20 May 2012 :  Matthew 20
Before anyone else asks, we had a lovely time in London, thank you, but it was not a holiday, and certainly not a rest! This was the first time in 20-odd years of ministry I’ve ever taken Study Leave – which sounds as dry and uninviting as last Tuesday’s leftover toast, but far from it. That it was going to be a good time was indicated from the minute I looked out the hotel room window and saw we had a lovely view right over the Dockland Light Railway. Trains passing by every 5 minutes. Yes!

But we were not there for me to train-spot!! There was a serious purpose to this, and it was to participate in the Victory Campaign to celebrate 30 years of ministry to Europe by Kenneth and Gloria Copeland. Some of us of a certain age may recall Billy Graham filling football stadiums up and down the country to preach the message of new life in Jesus, and perhaps we thought the day of big evangelistic events was gone forever.
But consider this. Saturday evening at the ExCeL Arena in the London Docklands, and 2 hours before the start of the final service there was a queue building up as Christians from all over the capital, all over the country, all over the continent, came to be fed the Word of God. Thousands of believers, of all ages, from all sorts of churches, coming hundreds, if not thousands, of miles, to praise God together on a Saturday night.

After a time of beautiful worship, Kenneth started preaching at 7.pm, and at 10.45.pm, when the auditorium was due to close, he was still bouncing about the stage, imparting the wisdom of God, still as fresh and full of enthusiasm as at the start of the 1st session on Thursday, even picking up the mike and giving a solo of “How Great Thou Art”. Oh, and when it was all over, Ken and Gloria and the ministry team would fly home to Fort Worth, TX, and when I say “fly” I don’t mean on a scheduled flight. Ken pilots his own plane. This from a man who is 75! I wouldn’t mind that level of energy at 55! 
Anyone think he must be doing something right? That “something” is called faith – taking God at His Word and standing firm on it, whatever. And here’s what’s exciting. It’s something any, and all, of us are perfectly capable of doing too. In The Message translation of Acts 10 we read : Peter fairly exploded with his good news: "It's God's own truth, nothing could be plainer : God plays no favourites! It makes no difference who you are or where you're from—if you want God and are ready to do as he says, the door is open. Open to what, you might ask? To receive everything God has for you.

And what might that be? Well, what does the Word of God tell us? Jesus said : I came that you may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance (to the full, till it overflows).

Let me ask you an honest question in the hope that you will give yourself an honest answer – are you enjoying your life, or are you constantly pestered by fear and anxiety ; guilt, doubt and insecurity ; a critical, judgemental, unforgiving attitude toward others? 
If you’re humping that junk around all the time in a big black bin-bag inside you, I guarantee [1] you are not enjoying life ; and [2] no-one else enjoys being around you. Let me ask you another honest question. How are you? Now, you know what happens if you ask someone that question. You really don’t want them to answer it. 
You want them to say “Fine, thank you”. Most of the time, in politeness, that’s what you hear, through gritted teeth if necessary. But get two British people together for any length of time, once they’ve exhausted the perennial topic of the weather, they’ll launch into an organ recital. You know what that is? It’s reciting what’s wrong with every organ of the body, to see who’s got more bits that aren’t working or ready to fall off!

It doesn’t need to be that way. In Acts 10.38 we see that : God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power, who went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with Him. I know some people get fed up hearing me say this, but God wants you well, and I’m not going to shut up about that any time soon. Not because I’m just trying to get in your face for the sake of it, but because I don’t want you to miss just how much God loves you. If you choose not to receive that love, that’s a shame, because the Word of God says God wants you healthy
Exodus 15.26 : If you listen carefully to the voice of the LORD your God and do what is right in his eyes, if you pay attention to his commands and keep all his decrees – which, for us who live in this age of the New Testament, means loving the Lord from your heart and loving others as you receive His love for you – I will not bring on you any of the diseases I brought on the Egyptians, for I am the LORD, who heals you.

Malachi 3.6 : I the LORD do not change. Hebrews 13.8 : Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and for ever. God has not changed His mind about physical health. He made you to be well, so you could serve Him. Both the Lord and the devil behave in accordance with their character. Always. All the time. John 10.10 again : The devil, who is a thief comes only in order to steal and kill and destroy. Jesus came that we may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance (to the full, till it overflows).
You can’t enjoy life flat on your back ill. Disease and disability do not glorify God, they are [directly or indirectly] the work of the devil. Sometimes, but not always, the devil gets an open door through our own mistaken lifestyle choices, maybe through not doing what God tells us in His word to do. But actually it doesn’t matter how the illness happened. If you truly believe in Jesus, there’s a solution. 1 John 4.4 : the one who is in you – Jesus – is greater than the one who is in the world – the devil. 
If you’re born again, that is always true. If you are not yet born again, let today be your day. You have nothing to lose but your illnesses, your fears, your stress, your black bin-bag. Jesus that is in you is greater than the devil who is in the world. The blessing that is in you is greater than the curse that is in the world. The healing that is in you is greater than the disease that is in the world. The prosperity that is in you is greater than the poverty that is in the world. The joy that is in you is greater than the misery that is in the world. The peace that is in you is greater than the stress that is in the world. 
Believe and receive all that God wants you to have, all that Jesus died for you to have. If that clashes with what you believe, some advice from Uncle Frank. Change what you believe. It’s working against you! Romans 12.2. Renew your mind by God’s Word!
Now I’ll have a lot more to say about health and healing tonight. If you are unwell, do try to be there. If a member of your family or a friend is unwell, bring them. Ah, but I’ve got folk coming for dinner tonight. Great! Bring them too. But don’t miss the gift of healing and wholeness that God wants to give you. Don’t let anything put you off or talk you out of your breakthrough. Jesus died to bring it to you. By His wounds, it says in 1 Peter 2.24, you have been healed. But you must receive it in faith in Him. 
OK, Frank, but how can I find faith? The Bible says, Romans 10.17 : faith comes from hearing, that is, hearing the Good News about Christ. Faith comes from listening to the Word of God about the Son of God. Really listening! Now one lesson I’m not going to learn from Kenneth Copeland is to preach for 3 hours at a time. With the best will in the world, even with our new comfy chairs and cushions, the mind can’t absorb more than the rear end can tolerate! But I promise to feed you solid spiritual food.

And there’s a lesson. You may recognise one of these [baby’s bottle]. There was a time when this was all we could digest, milk. And at that time, when we were babies, that was fine. But then we grew up – I hope! I’d guess if one of these was plonked in front of you at the Sunday dinner table today, you wouldn’t be best pleased. You want solid food : roast beef and Yorkshire pudding ; fish, chips and mushy peas ; chicken vindaloo or whatever. You now have adult needs and adult tastes. Baby food won’t do now.

Yet many of us still try to get by in our adult life on spiritual milk, half-remembered lessons from Sunday School, plus a few half-baked aphorisms from old Auntie Peggy or the Sunday Post. Worse than that, some of us even crave spiritual milk – a sugary 10 minutes worth of spiritual comfort food from the pulpit that doesn’t challenge in any way the stinkin’ thinkin’ that has got us into the rut we’ve been in since 19-canteen, meekly accepting being sick, broke, busted and disgusted as a normal way of life.
Revelation time, it’s not normal for a Christ-follower, and it never should have been. From this day forward, the bottle retires! You will get solid food, with nice big meaty chunks of God’s Word. It’s my job to feed the flock and to do it with a definite purpose in mind, as Paul explained to the church at Ephesus : The pastor’s responsibility is to equip God’s people to do his work and build up the church, the body of Christ. 
This will continue until we all come to such unity in our faith and knowledge of God’s Son that we will be mature in the Lord, measuring up to the full and complete standard of Christ. Then we will no longer be immature like children. We won’t be tossed and blown about by every wind of new teaching. We will not be influenced when people try to trick us with lies so clever they sound like the truth. 
Now did you catch what Paul said there? Let me give it you from the NKJV : the pastor’s job is the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry. The whole church is described as the saints, the ones who have been sanctified and redeemed by the blood of Christ, and you are the ones who are to be trained for the ministry. Welcome to this ministers’ conference! That’s what God has called you to. How does that grab you? 
Adult Christians are thrilled. Baby Christians are uncomfortable, rabbits, headlights etc.

You see, faith is a personal commitment that brings with it personal responsibility, in spiritual business, and some folks don’t want to know about that [produce bottle] No! Give me something familiar, something easy, something comfortable! Don’t ask me to think! Don’t ask me to change my mind, my attitude! Don’t ask me to do anything! But I believe you good folks are ready for solid food. Anyone here for spiritual steak?
Hebrews 5.12-13 says : By this time you ought to be teachers, but instead you need someone to teach you the ABC of God’s oracles over again. It comes to this – you want milk instead of solid food. Anyone who lives on milk is still an infant with no experience of what is right. In the lesson this morning from Matthew 20 you see a perfect example of baby thinking. Jesus has just explained, yet again, that He’ll soon be off home to Heaven, and the disciples will have to raise their game and step up to the plate.

Response? Please sir, can my sons sit beside you in Heaven!  Grr! Just as well Jesus is the King of love, or He might have been tempted to drop-kick that lady half-way to the moon. Talk about missing the point! Talk about selfish, baby thinking! He’s trying to prepare these guys to go out and do the things He’d been doing, take the gospel out to the world, instead He has to deal with this tripe about who gets to sit in the posh seats in Heaven. Now I know none of us would ever bother with silly things like that, right?
Jesus replied, with commendable patience : whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave— just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many. The key to kingdom living is being like Jesus in this world – as 1 John 4.17 says we are. God chose to act through human flesh and blood. That’s why He sent Jesus.

That’s why He now sends us. The call to share the love of Jesus with this community, this nation, this world, has been committed into our hands. He will enable and empower us to do it, of course. He never sends anyone out to battle unarmed. God expects you and me to share our faith in word and in action. God expects you and me to receive His love, His grace, His healing, and to get out there and pass it on. Baby faith won’t do it. 
We need adult faith. We need a consistent diet of solid spiritual food – meaty Bible-based teaching here every Sunday, regular devotional time around the Word at home, and there are all sorts of resources that will help you do that. If, that is, you want to fulfil your God-given destiny and be the minister of the gospel that He has called you to be, that the blood of Jesus sets you free to be, that the Holy Spirit empowers you to be. 

One last thing. We did something we’ve never done before – we travelled first-class by train to London. If you book early, it’s not much dearer, and it’s worth it for the extra space and comfort in your seat, but also because you get complimentary refreshments served to you all the way there – tea, coffee, snack, drinks, etc. You can stick with baby religion and travel cattle class to heaven if you like, but you don’t have to. God wants His children to enjoy the journey of life 1st class – living in the fullness of His love, His health, His prosperity, and passing it on. Time to grow up and be nourished in the Word
