Sunday 18 April 2010 : Matthew 8 : 14-17  

At Capernaum, Jesus had had a very busy day, and I am sure he was looking forward to a quiet evening in the house, slippers on, relaxing in front of the fire. On the way back to Peter’s house, I’m sure he could smell the home cooking, see the proverbial teabags dancing in front of his very eyes. But when they arrived, he found a problem. Far from beavering away in the kitchen making dinner for these hungry lads, Peter’s mother-in-law was flat on her back in bed, feeling lousy, paracetamol and Kleenex by her side. 

We see that Jesus acted upon the need, healing Peter’s mother-in-law, and she then got busy making the dinner. Job done, feet up. Well, no, actually. As the evening wore on, a steady trail of people came to the door needing his help, and what does the Bible say? Jesus drove out evil spirits with a word – that word of power and authority again – and healed ALL who were sick, and in so doing Jesus fulfilled what was written in the Old Testament, in Isaiah 53.4 : he took up our infirmities and carried our diseases.

Which is interesting, because the Isaiah verse actually reads : he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows. Subtly different, yet Matthew is confident in his interpretation of the Isaiah text in this way. The Old Testament is written in Hebrew, and in Hebrew there is a wonderful word shalom, sometimes translated peace, but in fact it implies so much more than that. Shalom encompasses wholeness and prosperity in every way, full enjoyment of all God’s goodness, nothing missing, nothing broken : shalom, in fact, is God’s original perfect will for His people, which Adam blew by his disobedience.

There is a Greek word used widely in the New Testament which carries much the same meaning – sozo. Sometimes it’s translated save, sometimes heal, but what it refers to is the restoration of God’s perfect will for His people through the sacrifice offered once and for all by Jesus – so again let’s not be bound by a rigid either-or restriction on the scope of God’s redeeming work in Christ. The cross and the empty tomb mean, for us, the total undoing of all the damage Adam did, the total release from Satan’s grip on our lives – as John writes, set free to prosper and enjoy health of spirit, soul and body.

This evening in Capernaum, this relentlessly busy evening, of course lies before Easter, but nonetheless we see people coming from miles around and queuing up for a touch from Jesus, a touch that would change their lives forever, a touch that would shatter the bondage of so many years, a touch that would bring wonderful release from disease or disability, a touch that would affirm that a person rejected and despised by men was in fact loved by God. Does anyone think there are people today who need that touch?

There are two basic ways of looking at life. One is as the world sees it, the other is as the Word sees it. The world – and, let me be clear, by that I’m not meaning God’s beautiful and wonderful creation, but the secular mindset which enthrones man as king and makes a god of human achievement – that world-system, which the New Testament time and again warns us against embracing, values only the economically successful, the physically attractive, the one who wins at all costs and by fair means or foul.

That world-system is ruthless. It is all about the survival of the fittest, and to heck with anyone else, it has no place for God and – as we see all too clearly in this nation today, mired as it is in the amoral sludge of political correctness – it discriminates against God’s people. Check the Christian Legal Centre website if you don’t believe me.

There is only one alternative, the Word-system, based on what the Bible teaches, and the radical cutting edge of that way of thinking is that it does not confer value on an individual based upon what he or she has achieved by the sweat of their own brow, but upon what Jesus has achieved for us – by the crown of thorns, the flogging, the nails, the cross, the grave, and above all the resurrection.

Only one of those ways of thinking offers any hope to hurting people, to people with an aching void in their soul, to people with a desperate but as yet unmet need to know that they are accepted, they are loved, they are valued, they are respected. I believe, and as far as I am aware my opinion is shared by many people much more knowledgeable and experienced in these areas than I – that this unmet need, this root of rejection, lies at the heart of so much physical illness, so much addiction to alcohol or drugs, so much running blindly from one abusive and disastrous relationship to another.

It is this longing to be recognised as a human being, not just a human doing, a human producing, a human earning, that makes so many hurting people grasp at straws of lust masquerading as love, or a few hours’ oblivion through intoxication, in the always vain hope of drawing out of people or things what no-one or nothing can ever give, a sense of lasting value or purpose. In New Testament times, these were the very people who were drawn to Jesus like a magnet : prostitutes and tax collectors, people suffering from leprosy or oppressed by demons – people that everyone else body-swerved.

Is the church of today communicating that radical hope, that life-giving affirmation, to people just hanging on by the finger-tips? I’ve no doubt the intention to do so is there, but I suspect that we don’t always succeed because we don’t portray the love of God in Jesus as big enough or powerful enough. We need to be totally clear about, and totally unapologetic for, our conviction that the same power and authority with which Jesus ministered life to the living dead in 1st century Palestine rightly belongs to the Church of Scotland to minister life to the living dead in the 21st century.

The very last words Jesus spoke to His disciples before returning to heaven have come to be known as the Great Commission. Jesus reminds them that all authority on heaven and earth had been committed to Him, therefore they in turn were to go, and spread the Good News of His resurrection, and teach the people to do the things Jesus Himself had done. The teaching of scripture is that the same Great Commission was to be cascaded down through the generations of faith so that the church in every age and in every place would conduct itself as Jesus did, and do the things that Jesus did, in His Name.

John 14.12 : Jesus said : anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. Indeed, he will do even greater things than these, because I am going to my Father.
Ephesians 3.20 speaks of God being able to do immeasurably more than we could ever ask or imagine … according to his power at work in us. 
Hebrews 13.8 speaks of Jesus, the same yesterday, today and forever. If we say we have faith in Jesus, that must mean – according to the Biblical witness, not least Jesus’ own words – that we must have faith in His ability to do the same things now through us, the body of Christ in today’s world, as He did in His physical body 2,000 years ago. 

Otherwise, He would not be the same yesterday, today and forever. Otherwise, He was talking through His hat when He spoke of His followers doing the same things, indeed greater things, than He had been doing. Otherwise Paul must have been on the beer to suggest God could do immeasurably more than we could ever ask or imagine according to his power at work in us. 
We, as a church, have a heart to see the lost saved. We rejoice in the promise of 2 Peter 3.9 that God does not want anyone to perish, but that all should come to repentance. We are thrilled that 1 John 2.2 portrays Jesus as the atoning sacrifice not just for the sins of the church, but of the whole world. We long to see this community we live in set free from the shackles of the world’s way of thinking, the dead-end secular, fatalistic, just-your-luck, survival-of-the-fittest, mindset that undermines their very humanity.

But we’re not going to do it just with words. We’re not going to see people born again just because we talk a good game. Hurting people need healed – yes, that awful word, the same root word as saved – in spirit, soul and body. They need to be convinced of the power of the gospel of Jesus Christ to transform every single aspect of their lives, to enable them to kick that habit, to get out of debt, to walk tall, live long, and live strong, to experience a joy and a peace and a fulfilment they’ve never known before.

For that to happen, ladies and gentlemen, make no mistake – you and I need to be living that sort of life ourselves, a victor, not a victim. You and I need to be faithful and unapologetic witnesses to what Jesus has done for us, in us and through us – we need to model our ministry. No point saying we believe in the joy of the Lord if we’ve always got a face like a half-chewed dog biscuit. No point trumpeting our belief in forgiveness and grace if we’re still out to get that person who parked on our pavement or whose cat left golden nuggets on our rose-bed. No point saying we believe in healing if it’s clear to all and sundry that we haven’t bothered looking after our own bodies for years.

And we need to be available, ready and willing to share freely what God freely gave us. It’s no good saying : Here I am, Lord, send someone else. When you have experienced the life-changing love of Jesus in a powerful way, people will want what you have, and as Jesus Himself could testify, opportunities for ministry don’t always come our way at the most convenient of moments. It’s after 6, we’ve had a hard day, dinner’s just about ready, everything inside us just wants to stretch out on the settee, close the curtains and pull up the drawbridge for the night. And then the doorbell or phone will ring.

That is when we need supernatural grace and wisdom to discern the urgent opportunity to serve God as we bring the living Jesus to a dying soul, from the mischief sent by the devil to waste our time, tire us out and frustrate us. But that’s a story for another day, and we see in the next section that even Jesus made sure He took time out.
The big question is this. Are we sufficiently confident in Christ in us, the hope of glory, to be willing to stick our heads above the parapet and share what He has done for us? Are we sufficiently concerned for the eternal welfare of the people around us to accept personal responsibility for witnessing to them of the love and power of Jesus? Do we see ourselves as participants in ministry, which is meant to be the work of the whole body of Christ, or mere spectators, giving a running commentary from the sidelines on what other people are doing, and how well we think they’re doing it, while we sit there?
Call it revival, renewal, church growth, whatever – we all say we want it, but now it’s time for the church to stand up and be counted, to do what it takes, in His Name, and in His strength. We have His promise, he took up our infirmities and carried our diseases. Let’s believe it, step out on it, build on it. Let’s give our faith some healthy exercise!
