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1st February 2009
A  Night to Remember
Reading:  Mark 1:29-39
This morning I would like to start with 2 visual aids.... (cake and candle).... From these clues can you guess what’s special about today?.... Yes, it’s my birthday. I’m 59 today; or if you’re unkind you could say I’m entering my 60th year. I read the other day, “At 20 we worry about what others think about us; at 40 we don’t care what others think about us; at 60 we realise others haven’t been thinking about us at all!” But, seriously birthdays are times of celebrations, of presents, of parties, of cake and candles!
We’re looking at a passage in Mark this morning where we see great celebration, great joy, great emotion - to be honest, far greater than you’d ever get at any birthday party. But Mark tells this story in such a deadpan way that we have to look very hard to appreciate what’s going on. A friend of mine who’s a Bible expert says he has one criticism of Mark – that he’s so modest! He tells these amazing stories so simply, so briefly, so matter-of-factly. We have to deal with them rather like those drawings in children’s books; where you have to join up the dots to form the picture. So here we have to join up these very brief details to get the full picture. And what a picture it is!
But first of all we must look at the background to this picture. Here, right at the very beginning of his ministry, Jesus is in a very key place. He’s in Capernaum which is right next to one of the most important meeting places in the World. That place is called Megiddo. It’s where two trade routes cross. Still today travellers from all points of the compass congregate here. Even in the 2nd World War this crossroads was considered a crucial point to control. Winston Churchill thought it essential to occupy this area in order to send troops to all parts of the Middle East. What a great place for Jesus to start his ministry – important news travels fast from a place like that.
He’d just caused a stir in the synagogue. He’d preached with an authority no-one had ever experienced before. And while he was there a demon-possessed man had screamed at him. Jesus commanded the evil spirit to come out of him and it did, with a terrible shriek.
The news had got out and Jesus decided to go to Peter’s house to find some privacy. But when they got there someone was missing. Peter whispered to Jesus that his mother-in-law was upstairs, ill with a fever. Immediately Jesus climbed the stairs, took her hand and gently lifted her up. At once her fever is gone. Thrilled to be well again, she rushed downstairs to prepare tea and biscuits for him and his disciples.

Here’s a simple, practical illustration of what it means to be a Christian. She is SAVED from her illness; immediately she begins to SERVE. Saved in order to serve, a great Christian principle. How much do we appreciate what Jesus has done for us? The answer is it shows in our service for him – in our prayer life, in our Bible study, in our work in the community, in our care of our family and neighbours, in our business ethics, in our giving, in our church work, in our faces. It’s not a matter of gritting our teeth and serving him. We serve him willingly because of what he’s done for us. How gladly Peter’s mother-in-law boiled that kettle! How gladly we too should serve the one who saved us.
But if Jesus and his disciples thought they were in for a quiet evening at Peter’s house, how wrong they were! It was the end of the day. It was getting dark. There was a knock at the door. Outside was a crowd of people. “Where‘s this great healer?” they asked. Jesus came to the door.  In front of him he saw all those who were ill in the village. He was filled with compassion when he saw what a sad sight they were – like the worst A & E waiting room you could imagine. Old Eli was there. He had a withered leg and, as a cripple, for 20 years he had begged for money on a street corner. A couple of people had picked him up, put him in a wheelbarrow and pushed him down to the house. Now he was right in front of Jesus. The crowd thought, “Surely Eli could never be healed”. Jesus reached down and touched his leg. “Stand up, Eli”.  Eli felt a strange sensation. His eyes were transfixed on his withered leg. Like a balloon filling with air it lengthened and straightened. With his powerful arms he levered himself out of the barrow. He stood up unsurely. He walked a step. He stamped his foot. And then he started to dance.
The crowd were stunned. Jesus started to heal others but, at the same time, one of the crowd ran off to the 8 Bells, threw the door open and shouted, “Old Eli’s on his feet and dancing around!” Some of the drinkers thought they’d had one too many and were hearing things. But the pub emptied like a shot and everyone came tottering on to the street; all heading for Peter’s house. What they saw sobered them up in an instant. In the evening light, people were dancing and cheering. Eli was there, running around. Bad backs, arthritis, cancers, fevers, wasting diseases – all were made better. And the only thing left that was infectious, was joy.  And on Jesus went. People were asking for healing for lesser ailments – in-growing toenails, headaches, sore throats. Nothing was too much trouble for him.
Eventually, as everyone was dealt with, people started to drift back to their homes. What a night. It was late. At last everyone was at home and in bed. The whole town fell joyfully to sleep. 
Every person was happy – those that were healed, the spectators and the disciples. The disciples particularly enjoyed the reflected glory. They were delighted to be associated with this man, their master, their friend. What a hero he was. Surely being attached to him would bring them fame and maybe some money.       
 Only one man wasn’t entirely happy. That was Jesus himself. Surely he should be – here he was doing great work in the community. He had used his healing powers to great effect. What more could he do? Hadn’t he got great satisfaction from seeing so many people made whole again? 
He went to bed at the same time as everybody but, exhausted as he must have been, he got up before dawn to go out to a lonely place to pray to his Father. He must have had a lot to discuss – what exactly was his purpose on earth to be? Was he just to be a great healer who would be remembered simply as that when history was written? Where did he go from here? Mark only mentions three times in his gospel that Jesus prayed alone – once here, once before the Transfiguration and once before the Crucifixion. The other two were key points in his ministry and this was just as important. A major decision had to be made. What would be his priority?
I remember once going to a concert at my son’s school. A 17 year-old boy stood and played a violin concerto perfectly and with great feeling. When the applause had died away the headmaster got up and said, “You may think that was good but bear in mind that this afternoon this same lad scored a century for the 1st XI Cricket Team!” He had so much talent you almost felt sorry for him. What choices would he had to make when he became an adult? How would he decide his priorities? 
But back to Jesus. The disciples wanted to be part of this supernatural healing ministry. They really enjoyed what they had seen the night before. But now they looked for him and he’d disappeared. When they found him they were very rude to him. “What on earth do you think you’re doing hiding out here? Don’t you know everyone’s looking for you?”
But they received what must have been a disappointing answer from him: “It’s time to go on. Let’s go to other towns. I’ve come to preach. Preaching is what I need to do in these other places.”
The disciples must have been very aggrieved. Preaching can’t have seemed nearly as important to them as healing. But Jesus knew that preaching would have a far longer lasting effect. That’s why he’d come. That was to be his priority.
Jesus of course continued to heal. That was part of his ministry but his priority was to preach and teach. Why?
The medical profession has made tremendous strides over the last 100 years.  Almost every disease and illness seems to have a cure now. I hate going to the doctor but I have now found that there’s a pill that will cure my hay fever. So once a year I happily go and get my prescription. 
But as good as doctors are now they still have made no progress in making pills for the world’s worst ills. They have found the cure to tuberculosis, polio and yellow fever but they have yet to find a cure for greed, anger, jealousy, lust and the desire for power and revenge. These “diseases” are as rampant as ever. 

Jesus knew that healing the body is easy compared to healing the heart. Everybody wants a healthy body but not everybody wants a healthy heart. Preaching involves telling people that they’re heading down the wrong road, that they need to make a new start – what Jesus called being “born again”. People will come from miles around to be healed in body. But tell them their lives are in a mess, that they’re being ruled by wrong desires, that they need to be born again and they will either run away or get angry or violent. 
Those who lead Alpha Courses say that the first two cessions can produce a violent reaction. 
Preaching too can often cause violence. It reminds me of that old Music Hall song:
“Two lovely black eyes; Oh, what a surprise; Only for telling a man he was wrong; Two lovely black eyes.”
When Jesus himself preached and taught he didn’t receive two lovely black eyes. He received something far worse – death on a cross. 
As I mentioned earlier today, 8th February, is my birthday but I do also have what may be called a “new-birth day”. On 15th January 1970 I accepted the claims of Jesus and my life changed; and changed for the better. I’m certainly not perfect but 39 years ago Jesus gave me forgiveness, a new heart and a purpose for living. And I certainly needed that.
A couple of weeks ago I read an article in the Guardian about a man called Ian Peglar who runs the Little Chef company. You’ll probably remember their cafes on motorways. Apparently they’re making a comeback. This is what it said in the middle of the article: “On November 6th 1994 during an Alpha Course retreat in East Grinstead Peglar became what he describes as a “committed Christian”.  Peglar says he’s a changed man - no longer impatient, foul-mouthed, work-obsessed or neglectful of his wife and three children from whom he has asked forgiveness. He has replaced entrenched cynicism with joy”. 6th November 1994 was his “new-birth day”.
I also recently read about a young man who was in prison two years ago and was described as one of the 20 most dangerous men in the country. When he heard what Jesus could do for him he accepted him and completely changed. He’s now calm and gentle; happily married with a child on the way. He experienced a “new-birth day”. 
I really enjoy my birthdays. They only come once a year but having a special day gives me great joy. But it’s nothing compared to the joy of that evening in Capernaum centuries ago when Jesus healed all those bodies. And those healings lasted for life. He had the power to heal both bodies and hearts. To have one’s body healed is wonderful. But how much greater again is the joy of a “new-birth day” which marks the start of permanent healing, the healing of the heart, not just for this life, but for eternity.  
