29 January 2012 : Matthew 17 : 14-23  
Today’s text is a rather scary one as it shows us Jesus not in the sunniest of moods.    In it we find a very anxious father coming to Jesus and pleading for help : Lord, have mercy on my son. He has seizures and is suffering greatly. He often falls into the fire or into the water. I brought him to your disciples, but they could not heal him.
Now, let’s paint in the background to this situation. In the verses immediately before this, we see that Jesus, Peter, James and John have been up the mountain enjoying a grand old bless-up with Moses and Elijah. Leaving the other nine guys to mind the shop and handle whatever turned up. I don’t think it’s being disrespectful to say that the three disciples Jesus took up the mountain with Him were the leadership team, so in a sense it’s the 2nd XI He’s left in charge, and sadly they couldn’t deliver the goods.
Which Jesus, when He comes back, finds infuriating, and His words make His views on the matter only too clear. Is He being unduly harsh on His men? After all, the sight of a child suffering some sort of epileptic fit, would be unsettling for anyone. And to be expected to deal with that, especially with the Boss not being around – well, in that situation, you and I know we wouldn’t have handled it any better, to say the least.

But Jesus clearly expects that they should have been able to deal with it, and He’s very disappointed that they didn’t. Is there something else going on here that Matthew isn’t telling us? Has Jesus detected an attitude among the nine disciples that He didn’t like? Could He tell what sort of conversations they’d been having while the leadership team were away on their retreat up the mountain? Had their noses been a bit out of joint? How come they get to go with the Boss and we get stuck here to do all the work? 

It is a matter of historical record that the 12 disciples weren’t immune from bouts of jealousy and other very human emotions. The gospels are painfully honest about that. I’m not saying that to be critical, in fact I find it very encouraging that the people God called and used in Scripture were people who weren’t perfect. That gives us hope.

Let’s face it, how many of us could honestly say we’ve never, once, felt miffed that someone else seemed to be getting a better deal than us? How many of us could say, hand on heart, that we’ve never been envious, or jealous, or had a bad attitude toward a colleague, or a leader? All of us have been there. The thing is, while our attention is on our bruised feelings about a situation, it’s not on what God is trying to say to us or do through us. We’re not going to be 100% fit and ready for action, spiritually.
Maybe that’s what happened to the 9. Maybe they’d allowed their emotions to distract them from the task in hand. Maybe their hearts and minds had been somewhere else instead of concentrating on getting this boy healed. And when they couldn’t do it, they started thinking – well, Jesus wasn’t here to help us, was He? Put the ball back in His court. Dump the blame back on Jesus. If he hadn’t been skiving off with the other three, He could have helped us and we’d have got there just fine.

Now, I don’t know for sure if that’s what was getting under the Lord’s skin, but I do know for sure that, today, the immediate response when things don’t work out right tends to be – it’s all God’s fault. Illness strikes, accidents happen, my prayers don’t get answered – it must be God’s fault. Although we’d probably put it more tactfully and say – it must be God’s will. When, in fact, it’s not that simple and straightforward.

The message from today’s text is quite a startling one – the Lord expects His people to take proper responsibility to exercise the faith He has given us. Now let’s keep all this in the proper perspective. In terms of our own salvation, Jesus has done absolutely everything that’s required. Hebrews 12.9 tells us that he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption.

That means once for all time, for all people, for all sin, past, present or future. As of the moment we truly put our faith in Jesus, we are forgiven for everything and we can never be unforgiven. Nothing we do or fail to do can make God love us more or less, nor can it affect our right standing with God for eternity. Let’s get that foundational principle of salvation by grace and faith, not by human effort, firmly understood.

But – has it ever occurred to you that God has saved you for a purpose, that the Father has great plans for you as His precious child? Ephesians 2.8ff puts everything in its true perspective : God saved you by his grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a gift from God. Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done, so none of us can boast about it. For we are God’s masterpiece. He has created us anew in Christ Jesus, so we can do the good things he planned for us long ago. You are saved from sin and guilt, and you are saved for Kingdom ministry.

In the beginning, Genesis 1, God said, “Let us make human beings in our image, to be like us. They will reign over the fish in the sea, the birds in the sky, the livestock, all the wild animals on the earth, and the small animals that scurry along the ground.” So God created human beings in his own image, male and female. Then God blessed them and said, “Be fruitful and multiply. Fill the earth and govern it – or subdue it.

So we are people with purpose, and we are also people with power. 
In Ephesians 1, Paul says : I pray that your hearts will be flooded with light so that you can understand the confident hope he has given to those he called – his holy people who are his rich and glorious inheritance. That would be us! Paul goes on :      I also pray that you will understand the incredible greatness of God’s power for us who believe him. This is the same mighty power that raised Christ from the dead and seated him in the place of honour at God’s right hand in the heavenly realms.

Two chapters further on, Paul gives glory to the Lord who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that works in us. Paul is saying, loud and clear, in confirmation and fulfilment of God’s original plan and purpose in Genesis 1, that not only are we commanded to be His vice-regents here on this earth, but we have His authority and power to do what it takes.
In these last days between the first coming of Jesus, in a stable at Bethlehem, and His second coming in clouds of glory, there is only one way our prayer : Your Kingdom come, Your will be done on earth as it is in Heaven : can ever be fulfilled, and that is by the radical faith and obedience of His Kingdom people, the heirs of the covenant blessing first promised to Abraham – and that has got to be us.

No-one else has either the authority or the resources to turn this world round from the downward slide it has set itself on. In case you hadn’t noticed, politics, business and the media – for most part, though with a few honourable exceptions – don’t do God, and for that very reason can’t do God’s will. Only a believing church can do that.

And the profoundly challenging, indeed downright uncomfortable, message of our text this morning is that the Lord expects us to fulfil His calling on our lives. He needs us to do it. No-one else will, no-one else can. The 9 disciples who weren’t up the hill with Him may have been the 2nd XI, but Jesus clearly believed that they had seen enough of Him at work, and learned enough of His will, His purpose, His anointing, to be able to deal with one epileptic boy, not wait till He came back to handle it personally.

And if the 9 disciples, who had not yet witnessed the resurrection of Jesus, who had not yet experienced the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, should have been able to handle this situation in the name of Jesus, how much more should the church which lives this side of Easter and Pentecost, which has the written evidence of the Scriptural truth that the same power that raised Jesus from the dead lives in us!
We are called to be salt and light in this sorry broken world, exemplifying every single day a standard of living far higher than those who do not know Jesus, who are scared stiff by the constant bombardment of words about economic meltdown, words about catastrophic climate change, words about the inevitability of a pandemics, words about global terrorism, words about a meteorite landing and wiping out humanity.
We hear all these words – words of fear, words of doubt, words calculated to steal, kill and destroy people’s sense of joy and security. And let’s just remind ourselves whose mission in life is to steal, kill and destroy? Not our Father God, that’s for sure. Not the Lord Jesus Christ, who came that we might have and enjoy life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows, that we might be redeemed from the curse of fear, and guilt, and punishment, and condemnation, and instead be blessed so we can be a blessing?

You hear a lot of talk about alternative lifestyles, and most of them are wacky at best, if not downright ungodly. But we are called to embrace and proclaim an alternative lifestyle, one that stands out against the dreary fear-filled self-centred misery that this world’s way of thinking accepts as normal. We are called, commanded, commissioned to live a life of faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour and constant companion.
We are called, as 1 John 4.17 tells us, to be like Him in this world, to carry on the good work He began here on earth – feeding the hungry, bringing good news to the poor in every sense of that word, healing the sick, releasing those who are in any kind of bondage, whether it’s to drink, drugs, gambling, pornography.

Surely we don’t fondly imagine that Jesus calls us to a life of faith that extends no further than a respectable religious culture and a handful of church activities? Jesus did not come to start a religion, He came to start a revolution – a revolution of love and power. And He will not be amused if His church behaves the way the 9 disciples did, dropping the ball and waiting for Him to come back and sort out the mess.

Our entire purpose in being here on this earth, here and now is to be Christ-ians, little Christs, doing the same things that Jesus did when He was here on this earth, with the same authority that Jesus had when He was here, and in the same power that Jesus had when He was here. And if you think that’s off-the-wall, would you be prepared to be convinced by the clear and unambiguous words of Jesus Himself? 

John 14.12-14 : Jesus said : I tell you the truth, anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. He will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father. And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory to the Father. You may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it.
That’s what Jesus said, and I believe it’s Good News! It’s affirming, it’s empowering, it conveys to us a sense of the awesome value that we have in the eyes of Our Lord. He believes we’re up to the challenge. Let me tell you something. If this country, this world, is ever to get out of the mess it’s in, it will only happen when people like you and me, ordinary Christ-followers, start to see ourselves the same way Jesus sees us.

Now there’s a lot more that needs said, because this is a massive subject, but I think it has to wait till next week. Can I urge you all to go away and think about this message, about how high a calling God has put on your life, how much power and authority the Lord wants you to exercise in His Name and for His sake, and I believe you’ll get as excited about it as I have. And maybe you’ll want to bring along a friend or two and we’ll see if we can get them excited about God’s plan for their life as well?
I believe 2012 will be a big year for this church, this community – if we’ll just make a faith decision to agree with Father God’s opinion of us, never mind anyone else’s.  

