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PERMISSION
10 0D0UBT

he Benefit of Doubt. Maybe you paused when you read that title and won-
dered if that’s really a thing. Can doubt actually have a benefit? After all,

doubt is typically viewed in a negative light. We’re told it implies a lack of
confidence on our part. An uncertainty in our convictions. A lack of strength in
our resolve. And when it comes to doubts regarding our faith—well, the message
we usually receive is that we shouldn’t go there. Don’t question . . . just believe.
The reality, however, is that doubt is not your enemy. Rather, when you take
the appropriate steps to work through your spiritual doubts, you will develop a
deeper understanding and a more authentic relationship with God. Your doubts
can actually lead you to a richer faith and be a great benefit in your spiritual walk.
This idea of embracing your doubts might cause you to feel uneasy. Perhaps
you’re afraid that if you examine your doubts too closely, it will lead you down
the slippery slope to skepticism (or even cynicism). Or maybe you worry that
your doubts will poke holes in some of your long-held beliefs. Or perhaps you
are concerned that if you have doubts—and express them openly—it might cause
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those who look up to you to also begin to doubt. You may fear that your doubts
could become contagious and infect their thinking as well.

The truth is that closely examining your doubts will likely not lead you to
cynicism but to the ability to better understand why you believe what you do.
Your doubts may indeed poke holes in some of your long-held beliefs—but in-
stead of patching the holes, you’ll get to press in to discover what you believe
about God, not what others have told you to believe. And those who look up to
you will benefit by knowing you have doubts you’re not afraid to confront. It
will encourage them to wrestle with their own doubts.

Virtually everyone, from the committed Christian to the hardcore atheist,
struggles with doubt at times. What is important is not that you have doubts but
what you do with those doubts. If you choose to ignore them, what began as be-
nign uncertainty can metastasize into a destructive mindset that resists believing
in anything—that slippery slope we mentioned to cynicism. But if you are willing
to honestly address your spiritual doubts, you will find a greater capacity for
knowing and loving God.

As a companion to The Benefit of Doubt, this workbook is an invitation for you
to reconsider doubt as an integral part of your spiritual journey. It is intended to
help you wrestle with your doubts—whether individually or with others in a small
group—toward the goal of pursuing a richer faith. While no one can promise that
you will never doubt again, the hope is that your doubts don’t become a destina-
tion but a doorway to a more intimate relationship with God.

God welcomes your doubts. So, no matter what questions you’re asking or
how loud your doubts shout, you can take them to Jesus—for the first time or the
hundredth time. If you seek the truth with an open mind, a tender heart, and a
willing spirit, God will meet you there.

So don’t be afraid to doubt. Take a deep breath, and let’s get started.



OEALING
WITH DOUBT

acing your doubts so that you can grow in your faith may sound coun-

terintuitive. You might worry about doubting to the point of wandering

too far from your touchstones of truth. But the Bible reveals that dealing
with doubt s part of being human—and part of developing a genuine relation-
ship with God that can endure life’s twists and turns. God not only permits
us to have doubts but also reveals himself when we seek him with open hearts.
Rather than ignoring, compartmentalizing, or fearing your doubts, you can
push through them to find a foundation of God’s truth for assessing your
beliefs. Here are the key principles you will explore in part 1:

Your doubt doesn’t disappoint God.

Your doubt doesn’t define God—or define you.

Your doubt doesn’t deny your faith or disqualify you from ministry.
Your doubts may be driven by circumstances, intellect, emotion, or
other people.

Your doubts may be driven by misperceptions and false assumptions
about God based on your relationship with your earthly parents.

Your doubts may be driven by your personality as well as by the choices
you make and habits you develop.

You can’t have a reconstruction of your faith without a deconstruction

of your beliefs.
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15 1T WRONG TO
HAVE DOUBTS?

The strongest faith isn’t a faith that never doubts.
Ratbher, the strongest faith is a faith that grows through doubts.

CRAIG GROESCHEL

aving doubts about your faith can be a lonely experience. Even when

H you know that other people doubt, you might still be reluctant to voice
your doubts for fear of what others will think. You’ve probably wit-

nessed those who’ve expressed their doubts being shut down, whether in a ca-
sual conversation, a small-group gathering, or a Bible study. This is unfortunate
because these should be safe places to air your doubts without fear of judgment.
While it might be helpful to know that people beside you in church have
doubts, it can be even more helpful to know that some of history’s most renowned
Christians had doubts. People like Martin Luther, the father of the Protestant
Reformation, who not only questioned the theology and practices of the Roman
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Catholic Church in the sixteenth century but who also continued to have doubts
about his salvation throughout much of his lifetime.'

Or take C. S. Lewis, the great twentieth-century apologist and author of
iconic classics like Mere Christianity, The Screwtape Letters, and The Chronicles of
Narnia. As an academic professor, Lewis continued to wrestle with doubt intel-
lectually. The problem of loss, suffering, and grief was not simply philosophical
and theological but deeply personal for Lewis, who married late in life and then
lost his wife to cancer. Even as he became known as one of the great apologists
for the Christian faith, Lewis had to keep working through his own questions.”

Then there’s Mother Teresa, who was known for her commitment to serving
the impoverished and those with severe medical ailments. She mostly kept her
doubts private during her lifetime, but after her death in 1997, her diaries and
journals revealed a believer brokenhearted by her lack of intimacy with God.
Many people found her candor relatable and her faith even more admirable. She
clearly continued living out her commitment to love and serve God even in the
midst of lonely bouts that left her questioning her relationship with him.’

Numerous other famous followers of Jesus experienced doubt even while
serving, ministering, preaching, and teaching—including John Calvin, Charles
Spurgeon, and Pope Francis. These believers exercised their faith by trusting God
and living out his calling on their lives even in the midst of their unanswered ques-
tions. They learned to accept doubt as a necessary part of their spiritual growth.

In the same way, rather than allowing doubt to undermine our faith, we’re
called to trust that God will meet us in the midst of our struggles. Doubt only
becomes a problem when we’re unwilling to push through it. Having doubts
about your faith doesn’t mean you’re a bad Christian. Having doubts about your
faith means you’re in good company!

¢ Who has influenced you when it comes to expressing your doubts? How would
you summarize your general attitude toward doubt until now?
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¢ How does your doubt contribute to feelings of loneliness or isolation? When
have you remained silent rather than express a doubt about matters of faith?

¢ What difference does it make in knowing most believers experience doubt at
times? What’s your reaction to the doubts experienced by well-known Christians?

¢ Which well-known Christian’s life has inspired you in your faith journey? What
do you know about how he or she handled times of doubt?

EXPLORING THE TRUTH

We’ve established that it’s not wrong to have doubts. But that doesn’t mean
you’ve immediately identified, clarified, rectified, and welcomed your doubts as
a gateway to a richer walk with Jesus. You’re probably still harboring nagging
doubts about doubt, wondering if it’s really okay to express your feelings, and
asking how your doubts can grow your faith.

This sense of unease about leaning in to your doubts makes perfect sense.
If “faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not
see” (Hebrews 11:1), then it’s natural to assume that lacking confidence in what
you hope for and wanting assurance for what you do not see must mean that
you’re a bad Christian.
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This is simply not true!

Consider the story of perhaps the best-known doubter in the Bible: Thomas.
He was one of the twelve disciples who was handpicked by Jesus and is often re-
membered mostly for ... well, doubting. But if we look at how he became known
as the original “Doubting Thomas,” we quickly realize that he got a bad rap.

After Jesus’ resurrection, Thomas wanted to be certain that his Master had
returned to life in a body that was not only flesh and blood but also bore the
scars of the crucifixion. Basically, he wanted more than secondhand testimony
from the other disciples. He wanted firsthand evidence in order to believe what
was humanly impossible. As you read the passage below, imagine how you would
have responded if you had missed out on witnessing the presence of Jesus after
he rose from the grave—and then received a second chance.

9 On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together,
with the doors locked for fear of the Jewish leaders, Jesus came and stood among
them and said, “Peace be with you!” *° After he said this, be showed them his hands
and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord.

2t Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am
sending you.” ** And with that he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy
Spirit. 2 If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven; if you do not forgive
them, they are not forgiven.”

** Now Thomas (also known as Didymus), 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 bis bands and put my
finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe.”

8 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.”

8 Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my God!”

2 Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed
are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”

JOHN 20:19-29
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¢ How does Thomas’s response to the other disciples’ statement, “We have
seen the Lord” (verse 25), reflect the way that you might have responded if
you had been in his place? Do you usually believe what others close to you
tell you, or do you need to decide for yourself?

¢ How do you typically respond when others ask you to provide proof about
something? How does that compare to the way Jesus responded to Thomas?

¢ What might Thomas have been thinking when Jesus offered to let him touch
his wounds? How would you have responded in this situation?

¢ Notice that Jesus didn’t tell Thomas simply to “stop doubting.” What did Jesus
say to him right before he said that phrase—and then right after? How does
Jesus’ response to Thomas color the way you view doubting?
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QUESTIONING THE TRUTH

The interaction Thomas had with Jesus makes it clear that we never have to feel
ashamed of having doubts. Thomas wasn’t being difficult or seeking extra atten-
tion—he was merely being honest about wanting evidence before he bought in
to the resurrection. Nor was the doubt Thomas expressed an indicator that his
commitment to Jesus was weak, half-hearted, or fickle. If we back up before this
post-resurrection scene, we find that Thomas displayed boldness, courage, and a
fearless attitude in his dedication to Christ.

In fact, based on what we find in the Gospels, Thomas might have been one
of the most faithful followers of Jesus. In one story, Mary and Martha, the sisters
of Jesus’ friend Lazarus, sent word that Lazarus was sick. When Jesus heard this
news, he remained where he was for two days, and then said, “Let us go back to
Judea” (John 11:7). Now, there was a good reason for Jesus and the disciples not
to go back to Judea. The Jewish religious leaders there were looking for Jesus
and intended to kill him. The disciples pointed out this fact to Jesus, but their
concern didn’t slow him down.

The disciples knew that to accompany their Master back to Judea meant that
they might be killed as well. It was a sobering possibility that surely made them
all think twice—well, all except for one. As we read, “Then Thomas (also known
as Didymus) said to the rest of the disciples, ‘Let us also go, that we may die with
him™ (verse 16).

There is no doubt here about Thomas’s courage, conviction, and commit-
ment. He wasn’t afraid to speak up and express his willingness to face whatever
Jesus was about to face. Nothing is mentioned about the other disciples saying
anything in solidarity. Thomas didn’t waver or hide—he displayed a kind of
“risk everything” faith without hesitation.

Let’s also remember that Thomas kept hanging out with his fellow disciples
even after he expressed his desire for tactile proof of the risen Savior. Even though
Thomas needed more than the others’ testimony of the risen Lord (see John
20:25), he didn’t abandon hope. In fact, we are told, “A week later his disciples
were in the house again, and Thomas was with them” (verse 26). Thomas didn’t
have the firsthand evidence he needed yet, but he still showed up.

And by showing up, Thomas received what he needed in order to believe! Jesus
not only appeared again to the disciples but also offered Thomas the opportunity
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to place his finger in the nail scars and his hand in Jesus’ side where the soldier’s
sword had been. Jesus stood close to Thomas and told him to touch his wounds.
Jesus didn’t rebuke Thomas, shame him for doubting, or denounce his faith be-
cause he wanted tangible evidence.

God is willing to meet yox in the midst of your doubts as well. He does not
distance himself or abandon you for doubting. While you might feel disconnected
from God in the midst of your questions, uncertainties, and doubts, he is still
right there with you. He is willing to be touched, provide the evidence you need,
and offer you reassurance of his presence. So don’t stop seeking God when you
have doubts but dare to trust that he is willing to meet you right where you are.
He can handle your questions, fears, and frustrations.

The story of Thomas shows us that Jesus invites us to be honest with him,
because sincere faith gets strengthened by doubts.

¢ What evidence is found in the story told in John 11:1-16 that Thomas was a
faithful follower of Jesus?

¢ What is significant about the fact that Thomas remained in close contact with
the other disciples even after expressing his doubt? What does this say about
the importance of continuing to show up even when you have doubts?

¢ What stands out to you in the way that Jesus responded to Thomas? How
would you like Jesus to respond to your doubts and desire for reassurance?
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¢ What specific questions continue to nag at you in the midst of your faith jour-
ney? Which one troubles you the most at a personal level? Why?

DIGGING DOEEPER INTO DOUBT

Thomas wasn’t the only follower of Jesus who had doubts. Even some who had
encountered the risen Son of God after the resurrection still doubted. And those
two times when Jesus crashed his disciples’ gatherings in the upper room were not
his only post-resurrection appearances—not by a long shot. The New Testament
mentions more than a dozen times when Jesus appeared to his followers after the
resurrection and before his ascension to heaven.

The women outside his empty tomb met him (see Matthew 28:8-10), as did
two men walking to Emmaus (see Luke 24:13-35). Ten of the disciples (meeting
without Thomas) saw Jesus as they were hiding from the Jewish leaders (see John
20:19-25). When some of them later went fishing, they encountered Jesus on the
beach (see John 21:1-23). Christ even appeared before five hundred people at one
time (see 1 Corinthians 15:6).

In Jesus’ final appearance before the ascension, he instructed the disciples to
meet him on a mountain so he could give them their assignment: to go into all
the world and share the good news of the gospel (see Matthew 28:19). But this
scene wasn’t tied up with a bow. Even though the eleven remaining disciples met
up with Jesus, right before he gave them the Great Commission, there is a detail
that must not be overlooked: “When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some
doubted” (verse 17, emphasis added).

Yep, these were the disciples who knew Jesus intimately and had been with
him for the past three years of his ministry. They had not only witnessed his be-
trayal (by one of their own, no less) and his arrest and torturous death—but they
had encountered him in the flesh when he rose from the grave. And yet . .. some
doubted? It’s easy to imagine they worshiped him—but some still doubted. Maybe
even some who worshiped him had doubts.
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The details included in the Bible are not just random, anything-goes, what-
ever-they-remembered-at-the-time details. So, if Matthew mentioned that some
of the disciples doubted here in the final moments before Jesus ascended into
heaven, its significance can’t be ignored. Remember, the Bible offers us an ac-
curate account of history, often written by eyewitnesses to the events. We’re not
told all the details and descriptions that we might like, but when one catches our
attention like this one, we can safely assume it matters.

It matters in this case because if Jesus’ early disciples had doubts while stand-
ing right in front of him, it’s understandable if we doubt at times—we who can’t
phyiscally see and touch him. Notice in this story that Jesus didn’t rebuke the
doubters and thank the worshipers. Instead, he told them all to go and share the
gospel—including those who still doubted. Jesus knew that some were doubting,
but he didn’t disqualify them from being his followers because of it. He under-
stood that doubt offers an invitation to a deeper faith.

As you consider how your doubts can invite you to a richer relationship with
God, it might be helpful to examine the basis for your doubts. With this goal
in mind, use the following categories and questions to help you assess what’s
attached to the doubts you hold.

DOUBTS BASED ON CIRCUMSTANCES, PAST EXPERIENCES, AND EMOTIONS

¢ How have your most painful losses and disappointments contributed to the
doubts you have? What questions do these experiences raise?

¢ What recent personal circumstances tilt you toward doubting? What feelings
and assumptions emerge when these doubts arise?

11
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DOUBTS BASED ON INTELLECT AND IDEAS YOU HOLD

¢ Generally, are you persuaded more by rational evidence or by your feelings
and intuition? How does this tendency affect your spiritual doubts?

¢ What are some of the questions and concerns you have about the Bible? How
do these influence your willingness to rely on it as your source of God’s truth?

DOUBTS BASED ON (AND INHERITED FROM) OTHER PEOPLE

¢ Which family members have most influenced your views on God, faith, and
Christianity? What role have your friends played in your beliefs or doubts?
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¢ Which pastors, teachers, and leaders have had the greatest impact on your
faith? What did you learn about the role of doubt from them?

DOUBTS BASED ON MISPERCEPTIONS AND FALSE ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT GOD AND THE BIBLE

¢ What image of God did you form while you were growing up? What was the
basis for this image and perception of him?

¢ How has your relationship with your parents or early caregivers influenced the
way you see God now? What false assumptions and biases might have arisen
because of this?

13
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DOUBTFUL AT BEST

Your doubts offer an opportunity to deepen your faith, which in turn grows
stronger and helps you push through those doubts. It would be nice if the stron-
ger your faith gets, the fewer doubts you have—and if that’s your experience,
count your blessings. But experiencing a closer relationship with God doesn’t
necessarily guarantee that you won’t still have doubts from time to time. Like the
first disciples, you can worship Jesus and still have doubts.

This tension results from the fact that no matter how strong your faith be-
comes, you still live in a broken world. You’ll find a similar dynamic at work in
many aspects of living out a commitment to Christ. Experiencing God’s peace
doesn’t mean you will escape the chaos in the world. Receiving his love doesn’t
mean you won’t have struggles in this world. Basking in his joy doesn’t mean you
will never have a bad day. However, what you will have is God’s presence in the
ups and downs of life. You can experience his peace, love, and joy despite your
circumstances. Similarly, you can exercise faith despite the doubts you encounter.

Perhaps nowhere in Scripture is this tension expressed more poetically than
in the Psalms. One of the best-known and most beloved of them, Psalm 23, de-
scribes how you can experience God’s love, protection, rest, and provision even
in the midst of unwanted challenges: “Even though I walk through the valley of
the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me” (verse 4 Esv). In the
next verse, the psalmist addresses this awareness once again: “You prepare a table
before me in the presence of my enemies” (verse 5).

Having doubts doesn’t mean you don’t also have faith. When you’re walking
through dark valleys, you keep walking and take comfort in knowing that God
is with you. You don’t have to be afraid, because God’s presence is greater than
any evil the enemy throws in your path. Similarly, you can experience the kind of
divine intimacy that comes from being a beloved guest at God’s table—even while
your enemies are still present.

Learning to recognize this tension allows you to reconsider your doubts, and
as you reframe them within a more accurate context, you can see their benefits.
So, based on what you read in chapter 1 of The Benefit of Doubt, as well as the
doubts you identified from the end of that chapter and the exercise in this lesson,
it’s now time to dig deeper into what these doubts can reveal to you about your
beliefs, their basis, and potential benefits.
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While it might be tempting to list every doubt you’ve ever had in your life,
consider sticking with the ones that presently trouble you or continue to linger—
perhaps the “top ten” on your list. Be completely honest in your response even
if these doubts seem irrational, subjective, inherited from others, or trivial. Try
not to judge yourself for having doubts but instead let yourself be curious about
them. Be a doubt detective as you explore each one.

DOUBTS YOU HAVE BASIS OF THIS DOUBT BENEFIT OF THIS DOUBT
1.

10.

13
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