27 January 2008 : John 4 : 46-54  
John records seven miracles, what he calls signs, of Jesus, the first of which was the turning of water into wine at a wedding. The second takes place in the same village, at Cana in Galilee, but this time it is the healing of a child. The passage we read raises a number of questions for us. First, what brought this royal official to Jesus? Here is a man accustomed to moving in the highest circles and exercising considerable power and responsibility in the court of Herod Antipas, ruler of Galilee. This man belonged to the nobility, meriting at least a footnote in the Debrett’s Peerage of his day.

Yet we find him travelling about 25 miles from his home at Capernaum to beg favour at the feet of a joiner from Nazareth, a man ostensibly of humble background, a man talked about with disdain and disapproval among the religious establishment. If you turn to Luke 4, you’ll find the incident where Jesus stood up in the synagogue at Nazareth and declared that his mission was to fulfil the prophecy of Isaiah to preach good news to the poor, bring sight to the blind, and set the prisoners free.

This was a massive claim for any mere human being to make, and for the people who had seen Jesus grow up and play rounders in the park with their kids, it was too much. For these words, he had been huckled out of town, and headed instead for Capernaum, where the people had been much more open to his ministry, and he had been able to heal all who were sick or demon-possessed. He could hardly sit down to have his tea for the doorbell ringing and another row of stretchers and wheelchairs outside. 

The people at Capernaum had been receptive what Jesus came to say and do. They had no prejudices preventing the full outpouring of the kingdom power and love of Jesus in their midst. They had not made the mistake of letting familiarity breed contempt. News of what Jesus had done had obviously percolated into the royal household and become the talk of the officers’ mess, clearly making an impression upon this official.
What he knew of Jesus convinced this official that in Jesus was the solution to this horrific situation in which he found himself, and if he had to walk 25 miles and beg for his son’s life, that is what he would do because he trusted Jesus COULD do it and he trusted Jesus WOULD do it. The actions of this official challenge us today.
First, Jesus is not around physically any more. You will not see Jesus walking up and down Jedburgh High Street in person in 2008. But – Jesus HAS promised in his Word that he is with us always through His Holy Spirit. The Bible teaches, in Romans 12.5, that the church is the body of Christ today, and in Ephesians 1 we see that the church has been entrusted with the same power that raised Jesus from the dead.

So let me ask – do you believe the Word of God is true? Not a hard question – do you accept that what Jesus says, and what the apostle Paul says, is the truth? If the answer is yes, then we must accept, logically, that God is looking for his church, as the body, the physical presence of Jesus Christ on earth today, should be doing what he did.
That begs the next question – what is there, in the life of the church as we see it today, that would encourage someone to travel 25 miles to be with us because they knew that in the church, they could be sure to find the answer to the problem that is tearing their life apart? Is what we do, and how we live, turning heads and offering hope, in what is for many people a lonely and threatening world? If someone we did not know walked in that door this morning for the first time, would they be overcome by a sense of the living, loving, saving, healing, delivering, presence of Jesus Christ, here and now?

Let me make that a bit more personal. When you came in the door this morning, were you overcome by that conviction that Jesus Christ is here, in all his love and power and authority, and that lives were going to be changed today? Or was the impression you received one of comfort, familiarity, order, stability? I’m not saying those things are wrong, but if that’s how church comes over to you – and let me be perfectly honest and admit that’s often how it comes over to me, and in my flesh I rather like it – then we need to ask ourselves whether we’re truly about God’s business?

Because when God gets to work, when the church is doing what, as the body of Christ alive in the world today, things get upset, people get upset. The other day I happened to be going to Edinburgh on the bus and, as usual, I took a book with me, and it shook me up. It was by Paul Scanlon, pastor of the Abundant Life Church in Bradford, who told with great and painful frankness how his church, successful in the eyes of the world, was actually in slow death because it was pleasing and serving those within it instead of reaching out to, and being responsive to, the lost thousands outside.

I like the way we do things. I’m comfortable with how we do things. But are we doing the business God gave us to do, the business of the kingdom? And, if not, have we the courage to make changes that we might not like, in order to reach out to people who cannot see the power of Jesus in what Ale & Teviot United Church is at present? 
We need to be in a place, spiritually, where people can see that Jesus is present in the midst of his church, changing lives for good, and so have confidence to come – maybe not 25 miles on foot, but at least 5 minutes in the car, to receive a message and a ministry that will fill the hole at the heart of their being that, in fact, even if they do not yet know it, is Jesus-shaped. 2,000 years on from the earthly life, death and resurrection of Jesus ; 2,000 years on from the release of Holy Spirit power on the church at Pentecost ; we are still very much in a missionary situation. 

Still Jesus must scratch his head in bewilderment and reflect : What’s going on with you, my people? I gave you power and authority to preach the gospel, accompanied by signs and wonders. Why aren’t you doing it? Are you looking for me to come back in bodily form and do it all again? Later in John’s gospel we will hear Jesus tell his disciples that it was better for him to go back to heaven so that the Holy Spirit would come and empower the church for future generations. The disciples struggled with that one, and I suspect, if we thought about it, we’d struggle with it too.

If Jesus were here in person, able to be seen and heard and touched in a physical sense, it would be great. Send for Superman! But when Jesus went back home to his dad, it was time for believers to grow up and take their God-given responsibility to keep on doing what he did, worshipping God with every fibre of our being and seeking every possible opportunity, every single day, to love and be a blessing to others.

Back to this royal official. He knew Jesus COULD do the business. Well, we know that too. We know from scripture that Jesus carried out many miracles. But the official knew also that Jesus WOULD do the business. And that’s where we get a bit wobbly, because the delivery is now down to us. The buck stops with us. Do we believe that Jesus has commissioned us to continue his ministry now, including the miraculous?
If not, who else is there? WE are the body of Christ. It’s our God-given responsibility. The New Testament does not recognise as genuine church a small gathering to sing a few songs, hear a short pep talk, throw a few coins in a plate, and go home again until the next time. That’s not church as God knows it, and God will not bless anything less than church as he knows it, full of life and love and joy and power and expectation.

If we want to see growth, if we want to see the place packed, we need to do it God’s way, and welcome the unexpected, the unpredictable, the uncomfortable, at times the downright scary. Above all, we need to have a confidence in the Word of God that will not be shaken by outward appearances. We need to be like terriers, getting our teeth into the promises of God so firmly that the cold water of discouragement that the devil will send our way – often from family, friends, or other church people – won’t make us lose our grip on what God has said that he will do.

Look at this official. V.50 – Jesus spoke the Word, that his son would be healed, and that was enough for him. He took him at his word and departed. Later he found out that it was at the very moment that he believed that Word that the healing took place. There is enough material here for several months, but let me just sum up. The official knew that Jesus COULD do, and WOULD do, what he had already done many times before in love and mercy. Jesus Christ IS the same yesterday, today and forever.

We need, as the body of Christ, to be in a place of openness and obedience to God so the people out there can trust the church now to deliver what they need, what Jesus has promised, and what Jesus has commanded us to do in his name. Also, the official took Jesus at his word, and at the moment of his belief, received the answer to his prayer. He had not seen his son, he did not know the healing was complete, but he believed. 
We need to develop, and teach, that same trust in the Word of God – because if there’s one thing that stops the church today from being what God intends us to be, it’s that wishy-washy, humanistic, liberal mindset that whinges that the age of the miraculous is over, and all that’s left for us is mere human effort. That’s a lie of the devil. Let’s be brave enough to take Jesus at his Word. When we believe and receive, others out there will see that, and be encouraged themselves to taste and see that the Lord is good.  
