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Our state of health has a social context. Being well or ill is not just a matter of my 

physiological or psychological components matching up to what we generally regard 

as normal or healthy. In our society health has many social aspects. We have a whole 

subsystem in our society that deals with health. We have hospitals and ambulance 

services.  

We have tax levies, medical benefits, work cover, litigation against health care 

workers, home care – in other words there is a whole collection of political, industrial, 

legal and economic components to society’s interests in our health. A different society 

can have different sets of considerations. 

The social considerations to do with illness in Jesus’ society were different from ours. 

Appreciating this might help us understand some more about what the healing 

miracles of Jesus were about. Thinking in our terms about health and healing has been 

a problem to me when I have thought about Jesus’ temptations in the wilderness. It 

seemed strange that one of the points about the temptations is that Jesus decided that 

he was not going to be a magic man. He was not going to make bread out of stones to 

feed the hungry. He was not going to leap off tall buildings to be caught up in the 

arms of rescuing angels. All decided. No magic – then he goes out and performs 

healing miracles. What is going on? This is not a problem in Mark, because his 

version of Jesus in the wilderness does not go into these problematic details that are 

mentioned by Matthew and Luke. 

Why is casting out demons and curing diseases all right? Is it not like feeding hungry 

people? Well, to us it is. There are whole groups of people who, in our understanding 

of social normality, are in need of rescue. We would look askance at Jesus if he came 

to our social context and said that he was going to help this bunch of needy people but 

not that bunch – I’ll cure depression but not schizophrenia, I will care for adults but 

not children. But Jesus did appear to target some for care and not others. He would 

move on before seeming to see everyone in the surgery. 

It is interesting to look at those people that Jesus did target for his care and we can 

notice that each group has the same thing in common. They were separated from their 

communities. Jesus went to tax collectors and sinners. Tax collectors and sinners kept 

their own company because polite society would not include them. Included in those 

who were left out of society were the sick. We don’t think like that, mainly because 

the attitude of Jesus changed how the world thought about the sick. But think about it. 

If illness is punishment for sin then the ill are lumped among the sinners. To be sick is 

a sign of God’s disfavour. Disabled members of priestly families were not permitted 

to offer sacrifices. See how the social context of disease differs from ours. By going to 

keep company with tax collectors and sinners Jesus was including them in his 

company, in his community. He gave them belonging. The sermon that he preached in 

every act of healing was that people are restored to God’s favour and permitted to 

operate within society. 



In Luke Jesus says in a sermon in Nazareth that his mission is to set captives free and 

give sight to the blind. Surely he was referring to political prisoners and not hardened 

criminals. He doesn’t make that distinction. The message is about restoring people to 

their place of belonging with God’s people. In Matthew Jesus commended people 

who clothed the naked, visited the sick and the prisoners – a special ministry to those 

who have been separated, who in social terms bear the signs of God’s disfavour. 

Those who turn that message around for people have done God’s work. 

Today we have heard that Jesus healed a woman we know only as the mother-in-law 

of Peter. At another time I might have thought this was a suitable time to pop in a 

mother-in-law joke but I am married to a mother-in-law so I have gone right off that 

idea. Jesus healed Peter’s mother-in-law of a fever and straight away she got up and 

served them. 

I HEARD THAT – that silent grown from deep within the hearts of all you mothers 

and mothers-in-law. I think it went something like, ‘Isn’t that just typical.’ In most 

sermons we have heard, because most sermons through the ages have been preached 

by men, in most sermons we have heard how this point of Peter’s m-i-l serving them 

emphasises things like how quick the recovery was and how complete the recovery 

was, no need for convalescence, how grateful she was for being cured, how loving she 

was by offering unstinting service. Mark says none of these things, so what was the 

point of saying that she served them? He doesn’t need to explain the significance 

because we can assume that everyone who read his gospel in his day would 

understand the significance. In our sermons we have explained it in the context of our 

society – hence the bits about speedy recovery and so forth. In those ancient times 

sickness meant divine disfavour, therefore it meant at least some degree of separation 

from the community which presumably included a bar on handling the family food 

and preparation utensils. These things must not be allowed to be touched by the 

‘unclean’. Only the clean and included may serve. There may well have been aspects 

in the serving that could be interpreted like we do (remember the story of Jesus having 

a meal at the home of Mary and Martha and how Martha thought Mary was not doing 

nearly enough of her share of the serving), but I think this aspect of the sign of 

restoration, not just to health, but to belonging is a significant one. The woman’s 

service is a sure sign of her belonging. She is back in the family. 

This was Jesus’ ministry, to bring people back to God, back to belonging as his 

people. As friends of Jesus the church is an heir to that same ministry. Whatever 

activity brings people back into belonging is an expression of the good news that 

God’s Kingdom has come very near.  

The ministry of reaching the stranger or the estranged is a challenging one. The 

Church has a range of agencies and organisations that seek to address these 

challenges. Hotham Mission is one of these. It is also the ministry of each 

congregation. 

Sue and I spent the last two months of 2002 touring France and Ireland and Britain. 

When we went to church we were strangers, outsiders, we didn’t belong. The 

churches we attended that best demonstrated the Kingdom for us were the ones that 

did whatever they could to help us feel that we belonged. Some made no attempt so 

that whatever else happened in that service it was as if the gospel had not been 

proclaimed if the community of believers in the gospel did not live out God’s 

acceptance in their hospitality. 



I like the story of the very formal church where everyone dressed properly. The senior 

deacon was an old man who ruled the church. He wore his three-piece pin-stripe suit 

to church with his gold watch chain flashing. He was old and he walked on a stick. 

Into church one Sunday came a young man whose style of life and dress could best be 

described as alternative. Bare footed and thread bear and late he came and sat in the 

front on the floor. No one could hear the sermon because everyone wondered what 

would happen. The preacher preached but he was wondering too. Soon it became 

clear what would happen, for everyone could hear the sound of footsteps and the tell-

tail click of the senior deacon’s stick. The congregation and the minister felt the 

shame of what would happen next. But, to their surprise the old man arrived at the 

front of the church and got down on the floor and sat beside the stranger. The gospel 

of inclusion and acceptance and reconciliation had been proclaimed more eloquently 

than the preacher could hope to do. 

Thanks God that sermons do not have the last word in the proclamation of the Gospel 

of Jesus Christ.  
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