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MIRACLES

Introduction
	Today we live in a scientific age, where science has taken the place of God, explaining the unexplainable.  For this reason the idea that miracles still exist, those unexplained events which are attributed to some divine order, is perceived by many to be out-of-date and anachronistic.
	Christians, therefore, engaging with their environment are forced into a dilemma; as they want to be perceived as modern and scientific, yet they are forced to accept the possibility that miracles not only exist, but are a great part of the revelation which is foundational for all they believe.
	Miracles, in fact, are indispensable to Christianity, for a Christianity without miracles is a contradiction in terms.  Those who try to do without them hurt Christianity, since belief in the God of the Bible implies belief in the miraculous.  Therefore to deny the miraculous is to deny God himself.  If miracles did not happen, then the resurrection did not happen and our faith is in vain (1 Cor 15:32).  We would be completely lost without the miracles of the incarnation and the resurrection of Jesus Christ; the one introducing, and the other concluding his physical life on earth.  Incarnation declares that he became man, and the resurrection declares that sin has been conquered.  Without these two truths Christianity would lose all credibility, leaving us totally lost and without hope.

[A] A DEFINITION OF MIRACLES:
	Miracles are defined in two different ways:
	1) An event which is natural but unusual, which occurs at the time it is required.
		a) Ravens feeding Elijah (1Kings 17:4-6)
		b) Jesus commanding the storm to cease (Mark 4:39)
		c) Fishermen catching fish after previous failures (John 21:4-6)
	-They are not coincidences, but seen as miracles because of the time when they happened.
	-They are unusual, but are not contrary to the ‘Laws of Nature’. 
	(maybe we will soon explain natural reasons behind the first nine plagues in Exodus, yet their timing we will never explain, nor should we need to, as they were initiated for a purpose)
	2) An event which contradicts our laws of science.
		a) The virgin birth of Jesus
		b) The feeding of the 5,000 with 5 loaves and 2 fishes.
	‘Scientific Laws’ defined = generalizations about causes and effects, by means of observation.  That which normally happens.
	(i.e. apple falling = gravity)
	-must say that it will normally follow this pattern, not that it will always follow this pattern (i.e. “man is a biped”, but what about an amputee?)
	Thus scientific laws only describe how things normally behave.  They cannot explain the ultimate cause behind that which happens.  That, we believe, rests with God.  He is the ultimate WHY of all forces.

[B] CAN WE BELIEVE IN MIRACLES IN THIS MODERN AGE OF SCIENCE? 
7

	If people were really honest, they too would admit in the supernatural.  If they accept that God is up there, then why should they have a problem believing that He works down here? (i.e. footballers crossing themselves, keeping talismans (crosses), praying etc...).
	One cannot deny miracles today because they go against scientific laws, against that which can be observed today.  Miracles are by definition unique and without precedent.  Once we believe in Genesis 1:1 “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” then everything else falls into place.  Ironically deep down most people believe in Genesis 1:1.
	Christians maintain that matter operates according to scientific laws because God maintains the universe in this way, so that usually the effects of physical actions are predictable.  That does not mean God may not at some venture vary the pattern.  It is at these times that we find miracles.
	God is not capricious, or unpredictable, as this would make life chaotic (i.e. game of chess).  He may choose to alter it.  Yet there is always a purpose behind His action.
	We define scientific laws to describe God’s predictable patterns: “thinking God’s thoughts after Him.”  If He chooses to vary them, this neither destroys the law, but should force us to ask what is the purpose He has in mind.  Focus not on the ‘How’ but on the ‘Why’.
	Thus, the fact that even in the 20th century things happen beyond our control, which can only be attributed to God, points to the existance of miracles.  Humanists say time will provide the answers (yet they can be the most superstitious among us).  We say God has already provided the answer, so there is no confusion nor fear:

[C] WHERE PEOPLE STAND ON MIRACLES:
	There are three camps or views on miracles (from John Stott’s sermon on miracles):
	1) Scientific Secularist position: (David Hume, an 18th century Scottish philosopher).  Hume believed there never were any miracles as miracles are a violation of the Laws of nature.  Our experience, he contended establishes these laws.  Consequently, no testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle.
	2) ‘Signs and Wonders’ position: (John Wimber: Wrote ‘Power Evangelism’).  Wimber says that not only did Jesus perform miracles, but that miracles are being performed even today, all the time, and that signs and wonders were a daily part of early Christian life, so we should have the same powers today.
	3) Moderate position: (John Stott).  Stott maintains that the God who created the universe upholds it with spectacular regularity.  Because of this regularity, we expect His miraculous intrusions to be occasional rather then regular.  A God who has created the heavens and the earth can quite easily intrude upon his creation whenever He wills to do so.  Nothing is too hard for the Lord.  Miracles are seen as something which is abnormal, because they are deviations from the regularity of the way He works in the world.
	Where then do we find this regularity?  According to John Stott Scripture informs us of the regular and continuing action of the creator God in three major spheres:
		(1) He is the God of nature:
	He upholds, sustains, animates and controls everything that he has made.
	He has not abandoned his creation, as the deists teach, but continues to work within it.  According to Hebrews 1:3, "through Christ, who is God's created agent he sustains all things by the word of His power", or as the writer of Colossians 1:17 says, "all things hold together in Him."
	In Psalm 29, after a terrific thunder-storm the Psalmist says "The Lord sits enthroned upon the flood, and the Lord sits as king forever."  This shows that he rules nature.  Psalm 97:1 & 99:1 & 103, all speak of his kingship over nature, and reigning overall.
		(2) He is the God of history:
	The fertile crescent stretches from the Nile to the Euphrates, between the Mediterranean Sea and the Arabian desert.  Near the middle are situated the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, surrounded by hostile nations (Syria, Amman, Moab and Edom), and wedged by the mighty powers of Egypt, Assyria, Babylonia, Persia, Greece and Rome.  Israel was overrun by these larger and stronger nations around them, forcing them into tribute.  Throughout all this persecution the cry always rang out that 'the Lord reigns'.  God used the mightier nations for his needs, but just as easily discarded them.
		(3) He is the God of individual human beings:
	He gives to all of us life and breath, for in him we live and move and have our being. He renews us at night while we sleep, waking refreshed in the morning.  When we cut ourselves the anti-bodies put it to right, so that all healing is divine healing.
	Ambrose Tahe (a Huguenot physician, the father of modern surgery) said, "I dress the wounds, but God healed it."  The healing is always in the hands of God.  Thus God heals through medical, surgical, and psychological means which he has put at our disposal.  Faith therefore is not incompatible with these practices.
	Does the farmer not pray for a good harvest, or a sick person pray for healing before he goes to the hospital?  Of course, because they know from whom the source of life comes.
	Let's learn to see God in everything, the sunshine and rain, the regularity of the seasons, the clothing of the flowers and animals, in the unfolding of human history, in the gift of health and in the process of healing.  If we only look for God in the miraculous, we will be in danger of blinding ourselves to his ceaseless care for his creation all around us.  We need to see him working miraculously everywhere.
	Let's learn to acknowledge our dependence of God in everything.  Learn to thank him every morning when you get up.  Thank him for restoring yourself.
	What then of the specific miracles which we find mentioned in the Bible?  How are we to interpret them?

[D] WHERE THE BIBLE STANDS ON MIRACLES?:
	There are times when the Lord does deviate from his regularity, and performs miracles.  These are recorded in the Bible.  If you were to ask the normal Christian where in the Bible it talks about miracles, they would probably respond that the Bible is full of miracles.  Yet, the Bible is not primarily a book about miracles.  In fact we can find a number of places in the Bible where no miracles occur.  
	Take for instance the book of Genesis.  Except for the creation of the universe and the miraculous birth of Isaac to Sarah (both of which were performed by God alone, without any human beings), there are no miracles at all mentioned, performed by human beings.  These miracles begin in Exodus.
	Take also for instance John the Baptist.  According to Jesus, he was the greatest man who ever lived, yet according to John 10:41 he performed no miracles.
	The Bible is not therefore a book of miracles, though it contains miracles; and likewise, the modus operandi of God is normally not supernatural, but natural.  His great works are through nature, history and the individual and not through the supernatural.
	There are three fundamental truths about Biblical miracles which emerge.
	1) They occur in clusters.
	There are four great clusters of miracles in the Bible:
		a) Moses: the plagues, the crossing of the Red Sea, and manna in the desert.
		b) The prophets: such as Elijah, Elisha and Daniel, during the divided monarchy.
		c) Jesus, and his public ministry.
		d) The apostles: their ministry as told in the Acts of the Apostle (all the miracles in this book, but two, were performed by the apostles).
	2) The clusters happen when God is speaking to and acting for his people.
	God speaking and acting, or making himself known to his people through words and deeds indicate that these two belong together.  "God's words explained his deeds", or "God's deeds dramatized his words".
		a) The Exodus with Moses: 
Miracles were used to authenticate Moses’s unique role as redeemer and law-giver.
	Exodus 3:12 tells us that the miracle of the Exodus itself would be the sign that it was the Lord who had sent him.
	Exodus 4:1 Moses again asks how they will believe him, and the miracle of the rod turning into a snake was given so that the people might believe that the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob had appeared to him, giving him, through his rod, the authority or credentials as having been raised up and equipped by God.
		b) The Prophets of the divided monarchy:
	When the monarchy had been divided between Judah and Israel, the confrontation between Yahweh and Baal came to the fore, primarily because of the marriage of Ahab and Jezebal (daughter of the priest-king of Tyre and Sidon).  She introduced the fertility cult of Baal.
	Elijah was raised up by God, the first of the whole prophetic movement, the first of the great ethical prophets of Israel, to challenge king Ahab on mount Carmel.  God authenticated his unique ministry by sending fire to burn up the offering to Baal.  A similar confrontation happened between Daniel and the powers of Babylon.
		c) The Public ministry of Jesus Christ:
	There was a cluster of miracles to inaugurate the rule or the kingdom of God which broke into human history 2,000 years ago.  There was a direct confrontation with Satan at this time.  God authenticated the Messiah by giving him authority to heal the sick, raise the dead, and subdue nature.
		d) The founding of the church by the apostles, and its worldwide mission:
	The coming of the Spirit in Pentecost to inaugurate the Church of Christ was accompanied by miracles.  Spearheading this movement were the apostles primarily to the Jews, and Paul who was appointed to the Gentiles.  Miracles authenticated their unique ministry.  Thus in Acts 2:43, 5:12 we find that these signs and wonders were performed by the apostles, so that they would have authority to preach.  2 Corinthians 12:12 then tells us that the mark of a true apostles were the signs and wonders which took place among them.
	Each of these four periods was a fresh stage in God's progressive plan of revelation and redemption.  And each fresh stage was authenticated by miracles.
	3) These Biblical Miracles were intended as Signs:
		a) Moses's miracles were not only used as his credentials to authenticate his ministry, but witnessed to Yahweh as the only god, much more powerful than the gods of Egypt
		b) Elijahs miracles not only authenticated his ministry but glorified Yahweh and discredited the cult of Baal.
		c) Jesus's miracles were the signs of the Kingdom.  At times Jesus rebuked people because they sought his miracles as displays of wonder, while at other times he pointed to his miracles as proof or signs of his authority, which then lead to faith.
		d) The Apostles miracles also witnessed to Christ.  Peter says not to stare at that which he has done in making a lame man walk (Acts 3:12-16), but uses the miracle to preach the gospel, that it was the power of Jesus and not him which caused the miracle.  This sign bore witness to Christ.
	Thus all the Biblical miracles were signs.  This is why the gospel miracles are different from the ludicrous miracles recorded in the apocryphal literature (i.e. The Gospel of Thomas’s view of Jesus creating 12 sparrows, getting angry at a boy who withers, being bumped by another who then dies, blinding adults who remonstrate with him until his parents hide him away)
	John 2:11 speaks of the miracle of turning water into wine as a sign, revealing his glory, which caused the disciples to put their faith in him.
	John 20:31 mentions that John selected certain miracles or signs so that the reader might believe that Jesus is the Christ, and by believing might have life in his name.
	All of his miracles signified something of the glory of his kingdom.

[E] QUESTIONS WHICH PEOPLE POSE CONCERNING MIRACLES?

	[1]  “People believed in miracles in the past because they were more simple”:
	-Were babies born from virgins 2,000 year ago and not now?
	-Could 5,000 people be fed with 5 loaves & 2 fishes 2,000 years ago and not now?
	-Were blind men given sight 2,000 years ago and not now?
	-Did people walk on water 2,000 years ago but not now?
	In every case the witnesses showed surprise, because these events were not normal then, just as they are not normal now.
	In Luke 1:34 Mary questioned the logic of the virgin birth.  The angel did not answer that this was normal, but said “The Holy One will come upon you” (vs.35)...for “nothing is impossible with God” (vs.37).  The same happened to Joseph in Matthew 1:20.  The angel explained it as a miracle. 
	Thomas did not believe Christ resurrected and demanded proof (John 20:25).  When he saw first-hand he believed, but there are many who still will not believe.
	There are miracles today, which people cannot understand or explain.  While they see the miracle, they do not necessarily accept its authorship.  To believe in a miracle does not mean belief in God necessarily.

	[2] “The Bible contains legends and myths”:
	People assume the Bible is full of absurd statements about scientific things; that they come from legends and folklore, or mythology.  Much folklore is absurd and bizarre, but don’t assume Biblical miracles are likewise.  This is guilt by association.
	Two qualitative differences between Biblical miracles and folklore:
		a) Supernatural power in folklore is used to show-off, or to defeat an opponent.  Jesus, however, only did miracles as a sign to give Himself authority (i.e. Matthew11:4-5 telling John’s disciples of His works), or out of a need, or due to compassion (i.e. Luke 9:12-17 feeding 5,000 people; John 2:1-11 creating wine at the wedding).
		b) Folklore or legends are recording second-hand, or by oral traditions, whereas the miracles of Jesus were recorded by the eyewitnesses, who could corroborate the account.

[3] “The Bible contains statements which go against scientific principles”:
	There are two ways in which a statement can be unscientific:
1) it can describe a repeatable event which we now know is not repeatable.
	(i.e. the Babylonians cooked eggs by swinging them around in a sling)
2) it can describe a causal relationship which modern science now discounts.
	(i.e. bad humour causes sickness, and needs to be bled out)
	-Ancient literature abounds in these sort of unscientific statements, but we know of no example in the Bible. (i.e. Joshua 10:9-14= sun standing still is translated “silent”, so that the sun is muted, by a storm shadowed by clouds for the whole of the day)
	-The Bible doesn’t claim to be a scientific textbook; it is merely an explanation of God’s relationship with His creation, Man (i.e. computer manuals tell us how to run it, not how it works).
	Yet it is not absurd when it talks about science, and even surprises us with accuracy of certain unobservable phenomena (i.e. the debate with Islam over whether water or smoke existed  in the primordial state; or the examples of the water cycle found in both the Qur’an and the Bible - yet only the Bible mentions all five stages of the cycle, and particularly the stage not observable by the naked eye = evaporation, found in Job36:26-28; Ecclesiastes 1:7; Isaiah 55:9-11; and Amos 5:8).
	-Thus the Bible does not contain unscientific statements, but contains everyday descriptions in nonscientific terms, as it was never intended to be a scientific textbook.
	One would expect an ancient piece of literature, such as the Bible, to be full of legends or folklore as well as unscientific data, yet we don’t find either with the Bible.

[4] “The Bible cannot be taken literally in all areas”:
	As in all forms of literature, the Bible uses pictures to describe ideas (allegory, metaphor)
	(i.e. the arm of God in Isaiah 53:1 is not His arm literally since God’s form is unknown Deut.4:15-19 - could be referring figuratively to Jesus).
	We take the Bible literally when it intends us to do so.  Consequently, statements such as “the mountains skipped like rams” (Ps.114:4), or “the floods clap their hands” (Psalms 98:8) are both figurative, while the empty tomb, the grave clothes, and no body are to be taken literally.

   	[5] “Miracles didn't happen because there is no evidence they happened”
     	When our friends respond as such it is necessary to present the evidence for selected biblical miracles ‑ pointing out that many of them convinced hardened sceptics who were eyewitnesses to those miracles, surprised even the faithful and were accepted as facts by those who had strong vested interests in not believing. This will usually push the person on  to the arguments or a discussion about the reliability of the Bible as a historical record.
				
	[6] “Miracles didn't happen since there are natural explanations of what happened”
     	People who use this argument will normally give examples of natural explanations for miraculous events ‑ for instance ‘Sodom was destroyed by a volcano, the Red Sea parted because of a strong wind, the bloody water was the result of red clay from a nearby hill, the Jordan dried up because of a landslide’. The implication is that because a supposedly reasonable natural explanation can be found, there are no grounds for claiming God was the cause of it.
	At this point we need to assert that because we can find a natural explanation for some event does not mean that God was not involved.  As we mentioned previously, the God of the Bible is the sustainer of the universe (Hebrew 1:3).  It is He who covers the sky with clouds, supplies the earth with rain, makes the grass grow and sends the snow, frost, hail and breezes (Psalms 147:8‑18).  Furthermore it is God who installs kings (Daniel 4:17; Rom 13:1) and removes them (Isaiah 40:23).  Indeed it is even God who determines the throw of the dice (Proverbs 16:33).  God works in and through natural events and the fact that natural explanations for miracles can be found should not disturb someone with biblical faith (Exodus 14:21).  Natural events are part of God's providence.
	Secondly, there are many miracles in the Bible for which no natural explanation can be found ‑ a rod turning into a snake (Exodus 4:2‑4), an iron axe‑head floating (2 Kings 6:6) or the instantaneous healing of congenital blindness (John 9:1‑34).  They run completely counter to the laws of nature.

[F]  WHY THEN ARE MIRACLES REJECTED?
	There are a number of reasons why people want to reject the existence of miracles.  Let me share four with you below:
	1) They don’t fit people’s world-view (only believe that which can be explained)
	2) They don’t fit people’s experience (only believe that which I have felt and seen)
		-have never witnessed a miracle, and thus don’t accept them as valid
		“I make it a rule only to believe what I understand” Benjamin Disraeli
		“He that will believe only what he can fully comprehend must have a very long head or a very short creed” Charles Caleb Colton.
	3) They don’t fit people’s commitment.  If people were to accept miracles, then they would have to accept God, and His revelation.  They would have to make a commitment to Him.  It has little to do with being clever or intelligent, but more to do with losing one’s identity; having an authority higher than themselves.
	The tragedy is that in refusing to accept the possibility of God breaking into history in a supernatural way, that person is destroying his only hope of understanding what life is all about.  Once one believes in an omnipotent being who created and sustains the universe, miracles cease to be an intellectual problem. Similarly once one believes that such a God could become a man, such issues as the virgin birth, the healing miracles of Jesus and indeed, the resurrection itself, pale into insignificance.  The question we need to ask ourselves is where do we stand with miracles?
















						

