MIRACLES, WONDERS & SIGNS

Exodus 4:1-9   Acts 2:22-36

When the soldiers and officers from the chief priests and the Pharisees found Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, it seems they didn’t quite know what to do, so Jesus helped them out and said to them, “Whom do you seek?” “Jesus of Nazareth,” they replied. Jesus of Nazareth – the man. “He’s just a man,” as Andrew Lloyd-Webber had it in the musical of the sixties, Jesus Christ Superstar. “I am he,” said Jesus. So they took him and he went through that mockery of a trial that we all know about. They then "took him out, bearing his own cross, to the place called The Place of a Skull, which in Hebrew is called Golgotha; where they crucified him with two other men, one on either side, and Jesus in between. And Pilate wrote an inscription and put it on the cross and it was written, 'Jesus of Nazareth.'" Just a man, dying with other men. Indeed a man convicted of a criminal offence, dying with other men convicted of criminal offences. What’s the big deal? How many thousands, how many millions of those have there been throughout history?

That was 52 – 53 days ago and quite a bit has happened since then – at least so far as the believers are concerned. But this morning the crowds in the temple, at that time of the year, a great crowd from all over the world – 13 or 14 languages are mentioned – have seen and heard this amazing thing: Galileans, unlearned people, "speaking of the mighty deeds of God, in their own language!" And Peter tells them, as we saw last week, that this is what Joel prophesied about years before: that one day God would "pour his Spirit on all flesh that all would be filled with power to be my witnesses, both in Jerusalem and in all Judea and in Samaria and unto the uttermost parts of the earth." 

But "men of Israel," says Peter, "let us get to the heart of the matter, because before the Spirit would be poured out like that, David’s greater Son, the Messiah, the Anointed of Yahweh, the promised Saviour, must come. And he has come. But you didn’t recognize him and you didn’t receive him. Rather, you rejected him in the most terrible and horrendous manner. God has done this most wonderful thing that ever God could do and you have done the most terrible and horrible thing that ever man could do. My fellow-Israelites," says Peter, "listen to me: to you (and Andrew Lloyd-Webber only spoke for most people today too) he was just a man, Jesus." There were dozens of Jesuses in Palestine at the time. "Oh, he was Jesus of Nazareth in Galilee," no less – you couldn’t be much less – and no more. “Well, let me tell you,” says Peter, “some things about Jesus of Nazareth in Galilee,” from which you can expect no good thing.

And today, congregation, I want to speak about three things from verses 22, 23 and 24: the attestation of God; the condemnation of man; and thirdly, the vindication of God. Well at least, when I began writing this sermon I wanted to speak on those three things. But I think we have to talk a little bit more about the attestation of God and that’s as far as I’m going to get this morning. THE ATTESTATION.

What is an attestation? An attestation is a certification. Maybe it is an official document, signed and sealed by the proper persons, a degree certificate or a membership certificate. Or something like what I can remember from years ago when we had our garden shop. There used to be a special little tag, attached to sacks of seed potatoes, from the Department of Agriculture: "Certified Blight-free Seed Potatoes." Or again, a certification might be certain events which demonstrate and therefore give clear evidence that what is being attested thereby is the genuine article. 

It was in this latter way that God attested Jesus. "Just a man to you – he certainly was a man,” says Peter. “Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man attested to you by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God performed through him in your midst, just as you yourselves know.” 

God attested to Jesus Christ by miracles, wonders and signs. What are these things that so many Christians are so very interested in also today? The three words refer to the same event under a different name to bring out different aspect of meaning about it. 

#
When we describe them as miracles, we mean (and actually the word is ‘powerful work’) they are works of God’s power; to demonstrate his power. 

#
When we refer to them as wonders, we are referring to them in their character as causing wonder and making us stand back and ask, as the people in Jerusalem did a few moments ago about the tongues-speaking at Pentecost, “What do these things mean?” 

#
And when we refer to them as signs then we are looking at these astonishing demonstrations of God’s power as pointing to something else. They point to something God is doing in the spiritual realm. They’re a little bit like parables in that respect. 

#
And sometimes a sign, a miracle, a wonder, will also be a symbol of what God is doing. For example, when Jesus turned water into wine at the marriage in Cana of Galilee, he didn’t do that just so that the celebrations could continue at that wedding feast there. He did it to show that he was the real source of joy and celebration; and to point to the Marriage Supper of the Lamb that would one day be celebrated between him and his bride at the end of time. Or, for example, do you remember the story of the man who was born blind and whom Jesus healed? If you read in John chapter nine, towards the end of the chapter, you will see that Jesus points out that he came not only to open physical eyes but to open people's hearts, to open people's spiritual eyes so that they would see the truth of the gospel. 

So Jesus of Nazareth, a man, came doing all the miracles that he did. And they can, every one of them, be called a work of power, or a wonder, or a sign, because they all bore that character. And their primary function was to show that Jesus was "a man sent from God." Nicodemus saw this very clearly. Nicodemus could see what he knew his fellow-Pharisees and all the other members of the Sanhedrin could also see, but did not want to admit. So, for his own safety, he had to come and meet Jesus at night time and he said, “Rabbi, we know that you have come from God as a teacher for no-one can do these signs that you do unless God be with him.”
 But not only Nicodemus the Pharisee; the people in general realized this. For example, after Jesus fed the five thousand with the five loaves and the two fish, we read, “When therefore the people saw the sign which he had performed, they said, This is, of a truth, the prophet who was to come into the world.”
 

There was in Israel at the time a known and accepted theology of miracles, wonders and signs. When anyone saw someone doing wonders, miracles and signs, they knew what to think of such a person. He was a man sent from God, a teacher sent from God; indeed, a prophet who had been prophesied would come; and maybe even The Prophet. This was Theology 101. This was Catechism stuff in Israel. You knew this when you did your bar-mitzvah at twelve years old. It had a very long pedigree – this doctrine of signs in Israel. It began in Exodus chapter four. When God met Moses at the burning bush and told him to go to Egypt and deliver Israel from Pharaoh, Moses said, “What if they don’t believe me? What if they say, The Lord didn’t appear to you Moses.” So God gave him those miracles of the leprous and the healed hand; of the snake and the staff; of turning the water of the Nile into blood; as a demonstration to the people that he was sent from God. 

Being able to do miracles – and, of course, we believe that God can and may do miracles at any time and we may pray for them; we may pray for miraculous healing, for example. God doesn’t ever so often do that but he does do it. But, for a man to have the ability to perform miracles is always to demonstrate, to attest that man as a prophet sent from God. So the prophets of the Old Testament gave not only long-term prophecies about the coming of the Messiah. Long-term prophecies are easy to make because you are going to be long-dead when what they prophesy is supposed to come true – maybe hundreds of years ahead! But all the prophets of the Old Testament also gave short-term prophecies as well to demonstrate that they were a prophet sent from God. John the Baptist was, in a way, the exception. John chapter 10 tells us that he performed no sign. Yet it goes on to say, “Everything John said about Jesus was true.” Jesus was, if you like, the short-term prophecy that proved John the Baptist a true prophet. 

And you find exactly the same thing with the New Testament prophets and apostles. 

#
The Corinthians had some new 'super-apostles' visit them and the Corinthians were beginning to demean Paul in the light of these new 'super-apostles.' So Paul had to defend himself and in 2 Corinthians chapter 12, verse 12, he said, “The signs of a true apostle were performed among you, by me, with all perseverance, by signs, wonders and miracles.” 

#
The same is said in Hebrews chapter 2, verse 3. "Our great salvation was at the first spoken through the Lord and confirmed to us by those who heard, God also bearing witness with them, both by signs and wonders and by various miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit according to his will." 

I am taking time to make a point of this this morning because some of you, and particularly some of you young people, are coming up against this maybe for the first time. When someone comes along today and claims to be able to do miracles, we must ask, among other things, "What does your claimed ability to perform miracles signify?" For in the Bible they always signified that the person doing them was a prophet.
 

But there is something else as well that is very important. Being able to do miracles is not and never was something that people could do anytime in history. Israel went through periods of hundreds of years without anybody performing miracles, without God sending them prophets. The reason for that is because prophets were only given when God was doing a great new work of salvation and that work of salvation had to be proclaimed and interpreted and explained to the people. And you see that when you look at the history of Israel. Miracles and prophets appear at times of crisis in their history. 

#
The first was that burst of miracle-working and prophetic revelation around the time of the exodus and the deliverance of Israel from Egypt into Canaan. 

#
Another was around the time of the Judges and Samuel and the raising up of a king and establishing the new dynasty, a new stage in Israel’s history, the dynasty of David, from which the Messiah would come. 

#
You see prophets again in preparation for Israel’s exile into Babylon and in connection with the return from Babylon because that was, on the one hand, a judgment, and then seventy years later, a new salvation. 

#
Then finally, after four hundred years of complete silence between Malachi and Matthew, Jesus comes doing miracles, himself being the greatest expression of God’s Word ever; and his apostles as interpreters of what this great new salvation that he wrought meant, in much the same way as Moses interpreted the salvation of the Exodus and, with the giving of the Law, what it meant for people's lives. 

As we read through Israel’s history, and that is the history of God’s saving work in the world, there is only one exception to this pattern and that is the ministry of Elijah and Elisha. There wasn’t a new salvation in their time but it was a time of great crisis in the northern kingdom for, under Ahab and Jezebel particularly, the people had become openly and very largely, completely pagan. The ministry of Elijah and Elisha of working miracles and prophesying to the people was to call back the northern kingdom in a most dire situation, a situation of the worst apostacy ever, and so also to warn the southern kingdom, the kingdom of Judah and Benjamin. 

So then congregation, young people, when someone comes along claiming the gift of working miracles or healing, ask them: about what new saving work of God are you prophesying and to which God is bearing witness by your miracles, wonders and signs? 
But, of course, there is no further saving work of God to be prophesied and to be attested to. It is all done. Jesus is the final Word. Salvation is complete in him. In his resurrection the first-fruits have been presented to God and there remains now only the out-working of that salvation, preparing the rest of the harvest from all the nations for Christ to gather in when he comes again. 

Peter says to the Jews this day, “God performed miracles, wonders and signs through Jesus to attest, to demonstrate, to certify that he was sent to you by God, as you yourselves know.” And they did know. 

#
You remember that wonderful story of John nine, to which I referred a moment ago, of the man born blind whom Jesus healed. When the Pharisees questioned him, they seemed a bit too interested, so he said to them, “Hey, you don’t want to become one of his disciples too, do you?” They nearly choked on that and gathered their skirts around them and said, “We are disciples of Moses. We know that God has spoken to Moses but as for this man, we don’t know where he’s from.” “Well now,” he says, “here’s an amazing thing, that you don’t know where he is from and yet he opened my eyes. We know that God does not hear sinners but if anyone is God-fearing and does his will, he hears him and since from the beginning of time it has never been heard that anyone opened the eyes of one born blind, if this man were not from God, he could do nothing.” “You were born entirely in your sins and are you teaching us?” They retorted – and excommunicated him. They were too proud to be educated by an ordinary person, especially someone blind from birth and therefore who had never set eyes on the Scriptures. He’d obviously been listening very well. 

#
After Jesus raised Lazarus, the “Pharisees convened a counsel,” we read in John 11, “and they were saying to themselves, What are we doing? This man is performing many signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him!” They didn’t deny that he’d done a sign, a miracle. He was doing many signs. Their concern was that the people would cease to be under their authority and believe in Jesus. 

#
Let me mention one more miracle, because these three that I will then have mentioned form an important trio. In Mark chapter nine we read about Jesus casting out a deaf and dumb spirit. “Jesus rebuked the unclean spirit saying to it, You deaf and dumb spirit, I command you, come out of him and do not enter him again.” Does it occur to you that there is something rather unusual about that? What is the point of speaking to a deaf spirit? You see, the Jews used to cast out evil spirits too – maybe really, maybe in their own imagination only – I don’t know. But they could only do so if they knew the spirit’s name, because you had to address the spirit by name. But if the spirit couldn’t hear, if the spirit were a deaf spirit, the Jews were stymied. 

The Jews were constantly studying the prophecies of the coming of the Messiah. They’d given a lot of thought as to how they would recognize him when he came. And they were right in that. According to one scholar I have read, by the time of Christ they had concluded that the Messiah, when he came, would perform three miracles in particular:

#
He would cast out an evil spirit that was deaf and dumb. They couldn’t do that because they had to be able to call the spirit’s name to make contact with it and to have power over it. But of course if it were also a dumb spirit they could not even get to know its name. It couldn't tell them. 

#
The second miracle that they understood the Messiah would do when he came and by which they would recognize him was that he would give sight to a man or a woman blind from birth. Maybe that man, who was born blind and whom Jesus had healed, was alluding to this test when he taunted the Pharisees: “Since the beginning of time,” he said, “it has never been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a person born blind. If this man were not from God he could nothing.” In other words he was gently saying to them: it was because he is from God, indeed even the Messiah, that he could restore my sight, a man blind from birth. 

#
The third miracle that the Messiah would do when he came is that he would raise the dead to life again, which Jesus did on three occasions. 

“Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man attested to you by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God performed through him in your midst, just as you yourselves know. And fellow-Israelites, how could God more clearly have demonstrated that Jesus of Nazareth was a prophet whom he himself sent and in whom God was actually working?
 There were times when you didn’t even want to believe. So Jesus said to you, If I do not do the works of my father, do not believe me. But if I do them, though you do not believe me, believe the works that you may know and understand that the Father is in me and I in the Father.
 But,” says Peter, “you neither believed his word nor his works – his miracles, his wonders which signified that he was the Messiah. Just now you asked about this miracle of tongues and you said, What do these things mean? Praise God,” we might imagine Peter saying to himself, “but back then you didn’t believe Jesus of Nazareth nor his works. You never asked that question, What do these things mean? In fact you even said he was possessed by a demon and that it was only by demons he was casting out demons. And as a consequence you crucified this one whom God has sent. But God has now raised him from the dead and has made him both Lord and Christ.” 

The gift of doing miracles was given to the apostles and prophets of the New Testament church, as well as the prophets of the Old, to attest that they were sent by God and had an authentic message from God. There is no longer any need for that. I don’t get a new signed and sealed BD certificate every year to prove that I have my BD. It was well enough attested once years ago. I am now just expected to get on with what that was intended to demonstrate that I was qualified to do. The Messiah and his apostles and message were well enough attested in the early days of the church. Miracle-working died out very early in the history of the Church – with the apostles, as a matter of fact. For the message of the church, the gospel, has produced her own fruit. Her own continuing existence for two thousand years, her advance all around the world, just as Jesus promised, that is all the attestation it now needs; the continuing work of the Holy Spirit, through the gospel as it goes around the world. 

The church in our day is in great danger of being guilty of the charge that Jesus levelled at the Jews: “An evil and adulterous generation constantly seeks after signs.” Christians who are constantly looking for miracles and signs are not people of faith, as much as they would like to believe they are. Actually, the opposite is true. Moses and the prophets, the Old and the New Testament, well enough proven as the genuine message of God by the miracles of the early days and by the continuing work of the message itself since then, is enough to convince anybody who is willing to do the works of God.
 

So what, brothers and sisters, is Jesus Christ to you? Just a man? All of those wonders and signs demonstrate him to be the anointed of God; nailed to a cross, indeed, to bear our sins. But God raised him up again, "putting an end to the agony of death" (24). “Therefore having been exalted to the right-hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured forth this which you see and hear…. Therefore let all the house of Israel know (and let all the world know) for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ – this Jesus whom you crucified” (33, 36). 

Therefore, that being what these signs mean, the question then becomes: “What will you do with Jesus who is called Christ?” For that is always the point of it all. That is always the question that we must answer. And if we would be like the Jews and not believe, we need to answer the question: is it because we are not willing to do the works of God? Is it because we love our disobedience? That, Jesus told us, is the heart-reason why anybody does not believe.
 And if we would do that today we would put ourselves in a worse situation than the Jews of Jesus’ day. It was because they didn’t believe what the signs pointed to so clearly that they crucified Jesus. If we also would not believe, we would be doing what the writer of Hebrews chapter six says. We would be crucifying him afresh.

 Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, when the Jews heard this message, “they were pierced to the heart and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, Brethren, what shall we do? And Peter said to them, Repent, every one of you and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you and your children and all who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God shall call to himself. ”

Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 13 November, 2005

� John 18:3-5; 19:17-19.


� John 3:2.


� John 6:14; referring to Moses' prophecy in Deuteronomy 18.


� We see another interesting testimony to this in Psalm 74:9; "We do not see our signs; there is no longer any prophet."


� Arnold Fruchtenbaum, in lectures I have personally attended. He is a thorough-going, old-school dispensationalist and not to be relied upon, therefore, for guidance in theology, especially the interpretation of prophecy. But he can be quite useful on Jewish customs and beliefs at the time of Christ.


� John 5:19; 14:10.


� John 10:37f.


� Compare John 7:17; "If any man is willing to do his will, he shall know of the teaching, whether it is of God, or whether I speak from myself."


� I allude to John 7:17 again.
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