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“Are there Miracles Today?”      Text – Various Scriptures        Westminster Confession Ch. 5. Art. 3    

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,

Two weeks ago I attended one of the public meetings about the Euthanasia legislation that is being considered by parliament.  The legislation will make it possible for those people who have an incurable condition, who have less than six months to live, and who understand the consequences of their choice to end their lives with the help of a doctor.  
Well, one man in the audience asked about how we can know for sure that a person only has six months to live.  And he asked that question because he had been told by doctors, three times!, that he had less than six months to live.  And this was some years previously.  
Now, he didn’t explain what his condition or illness was but I expect that all of us know of or have heard of someone who was told that they had a terminal illness, but they survived.  And doctors have no explanation for how this could have happened.  Do you know someone like that?
Well, when we hear about a healing like this, we often call it a miracle.  If someone takes medicine or has surgery and they get well, that’s natural, but when we cannot explain how someone got well, we call it supernatural or a miracle.  But is it really a miracle?
We do read about many miracles in the Bible.  We just read about one at the beginning of John 5; Jesus simply said to a man who had been paralysed for 38 years, “Get up and walk,” and “at once the man was healed and he got up and walked.”  On other occasions we read about the blind receiving sight, the deaf being able to hear, withered limbs being restored, and even the dead being raised to life!  In chapter 6 we are going to read about the miraculous feeding of more than 5000 people with just a few bits of bread and fish, and then Jesus walking on water.  If we have learned anything about the Gospel of John in our sermon series thus far, it should be that it contains the record of seven great miracles of Jesus.  And there are many other miracles recorded in the Bible.

And in Mark 16:17-18, Jesus said to the disciples, “And these signs will accompany those who believe: In my name they will drive out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up snakes with their hands; and when they drink deadly poison, it will not hurt them at all; they will place their hands on sick people, and they will get well.”  
So, because of the miracles recorded in the Bible, and because of verses like the one I just read to you, right now, there are many churches around Auckland that are holding healing services.  There are many professing Christians today who believe that God still gives some people the gift of performing miraculous healings.  Some of us may also have seen Youtube clips of what are claimed to be miraculously healings.  So, are there miracles today?  Should we be seeking the gift of miraculous healing or speaking in tongues?  Are we missing out on things that are important and spectacular that might help create or strengthen faith?  
Well, it is because of these realities and to seek answers to these questions that we pause our journey through John’s Gospel to consider whether or not there are miracles today.  This is a topical sermon.  We are going to look at a number of Bible passages and verses as we consider this matter together.
I. And our first general point is that the healing of disease is not generally a supernatural event.  
A. We all know that God created us with immune systems that fight disease.  In recent times, many of us have had colds.  Some used medicine; others did not, but all of us got better or are getting better.  And we kind of expect that when it is just a cold.  There will not be a bulletin note giving thanks that so and so miraculously got better from a cold!  Now, I trust that we all do thank the Lord even for healing from colds, but we know that our bodies typically fight a cold and we get better.  Well, the same thing can happen with serious diseases like cancer.  Some people have surgery and/or radiation or chemotherapy, some people drink dandelion juice, and let’s not ignore the power of prayer.  But there can be healing of cancer, even when there is no medical explanation, and even in those who are not believers.  The fact is we just don’t understand everything there is to know about healing.  
1. Have you heard about the placebo effect, for example?  Sometimes they perform a medical trial on people with the same condition and they give half of them medicine and half of them a sugar pill, but even those just taking the sugar pill get better.  It seems that just thinking we are taking medicine can, by itself, be enough to help us get well.  
2. And it can also be the case that due to stress or fear, people develop the physical symptoms of an illness even though they don’t actually have the illness.  And when they are told that the disease has been removed, they begin to feel well again.  
3. The main point here is that we simply do not understand everything there is to know about healing.  We are “fearfully and wonderfully made,” we read in Psalm 139.  So the healing of disease is not generally a supernatural event.
II. Secondly, the claims of miracle healings are not unique to Christianity. 

A. Many of you will know of those ‘sacred’ sites around the world where miraculous healing power is claimed – Lourdes in France is where the Virgin Mary supposedly appeared to a shepherd girl and now millions of people bathe in and drink the water there every year because of its healing power.   Naag Mandir in Fiji is a temple of the Hindu snake god that contains a stone that has been allegedly growing for 100 years and allegedly gives healing power.  And there are places like this all over the world.  

B. But there are also people like Raymond Brown who claim a healing connection with the spiritual surgeon, Saul of Tarsus.  So Raymond goes into a trance and is ‘taken over’ by Saul who then performs the miracle healings, ranging from sciatica complaints to neurological issues.  And then there are tribal ‘witch-doctors’ among pagan tribes who claim to be healers.  I remember seeing a video once of some Brazilian ‘healer’ who used the same rusty knife on all of his patients, without ever sterilizing it.  He goes into a trance and he feels where the tumour is in the body and he just slices the person and puts his hand in and pulls the tumour out, and the next thing you see is the person up and about and supposedly healed.  
C. This sort of thing is going on all the time all over the world.  There are all sorts of healing claims made by Christians and non-Christians.   Must we just accept them as true then?  Well, let’s look at three striking verses of the Bible which should at least make us very cautious about this whole area:

1. Matthew 24:24 (p1036), “For false Christs and false prophets will appear and perform great signs and miracles to deceive even the elect-- if that were possible.”  
2. 2 Thessalonians 2:9 (p1242), “The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders.” 
a. So, there will be what appear to be miracles and signs and wonders that are not from God but from the evil one.  And note that they are counterfeit miracles, meaning that they are not genuine supernatural miracles, because that power only belongs to the Lord.
3. That is why this next verse is so important: 1 John 4:1 (p1280), “Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world.”  Just because someone claims to be from God or doing God’s work does not mean that is true.  We must test their claims against scripture. 
III. So, let’s return to our major question: Are there miracles today?  And to answer that question we have to think carefully about words and definitions.  
A. Let’s begin with the word supernatural.  Supernatural, as the word implies, means above or outside the natural.  
1. Earlier we read from Westminster Confession of Faith Ch. 5 Art. 3 that God in His ordinary providence makes use of means.  This is what we mean by the natural – healing is usually via surgery or medicine, etc.  
2. But as that confession article went on to say, God has been and continues to be “free to work without, above, and against” ordinary means; God can still directly heal or raise from the dead, etc, because He is God!  
3. And we simply must note here that there is one supernatural act of God that He still performs very regularly.  If you believe that Jesus is the Son of God and that He died on the cross for the forgiveness of your sins, that is the result of a supernatural act of God!  You see, it is natural for us not to believe in Jesus.  By nature, we are God-haters who love sin.  We have seen this in John’s Gospel.  Jesus said, “You must be born again.”  And being born again is the work of the Holy Spirit who gives a person a new nature that loves Christ and hates sin.  So to be saved is a supernatural work of God.  If you believe in Jesus as your Saviour, that is not because you are so clever, but because the Holy Spirit has worked the grace of salvation within you!  
4. So God is still free to perform supernatural acts.

B. But what about miracles?  Are there still miracles today like the miracles we read about in the Bible?  

1. Well, definitions are also important here.  There is in fact no word in Greek or Hebrew that means miracle.  The four words translated as miracle literally mean ‘work’ or ‘sign’ or ‘power’ or ‘wonder,’ with ‘sign’ being the most common.   Miracle comes from the Latin word ‘mirus,’ which means ‘wonderful.’  But the most commonly used word in the Bible for the miracles that take place is ‘signs.’
2. And that is important as we start to think now about the purpose of miracles.  
a. The purpose of miracles was not just to convince the stubborn and unbelieving, for example: Think about the Israelites and their journey from Egypt to the Promised Land – the 10 plagues, the Passover, the Red Sea crossing, water from rocks, manna from heaven, shoes that did not wear out for 40 years, etc.  Yet they did not repent as a nation and come to true faith in God.  

b. And neither was the purpose of miracles just to relieve suffering.  Many of those who claim the gift of healing say that God wills to cure people if they just have enough faith.  Have you heard that before?  Well, let’s think about that in relation to the Apostle Paul: He performed all sorts of astonishing healing miracles as an Apostle.  But what do we read about Paul himself in 2 Cor. 12:7ff?  Remember he tells us about his thorn in the flesh and that he asked the Lord to remove it three times, but it was not removed.  So did Paul lack faith?  Obviously not!  He is Paul!  So why was he not healed?  Well, we are told that this illness served a purpose in Paul’s life, which was to keep him “from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations.”  God simply does not will that all diseases should be cured.  As hard as it can be when it happens, it maybe for the spiritual growth of ourselves and/or others that we remain ill.  
c. And on that score, I encourage you to listen to the testimony of Joni Earecksen Tada.  She was injured in a diving accident and became a quadriplegic.  She went to healing meeting after healing meeting but was not made well.  She said she became totally depressed when she was told that she was not healed because did not have a faith.  But then she came to understand that God’s purposes can be served well through injury or illness.  She accepted her condition and now uses it to encourage others with disabilities.  
d. So the purpose of biblical miracles was not just to convince unbelievers or relieve suffering.
3. So, what was the purpose of the miracles we read about in the Bible?  Well, let’s think about when the miracles occurred.  And what we see is that there are flurries of miraculous activity in certain periods of history that are often separated by centuries of nothing: 
· World-wide Flood happens after Noah warned the people it would happen
· Angel of the Lord and Abraham and Sarah’s miraculous conception
· Moses and the Israelites as they leave Egypt and enter into the Promised Land
· Elijah and Elisha
· Daniel and the later prophets – Lion’s den, fiery furnace…
· Jesus and the Apostles

a. What this brief survey of miracles in the Bible reveals then is that miracles occur in significant moments of redemptive history.  At these times, certain people are given the responsibility to speak for God and reveal more about His plan of salvation.  And miracles occurred or the person was given the ability to perform miracles to confirm the truth that he spoke.  
(1). If you watch police programs, you will know that the police-officer or FBI agent always has to show his or her badge.  The badge proves that this person is a genuine FBI agent.   And in the same way, in the days when there was no complete Bible, miracles were the badge that proved that the Angel or the prophet or Jesus or the Apostles truly spoke the Word of the Lord. 
b. But let’ see this from the Bible:
(1). Exodus 4:1-5 (p61), “Moses answered, "What if they do not believe me or listen to me and say, 'The LORD did not appear to you'?"  2 Then the LORD said to him, "What is that in your hand?" "A staff," he replied.  3 The LORD said, "Throw it on the ground." Moses threw it on the ground and it became a snake, and he ran from it.  4 Then the LORD said to him, "Reach out your hand and take it by the tail." So Moses reached out and took hold of the snake and it turned back into a staff in his hand.  5 "This," said the LORD, "is so that they may believe that the LORD, the God of their fathers-- the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob-- has appeared to you."

(2). 1 Kings 17:24 (p373), The son of the widow of Zarephath had died.  Elijah raised him to life.  And we read, “Then the woman said to Elijah, "Now I know that you are a man of God and that the word of the LORD from your mouth is the truth."”

(3). Acts 2:22 (p1140), “Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know.”  Acts 14:3, “So Paul and Barnabas spent considerable time there, speaking boldly for the Lord, who confirmed the message of his grace by enabling them to do miraculous signs and wonders.” 
(4). 2 Corinthians 12:12 (p1216), “The things that mark an apostle-- signs, wonders and miracles-- were done among you with great perseverance.”
(5). Hebrews 2:3b-4 (p1255), “This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him.  4 God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.”
c. The purpose of miracles was to prove the authority and genuineness of the one called to speak the word of the Lord in the time when there was no compete Bible.  And so, writes one theologian, “When the work of the apostles was done, and they had confirmed the salvation which the Lord began to attest in His earlier ministry, when the church had been planted, the apostolic foundation provided, and the New Testament had been written, there was no further need of the apostolic office and of the signs and gifts which had so notably accompanied it. … With the death of the apostles and of others who in the apostolic age had received special gifts, these special gifts died out.”
d. And indeed, after the Apostles, according to the exhaustive study of miracles by the theologian B.B. Warfield, “there is little or no evidence at all for miracle-working during the first fifty years of the post-apostolic church.”  It was only as Christianity began to compromise more and more with the pagans that they came in contact with that miracle claims begin to return and increase.
4. You see congregation, (hold up Bible) this book is the complete word of God.  It contains everything you need to know about Jesus and salvation in black and white.  There is nothing more that needs to be revealed about God’s plan of salvation.  It is all in here and you can read all about it yourself.  It also contains reliable accounts of a great many miracles.  So if you do not see a miracle with your own eyes, you are not missing out on anything that might strengthen your faith!  
a. In fact, do you remember the account of Lazarus and the Rich man?  Lazarus died and went to heaven and the rich man died and went to hell.  And the Rich man looked up to heaven and saw Lazarus with Abraham.  And he asked Abraham to send Lazarus down to his five unbelieving brothers.  He said, “If someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.”  But Abraham replied “If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets [in other words, if they will not believe what they read in the Bible] they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”  
b. With the completed Bible, we have something far better than miracles!  We have the authoritative and complete testimony about salvation in Jesus Christ, which we can read for ourselves!  And that is where our desire and our focus ought to be!  This is where we are to point people who do not yet know Christ.  All that our faith needs today can and must be found in the Word!!
The extraordinary gifts that God gave to confirm the authority of the prophets and the Lord Jesus and the Apostles (such as tongues, prophesy, and miracles of power) have ceased.  Their purpose was fulfilled by the end of the New Testament period.  And the reality is that if there were genuine healing gifts today we would see the blind healed and quadraplegics walking and the dead raised and crowds being fed with a few bits of bread, because those are the miracles we see in the Bible.  What this means then is that what is going on in large parts of the Christian church today simply does not pass the biblical test for miracles.  
What we have is the complete Word of God!  In this Book, we have all that we need to know about Jesus Christ and our salvation.   Let us be satisfied with it and thankful for it!  And let us be diligent students of the Bible!  Amen.
