Sunday 24 July 2011 : John 11:38-44

Earlier this year we spent some time examining the background to what might be the most dramatic of all the miracles of Jesus, when Lazarus – who had been dead and buried for 4 days – was raised again to life. We saw that, in the Bible, disease is always a curse to be resisted, and never God’s will to be accepted. We saw that the declared will and purpose of Jesus is always to heal the sick so that His people can serve Him in good health. We saw that this remains true in spite of the fear and unbelief of the disciples, and the contrasting responses of the sisters Mary and Martha.
And as if all that isn’t enough to make every religious demon run for cover screaming, now we see the actual miracle itself unfold before our eyes. There’s a couple of surprising things I want to point out. First, Jesus involved the people present in working out the miracle. Don’t misunderstand this, the power and the authority to heal is 100% vested in Jesus, the Son of God.

In and of ourselves no human being can work a miracle of healing any more than we could make the world spin backwards. But it is the will and purpose of God, carried out in the ministry of Jesus, to involve His people in the family business. How often have we prayed : Your Kingdom come, Your will be done on earth as it is in Heaven? 
Words we know well, but the Kingdom is not just of words but of power [1 Corinthians 4.20]. Signs and wonders are meant to accompany the preaching of the Word [Acts 14.3, 15.12, Romans 15.19]. And indeed the Word is the power and power is the Word [Hebrews 1.3]. The New Testament church would scratch their heads in confusion at an organisation that calls itself a church, and talks like a church, but does not carry on the ministry of Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit that He poured out upon us. 
That principle is at work here. We saw last time that Jesus was encouraged by Martha having faith for a miracle. She believed ahead of time that the fact her brother had been dead and buried for four days was no obstacle to Jesus raising him up again. Nothing was too hard for Jesus. But when the time came for things to happen, she had a bit of a wobble. Martha, the woman of power for the hour in v.27, became by v.39 Martha the doubter, whose expectation of what would come out of the tomb once the stone was rolled away was not her brother raised to life but the pong of his decomposing corpse.

Martha knew, without question, that Jesus could do it, but when push came to shove, when the rubber of her faith had to hit the road, she wasn’t quite so sure that Jesus would do it. And this, I think, is where many of us are at in terms of the supernatural. We know Jesus can, but we’re not totally convinced that He will, at least not for the likes of us. We know what the Word says, but the devil parks a lorryload of unbelief on our spiritual driveway. That’s okay for famous television preachers, they have the faith and the experience to get results, but it’s different for us out here in the sticks. 

And so we pray for healing, with a heart of love and compassion, yes, but without a great deal of conviction, and if our prayers don’t get answered – in truth, we’re not all that surprised. It was worth a try, there was nothing to lose, but after all the doctors did say there wasn’t much hope. And if I had a fiver for every time I’d been down that road, I’d have just about enough to get us that retirement flat in Fuerteventura!
I believe that the most important step for us to take, as a church, is from “Jesus can” to “Jesus will”, not based on bravado, not based on any deserving of our own, but based rather upon the integrity of God Himself and on the completeness of the finished work of Jesus. Romans 8.32 says : Since God did not spare even his own Son but gave him up for us all, won’t he also give us everything else? 
The biggest thing God could do for us was to set us free from the curse of sin that we had taken upon ourselves way back in the Garden of Eden, a sin that was essentially not believing God’s Word. It was choosing to believe a talking snake rather than a loving Father that caused all the trouble, and in fact it still is. It’s when we give less respect and honour to the Word of God than we do to the words of News International, or to the consultant’s report, or to the credit card statement, that the wheels fall off.

And God did set us free from the curse of sin. Jesus carried the full weight of every individual wrong action, wrong word and wrong thought, every individual failure to do what was right and loving – He carried it to the cross and paid for it in full. His blood was shed to establish a new covenant between God and His creation, whereby all who put our trust in what Jesus has done are set free from guilt and condemnation to enjoy new life in the Father’s embrace, a life of freedom, a life without end, without limit. 

Total forgiveness and reconciliation to God for all time purchased at the cross by the sacrifice of the Saviour, freely available to all who will receive it in faith. That’s the greatest gift of all. That’s the fullest measure of God’s love. That’s the true extent of the atonement. And the Word says : Since God did not spare even his own Son but gave him up for us all, won’t he also give us everything else?
Since God has given us in Christ new life for eternity, it’s a piece of cake for Him also to release healing for your disease in the meantime [1 Peter 2.24]. Since the earth and all it contains belong to God [Psalm 24], and He has promised to meet all our needs through His glorious riches in Christ Jesus [Philippians 4.19], He’d be delighted to send a few thousand to wipe out your debts. Since God in His love sent Jesus to save the world [John 3.16], He’ll be over the moon to save your children and grandchildren.
God’s will, God’s desire, God’s purpose, are not the problem. The Bible makes crystal clear that the Father longs to pour out every blessing on us, His children. The problem is that we don’t believe Him, or to be more precise that the devil deceives us into the crazy idea that our problems are uniquely difficult to solve, that we – alone in the entire human race – aren’t included in His redemptive plan ; that God’s in the cream puff with us and won’t bless us because of something we did or failed to do.

Don’t you hear the desperation in the devil’s voice as he tried to download that dross into your brain? The answer to our prayers is only as far away as our unbelief makes it, only as remote as our unwillingness to trust the God who gave Jesus for us more than we trust people who don’t give 2p for us, or trust circumstances that change more often than the devil changes his socks – which, admittedly, isn’t very often.

Martha’s comment about the smell in v.39 sounds ridiculous to us, sitting here safe and contented this morning. We might think : if that’s the best you can do, devil, chuck it. But do we let that nagging ache convince us that God has chosen us to be the one poor soul He’s chosen not to heal? Do we let that white window envelope from the bank bully us into believing we’re the unlucky wretches He’s chosen not to prosper? 
Let’s decide today not to be distracted any longer. Since God did not spare even his own Son but gave him up for us all, won’t he also give us everything else? The answer to that question is YES! But we need to make sure silly unbelief doesn’t get in the way. As Jesus says in v.40 : Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God? God will always meet us at the level of our faith. We set that level, not Him.
Moving on to v.41, we see how Jesus involves people in His miraculous work. I have no doubt He could have arranged for the stone to roll away all by itself, and probably also for a Red Arrow fly-past, a 21-gun salute, a troop of angels dancing the Argentine tango, and a free lucky-bag for all the spectators. But He didn’t. Those who moved the stone played a part in making everyone see the glory of God as He promised [v.40]. They were blessed in being a blessing. That’s a great place to be.
Sometimes the part God asks us to play in His unfolding good work shows a keen sense of divine humour. In 2 Kings 5 we read of that proud Syrian warrior Naaman who had a nasty skin complaint. He sent to his king for help, and that king in turn contacted the king of Israel. The result of all this high-level diplomatic activity was that Naaman was to go and see the prophet Elisha, who would get him sorted out.

And so Naaman turned up with all sorts of pomp and ceremony at Elisha’s door. It was as if Will and Kate had come to town with all the hullabaloo. You might have thought Elisha would have wanted to hob-nob with this celebrity commander. Nope. He sat in his office with his feet up, drinking coffee and doing the Sunday Times crossword, but sent one of his household servants, maybe the gardener or cleaning lady, to the door.
Naaman wasn’t even invited in. A terse message was delivered – go and have a bath in the river Jordan 7 times and you’ll be right as rain. Have a nice day. Then the door was slammed shut. Naaman was furious at this calculated snub. He had expected, at the very least, a personal audience, some personal ministry from Elisha – but instead he was given a do-it-yourself cure and told to get on with it. But God had a point to make. As well as the skin disease, a heart disease of pompous pride, was also to be healed.
In 3 John 2 we read : Beloved, I pray that you may prosper in all things and be in health, just as your soul prospers. God doesn’t do anything by halves! God’s purpose is wholeness. Yes, He wants us to be physically healthy and the wounds Jesus suffered are proof of that, but it’s health for a purpose. 
Though God is only too willing to heal us by grace, it doesn’t glorify Him to the full if we receive miraculous release from disease and then go back to the lifestyle that caused the disease without giving God another thought. It’s not clever to be set free from angina and then go back to existing on high-fat artery-clogging fast food and no exercise beyond pressing the TV remote control ; or healed of lung cancer only to go back on Havana cigars ; forgetting all about Jesus and what He paid for your healing.
Although God’s grace is free and unconditional and open to whoever will receive it, He does appreciate an attitude of gratitude for what He has done. One day Jesus healed ten lepers, but was disappointed to note that only one bothered to thank Him. The best way to respond to God’s goodness is to let our appreciation of His goodness change the way we think about life. Romans 12.2 says : Don’t copy the behaviour and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect.
Those of us who know the power of God in Christ to heal, let us be willing to use our restored health and strength to minister healing to others. Those of us who know the power of God in Christ to release us from financial debt, let us be willing to sow a seed, a financial seed, into the lives of others. True gratitude for all the marvellous ways in which God in Christ touches our lives is shown by our commitment to help others who are where we once were, to help Jesus bring them up to where by His grace we now are
As we’ll see next time, a lot of people saw what happened to Lazarus. A lot of people ooh-ed and aah-ed, took photos on their mobile, tweeted and put it on their Facebook page, talked about it for hours in Starbucks – well, you know what I mean! But the only people who really got it were those who let what they saw change their minds and change their lives for good, and let Jesus use them to minister life and hope to others.
