MULTITUDES, MIRACLES, MESSIAH, MISSION
Matthew 8:1-17

In this message, I want to share a few thoughts that many Christians seem to miss when they read their Bibles. These all begin with an “M” which teachers like for their outlines.

MULTITUDES
When he was come down from the mountain, great multitudes followed him. Matthew 8:1
The word "multitude" appears 63 times in the gospels.  The plural form, "multitudes" appears 18 times  and 9 of these references say, "great multitudes." 

When Peter preached the gospel on Pentecost, 3,000 believed and were baptized. The Bible doesn't call that a "multitude". Jesus fed 4,000 men, plus women and children and this was called "a multitude." When he fed 5,000 men plus women and children, it was called "a great multitude" (singular). When Jesus came down from the mountain in Matthew 8, "great multitudes" (plural) were looking for him. We could safely conclude that there may have been over 10,000 people wanting to see and hear Jesus. 

I twice sang "Creation" and "Messiah" oratorios in a 500-voice chorale. A large choir gets a  larger audience. About 6000 heard us sing! That was a great experience, but Revelation 14:3 speaks of 144,000 singing a new song in glory! In Revelation 5:11-13, John reports: And I beheld, and I heard the voice of many angels round about the throne and the beasts and the elders: and the number of them was ten thousand times ten thousand, and thousands of thousands; Saying with a loud voice, Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and strength, and honour, and glory, and blessing. And every creature which is in heaven, and on the earth, and under the earth, and such as are in the sea, and all that are in them, heard I saying, Blessing, and honour, and glory, and power, be unto him that sitteth upon the throne, and unto the Lamb for ever and ever (Revelation 5:11-13).  10,000 times 10,000 equals a hundred million angels, plus thousands of thousands= a few million more. These are trivial numbers for God.

Those of you who are older can remember your parents talking about the Billy Graham Crusades. What impressed them most were the large crowds that turned out to hear Graham. They were also impressed by the large numbers of people who went forward to accept Christ. But Jesus didn’t seek the multitudes or go for numbers. Sometimes, he sought to escape or avoid them. Often, when he healed someone, he told them not to tell anyone. Now when Jesus saw great multitudes about him, he gave [his disciples] commandment to depart unto the other side. Matthew 8:18

God Seeks Individuals
We are saved as individuals, not because we belong to some nationality or joined a large church.
Jesus said.  I say unto you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner that repenteth (Luke15:10).  Try to imagine that! Jesus came to earth to become a sacrifice for sinners. The salvation of lost sinners is NOT trivial to God and certainly not to the angels, but it is a personal matter! 

Jesus seeks the lost. Luke 19:10 says, For the Son of man is come to seek and to save that which was lost. Jesus told the parable of the lost sheep, not lost herds or flocks. This was not in reference to salvation, but rather to revival and restoration. The ninety and nine are safely in the fold, but one of the Lord’s sheep has gone astray. Here again, it is about the one and not the many. A lost child in the midst of a shopping mall is an individual. Its parents are looking and searching everywhere, not for crowds of people, but for one special child who is lost. 
Christians often get the impression from what they call “The Great Commission” and from the biblical attributes of God that BIG is Better. They talk about great revival movements, mega-churches and famous men of God who preach regularly to thousands or millions and who have written many books. In the Great Commission, Jesus gave his followers three commands. In Mark 16:15, he said.  Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature. WOW! It becomes obvious in the following verse, however, that evangelism is for individuals. Verse 16  says, He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved; but he that believeth not shall be damned.  The Greek word translated preach means to herald or proclaim. Evangelism is a one-way announcement and there is no discussion. The gospel is the simple plan of salvation. 
The second command of the Great Commission is in Matthew 28:19-20 Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you: and, lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the world. 
We can preach or proclaim to one person or a crowd, but teaching is quite different. The Greek word “disciple” has the same meaning as our English word, “apprentice”. It has to do with teaching or instruction and is best accomplished individually or in small groups.  Jesus spent much of his time teaching the twelve disciples. 
Anglicans who translated the King James Bible, understood that the second command was to make colonies. It would be extremely difficult to teach even one nation but can anyone imagine attempting to baptize all nations? 
In the 16th and 17th centuries, most nations sought to expand their power and territory by military means, but England chose to make colonies. The translators of the King James Bible were Anglicans and the Anglican Church was the “Church of England.” The Virginia colony of Williamsburg was supposed to become a “great Anglican nation.” Spain, Portugal, Italy, France and other nations sought to expand the domain and influence of Rome and the Roman Catholic Church. Fortunately for us, a majority of the pilgrims who came to America were from anabaptist or separatist backgrounds. These Christians were persecuted by the “official state church” in their homeland. The freedom of religion clause in our US Constitution was put there to keep that from happening in America. 
The third command of Christ to his disciples was “to wait” for the coming of the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:4 - 8). This third instruction was to be obeyed before the other two commands.  

MIRACLES  
When we read of miracles in the Bible, we must remember that with God, there is no such thing as a miracle.  We know that the moon is a speck of dust compared to the sun and the latter is one of the smaller stars among billions of others, yet Genesis 1:16 says that God created the sun and the moon "…and the stars also" as though they were something trivial! I hear some Christians say, “God just spoke all creation into existence!” Man perceives certain acts as miracles because we cannot understand or fathom how it was done or accomplished, but we should refrain from picturing God as some great genie with a magic wand.  Most of the Lord’s “miracles” were healings, but Jesus also commanded the wind and waves, sent Peter to catch a fish that would have enough money in its mouth to pay their taxes, and he raised Lazarus from the dead. 

In most places, the Bible just speaks of “signs and wonders” and the Greek words that are translated “miracle” mean “sign,” “token” or “indicator.” 
Let us not forget that God is eternal, all knowing, all powerful and all sufficient. He called his creation “work” and when he was finished creating the world, he rested from his work.  We have no idea how God created the world, but he must have planned and considered and prepared for that creation week. When a trained and accomplished pianist plays a great composition on the piano, it may seem like child’s play to the novice, but a lot of practice and thought went into both composing and playing that piece.  It was hard work! Many Christians don’t see much difference between creation and evolution. It just happens.
MESSIAH
Great News - Poor Response
Prior to the birth of Jesus, the Priests, Scribes and Pharisees were teaching the people that, according to the prophets, the promised Messiah would be coming very soon! This was big, exciting news: THE MESSIAH IS COMING! The religious leaders were familiar with the predictions of the prophets, and according to calculations based on Daniel’s “Seventy Weeks Prophecy,”  the promised “Prince” could appear at any time. They expected that promised ruler to free them from the yoke of Rome and set up a glorious kingdom like that of Solomon. The Scribes, Pharisees and Priests were not getting much attention with this news, however, probably because many of the common people did not have a very high estimation of their religious leaders’ credibility. 

Same News - Good Response
In Matthew 3:2-6, John the Baptist began his ministry, preaching the gospel in the wilderness: Repent ye: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand. For this is he that was spoken of by the prophet Esaias, saying, The voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight. John was telling the people the same thing that the Scribes and Pharisees told the people. THE MESSIAH IS COMING! But John was drawing large crowds with his preaching. Then went out to him Jerusalem, and all Judaea, and all the region round about Jordan, and were baptized of him in Jordan, confessing their sins. 

Good News – Bad News
When the Jewish leaders heard about John, they sent Priests and Levites into the wilderness to see if he could possibly be the promised Messiah (John 1:16). If this John was the Messiah, they wanted to get him on their side! The Priests and Levites returned with disappointing news, however.  The Jewish elite loved the sumptuous lifestyle with good food, fancy raiment and ornaments; but  John was a rough-looking character who wore a garment of camel's hair and a leather girdle about his loins. He lived in the wilderness and survived on locusts and wild honey. 
The Pharisees and Sadducees also decided to check out John the Baptist. When John saw them, his words were not very flattering.  But when he [John] saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees come to his baptism, he said unto them, O generation of vipers, who hath warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bring forth therefore fruits meet for repentance: And think not to say within yourselves, We have Abraham to our father: for I say unto you, that God is able of these stones to raise up children unto Abraham. And now also the axe is laid unto the root of the trees: therefore every tree which bringeth not forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the fire. I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance: but he that cometh after me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to bear: he shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost, and with fire: Whose fan is in his hand, and he will throughly purge his floor, and gather his wheat into the garner; but he will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire (Matthew 3:7-12).

John gradually faded into the background and Jesus became the central focus of attention. It is true that multitudes were attracted and impressed by his signs and wonders, but it is also true that very few of those people in the "great multitudes" became disciples. In John 12:37, we read, But though he had done so many miracles before them, yet they believed not on him. 

During the three years of the Lord's public ministry, Christ chose 12 disciples, one of whom betrayed him. Another, Peter, denied him with cursing and all of them deserted Jesus at the crucifixion. 
Jesus sent out seventy other disciples to preach the gospel.  After his resurrection, Jesus commanded the disciples to wait in Jerusalem until they received the Holy Spirit. Acts 1:15 says that there were about 120 waiting in the Upper Room. I Corinthians 15:6 tells us that Jesus was seen of about 500 “brethren” at one time after his resurrection. They were called “brethren,” which means brothers, but that can indicate associates, blood relatives or disciples. I personally doubt that more than a thousand persons came to living faith in Jesus through his preaching. I am not diminishing his ministry, but rather trying to show our Lord’s emphasis. He preached to the multitudes, but spent most of his time teaching or discipling those who believed. We shall soon see the great wisdom of his tactic.  
When Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a colt we call it the "triumphal entry." Crowds lined the street and shouted loud "hosannas!"  They hailed him as their promised Messiah. A few days later, many of the same people gathered in the Governor's court and called out, "Crucify him!" What happened between these two events that caused the people to change their minds about Jesus? Jesus stopped healing and embarrassing the Scribes and Pharisees and was now taken captive by them.  People are not attracted to “losers.” When "our" Eagles are on a winning streak, there is a lot of excitement and cheering, but when they lose four or five games in a row, the same Eagles "fans" can't find enough bad words to describe their home team.

MISSION
Jesus gave his disciples a mission which men have labeled “the Great Commission.”   1) We are to preach the gospel to the whole world (Mark 16:15-17), and 2) we are to make disciples of those who believe - in all nations (Matthew 28:18-20). We often overlook the third command, because it was to be obeyed first. 3) The disciples were told not to depart from Jerusalem until after the Holy Spirit was given. Only then were they to obey the other two commands (Luke 24:49  & Acts 1:5). 
All three commands were given to trembling, unbelieving and doubting disciples shortly before Jesus left them and returned to his Father in heaven!  

About ten days later, came the day of Pentecost – and the Holy Spirit!
Pentecost
The disciples had been taught by the Master; they accompanied him in ministry, learned from his example, witnessed his death and resurrection and now they received their marching orders. The disciples obeyed the command to wait in Jerusalem and Jesus kept his promise to send them the Holy Spirit.  Now it was the disciples’ turn to act. Would those fearful and doubting disciples obey the remaining two commands of their Lord? Or would they just get a job to put bread on their tables? 

For the answer to that question, one needs merely to read the Acts of the Apostles. The Holy Spirit makes the difference!
We Will Do the Greater Work!

John 14:12 Jesus said, Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that believeth on me, the works that I do shall he do also; and greater works than these shall he do; because I go unto my Father.
We have mentioned the reason Jesus came to earth. It was for the salvation of the lost. Before Pentecost, Jesus gave that commission to us! The Great Commission is Ours! He promised to be with us and to never forsake us. He promised to give us the Holy Spirit and kept his promise. If he told us to go, we can go. If he told us to preach, we can preach. If he told us to make disciples, we can do that too. Yet humanly speaking the task is impossible! 

Not many responded to the preaching of Jesus, but he promised that we would do the greater work. There are many races, nationalities and languages, but there is only one God and one plan for the salvation of man. Jesus spent most of his life in Israel, but we are told to go into all the world and preach to all men everywhere. And we are to make disciples in every nation. We will do the greater work!
That may seem to be an impossible task.  When one considers all the obstacles we have to deal with, we might be tempted to ask if it was fair of Jesus to entrust us with the task of world evangelism! 
· John the Baptist, the 12 and the 70 disciples prepared the way for Jesus, going where he had not yet been (Luke10:1). Who prepares the way for us? 

· According to Luke 3:15, the entire nation of Israel anticipated the coming of Christ. Today, people laugh at the silly idea. Some even accuse us of using this as an excuse for not protecting the environment and wasting natural resources. 

· Two thousand years ago, the name "Jesus" was common. The very mention of the name of Jesus today (except in cursing) evokes ridicule. 

· In Jesus' day, the people heard him gladly and multitudes went to great trouble to find him. Today, people prefer to sit in their recliners and watch sports on big-screen TVs. They are more interested in the Sahara sand than what God has to say. 

· Jesus performed many signs and wonders, healing the blind, deaf, crippled and diseased. He turned water into wine and fed the multitudes with just a few loaves and fish. There are still needy people today, but where are the wonders? 

· The people who experienced healing in the New Testament were told not to tell anyone, but we are asked to tell everybody about Jesus including the signs and wonders, even though we can’t show them any convincing examples today. 

· At Pentecost, God performed a miracle so that foreigners understood what the apostles were saying in their own dialects. But we are supposed to go into all the world, learn new languages and cultures, and explain all this to anyone who will hear. We will do the greater work!
· The people who heard Peter preach the gospel at Pentecost were convicted in their hearts and asked Peter what they needed to do in order to be saved - before he had a chance to tell them!  Over three thousand were saved and baptized that day and multitudes of others in the days following (Acts 2:41+47; 4:4; 5:14; 6:1+7 and 9:31). When we preach the gospel today, listeners yawn and look at their wristwatches! We can do the greater work!
· The early believers were called Christians in ridicule, but they didn’t need to be ashamed of that name. Today, millions of people claim to be Christians who live godlessly and we try to explain the difference. We will do the greater work!
· Christianity has gotten a bad rap. First there were the crusades, then the bloody reformation and counter-reformation. Today Christianity is split into a million sects and splinter groups, all claiming to be the one true religion. Jesus prayed that we will be united even as he and the Father are one. We will do the greater work!
· Most of the Apostles died a martyr's death. Today, clergymen are more likely to make headlines for their involvement in immoral acts, for improper handling of money and misuse of their influence.  The Holy Spirit will make us overcomers. We will do the greater work!
· In New Testament times nearly everyone believed in creation, heaven and hell; that marriage was a union between one man and one woman, that children were a gift of God and that the Ten Commandments should be revered. Today, anyone who believes these things is called a religious extremist. Preaching what the Bible says about homosexuality is now a “hate crime” punishable by law. We may wind up in prison, but we will do the greater work!
All these obstacles and the feverish attempts of Satan to stop us from obeying the Great Commission only serve to make the work of God greater! 

The simple sharing of the gospel suffices! We may need to illustrate it and make it understandable, but we don’t have to be great theologians. Our own conversion story can suffice. It is not our job to save or convert people to Christ. We are only to be witnesses and share the gospel. The Holy Spirit and God's Word do the rest. A newborn baby has no experience, but it lets everyone around know that he or she is alive! It is no secret that newborn babes in Christ lead more people to faith than older Christians. The light of a tiny candle shines brightest where it is darkest. We can do a greater work!
I Corinthians 1:21  For after that in the wisdom of God the world by wisdom knew not God, it pleased God by the foolishness of preaching to save them that believe.
Isaiah 55:11 So shall my word be that goeth forth out of my mouth: it shall not return unto me void, but it shall accomplish that which I please, and it shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent it.

Hebrews 4:12 For the word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.

Romans 1:16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God unto salvation to everyone that believeth.

We had a printing ministry in Austria and printed Bible portions and Bible study materials that were smuggled into Eastern Europe. The Communists claimed that there was no God and that the Bible was just a bunch of fairy tales, but they were deathly afraid of it! Vehicles were searched and even taken apart as border guards sought hidden Bibles.
Worthless money is never counterfeited. Satan does all in his power to counterfeit, distort and adulterate truth, but God is still at work and his Word gets results. Faithful servants are seeing a harvest of souls in places and situations that would seem impossible to most. They are doing the greater work.
Jesus sends his disciples forth to preach the gospel -- "as lambs among the wolves" (Luke 10:3). Yes, you read it right! The “lambs” not only return, but they return victorious and jubilant (Luke 10:17)! 
(http://www.rvharvey.org/d-lambs_wolves.htm) 

John 14:12 Jesus said, Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that believeth on me, the works that I do shall he do also; and greater works than these shall he do; because I go unto my Father.
The Last Days
According to all the biblical signs, including that same “Seventy Weeks” prophecy of Daniel which John the Baptist and the Scribes and Pharisees were teaching, it is clear that we are living in the last days. We can expect Christ to appear at any time in the clouds and rapture the redeemed of the Lord into heaven. Those who are left behind will experience the terrible judgments described in Revelation 5-8 under the Beast and the Antichrist. 

All over our nation, pastors and church leaders are bemoaning a decline in church attendance. Especially young people are defecting in large numbers.  Where is John the Baptist? Where are followers of Jesus like those Luke described in Acts of the Apostles? Why are the redeemed not saying so? Luke tells us about the “boldness” of the disciples in sharing their faith in spite of persecution. 
Boldness, Not Political Correctness!
After Pentecost, the most prominent characteristic of Christians in the New Testament was boldness. That description appears 19 times! Believers and followers of Christ were persecuted for their testimony and sharing God's Word, but their enemies said of them that they had turned the world upside down. 

The Mayflower pilgrims and other settlers established our nation on God's Word. They paid a dear price for the freedoms that we enjoy today. Today, the gospel is suppressed in many countries by godless religions or hostile governments. Many Christians suffer persecution and even death for their faith in these lands. 

In America, however, the primary suppressors of the gospel are Christians themselves! They may claim that they are just sensitive to what others think and feel, and don’t want to offend or hurt them. The truth is, that too many Christians are sensitive to the PC (Political Correctness) movement and insensitive to God's command to Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature. As a result, people are not getting saved and going to hell. Churches are stagnating and dying out. 

In America, it is the LGBTQ crowd, the abortion advocates and other so-called “progressives” who are characterized by boldness. They don’t care who they offend! This godless crowd is turning our nation, which was founded upon God's Word, upside down!

Today, “Christians” are the primary reason for empty churches. They may call themselves “Christians,” but they are more like P.C. converts than followers of Jesus. They are so intent on being Politically Correct that they will do almost anything to impress the unsaved and are careful not to do or say anything that might offend them. 
We do well to ask why our churches are empty, but it is not just churches that are having problems. After retiring from full time missions in Europe, we spent the first four years trying to recruit young people for missions. We visited Christian colleges and universities that had produced many effective missionaries in the past, but most students showed very little interest in missions. Some were interested in a mission trip - a way to see some foreign land with their home church picking up the tab, but few showed interest in career missions.

You say it can’t be done today? Just try it! See if God’s Word and the Holy Spirit still work like they did in New Testament times! We need good, solid, Bible-based churches with spirit-anointed teachers of God’s Word! 

In Matthew 8:18 says, Now when Jesus saw great multitudes about him, he gave commandment [to the disciples] to depart unto the other side. The great multitudes belonged to the kingdom of this world, but there was a deranged and possessed man in the graveyard of Gadera who needed help. The Bible says that the angels in heaven rejoice when one soul is saved. When that possessed man in the Gadera graveyard was freed from Satan and added to God’s family, I can just imagine a hundred million angels in heaven singing praises to God!
What is wrong in America today? Why don't more youth show an interest in serving God? Some believe it is because few miracles are being performed. Others say, "In the last days, there shall be a falling away. Men will want their ears tickled instead of having a hunger for good Bible teaching and sound doctrine" (II Tim. 3 & 4; II Thess. 2). 

We can look at this in two ways. We can resign ourselves to the fact that the times in which we live are the last days, so we shouldn't expect much fruit for our labors.  Or, we can trust God, obey his Word and pray for a good harvest.  Our church has a lot of potential, but many are content with being children of the kingdom, the chosen people. 
We are blessed with musically gifted persons; let's make music!  We have some great cooks! Let's feed the multitudes! We are known for our missions emphasis, and most importantly, we have God's Word, his promises and the Holy Spirit!  We can do the greater work!
Ralph V Harvey
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