A Sermon preached by Christine Simpson                                                                                 on Sunday 12th September 2010 in St Marys, Market Drayton

SS1 Matthew 8 v1-17                  (1Timothy 1:12-17)

“When Jesus Confronts the World …….. people are healed”

This morning we have the first in our sermon series, “When Jesus confronts the world – PEOPLE  ARE HEALED.”  Sometimes, I think we fail to understand the extent to which Jesus did confront the world – how radical his approach really was. As Charlie reminded us a couple of weeks ago, it wouldn’t always be nice and safe and comfortable to be in the company of Jesus. The world he confronted was one in which the sick, those with disabilities of any kind were often seen as deserving their affliction. In those times, for many conditions, there would be little hope of a cure through medical science. Jesus confronted prejudice and fear; self-righteousness and superiority; exclusion and intolerance. He confronted human attitudes and he confronted the spiritual powers behind the evil of suffering and disease.

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 of Matthew’s Gospel, give us an account of Jesus’ teaching, his words, now, in chapter 8, these words are dramatically translated into action. In his letter to Timothy, Paul writes, “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.” The basic message of Christianity is this, “Jesus saves”. This phrase can become a bit of a pious cliché, it can call to mind trying to steer clear of the earnest street evangelist who tries to buttonhole you and asks “Are you saved, brother, (or sister)”  Jesus did come to save us, not just from the effects of personal sin in our lives, but from all the elements of evil in the world that prevent us from entering into our new life with God. In the synagogue at Nazareth, Jesus set out clearly the purpose of his mission – to bring salvation, liberation and healing, as Isaiah had prophesied the Messiah would do. The Jews at that time didn’t think of human beings as being divided into body and soul, as we often do. When they spoke of salvation, it didn’t just mean saving souls but healing the whole person, including body, emotions and spirit.

Our gospel reading describes 3 healings in detail. Through each of them, Jesus demonstrates his power, his all- encompassing compassion; his divinity and his humanity. The first healing is that of a man suffering from leprosy. Lepers were regarded as unclean, rabbis would especially steer clear of them because the defilement of coming into contact with such a person was second only to that of touching a dead body. Leprosy was a feared disease for which there was no known cure, and, as some forms of it were contagious, sufferers would be sent away from their home and forced to live apart with other lepers until either they got better, or died.

(2)

This leper came to Jesus in humility and reverence, knelt before him and asked for help. He had the confidence that Jesus could help him – provided he was willing to do so. Jesus replied, “I am willing, be clean!” But he didn’t just speak to the man. He confronted the reality and unpleasantness of this disease, he confronted fear and exclusion. He defied convention; he reached out, and he touched him. He showed this man, who must have felt useless, worthless, rejected, dirty, untouchable, that someone cared for him, that GOD cared for him, that he was loved. Jesus then told the man to show himself to the priest, so that his healing could be confirmed and he could be restored to his community and take his full place in society once more.

The healing of the centurion’s servant is remarkable for several reasons. The centurion was a gentile, a Roman, a member of the occupying forces. Yet, he felt able to approach Jesus and ask for help. He must have been a caring and compassionate man because he demonstrated a complete reversal of the usual attitude of a Roman master towards his servant. His servant would most likely have been a slave, someone with absolutely no status, completely expendable. Yet, this centurion was so distressed by his servant’s suffering, he was determined to do everything in his power to save him. In spite of his powerful position he demonstrated true humility. He knew that Jesus, as a Jew, couldn’t enter his home without making himself unclean. He had the faith to recognise that Jesus had the authority to heal from a distance, that he only had to command, to speak the word, and his servant would be healed. In this healing too, Jesus confronted prejudice and intolerance, healing someone who would have been despised for being not just a slave, but the slave of a hated Roman soldier. Yet it was this Roman who astonished Jesus by demonstrating enormous faith.

The third healing is that of Peter’s mother-in-law. Here, there is no admiring crowd, no excited witnesses, only a small group of family and friends. As soon as Jesus touched her hand the fever left her. She was obviously completely healed. She didn’t have to spend time regaining her strength, but got up immediately and started waiting on Jesus and his disciples. A very timely healing or they’d have had to make their own supper! Clearly, this was her way of expressing gratitude for her healing.

Then, “When evening came, many who were demon-possessed were brought to him, and he drove out the spirits with a word and healed all the sick.”   

These healings aren’t described in detail, just that Jesus set people free with a word and healed all who came to him. In doing so, he confronted the  spiritual powers of evil to bring people into freedom.

It’s uplifting to read of these miraculous healings, but what relevance do they have for us, now?  What do they say to us about Jesus, and about the place of healing in our churches today? Matthew tells us that when Jesus healed those people, “This was to fulfil what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah, “He took up our infirmities and carried our diseases.” Matthew is often at pains to demonstrate Jesus’ fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy. So does this imply that Jesus healed merely in order to prove who he was? If we take that view, then we might be tempted to regard Jesus as some kind of impassive miracle-worker, and the healings we’ve looked at today show this is far from the truth.  

(3)

Matthew identifies Jesus with Isaiah’s suffering servant, because, for Jesus, what he did was a costly thing. Ultimately, our salvation and wholeness is made possible through Christ’s suffering on the cross. Yet, Jesus’ ministry of healing was also costly for him. He reached out with love and compassion in response to the suffering he witnessed. Often he was criticised – for healing on the Sabbath, for the way he set people free from evil spirits. Often he was deeply moved with pity or anger, often he was driven to the point of exhaustion by those who followed him and cried out for him to minister to them. 

For those who seek to engage in the ministry of healing, there is a cost. If we are to follow Jesus’ example, then we need a heart open to compassion and “compassion” literally means “suffering with”. It involves getting close to people, touching them, as Jesus did, listening to their pain. It involves vulnerability, being open to the possibility that God may not choose to heal in our way or in our time, but still being willing to take the risk, to pray, to reach out in love. It also involves faith and hope and obedience, because, Jesus tells his disciples that they are to heal and set people free, as he did. It may also mean humbling ourselves and recognising that we are the ones who need healing.

When Jesus confronts the world, people ARE healed. Jesus is willing to heal those who ask, to touch the untouchable with his love, to respond to the faith of a concerned friend, to restore the helpless, to confront all the powers of darkness that prevent us from becoming whole in every part of our being. In the power of Jesus, we too can confront these powers. Sometimes healing takes place, way beyond our expectations. Sometimes we have to keep on praying before we see results. It can be painful if we, or the people we care about don’t experience the healing we ask for and, often, there’s no answer to the question of why one person is healed and another isn’t. But often the healing we most need is of an emotional or spiritual nature, rather than from our physical illness. There is a great difference between being cured and being healed.

Sometimes we may fear that healing might not take place because we don’t have enough faith, but faith is simply obedience, the willingness to step out despite our weakness and do our best to minister God’s love and mercy to those in need, not just to those who are physically sick, but to the troubled, the lepers and outcasts of our society. We are called to have faith that all who come to God are healed in some way, that our prayers are not in vain.  Because, in doing this we are following the example of Jesus, confronting the darkness of pain and suffering in our world with the light of his love and when Jesus confronts the world, people are healed.
