Sunday 14 March 2010: 
Matthew 8 : 5-13  

Today we move on to Capernaum, and to a miracle which was remarkable for various reasons, some of which we will deal with next week. But for today, this text raises a big question – can you or I pray in faith for the healing, or salvation, or anything, of someone else? Here we see that it is not the centurion himself, but his servant, who is in a bad way, but the fact that such a respected officer in the Roman Army cares enough for one of his slaves – for that is the reality of what the servant was – to go out of his way to approach Jesus on his behalf most certainly makes a favourable impression.
It would be a poor day indeed for the church of Jesus Christ if we restricted our concern to our own interests, our own wellbeing. In Galatians 5.6, Paul makes it clear that faith works through love. Jesus Himself boiled all the Old Testament rules and regulations down to the dual love command : love God with all you are and all you have, and love others on a par with yourself. Self-centredness is alien to the gospel of Jesus Christ.
The response of Jesus to the centurion’s request is immediate and positive : I will go and heal him. Bearing in mind what we studied last week, that comes as no surprise. We know the will of God, as expressed in the ministry of Jesus, is always in line with the principle of love, because God is love. It’s not just what He does, it’s who He is. We are encouraged to bring before the Lord all our concerns, all our anxieties, in all areas of life, and that most definitely includes concerns and anxieties for other people. 
As New Testament people, walking in faith because what Jesus did at Easter has dealt in full with every sin, every disease, every addiction, every banana-skin Satan throws in our path in a desperate rearguard attempt to bring us down, we tie these prayers around specific promises in scripture, and so place ourselves in agreement with God on them, just the same as we would do if we were praying in faith for a need in our own lives. And I do hope, after all this time, that’s what we’re all doing, isn’t it? Isn’t it?!

But I think we do need to be aware, however, that when our prayers are for another person, that person’s choices come into play, that person’s attitude to God affects the outcome. No matter how good and loving God’s purpose is for each and every human being, no matter how much God longs to bring a particular person to saving knowledge of Him, and release healing and blessing to that person, He will not ram it down their throat if they don’t want it. God respects each person’s freedom of choice.

Most of us here have found ourselves facing the tough question : why wasn’t so-and-so healed in spite of all my prayers for them, in spite of the fact so-and-so was such a good and lovely person, and so on? These are challenges we have all encountered, if we have ever acted out of Christ-like compassion for another person, and they can really give our faith quite a shake. Usually it’s God who ends up in the dock, accused of not delivering the goods. Usually it leads us to conclude that God does what He likes, that He can but He might not, that there can be no guarantees, that we must add a codicil to our prayer : if it be your will. And that’s just what the devil wants us to think.

When actually God is not the problem, never ever the problem. As we saw last week, His answer is always : I WILL. But what if that other person doesn’t want what we are praying for? Oh, don’t be silly, Frank, who wouldn’t want healed of cancer? Of course they wanted healed. Not necessarily. You see, it is not possible to receive healing but at the same time to reject the healer. To pray that God will heal someone from a horrible illness must also imply that the person concerned will accept Jesus as Saviour and Lord

Just as disease came into the world as a package deal with sin, so healing comes as a package deal with salvation, and I’m sorry to have to say, sometimes people have not felt able to make that huge and vital step to commit, and submit, themselves to Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord, and to Him alone, and so haven’t been able to access the healing, the deliverance, the blessing that comes through Him and through Him alone. 

A survey conducted not so long ago showed that the most popular piece of music asked for at a crematorium was Frank Sinatra’s “My Way”. That is actually quite significant, as it indicates the philosophy that had shaped that person’s life. Perhaps if their epitaph had not been “I did it my way” but “I did it Jesus’ way”, they wouldn’t have been at the crematorium for many years more. We don’t always know what’s going on between the ears of someone else, even someone else we’re close to, a family member, a friend.

More difficult is when we know the person concerned was a believer, active in church. Surely, we think, that person deserved God to heal them. The fact that someone we love, someone we consider honourable and godly, has succumbed to disease, whilst sundry rogues and vagabonds such as Robert Mugabe still continue to cause trouble, is not easy to take. I would be surprised if anyone here today has never had that thought cross their mind, and indeed some of us may be wrestling with it even now. 
So let’s see if we can make any sense out of that situation. The first thing to say, and it’s not meant unkindly, is that we really cannot speak of anyone “deserving” anything from God. Deserving is a carnal concept, based on the mindset of the world, not the teaching of the Word. Not to put too fine a point on it, what we deserve is judgement, condemnation and hell. All of us. But we may thank God that, because Jesus Christ paid the debt of sin for us, to clear our account, we are liberated from what we deserve, from what we have earned by our works, to receive by grace His gift of eternal life.

Without Jesus, even the noblest of us is under the curse of the law, which is death, and none of us could buy our way out of that by any amount of good deeds. That’s not how the New Testament works. How it does work is that Jesus has cancelled the curse and released the blessing of new, everlasting and abundant life without end, without limit. That’s Good News. At least it is if we don’t allow ourselves to be distracted by the red herring of trying to earn salvation. You can’t, you don’t need to, so don’t try.

Equally, let’s not try to second-guess anyone else’s “deserving”, or not. Father God longs to pour out His good gifts on everyone. Everyone! 
But these can come only by grace and, as we said last time, only to those who come like little children, in simple faith and trust in a loving Father. So can we get it clear, please, that all this “good person” or “deserving case” business is a red herring, an unhelpful distraction from the gospel? 
It may very well be that the person who has not received healing, in spite of our prayer, has had no revelation in their life that healing is God’s declared will and purpose for them, and is freely available to them through the redeeming blood of Jesus. If you’ve never been told that, if the church you attend doesn’t preach that, if the books you read, the Bible Studies you attend, the television programmes you watch, don’t lay that out for you, it’s very unlikely you’ll have a revelation of what God’s Word actually says.

And if you don’t know, really know, as a matter of Holy Spirit revelation, what God has promised to His children, and freely made available as our birthright to all who are born again, you’re almost certainly not going to have faith that the miracle-working love and power of God is for you. You might, as a matter of courtesy, let a concerned friend pray with you, but deep down inside, you don’t believe it’s going to work. 

I cannot tell you how often we have prayed with people, tied our faith to the promises of God for someone to receive a miracle, but we know they’re not really receiving it, and it doesn’t happen for them. I’m not saying it’s their fault – if anything, the blame must lie with the church for not preaching the gospel of redemption to the full.

This is why it is so vitally important to get this message out, and if you’re fed up with me preaching the full measure of what the cross and resurrection means, not just in the sweet by-and-by but also in the rough dangerous here-and-now, you better find another church, one that goes on about saving the whale or tropical rain forests, because I don’t intend to change course until revelation comes. 

The devil hates you, if you are born again, because you’re a potential threat to him, and he’ll try any dirty trick to get you out of the road, out of action, out of his hair. God has your photograph on his mantelpiece. The devil has your photograph on his dartboard!

When the devil comes against you, as he will, you need to have your full armour on, Ephesians 6. You need to know who you are as a child of God, you need to know what God has promised to His children, you need to know that those promises are guaranteed by the blood of Jesus, you need to be able to stand your ground – as James 4.7 says – submit to the loving Father, stand firm in His Word, resist the devil and he will flee.

Am I saying that God is angry at the people who didn’t know they were entitled to His miraculous blessing? No! Absolutely not! He’s disappointed no-one had told them the truth that could, and should have set them free, but He still loves them, and if they were born again, of course they’re now safely with the Father. 
In one sense, then, you may say, it’s no big deal. In 200 years time it won’t matter if they received their healing or not. But that misses the point – that, sadly, they didn’t get to fulfil their God-given destiny, because they didn’t get that vital revelation of the full measure of God’s love. Ephesians 2.10 speaks of us as God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works which God planned for us even before time began.
I don’t intend to go before I’ve finished what God put me here to do, and God puts us here, as believers, for a reason – to carry on where Jesus left off when he returned to heaven and gave us the Holy Spirit to empower us to do the things He had been doing. Again Ephesians, 3.20 this time : God is able to do immeasurably more than all we can ask or imagine … according to His power at work within us.

So, let’s quickly tie this together. Praying for someone else is right and proper, and we follow much the same principle as we do praying for ourselves – find the promises in the Bible that refer to the need, thank God that He has already met that need in Christ Jesus, tell the mountain to move, as it says in Mark 11 … but then pray for revelation knowledge of the good and perfect will of God to come to that person. 
Pray against the dark forces of wrong beliefs that may be holding them back from receiving God’s best. Pray that they will renew their minds, as it says in Romans 12.2, and be completely open to the fullness of Jesus Christ. Pray for a credible witness to come across that person’s path who can explain to them what the Bible teaches

And … be prepared to be that credible witness. And if, alas, in spite of your prayers of faith, according to that Biblical pattern I’ve just described, still the right result does not appear to come, that person does not get healed, that person does not receive Jesus as Saviour and Lord, that person does not get out of addiction or depression, or whatever it may be – this is important now – do not be condemned, do not be discouraged. 
God has not failed. He gave it His best shot, at Calvary. It’s not his fault. And if you have been faithful to God’s Word and done what you can to share it, the way the Bible tell us to share it, with no doubt or unbelief on our part, then neither have you failed, neither is it your fault. People have freedom to choose, and some choose wrong. Let’s face it, each and every one of us has chosen wrong at some time or another.
Remember, even in Jesus’ own time, not all were saved, not all were healed. I’ll just close with this one scripture from Mark 6, referring to Nazareth : Jesus could not do any miracles there, except lay his hands on a few sick people and heal them, because of their unbelief. We come up against multiplied centuries of unbelief, even in the church, but hold on to the Word, and don’t give up. The day of breakthough is coming.

