Sunday 21 March 2010 : 
Matthew 8 : 5-13  
Today we return to Capernaum, the adopted home town of Jesus, and we find the Lord reaching out with the power of God’s love to someone who was not part of the Jewish inner circle. Indeed, he was an officer in the Roman occupation army, an organisation viewed by many Jews as the embodiment of all that was evil.
You may wish to compare this with another miracle at Capernaum, in John 4.46, where we see a nobleman approach Jesus to heal his son, and on that occasion also we find Jesus carry out the healing at a distance, a word of authority from the Lord, received in straightforward faith by the one making the request, on behalf of someone who was not in a position to exercise either faith to receive or unbelief to reject.
Last week, we considered deeply and carefully the do’s and don’t’s of praying for other people and how to handle disappointments in that area. I won’t go back over that, but if you missed it, I do encourage you to log on to our website and download that message. 
Today we’re moving to see how Jesus dealt with this urgent request, and I believe the Lord had immense regard for the fact that the centurion took the trouble to seek help for a slave. Not one in a hundred people with wealth enough to have slaves would have had any regard for their slave as a human being at all. In law, they were just like part of the furniture, to be used, abused, and thrown away when they were past their sell-by date.

I believe the centurion impressed Jesus in another way too, and that was by his clear understanding of how the concept of authority worked. The centurion took orders from those above him, and issued orders to those below him. Orders. Dae whit ye’re telt, when ye’re telt, no questions asked. Commands. Not requests, not suggestions. 

We’re not comfortable today with this authoritarian style of management. We have this thing about democracy and consent and teamwork and consultation and all that sort of stuff, and up to a point that’s fine. But if you’re in a crisis, and tough decisions have to be made in a hurry, the buck stops at the top of the tree, and the luxury of having a nice friendly chat and a coffee and a show of hands just won’t do, will it?

What I’m about to say may go down like a cup of lukewarm tea. Democracy is not a Christian concept. The Kingdom of God is not run by the ballot box, nor the phone-in, like the X-Factor. God doesn’t sit in the control-room of Heaven, perplexed, scratching his head, up to his ankles in torn-up sheets of paper, surrounded by empty coffee-cups and full ashtrays, saying to himself : Oh boy, I’m stumped how to handle this crazy world. I’d better send an angel down to Big Frank to get his advice what to do next.
Now, I’m sorry if that comes as a shock or a disappointment to you, to learn that God is not pacing the floor, biting his fingernails, waiting for you or I to come up with some wonderful idea that will dig Him out of a hole. God knows exactly what He wants to do. What He needs is not our opinions, but our obedience. Not a fashionable viewpoint.
Not a politically-correct management style. But get over it. How does God operate? According to the opening verses of Hebrews : By his Son, God created the world in the beginning, and it will all belong to the Son at the end. This Son perfectly mirrors God, and is stamped with God's nature. He holds everything together by what he says—powerful words! 
Or, as the New King James version puts it : The Lord upholds all things by the Word of His power. The Word of his power. When God speaks, power is released. If you care to have a look at the very first book of the Bible, Genesis, and the very first chapter of that book, you’ll see that it describes how God created the whole universe. I think I counted 10 times where it says : God said.
Well, you can’t believe Genesis. Science has proved that it was all down to a Big Bang.
Science has not proved that at all. Actually, I don’t have a problem with the Big Bang theory – and theory is what it is – because if there was a Big Bang, who do you think detonated it, by the Word of His power? And God said …

What science HAS proved, within the parameters of mathematical certainty, is that the universe, in all its wonderful intricacy, could not have happened purely by chance. Taking one very simple example, the fact that the earth’s atmosphere contains just the right amount of oxygen to sustain human life, and indeed that the oxygen supply is constantly replenished by the plant kingdom breathing in potentially harmful carbon dioxide and breathing out oxygen. Well, that just shows that evolution works.

Er, well, no it doesn’t. Scientifically, over time, events become more and more random, so evolution would tend to lead away from purposeful adaptation to the environment. Whereas in fact God said … and it was so … and God saw that it was good. I think on judgement day the Lord may have a few stern words with those who dared to pitch science against faith, when in fact God is the greatest scientist ever, and indeed it was God who instituted every discipline of science by the Word of His power.
And just as, at the creation, God spoke the Word of His power, and it was so, and it was good, here in Capernaum we find Jesus speak the Word of His power, and it was so, and it was good. Interestingly, John’s gospel describes Jesus as the Word made flesh. Now, that doesn’t mean that Jesus was just a leather-bound Bible with two legs. It goes a lot deeper than that. The Greek word translated as The Word is logos.

That implies that all the wisdom, authority, power and personality of God the Father is found in Jesus His Son. Nowadays to be a person of your word is a slightly outdated concept as far as the world out there is concerned. There are some very wealthy legal eagles who make a nice living finding loopholes in words. That’s not how God works. When God speaks, He keeps His Word. Numbers 23.19 : God is not a man, that he should lie. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and not fulfill? Therefore, when God makes a promise to His people, we can rely on it, every single time. 
Jesus ministered under the authority of the Father. Jesus Himself said that He never did anything off His own bat, but only what He saw His Father doing. When Jesus met this centurion, He found a kindred spirit, a man who understood an unquestioning attitude to legitimate authority and who could receive His ministry on that basis. We see Jesus was blown away by how this man from outwith the traditional faith community was so receptive to the Word, much more so than those who were hidebound by tradition.

It is a fact that sometimes people with no church background whatsoever are more open to the fullness of God’s love, are more receptive to the Word of God’s power to heal their bodies, to renew their minds, to release them from bondage, than many of us who have sat in church for decade after decade, piling up religious ideas and concepts by the truck-load, but without ever seeing Jesus as He truly is through eyes of simple faith.

I think sometimes what is served up as “Christian religion” – I think the grammatical term for that is “oxymoron” – has done little more than beat us up with our sin and oppress us with a sense of inadequacy and a neurotic need to impress God with our “holiness”. Those outside the church, understandably, can’t see the attraction of that. And I’m not surprised, as what 21st century people need isn’t an ecclesiastical guilt trip, but a revelation of the wonderful love of God expressed in a Saviour who went out of His way, time and again, to welcome and embrace and encourage people and generally to address their deepest needs way beyond their wildest dreams. 

If today you feel like a big blob of nothing, useless, beyond saving, you need to know that God doesn’t see you that way at all. He longs to throw His Fatherly arms round you, whisper in your ear that He loves you to bits and is proud of you and believes in you more than you have ever believed in Him. He longs to meet your every need, to put right everything that’s wrong in your life. That thing you did 20 years ago that you’re still beating yourself up about, that secret wrong desire that keeps eating away at you and that you’re so ashamed of, that illness, that final demand from the bank – God can handle all that. By the Word of his power, He can set you free. 
But you need to ask, and you need to ask in faith, with no doubt, and you need to be prepared to be patient, because although God will respond right away to the simple prayer of true faith based on a promise in His Word, He will many times work through human hands, and that may take time to manifest. But what you have to do is believe God’s promise right away, and then, when you pray about that problem afterwards, don’t keep on asking Him about it time and time again. Thank Him that He has already been true to his Word, delivered on His promise, the proverbial cheque is in the post.

In the story we read, Jesus spoke the Word of God’s power and, in fact, the slave was healed immediately – but the centurion didn’t know that till He got home. When was his prayer answered? When he saw? No. When he believed – see v.13. When the Word of God’s power is paired up with our simple faith, with no doubt, things start to happen, and we must not start to doubt just because we don’t see the answer right away. God keeps His promises. Every single time. Don’t insult Him by doubting Him. 
