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Have you ever had doubts in your faith journey? If we have genuine and
growing faith, it is inevitable to have doubts from time to time. Os Guinness, an
English theologian encouraged people not to be afraid of doubts in our spiritual
journey. In fact, he suggests that having doubts is a sign that our faith is healthy.
In his book, In Two Minds: The Dilemma of Doubt & How to Resolve It, he wrote
the following:

“If ours 1s an examined faith, we should be unafraid to doubt. If doubt is
eventually justified, we were believing what clearly was not worth believing.
But if doubt is answered, our faith has grown stronger. It knows God more
certainly and it can enjoy God more deeply.”

In other words, whether we have strong faith or not, it is quite common that
we struggle with doubts about God: his love for us, his plans for our lives, whether
prayers really make a difference, and a host of other things related to our faith.

Many Christians are concerned when they have doubts. They wonder if
their questions and doubts disqualify them from being followers of Christ. They
feel insecure because they are not sure if it is okay to express their uncertainty
about God, Jesus, the Bible or any spiritual matter. So, they keep the questions and
doubts to themselves, but unanswered questions or doubts fester in their hearts
until they choke their faith.”

The truth of the matter is that we all have doubts from time to time. Having
doubts means you have a feeling of uncertainty or a lack of conviction, but doubt is
not a sign of unbelief. In fact, it is a part of the journey of faith. Saint Augustine
said, “Doubt is but another element of faith.” It is by working through doubts we
grow in faith.

Unless we learn to question what we have acquired from others about
religious teachings and beliefs, we cannot have an authentic faith. Unless we learn
to question our own beliefs and convictions, our understanding will never grow

! Quoted by Jesse Carey in his article “7 People Who Wrestled with Doubt” from
https://relevantmagazine.com/god/7-prominent-christian-thinkers-who-wrestled-doubt
? Lee Strobel, The Case of Faith, (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 2000), p. 316.
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and our faith will never deepen. In a way, doubt is a gift, because doubt invites us
to investigate; unbelief denies the effort to investigate.

When it comes to religious matters, there are different kinds of doubts.
Some are intellectual doubts and some are circumstantial doubts. Although they
are inter-related, they are different kinds of doubts.

Intellectual doubts are the doubts that we experience when we are asked to
believe something that is outrageous, something our intellect has difficulty in
believing. Did Jesus really feed 5000 men with 5 loaves of bread and 2 fish? Did
Jesus really rise from the dead? Did Jesus really bring Lazarus back to life after
being dead for four days? Doubt arises because the very thing we are asked to
believe is something we have difficulty in believing. This kind of doubt is what
intellectual doubt is.

Thomas had an intellectual doubt about the resurrection of Jesus. After
Jesus was risen from the dead, he appeared to the disciples. Thomas wasn’t there
when it happened. So, the other disciples told him about it. They said, “We have
seen the Lord!” but Thomas said to them, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his
hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, | will
not believe it."®

Blind faith was something Thomas could not tolerate for himself. He wasn’t
a person who would just accept what others say. He needed to understand and
experience it before he would believe it, especially something as big and
outrageous as the resurrection of Jesus. He needed to be sure before he could
accept it.

We called his carefulness “Doubt.” In all fairness, he had an intellectual
doubt, no question about that. With this, we had given him a name, an infamous
name, “Doubting Thomas” as if he was always doubting everything. We call him
“Doubting Thomas” as if he was the only one who doubted Jesus’ resurrection
before they met him. Did all the other disciples believe in Jesus’ resurrection
before they actually encountered him? Is what Thomas said really a doubt as in
unbelief, or is it more of a realistic expression of his feelings and emotions?

What he had was an intellectual doubt, a reasonable doubt. The resurrection
of Jesus was not something he could easily accept after seeing what happened to
Jesus. Thomas knew that resurrection of the dead was possible. He had seen Jesus

® John 20:25.
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bringing the daughter of Jairus back to life.* He had seen Jesus bringing Lazarus
back to life, b ut he had never seen a dead person bringing himself back to life.
Not just any dead person but one who was crucified and horribly killed.

Who among the followers of Jesus believed in Jesus’ resurrection before he
or she encountered the risen Christ? Peter? No. John? No. Mary Magdalene? No.
No one did! So why do we single out Thomas and call him with this infamous
attribute, “Doubting Thomas?”” Don’t you think we have done Thomas a wrong?

What Thomas had was an intellectual doubt. When Jesus appeared to the
disciples again, Thomas was there. Jesus said to Thomas, “Put your finger here
and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but
believe.” Thomas answered him, “My Lord and my God!”” Did you know that no
one has ever called Jesus, “My God” until then? Peter called him “Son of the
living God.” But no one called Jesus “God” until Thomas.

Is doubt, questioning our own faith, or struggling with our own unbelief
such a bad thing? When our question is satisfied, our faith becomes strengthened
enormously.

There is another type of doubt. That is a circumstantial doubt. It is the
doubt based on life circumstances. It is the doubt that deals with all the “whys” of
life. “Why did my child die?” “Why did my parents divorce?” “Why did my
spouse leave me?” “Why do | have the terminal illness?” “Does God really care
for us?” “Where was God when I was being victimized?” These are the doubts
that truly affect our spiritual journey.

Marshall Shelley is a Senior Editor of the magazine called “Leadership.”
This magazine is a practical journal for pastors and church leaders. Marshall and
his wife Susan lost their two children in three months. In November 1991, their
son Toby was born with birth defects, and he died as soon as he was born. Then
three months later, in February 1992, their daughter Mandy, almost 2, died of
pneumonia. Mandy was not very healthy. In the two years she lived, Mandy
constantly struggled with severe and profound retardation and continual seizures.

Giving birth to a child with a handicap is devastating, and seeing that child
die without ever experiencing the joy of life brings all kinds of mixed feelings and
emotions. Seeing your own child suffer with severe retardation and continual
seizures is heart breaking to say the least, and witnessing that child’s death at such

* Mark 5:21-43.
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a young age is indescribable. There were endless prayers for another heart beat
and for another breath which never came.

Dealing with such tragedy helped Marshall to examine his own faith. He
tells about the classic distinction between virtue and innocence. While innocence
implies purity or not being violated by evil, virtue has a connotation of overcoming
difficulties and challenges. Then he says:

“Perhaps a similar distinction can be found in faith — innocent faith can trust
God because it hasn’t seen the abyss; virtuous faith has known the terror and
chooses to trust God.”

How do we deal with our doubts, whether we have intellectual or
circumstantial doubts? Doubt is not contrary to faith, but a necessary ingredient
for spiritual growth.

Our faith is often paradoxical. Sometimes it seems easy to believe, and
other times much easier to doubt.

Faith becomes genuine only after being tested, and the spiritual journey is a
continual struggle between belief and unbelief, conviction and doubt, trust and
suspicion. St. Peter encouraged the Christians under persecution saying:

“Now for a little while you have had to suffer various trials, so that the
genuineness of your faith...may be found to result in praise and glory and honor
when Jesus Christ is revealed.”®

He said this because when we face trials in life and our faith shaken, we
have a real choice. The choice is either to believe and trust God or not to believe
and not to trust God. Faith is an intentional choice to believe and an intentional
choice to trust God even when it is easier to doubt. And when you choose to
believe, when you choose to trust God, your faith will be deepened and
strengthened.

> Marshall Shelley, “My New View of God: How the deaths of two children affected my faith” Leadership Magazine,
Volume XVII no. 4, Fall 1996, p.89-90.
® 1Peter 1:6-7.



