· Yes, doubt and skepticism are a natural part of our human makeup, but they don’t have to be our chief advisor.  Faith tells us that there is more to life than what our eyes see, and God echoes that word by the power of the Holy Spirit.

· Doubts have held all of us back at times, but what we do with our doubts from this point forward is what really matters.  God knows we aren’t worthy to be disciples, and neither were the first disciples, but by his amazing grace He can work wonders with people like us.

· The Great Commission wasn’t just made for the first disciples or “professionals,” it was made for you, and for me.  What doubts do you need to speak faith to that will allow you to step forward and change this world?
