Who is Jesus?

I grew up in Eastern Washington in what was apple country ten years ago.  Our home was surrounded by apple orchards the entire time I grew up.  I grew up having to stay indoors some days because the big sprayers were shooting up plumes of pesticides into the trees and the wind was blowing it through our yard.  Everyone said it was safe but we observed the guys working wearing rain jackets and masks.  I had mornings where low flying crop dusters woke me up buzzing our house.  On the other hand, we had lots of apples.  


Like I said, the orchards weren’t ours, but my dad  knew one of the owners.  Once the apples ripened crews came and filled bins full of apples.  Once they had finished a section of orchard, we were free to go and collect the apples the pickers had missed.  We were always amazed at how many apples we could get, but the orchard owners didn’t want to take the time to send crews back for all the gleanings.


As we go through Matthew today we are going to be like those pickers.  We are going to go very quickly through chapter eight taking in only the big ideas.  I would encourage you, however, to go back on your own to read and study Matthew because there are many gleanings that we are skimming over.  It would be well worth your time to go back and study what we are running through.  That said, lets turn together to Matthew chapter eight.


Matthew 8:5-13 – When Jesus had entered Capernaum, a centurion came to him, asking for help.  “Lord,” he said, “my servant lies at home paralyzed and in terrible suffering.”  Jesus said to him, “I will go and heal him.”  The centurion replied, “Lord, I do not deserve to have you come under my roof.  But just say the word, and my servant will be healed.  For I myself am a man under authority, with soldiers under me.  I tell this one, “Go,” and he goes; and that one, “Come,” and he comes.  I say to my servant, “Do this,” and he does it.  When Jesus heard this, he was astonished and said to those following him, “I tell you the truth, I have not found anyone in Israel with such great faith.  I say to you that many will come form the east and the west, and will take their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven.  But the subjects of the kingdom will be thrown outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  Then Jesus said to the centurion, “Go!  It will be done just as you believed it would.”  And his servant was healed at that very hour.  


This is one of the few times we are told that Jesus was astonished.  He was astonished by the faith of this gentile centurion who understood authority.  This man recognized that Jesus truly did have authority and acted as if he did. 


On the one hand, many people came to Jesus to be healed, but they all brought their sick ones and asked that Jesus would touch them or heal them.  No one thought to spare their sick loved one a trip by simply going and asking Jesus to perform a healing without seeing the sick person.  However, this centurion got it.  He realized that Jesus had authority.  He was a man who understood authority.  As a result, he simply asked that Jesus speak the command and heal his servant from a distance.  Astonished by the man’s faith, Jesus agreed and healed the servant without ever seeing him.  As God spoke and the heavens and earth were formed, so Jesus spoke and the man was healed.  We see that Jesus had authority over sicknesses.  We see that Jesus did not even have to be present to speak commands and have them followed.  Jesus truly had authority.  Remember this as we read on in Matthew eight.


Matthew 8:14-17 – When Jesus came to Peter’s house, he saw Peter’s mother in law lying in bed with a fever.  He touched her hand and the fever left her, and she got up and began to wait on him. 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.  This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah: “He took up our infirmities and carried our diseases.”  


Here we see several things.  First, Jesus healed Peter’s mother-in-law.  When Peter arrived home with an unexpected guest, his mother-in-law was lying in bed with a fever.  Jesus went over to her and looked at her.  Can you imagine how she must have felt having her son-in-law’s friend show up unexpectedly while she was sick in bed?  Jesus then touched her hand and healed her.  There was no magic formula; no special words.  Jesus simply touched this woman and she was immediately healed.  This is how great Jesus’ power and authority are.  Without all the ritual of a faith healer, without fanfare or show, Jesus touched her hand and she was instantly and completely healed.  


Well, Peter’s mother-in-law was in for an even more interesting night.  After being healed, at evening, all those who were demon possessed came to her house!  Can you imagine looking out your window and seeing a mob of possessed people descending upon your house?  She probably felt some fear as she saw the crowd approaching because possessed people could be dangerous.  Also, it should be noted that the writers of the Bible did know the difference between possession and other physical illnesses.  In other places we are told that Jesus healed epilepsy and various other illnesses.  These people were truly possessed by demons who had taken control of their bodies in various ways.  This was not a good group to be around.  The crowd arrived and Jesus was suddenly out among them.  We are told that he drove out all the evil spirits with a word.  

I find this passage interesting in that it specifies that he drove out the spirits with a word.  Again, there was no show, no ritual, and no formula.  Jesus spoke a word and drove out the demons.  Again, it says he drove them out with a word and does not specify even that this was one word per person.  Rather, it seems that he sent out ALL the demons with a word.  Once again we witness Jesus’ authority and power.  He had complete authority over sicknesses and over all demons.  He had incredible power as well so that he could speak a command or a word or touch a person and accomplish healings.  


Added to this, Matthew includes the comment about fulfilling the words of the prophet Isaiah.  This quote is from Isaiah 53 concerning God’s suffering servant who would come and bear the sins of the people and be crushed for them.  This is the passage that talks about the servant being pierced for our iniquities and crushed for our sins and healing us by his stripes.  Matthew is stating very clearly that Jesus is God’s chosen servant, our hope, the messiah. 


To this point, then, we see that Jesus is God’s chosen servant to bring healing and salvation.  We see also his power and authority over sicknesses and demons.  Let’s skip ahead a bit in Matthew.


Matthew 8:23-27 – Then he got into the boat and his disciples followed him.  Without warning, a furious storm came up on the lake, so that the waves swept over the boat.  But Jesus was sleeping.  The disciples went and woke him, saying, “Lord, save us!  We’re going to drown!”  he replied, “you of little faith, why are you so afraid?”  Then he got up and rebuked the winds and the waves, and it was completely calm.  The men were amazed and asked, “What kind of man is this?  Even the winds and the waves obey him!” 


The Sea of Galilee is surrounded by mountains in such a way that winds can pick up great speeds as they are forced through deep and narrow valleys.  The winds can bring powerful storms that sweep very suddenly onto the lake.   This seems to be what happened here as the disciples and Jesus were out in a fishing boat.  

The disciples were afraid but woke Jesus who, again, spoke.  He simply spoke a command and the winds and waves ceased and a great calm came upon the lake.  Can you imagine being able to speak and have nature obey?  The disciples wondered what Jesus was, and rightly so.  Consider what the Psalms say.


Psalm 107:23-30 – Others went out to sea in ships; they were merchants on the mighty waters.  They saw the works of the Lord, his wonderful deeds in the deep.  For he spoke and stirred up a tempest that lifted high the waves.  They mounted up to the heavens and went down to the depths; in their peril their courage melted away.  They reeled and staggered like drunken men; they were at their wits’ end.  Then they cried out to the Lord in their trouble, and he brought them out of their distress.  He stilled the storm to a whisper; the waves of the sea were hushed.  They were glad when it grew calm, and he guided them to their desired haven.


Surely the disciples knew the Psalms.  Here it is God who stirred up a storm on the sea with a word and then calmed it again by his power.  We see in Matthew Jesus doing this very thing – by his word the storm was calmed to nothing.  We see Jesus acting as the Lord with supreme authority and power over nature.  We see in this account confirmation that Jesus is God in the flesh and that he has incredible power and authority over all of nature.  This brings us to the end of Matthew eight.

Matthew 8:28-34 – When he (Jesus) arrived at the other side in the region of the Gadarenes, two demon possessed men coming from the tombs met him.  They were so violent that no one could pass that way.  “What do you want with us, Son of God?” They shouted.  “Have you come to torture us before the appointed time?”  Some distance from them a large herd of pigs was feeding.  The demons begged Jesus, “If you drive us out, send us into the herd of pigs.”  He said to them, “Go!” So they came out and went into the pigs, and the whole herd rushed down the steep bank into the lake and died in the water.  Those tending the pigs ran off, went into the town and reported all this, including what had happened to the demon possessed men.  Then the whole town went out to meet Jesus.  And when they saw him, they pleaded with him to leave their region.


Here we have two men who have terrorized an entire town.  No one could use the road near where these two possessed men lived among the tombs because the two men were too powerful.  Everyone was scared of these two guys.  Yet, notice what happened when Jesus showed up.  The terrible two ran out of the tombs to meet Jesus.  Instead of attacking him or threatening him, the demons are fearful and beg Jesus to send them into some pigs if he drives them out of the men.  Jesus is not the one who is afraid here.  Again, with a word, he drives out the demons and rescues their two victims.  Jesus is in absolute control.


Throughout this chapter we see evidence of Jesus’ divinity as he speaks and commands diseases, demons, and nature.  With a touch or a word he heals and controls.  We see his incredible power over our world.  Now, what do YOU believe Jesus can do?  


We all face difficult circumstances in our lives.  We all struggle at times and fight against disease and disasters and even the works of Satan.  We all find it too difficult to go on at times.  In the midst of all these things, what do you believe Jesus can do?


When you consider the future, what do you think Jesus can do?  When you pray for our church, what do you pray?  Do you pray, “Help us survive,” or “Bring so many to yourself through our church that we can’t fit them in”?  I realize that the Lord does not answer every request with an “Absolutely, I’ll get right on that,” but do we even ask?  What do you believe Jesus can do?  Where do you need to take hope because you know that Jesus can work with a word or a touch?  What worries do you need to turn over to him because you know that nothing is more powerful than he?  What do you believe Jesus can do?

In this chapter there is another challenge.  Throughout the chapter we see people responding to Jesus.  They witness him healing the sick, casting out demons, and calming storms and they respond.


The centurion astonished Jesus by his faith.  He believed Jesus could heal from a distance with a command and asked him to do just that.  Do you act on what you believe about Jesus as this centurion did?  The disciples were afraid in the midst of the storm and Jesus scolded them for that.  However, the disciples did do something right: They ran to Jesus for help.  They were afraid, but they knew that Jesus could save them.  They were worried, but they knew Jesus had power.  Jesus shocked them by just how much power he actually had, but they did turn to him for help.  Will you turn to Jesus for help today?


Many others received help from Jesus.  All those who came to Peter’s house whether sick or possessed were healed.  As a result, some people offered to follow Jesus.   Consider their offers and Jesus’ response.


Matthew 8:18-21 – When Jesus saw the crowd around him, he gave orders to cross to the other side of the lake.  Then a teacher of the law came to him and said, “Teacher, I will follow you wherever you go.”  Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes and the birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.”  Another disciple said to him, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.”  But Jesus told him, “Follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead.”

These two recognized Jesus’ power and authority and saw him work.  They both expressed a desire to follow Jesus, but Jesus saw their hearts.  The first offered and Jesus informed him that there would be no material gain.  To truly follow Jesus you must be convinced that there is nothing more valuable than he.  


The second man wanted to follow Jesus after burying his father.  Jesus’ words sound harsh until you realize a few things.  When someone died in Israel, his body was laid in a tomb until it decomposed.  Once decomposed, the bones were collected and placed in a stone box to be buried.  The process could take a year or more.  What is more, we are not even sure that the man’s father was dead.  At minimum, this was a request for a delay of a year before following Jesus.  

Many others came to Jesus and witnessed his power and authority.  Many even experienced his healings.  However, when Jesus moved on, they didn’t follow.  They treated Jesus like Santa Claus.  They were happy for his gifts but didn’t want to go with him.  


Then there were the people of the region of the Gaderenes.  They witnessed Jesus power over the two possessed men who had harassed them so much.  Instead of being thrilled, however, they pleaded with Jesus to leave.  They didn’t trust him and so feared his power.  


On the other hand, there were those like Peter’s mother-in-law who, on being healed, served Jesus.  There were those like the disciples who got into a boat with Jesus and stuck by him all their lives.


The question then becomes: How will you respond to Jesus?  Do you claim to want to follow him wherever he leads but then have reasons why you cannot at this moment do just that?  Perhaps you feel Jesus calling you to give more generously to the ministry either in terms of money or time. You feel this tug at your heart but reason that you just don’t have enough.  You just aren’t sure Jesus will provide.  You just aren’t sure he is worth it and so you offer excuses.  You tell him, “Not today, but ask again next month.”  


Do you treat Jesus like Santa Claus; happy for his gifts but unwilling to follow?  Or do you treat him as Peter’s mother-in-law who recognized what he had done and served him?  How will you respond to Jesus?  


As we consider Matthew eight we are challenged to admit that Jesus is the Lord.  He is God in the flesh.  He is the one who can command sicknesses and nature and even demons with a word.  He is powerful and has authority.  We are challenged to trust him with the faith of the centurion who didn’t need a display to know that Jesus was in control.  We are challenged to trust him even when he does not act like we expect him to as opposed to the Gadarenes who feared this man who had done something unusual.  We are challenged to give up all excuses and to respond to Jesus by following him wherever he goes.  


This week, reflect on who Jesus is and what he can do.  As you do this, decide to trust Jesus and to obey him in whatever he is calling you to do.

