Sunday 22 March 2009 : John 7 : 14-24  
Last time we saw that Jesus put his foot down with a firm hand on those who tried to control and manipulate him to do what they wanted to please them, rather than do what God wanted to honour Him, and we saw that people-pleasing was a real menace to our spiritual peace and our quality of life. Tying ourselves in knots just to keep other people off our case wastes our valuable time and energy, saps our strength, and stokes up a volcano of resentment that, one day, will erupt – and that will NOT be a pretty sight.

Today Jesus addresses a few more bang-up-to-date real-life problems facing all of us. In v.17 Jesus talks about choosing God’s will. There is a massive difference between what the Spirit of the living God says to us, and what the spirit of the secular world says to us. Knowing and choosing God’s will brings life and health, peace and blessing, but to struggle on in the ways of the world is a one-way ticket to failure and frustration.
So how can we tell what God’s will is? Well, what do the Scriptures say, especially the New Testament? Without wishing to be in any way uncharitable to anybody, if we do not make a point of studying the scriptures, we have absolutely no chance of finding out God’s will for our lives. If our Bible remains firmly closed and gathering dust on the bookshelf between War & Peace and the Complete Works of William Shakespeare, or perhaps between Ian Rankin and JK Rowling, we’re just asking for trouble.

I am not saying you can’t get to heaven without a good knowledge of scripture, but you might get there a lot quicker than you need to, and without accomplishing the purpose God created you for. In Ephesians 2.10 we read : we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

That means we were not put on this earth just to take up space, to eat, drink, watch TV, make money, spend money and have absolutely no impact on the world. In case anyone hasn’t noticed, it’s a mess out there and, for the sake of generations to come, God needs people to commit themselves to a lifetime of putting that mess right, by the authority of God’s love and the power of God’s Word. And when you joined the church, that’s what you signed up for. Maybe you didn’t realise that, but there it is.

The church is meant to be God’s SAS, dedicated full-time to seeking and destroying the devil and all his noxious nonsense on this planet. That’s God’s will for us, in a nutshell. That is what we need to concentrate all our efforts on, because all around us people are dying, ahead of time, often without a real assurance of salvation through Jesus Christ. 
When the risen Christ established his church, He set the agenda, in Matthew 28 : Go and make disciples of all nations, baptise them, and teach them to do everything I have commanded you, knowing that I am with you to the very end. And that’s it! 
No mention of the stuff that raises hackles, and blood pressure, and occupies so much time at church meetings. Not a cheep about what buildings we keep or close, who does what and how, what hymns we sing and to what tunes, what colour to paint the kirk loo. In truth, God really isn’t all that interested in these things, and when the church gets bogged down in them, it shows a lack of spiritual maturity and discernment. I don’t say that to be unkind, but to send up a warning flare, because that mindset, left unchecked, will prevent us from enjoying God’s best for your life, and it may even kill us.

Let me illustrate that seemingly outrageous statement. The Bible teaches, in wee plain simple words that anyone can understand, the following great revelations of God’s love and grace : Christ carried our sins in his body to the cross that we might die to sin and live for righteousness, and by his wounds we have been healed. That’s 1 Peter 2.24.

In 3 John 2, we find : I pray that you may prosper and enjoy good health, even as your soul prospers. And of course the one scripture all of us ought to know off by heart by this time, John 10.10, Amplified Bible : The devil comes only to steal, kill and destroy, but I have come, said Jesus, that you may enjoy life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. Now you’ve heard these things over and over again from the pulpit, and with the Christmas edition of Good News, there was a booklet expanding on it.

It could not be more obvious, from scripture, [1] that the declared will of God is for His children to live a long, healthy life ; and [2] that in Jesus he has already done all that is necessary to accomplish that for us. Yet still the devil is getting away with laying on God’s people the burden of cancer, strokes, diabetes, and all sorts of rubbish like that. 

I don’t think there’s a tactful diplomatic way of putting this, so I’m going to take a deep breath and say it anyway. People are missing out on what God can do, and dying before they can fulfil God’s call on their lives, because of this demon of unbelief that hangs over Scotland like a dense spiritual smog. I am carrying out funerals that I shouldn’t be conducting for many years yet, because although God in Christ has done everything He can possibly do to bring healing and blessing and new life, it’s not being received.
Please do not think I’m taking a cheap shot at individuals who are suffering. That’s not it at all. People can’t be criticised for not knowing what no-one has told them. But what I am furious and frustrated about is that the devil’s been allowed to do what he likes, as a liar, a thief and a murderer, and a big chunk of the blame for that must be shouldered by the church because, sadly, in times past, scriptural truth has been suppressed. 
For so long, hardly anyone put their head above the parapet and taught about the power of Jesus’ name to transform life in this world. Instead, the gospel was packaged only as a get-out-of-hell-free card, all about the sweet by-and-by, and not a cheep about being an overcomer in the sweaty, dirty here-and-now. But how can people ever discover the glorious truth of how great and all-embracing God’s love is, if the custodians of that truth don’t bother to tell them? No wonder there is so little faith, so much unbelief.

But even worse than no teaching is wrong teaching, and I’m afraid that’s happened too. God sends illness to teach us patience through our suffering. Ever heard that? What a total load of … trash! And sometimes that wrong teaching comes from twisting bits of scripture out of shape. There’s an old saying : a text out of context becomes a pretext!

For example, have you ever heard at a funeral : The Lord giveth, the Lord taketh away, thanks be to God. Not exactly comforting to a grieving family to be told that their loved one’s departure was down to a whim of a capricious God. Actually, it was Job who said those words, at a time when, as a defence lawyer might plead, the balance of his mind was disturbed by all that had happened to him. The Lord later put him right on it.

Or : God will not allow you to be tested beyond what you can bear. Nice one! Someone lying in a hospital bed, tubes sticking out everywhere, the family distraught, the bank on their backs because they can’t pay the mortgage, and it’s God playing a wee game with them to see how tough they are! Nonsense! The actual text deals with temptation to sin, especially how to respond to unjust, ill-informed criticism. Very different!

Let me just underline what God’s Word actually says. It tells us [Acts 10.38] that Jesus went about doing good and healing the sick. So healing the sick is good. Also, it says that Jesus does only what he sees His Father doing. Now unless we portray God as a psychological basket case, and I don’t fancy trying to defend that before the judgement seat, we can rely on what Jesus did and what Jesus said being God’s will – end of story! 
It is imperative to discern with utter clarity in our own minds what God is really saying to us through His Word, and embrace it whole-heartedly and unequivocally – and if what we’ve believed up to now doesn’t square with God’s Word, bin it, ruthlessly.

Alexis and I have found that the danger of the conspiracy of silence, or worse, comes out when we’ve been trying to minister healing to people who have pretty serious and urgent health issues, but while we’ve been setting out what the scripture teaches, the person we’re seeking to minister to wants to tell us what he believes, like it was just a matter of opinion, and it didn’t matter what you believe as long as you’re sincere.
And I feel like shaking that person and saying : Please shut up and listen! What we are telling you is the truth of God’s Word. I don’t want to hear what you believe, what tripe you’ve picked up from TV and the papers! It isn’t working, and it’s liable to kill you. There’s a vitally important teaching of Paul in Romans 12 : Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is, his good, pleasing and perfect will. 

We need to do that, to get our thinking in line with God’s Word. Our life may depend on it. And I want to say, publicly and right now, that I am truly sorry for any way in which I have failed to put over the message, for any way I have underplayed the true awesome glory and power of the gospel. 
But if individuals, for whatever reason, don’t receive the good news of Jesus Christ in all its breathtaking fullness, then, tragically, for them and their particular plight, Christ has in effect suffered and died in vain. I cannot think of anything more demeaning to, and heartbreaking for, Our Lord, than His sacrifice being cancelled out by unbelief.

One of the most flamboyant ministries of the 20th century was Smith Wigglesworth, a Yorkshireman renowned for his uncompromising approach. At one meeting, a woman in the advanced stages of abdominal cancer was carried on to the stage by two of her friends. Wigglesworth simply said : Let her go! They did, and she landed flat on the tumour with a gasp of pain. Wigglesworth didn’t bat an eyelid. Pick her up! he said.

Let her go! This time the woman’s two friends were a bit hesitant, but they did what they were told and, again, the woman fell on the tumour and let out a cry. By this time the congregation were tut-tutting and murmuring, so when Wigglesworth gave the same orders : Pick her up! Let her go! : it did not go down well. The woman’s two friends refused, and a man in the crowd shouted out : Let that woman go, you beast!
Quick as a flash, Wigglesworth responded : Be quiet and mind your own business! : and then commanded the women to let their friend go again. This time, the tumour fell out of her body, and rolled across the stage, as the woman walked away completely healed. Smith Wigglesworth identified unbelief as the devil’s favourite weapon and was utterly ruthless in dealing with it. He didn’t care who he upset so long as Jesus was glorified.
Please listen. Especially when we’re in trouble, we don’t have the luxury of a pick-and-mix : bits of scripture, bits of Oriental alternative medicine, bits of new-age claptrap. It’s God’s way or no way, and one of the deadliest weapons the devil uses to cheat people out of God’s blessing is this idea that every opinion is equally valid. Wrong. What’s in the Word is God’s will and it works. Anything else is man-made and doesn’t.

Jesus finishes this passage by urging us to stop judging by appearances and make a proper assessment of situations. Now that’s got a multitude of applications and I could go on it that for a very long time, but for today, suffice to say that the measuring-rod for right and wrong is God’s Word. Not what the papers say. Not what the chat-shows say. Not what the Government says. Not even what the General Assembly says. 

Whether it’s abortion, or same-sex relationships, or how to be saved, or be healed, it’s not about what people think, even a majority of people. The authority, the only reliable authority, is what God’s Word teaches – and if we have a sound grasp of the Word, whether or not it’s popular, it’s going to be right, and it’s going to give us peace. 

I know today has been very strong meat, but you need to hear it. Taking it to heart may save your life. And now I’m going to go and lie down in a darkened room to recover! 

