THE WORK OF GOD IS GOING ONPRIVATE 

Luke 7:18-35

Key Verse 7:22



"So he replied to the messengers, ‘Go back and report to John what you have seen and heard: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor."


    In today's passage, Luke deals mainly with the transitional period from John the Baptist to Jesus. John was in prison and Jesus was doing the mighty work of God. May God grant us spiritual eyes to see the work of God that is going on and take part in it.
First, “Are you the one who was to come?” (18) Look at verse 18a. "John's disciples told him about all these things." In this verse “all these things” refers to Jesus’ messianic ministry that was going on. John’s disciples heard about what Jesus was doing and reported all these things to John who was in prison. What did John do for them? Look at verses 18b,19. "Calling two of them, he sent them to the Lord to ask, 'Are you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?'" Here ‘the one who was to come’ refers to the promised messiah. Therefore, this question meant, “Are you the Messiah who was promised to come?”

We wonder why John sent two of his disciples to ask Jesus whether he was the promised Messiah to come or not. Scholars try to explain John’s motive in various ways. Some say that John's faith was somewhat shaken; and through his long imprisonment, he began to doubt whether Jesus was the Messiah or not. Others say that John, like ordinary Jews, had a notion of a temporal, political kingdom, wondered why Jesus would not deliver him—his forerunner--out of prison. These are plausible explanations. If John were an ordinary person, he would have entertained doubt about Jesus and demanded Jesus to release him from prison as a matter of first importance. 

 But when we survey the Bible, we find that these explanations do not apply to John the Baptist. From the beginning John had a clear personal conviction about Jesus. John knew from the beginning that Jesus was the Lamb of God who came to take away the sin of the world. (John 1:29) He knew that Jesus was the Son of God. He had a personal calling and conviction that his mission was to prepare people's hearts to accept Jesus as their Savior and King. He carried out his mission courageously and wholeheartedly until he was put in prison. In prison, he was in perfect peace with himself for he knew that he had completed his mission as the forerunner of Jesus and that Jesus came to continue the work of God as the Messiah. John the Baptist must have cheered Jesus in his prison cell. 
 
Then why did John send his disciples to Jesus with this important question? It was to help his disciples. His disciples did not share John’s personal conviction about Jesus in their hearts. Rather they were loyal to John the Baptist. They expected that John's ministry would be very successful. Indeed it was very successful and along with John, John's disciples had been very popular as the main stars in God's work and history. But it took an unexpected turn: when John rebuked Herod to repent, he was imprisoned. When they saw John being chained, they felt that the work of God was chained as well. They asked each other, “What is going on?” They were only looking at their own situation and felt discouraged and hopeless.
John sent these disciples to Jesus. This was what John has been doing as the forerunner of Jesus—pointing people to Jesus. He did so that they themselves might see what Jesus was doing with their eyes, hear Jesus’ words from his own lips and come to know who Jesus really was. As John did, we too must lead people to Jesus. Those who draw people’s attention to themselves are nothing but thieves or robbers of God’s glory. Like John’s disciples, we too must come out of the confinement of our own situation and come to Jesus. Those who feel hopeless and helpless looking into their own situations are spiritually blind to God’s glory, power and love. Jesus is the one whom God promised to send to be our Savior, Lord, Friend and Shepherd. He is more than able to help us if we just invite him into our lives and situations.
Second, God’s work is going on. (19-23) How did Jesus answer them? Look at verses 21,22. "At that very time Jesus cured many who had diseases, sicknesses and evil spirits, and gave sight to many who were blind. So he replied to the messengers, 'Go back and report to John what you have seen and heard: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor.’” Jesus did not give them a direct answer, saying, "Yes, I am the Messiah." Suppose that Jesus claimed himself to be the Messiah. Then they will ask again, "Where is the evidence that supports your claim?" So Jesus showed them the work of God that he was doing as the unmistakable evidence of his Messiahship. 
What Jesus said to John’s disciples is a free quotation from Isaiah 35:5,6 and 61:1a. Let us think about what Jesus had done which proved that he is the Messiah—everything to everybody. He shepherded each person by solving the most important need of the person. For example, what is the most important need of a blind man? It is to see. Jesus gave the blind sight. Lame men’s earnest desire is to walk. Jesus made the lame walk so that he could play soccer together with others. Jesus cured men with leprosy and gave them new flesh, new life and a new hope. Jesus healed a centurion’s servant and raised a young man from the dead in Nain. Jesus preached the good news of his salvation to those who are poor in spirit--those who had spiritual hunger and thirst to listen and accept his words--traveling all around Galilee with his disciples. In this way Jesus demonstrated that he was the one promised to come as the Messiah. The work of God is not necessarily gathering a large number of people. The work of God is done in the heart of each person by our Lord Jesus Christ through the work of the Holy Spirit. Jesus solved the most important problem of each person and gave them new life, hope and vision. The work of the Messiah is giving new life to each person, whoever he or she may be. Although the world was dark and the righteous man John the Baptist was put in prison, the work of God was not chained but was going on mightily through Jesus the Messiah.



Of course, Jesus must have been mindful of John who was in prison and his disciples who lost their master. But to Jesus, the most important thing was whether the messianic ministry was going on or not. Jesus wanted John's disciples to come out the eggshell of ego-centricity and the confinement of his own situation and have eyes to see the work of God and participate in it. 
 
 
Often we ask ourselves like John's disciples, "What is going on?" The world is like the surging waves of the sea--on the surface, rocking and rolling up and down. There are enough troubles and sufferings in the world. Recently we were shocked by the earthquake that killed innumerable people in Haiti. Last week Chile experienced the earthquake that demolished 1.5 million homes. We are still going through the economic recession that made people jobless. We are praying for some of us to get a job or a work visa or sell their house soon. Jesus predicted that in this world we will have trouble in John 16:33a. But that is not all. According to his promises, God’s history is going on like the undercurrent of the sea, which flows quietly and steadily. Jesus was telling John’s disciples: The work of God is going on. We must have eyes to see the work of God going on around the world, in America, here in Columbus and in each person around us. What a privilege we have to experience the life-giving work of the Messiah in us, and witness it among us and participate in it. Let us also learn from Jesus how to help each person by praying for them to solve the most important problem of their lives with Jesus’ shepherd heart. 

We can see many examples of those who overcame their personal problems and gained spiritual insight to see the work and history of God. After preaching the gospel of Jesus, Paul was put in a Roman prison. Paul did not ask questions like “What is going on? Why me? What’s wrong with God?” Though Paul was chained, Paul believed that the word of God was not chained. He said in 2Timothy 2:8b,9, “This is my gospel, for which I am suffering even to the point of being chained like a criminal. But God's word is not chained.” Rather, the word of God gained power through Paul's imprisonment. Because of his chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly." (Philippians 1:14) When he heard that some people preached the gospel out of selfish ambition, he answered in Philippians 1:18, “But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice. Yes, and I will continue to rejoice.” Paul was not a self-centered person but a man in Christ. He had eyes to see the work of God from God's point of view and rejoice in it. Paul was not ashamed of the gospel. He said in Romans 1:16, “I am not ashamed of the gospel for it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes; first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.” While he was imprisoned, he participated in the work of God by preaching the gospel to prison guards until the gospel spread even to the palace and Caesar’s households.

Jesus concluded his answer John’s disciples in verse 23, saying,  "Blessed is the man who does not fall away on account of me." Here “fall away on account of me,” means, “to become shaky in their faith.” Jesus does not want us to be shaky people. We should not remain as infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. (Ephesians 4:14) We must confess that Jesus is the Messiah and participate in his life-giving work along with him.  
Third, Jesus' witness about John (24-35). Look at verses 24-28a. People once wondered if John were the Messiah. But now they wondered if he were a small victim of social evils. They were like reeds swayed by the wind. John was not a reed swayed by the wind. He was a real man. When he was imprisoned in the course of carrying out his mission, he did not doubt God’s love for him. He did not think of himself as a failure. He did not doubt the true identity of Jesus whom he had witnessed to. John was not as shaky as a reed. He was a real man of God. He stood firm against the corruption of this world and carried out God’s mission given to him to the end even at the cost of his own life. Jesus considers such a man of holy mission like John as the greatest of all. Jesus went on to say in verse 28b, "...yet the one who is least in the kingdom of God is greater than he." This statement does not diminish John’s greatness. In saying this, Jesus encourages us to have a spiritual desire to become even greater men and women of God’s holy mission than John. 


What was the response of the people? Ordinary people and the tax collectors responded to Jesus' words by saying, "God's way is right." They knew that they were terrible sinners. So, they came to John, confessed their sins and received the baptism of repentance humbly. When Jesus came, they came to Jesus, experienced Jesus’ healing and accepted his word of truth with great joy. But the Pharisees and experts in the law did not repent. They neither accepted John nor Jesus. They knew God's purpose for them to be a priestly nation. But they rejected God's purpose for themselves. (29,30) 



Jesus compared them with children playing in the marketplace. The religious leaders of the times were very childish and indifferent. They were also very proud. They did not work hard for God. Still they criticized those who worked hard for God and others such as John and Jesus. Despite their criticism, Jesus was not dis​couraged. Rather, he was happy because there were still the children of God who accepted the word of God humbly and proved that God’s way of salvation was right through their new lives.


Let us not be shaky like John’s disciples. Let us not be reeds swayed by the wind. Let us believe that Jesus is the one: the Messiah, who can solve each person’s most important problem. Let us have eyes to see God’s work going on among us and participate in it with all our hearts. May God raise us as men and women of holy mission like John the Baptist. May God raise us as good shepherds like Jesus. 





