
Signs that follow - the risen Lord has rights!
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Beloved in our Lord Jesus Christ,

The words of the verses just read to you are actually quite clear. There is not much to explain. The Lord Jesus has appeared to His disciples and then says to them that those who have believed will be accompanied with signs. They will cast out demons in the name of the Lord. They will speak in new tongues, they will take up serpents. If they have drunk something poisonous, they will not be harmed. They will lay hands on the sick and heal them.

That is all direct and clear; there is not much to explain.

Yet, bothers. and sisters, you immediately feel that we are in great difficulty with this text. After all, how are things with us today? Are elders, in our congregation, going to lay hands on the sick so that they will be made well? From whom have we cast out devils and who has started speaking in strange tongues in the midst of the congregation? Who was thrilled to stand up in the pew to prophesy in a new tongue? Where among us are the signs that our Lord spoke of after His resurrection? We will have to admit that they cannot be found with us.

What is the cause of that? Is it that sometimes we don't really believe? After all, the Lord Jesus has said that those who have believed will be followed with signs. Is our faith not all right and can we therefore no longer perform the miracles that the Risen One spoke about?

Many today answer this question in the affirmative. They blame us for losing the warmth of Easter, for being stuck to the letter and a dry sermon in church. We miss the glow of the "first love" of the Christian church. People scoff: life is gone in the church. They worry about a dogmatic formula and some church rights, But the Spirit is ousted, and that is why people stand helpless beside sickbeds and helpless against the powers of demons.

So then the luring voices come; they have actually always existed in the history of the Church and they are still there to this day.

This was the claim of the Oxford group, a first century cult adapted later by the Lutheran priest Frank Buchanan : Come to us: no dogma and no confession, no ecclesiastical law, but a speaking from the heart, a sharing, warmth and testimonials.

Who does not know of the Salvation Army: no doctrine and no discipline, no elders and no deacons, but a warm word coming straight from a stirred human heart, a conversion history and a sinner's bank.

You have heard of the movement of the faith healers: healing by prayer. What no doctor can do, they said, we can do: we forgive sins and drive away sicknesses, we banish devils and speak in ecstasy. 

When we hear all of that, and compare it with the word of our Lord Jesus Christ, that those who have believed will be accompanied with signs, should we not be ashamed that these things are not found with us? Shouldn't we admit that we are often powerless? Shouldn't we admit that there doesn't seem to be anything like it with us? For where are the healings referred to here with us; where is our excitement and speaking in tongues?

Brothers and sisters, in this service we want to bow ourselves to the Word of God, also to the word of Mark. 16: 17 and 18. Only, we must not forget to read our text in the context in which it occurs. We will also have to compare Scripture with Scripture. And then if we have to be ashamed, if we have to bow our heads, we'll do it, but we'll do it according to Scriptures.  We now speak to you about:

THE RESSURECTED CHRIST SPEAKING TO HIS DISCIPLES OF SIGNS.

1st  He claims them totally for His service.

2nd He demands that they trust Him completely.

ONE

In the preface we briefly examined the signs and wonders about which our Lord Jesus Christ spoke at that time. We saw that in the Church of the Lord the casting out of devils, the speaking with new tongues and the laying on of hands on the sick no longer takes place.

It is good to first find out what happened with those miraculous things in the days of Peter and Paul, in the time of the Apostles. Were the signs also seen at that time with those who believed and followed the Word of the Savior? Even the children in our midst can answer that question. They will point to what happened on the Day of Pentecost. For then the sound as of a mighty blowing wind suddenly came from heaven . Then were seen divided tongues as of fire. Then people began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave to speak. Were devils also cast out in those days? We read in Acts. 5:16 "And the multitude also came together from the cities round about Jerusalem, bringing sick people, and those afflicted with unclean spirits, which were all healed." After Acts 8: 6 and 7 Philip also showed many signs. Unclean spirits went out from those who had them, crying with a loud voice, and many that were burdened and lame were healed. There was a woman In the city of Philippi who called out after Paul at Satan's command. She was healed. Once the Apostle was bitten by a viper, but to the astonishment of men there was no harm done.  Holy Scriptures narrate of wonderful things: thus it is reported that the handkerchiefs and girdle cloths of Paul were laid upon the sick, and the evil spirits departed. The gift of prophecy was found in several churches. Some stood in the church service to speak in strange sounds, so that someone else had to give the explanation.

The answer to the question whether the signs also occurred in those days, must be yes. The signs were done!

But when we examine the Scriptures on this point, we make a curious discovery: THE SIGNS DID NOT ALWAYS COME TO THE FORE. OFTEN THE MIRACLES STAYED AWAY WHEN YOU WOULD HAVE EXPECTED THEM.

The apostle James was taken prisoner. Not so bad, we would say, soon an angel will soon come to also bring James out of prison. But no angel came to James. He was beheaded! Why was there no miracle then?

Stephen was brought before the Sanhedrin and spoke with the courage of faith. The Jews were very angry and they wanted to harm him. Don't worry, we would say. The word spoken by Stephen will be confirmed by a sign that will follow it. But he was stoned to death. Was the hand of Jesus Christ shortened then?

The apostle Paul also experienced much.  He suffered the whip five times, several times he was shipwrecked.  He also spent many years of his precious life in prisons. How is it possible, one wonders. Paul could have done so much in those years. Why had the Lord not brought him out and thus confirmed his preaching with a sign? Paul had known a thorn in the flesh and he suffered a lot from that. Some have thought of an eye disease, because he writes in the letter to the Galatians that the people there listened to him even though he was “hideous.” They would have put their eyes out to give them to Paul. The apostle the Lord prayed three times, but the thorn remained. Why was he not healed? Why was the man who laid hands on so many not freed from that thorn in the flesh? Why didn't Paul put the girdle cloths and the handkerchiefs on his own body?

Much more could be mentioned. Soon many Christians were brought into the arenas. Many have been torn apart by wild animals. Others have been crucified or burned.

Much later, our country also had its martyrs. Even then the miracles and signs failed to materialize. Several people left their lives on the scaffold.

What do you think, brothers and sisters, would all those people not have believed? Would Paul not have believed and so therefore the thorn in his flesh remained. Could he therefore have been kept sighing in prison for many years? Do we notice a lack of faith in James and all those others? so that it is no wonder that no signs were seen?

But it is clear that it is precisely because of their faith that these people have had so much trouble. How then can it be explained that sometimes the signs that the Lord Jesus promised took place, and sometimes not?

We can't figure it out unless we compare Scripture with Scripture. That is why we may refer to the last verse of 1 Cor. 12 “But earnestly desire the best gifts. And yet I show you a more excellent way.”  A way that leads still higher. Paul writes in chapters 12, 13, and 14 about the gift of healings, workings of miracles, speak in strange languages, tongues, prophecies.  We get the impression that people in Corinth had quite a fight about this. For example we come across the words "discord" (12:25), "confusion" (14:33). There were certain brethren in Corinth who had received the gift of healing. Now others also wanted to possess that gift. They thought: how beautiful it would be if we could accomplish something like that. Apparently they grew envious of each other. Then Paul says: you cannot all have that gift, can you? Others spoke in strange tongues, but their fellow brothers apparently could not tolerate that very well and wanted to have that gift too. How honored they would then be by the people!

But, the apostle says, you cannot all speak in strange tongues, can you? No, one receives this and another that, the one healing, the other prophecy, a third discerning the spirits. The Holy Spirit gives everyone as He pleases. But - and this should not escape us - the aim in all of this is the establishment, edification, admonition, consolation of the church.

The point is not that you can say: I can make people healthy, or also: I can speak well in strange tongues, I am quite something! No, the congregation must receive a foundation. The church must be built up.

Paul says, that you may seek to abound toward the edifying of the church (14: 12). It is about the service and when an unbeliever enters the meeting, he must be convinced (verse 24). In short, the Spirit gives the signs and wonders when it is needed for the service of the Lord, when it builds the church, when it confirms the Word. Otherwise not.

If it is necessary for the service that signs and wonders do not take place then they stay away, then no extraordinary things happen.

There is another thing says Paul, the way of the special gifts of the Spirit is a beautiful way, an excellent  way. But that road does not always remain. There is a way that leads even further upwards and that is the way of love. The way of speaking the Word in love, and of living in love according to the Word, the way of preaching the Word of the Lord to you at this moment. That is an even better road.

We have now learned two things. To start with the last: the charisma, the special gifts of the Spirit were not permanent. They have come to an end. When? Possibly when the Word of the Lord was complete. After all,  the Spirit would then add nothing more to the Word. That first road was a temporary one. It is quite possible that when the inspiration was finished also the spontaneous spiritual speaking stopped.

Consequently, the working of miracles and signs was bound to the service, was limited to the process of the Gospel. The Lord did not make the apostles magicians and sorcerers. They shouldn't be performing some tricks later on. They don't become some kind of conjurors. They are not allowed to do miracles and signs like Simon the Sorcerer, who delighted the hearts of people with his tricks.  Miracles will only occur when they are needed for the coming of the Kingdom, when they advance the course of the Word. They are tied to the Service.

Much has now become clear. When James is beheaded, it has significance for the service of the Word, it leads to the Christians spreading out with the Word. Paul spent many years in prison for you. There he had to write letters that are in the Bible today. He was imprisoned for the gospel's sake, also in the sense that the Spirit used him to write Bible letters. He had a thorn in the flesh that was not taken away. The Lord revealed to him why the thorn remained. Paul was given enough grace to do the ministry.  Therefore the Lord said, My strength is accomplished in your weakness. That means, if you are strong, Paul, the people will say, it is no wonder that the Church is growing like this; have you seen him, this Paul? What a man, and how powerful! But now that Paul is weak, unsightly, now people must be amazed. How is it possible that that church is doing so well; have you ever met that man? He has a thorn in the flesh! Now there remains only one cause to explain the prosperity of the church, namely the mighty power of our Lord Jesus Christ!

I can now understand a little why John was banished to Patmos: the man was there to receive revelation and write them down for the church of all ages. As dangerous as it is to say so, in a way I dare to call the blood of the martyrs the seed of the church. Many Christians have been tortured to death, but everyone could see that they were strengthened in a special way by their Lord and Savior. There have been people who have realized that those Christians had something that they were missing. Although these people were not converted yet, some did find the way to the church, where the Word is a seed of regeneration.

We now come to understand the footnote in the old translations on the words "these signs": "for as much will be necessary for the dissemination and confirmation of the doctrine of the Gospel".  So we come to where we should be: in our text the Lord Jesus Christ promotes to His service, to the work of the propagation of the gospel, those who have believed. They have to enter the ministry, they have to preach, as can be seen from Mark. 16:20, "They went out and preached everywhere, and the Lord worked with them, confirming the Word by the signs which followed."

I am thinking of the story of the sending of the seventy. Our Lord has sent seventy disciples to preach among Israel. That was wonderful work. They were allowed to cast out devils and do miracles and so they were enthusiastic. But then the Lord says: that is not the main thing, that is not the best thing. The most beautiful thing is that your names are written in heaven. That doesn't mean they'll go to heaven later. It refers first of all that they are listed in heaven on the list of the names of those whom the Lord will use for His service, for the coming of the Kingdom and the course of the Word. If miracles and signs are to be done for that purpose, they will be able to do them. But if it is necessary for the building of the church, then the Lord will be able to do with them as He pleases, then they will be beheaded and brought before governors and kings. Then we can be oppressed, persecuted, stoned. Then they can become the scrap heap of the world. They are on the list of the instruments with which the Lord Jesus Christ will work in this world. And therefore one will do miracles and the other will be stoned. That is why even the same man will put girdles and armor on others and still walk about himself with a thorn in the flesh.

Now we can begin to see the words of the text in context. The Lord Jesus Christ died, was buried and rose again. And then He comes to His disciples saying, Those who believe will follow these signs. The signs that they, whose names are listed in heaven, will do as the ones with whom Christ Jesus can do whatever HE wills for the coming of His kingdom. But then the Lord says here: I bought you. I am the One who died for you. I paid for you not with gold or silver but with My precious blood and now I, the Risen One, come to say to you, I HAVE A RIGHT TO YOU!  Because I bought you, I can do with you what I want. You are now going to perform the service with miracles and the signs. I have a RIGHT with God to write your names in heaven today among those who have to unconditionally do whatever I will.

Beloved in the Lord, that is what the Lord comes to tell you, Sunday after Sunday, to say to you in the Service of the Word, I have PURCHASED you, I have a RIGHT to you.  I claim you for the Service, all and completely, totally and absolutely. It is service and more service that the gospel bell rings, beloved. You are to SERVE with your body and with your soul, with your mind and with your money, with your marriage and with your family. You are soldiers and He lets one conquer and do great deeds and also lets another be totally consumed in His service.

James' name was written in heaven, just like Peter's. Peter was allowed to deliver the Pentecost sermon and James was beheaded, but both were good for the building of the church. Everything is now ruled by the Service of the Word. On Easter Sunday, the disciples are together with closed doors because of the fear of the Jews. The prosecution is already imminent. The tribulation is already coming. The prison doors are already opening. Names are written in heaven.

Beloved, I tell you, you too are claimed totally by the resurrected Lord Jesus Christ. We love to say that we are Easter children, people of the Easter feast, but let us be well aware that we have been promoted; we have been baptized! We speak so often about freedom and by that we mean that we want to be free in what we think and what we do. There is no such freedom in the Kingdom of God.  Jesus, Christ is Kurios over us; we are His slaves.

Beloved in the Lord, do you want that to be? Will you be slaves to Jesus Christ so that you say, Lord, my name is written above, do with me as You please, but let Your kingdom come, let Your name be glorified? Are we saying that, boys and girls, betrothed or not, Lord, let me too, with my body and with all that I have, be a good instrument in Your hand. May your church also be built by me?

I think of the opening words of our text: these signs will follow those who have believed. Those who will have believed. Time and again the Lord wants us to surrender to Him in body and soul, to submit ourselves with money and goods, submit promotion and future under His Kingdom commands. Well then, you are called today again to that act of faith by Him who will give the power and the grace and the Spirit for it, so that you say, Lord, write me on the scroll on which You write the soldier’s names. Prince of life, great Judge before God, here I am, use me also with all Your people for the Service in Your vineyard, for the unconditional service of obedience in Your Kingdom

Take my life Lord, let it be committed to Your honor.

Take my silver and my gold, that I hold nothing back '.

Soul and mind and body, Lord,

I lay upon Your altar!

TWO

You may think, brothers and sisters, that it is actually very difficult to be children of Easter like that. Young people in particular often think that it is sad to be bought, requisitioned by the Lord Jesus Christ. But nothing could be further from the truth.

The true service of our Lord is joyful and beautiful. Nothing is more glorious in youthful human life than to live joyfully in the fear of the Lord. This is clearly reflected in our text.

After His resurrection, the Lord Jesus promises very much to His disciples. They will be able to cast out devils! Who else can do that but God? They will lay hands on the sick and then those sick will be made well. That's a great thing. Only the Lord can make a person better. We call the doctors and we use the medicines they prescribe, but we all know that everything depends on God's blessing. Who can prevent snakebites? Miracles of God are here promised to the disciples, those who have believed.

What do you say? Do you think that is of no use to us anyway, because those signs no longer take place? Do you think that we are actually powerless in this world, because we can no longer cast out devils and do not acquire a spiritual rapture?

But will we grieve because we have advanced as the Church of the Lord? You know the well-known words from Paul: when I was a child I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, but now I have grown up, now I have become a man and now I have put off what was once a child. So would we regret that the church has put off what was “once a child”?

Is it true that we are so powerless in this world? But with all those wonders and signs from the days of the apostles, with all those great powers, the one thing that could not be done was to convert the heart. That's what the Holy Spirit does with the Word.  The power of the Word is incredibly greater than the power of healing, and the Word is near you, it's in your heart and in your mouth. You have the completed Word, the whole Bible. How tremendously strong we are in this world with the power of the Word!  Let us never act as if we are powerless in this world. We have the Word by God's grace.

Do you think that this word of our Lord Jesus Christ has little to say to us now that the age of exorcising demons and speaking in tongues has passed?  But notice that the Lord comes to His disciples here as the one who can dispense mighty powers, He has risen from the dead, and is coming to His own to say: I HAVE ACQUIRED THE RIGHT BY GOD TO HELP YOU IN ALL THINGS.  I have received the RIGHT to have control of great powers. In My Name you will cast out devils. In my name, for I will have all authority in heaven and in earth for your good. He can assert His rights with God, to not leave any of those written in heaven on their own, for He has accomplished everything!  He can now say, sitting at God's right hand, Father I will do so

What a delight it is to heed the RIGHTS of our Lord. If by the grace of God a sinner begs forgiveness in His Name, then the Advocate has the right to speak before the throne of the Father.

When we know from Scriptures that the Lord is calling us to a particular task, let us remember His rights; He has overcome death and attained life. How rich it is to now live and die, to be the property of our Lord Jesus Christ.  When we are in need --- on account of our service of God --- and see no relief, let us never forget that He spoke to disciples, as one authorized, of great signs and wonders that would follow. We are called to a difficult task as soldiers of the army of Christ; Jesus.  Therefore realize that He has the right to give us all the strength necessary for the task to which He called us, so that we may say: I can do all things; I can succeed in things through Jesus Christ who strengthens me.

In our preface, we discussed the possibility that we would be ashamed. Well, here lies the need for it. In our text the disciples are called to put their trust wholly in their Lord. They have to believe; they must expect everything from Him who has power over the devils and all the powers that are in this world. We too are being demanded to expect everything from Him, totally. But this is where the effort lies: WE OFTEN DO NOT DARE DO SO WITH JESUS ‌‌CHRIST.

We are afraid of people, we are afraid of our own weaknesses. Even when we know we are faced with a God-given task, with a requirement given from Above and revealed in Scripture, we say: nothing will come of it. That's how we approach it.  So nothing comes of our life. We are often of so little faith, that is to say, we often only see such a bitterly little part of the rich broad field of the promises of God and then we think we will succumb.

See, that is what we need so much in our day, the simple faith that dares to do with the promises of God. We have a strong need for young people and also for the elderly who cheerfully accept the service of the Lord in the Lord's strength with the knowledge that a strong Hero is at their side.

Congregation, today we don't need mass rallies like the popular evangelists, but have need for people, even if so small, who would serve the Lord according to His Word and truly live in a godly walk and bear the true Word of God. So that the neighbor may also be won to Christ. We do not lack tension and fervor, but do lack faith that dares to say amen to the Word of the Lord. We truly do not need quacks and sorcerers and faith healers like Herman Zaiss, the so called faith healer of Solingen, but we do need trust in Him who sits in Heaven at the right hand of the Father.

That is what we should be ashamed of; we have trusted so little in Him who spoke the powerful word about signs that would follow "those who have believed."

Brothers and sisters, we have, a Supreme Leader, “a Commander in Chief, a Finisher of the faith. Who will allow nothing to diminish the ministry.  He will not let a servant lack the strength to fight for His glory and, if He wills, enter death, for His glory.

As for the signs and wonders, let's never forget the Word of the Lord in 2 Thessalonians 2, where the man of sin is pictured, the son of perdition, the antichrist, who will do signs and wonders, and the lie.

Miracles will soon become the monopoly of the antichrist and of Satan. A energy of error is sent to make people believe the lie. The world will be amazed at the marvelous wonders of the powers of darkness. Also Rev. 13 speaks of that. Miracles will be performed by the Beast from the earth and the Beast from the sea, miracles that will serve the word of the lie. They will turn away from the good Word of God, they will lure away from the service of the Lord.  Therefore, let us fear all those bizarre things if we do not know whether they will serve to edify, to build up the Lord's Church. Let us fear every miracle that we are not certain if they will lead to the service of God.

The church was once allowed to pull the bell ropes and perform miracles and signs to bring and keep the people under the control of God’s Word.  Now the church has “moved on.”  The ringing of the bell stops. But another now grasps the bell rope of signs and wonders, the Evil One, who wants to call the people out of the church and lure people away from before the pulpit and look for things that waken amazement, but not amazement about the great grace of God in Christ Jesus.

Pray then in this troubled world to the Lord that He will grant you the grace to keep looking confidently to Him who has risen from the dead and is the Prince of Life. He will not fail or leave His children. Nothing will separate us from His love. Christ Jesus wrestled His right with God free by His suffering and resurrection in order to keep His own.

He has overcome death; broke the tyranny of Satan. And although the time of charisma, of the special gifts of the Spirit, is past, He still gives His children a wonderful outcome. He helps them out beyond prayer and thinking. For all authority is in his hand, and every right. By God's grace let us continue to believe in Him who is still working a wonderful outcome.  Let us keep singing in true faith and so with confidence:

Praise Him who still works miracles,

Strengthens His people, Israel

Him who takes Jacob's holy brood

Blessing them with peace and comfort.

Amen.

