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The Source of Signs and Wonders 
 

Q:  How could people in biblical times tell the difference between “signs and wonders” 

done by the power of God, and those accomplished through demonic powers? 

A:  Short answers: The proof of the pudding is in the eating (or, “A tree is known by its fruit”);  

and Beauty is in the eye of the beholder (or, “You do not believe because you are not my sheep,” 

Jn. 10:26). 

To elaborate: while the Egyptian magicians, for example, did match Moses point for point on the 

staff-into-snake trick and the first TWO plagues (blood and frogs, Ex. 7&8) – thereby confirming 

that there were indeed demonic forces at work – they were totally left behind by the gnats (“So 

the magicians said to Pharaoh, „This is the finger of God!‟” – they got it!).  God‟s works in 

Scripture are always bigger and better than those of his spiritual enemies.
1
  God‟s works also 

always point to himself, either by their power and awe-fulness in judgment (as in Egypt) or by 

their loving character (as in the time of Jesus and the early church, with all the marvelous 

healings).  Jesus insists, for example, that his detractors should have recognized him by his 

works (John 5:36; 10:25-26); and the very canny formerly blind man of John 9 makes the point 

that it was more than a little strange that the leaders did not recognize where Jesus got his healing 

power, since it resulted in such goodness:   

“Why, this is an amazing thing!  You do not know where he comes from, and yet he 

opened my eyes.  We know that God does not listen to sinners, but if anyone is a 

worshiper of God and does his will, God listens to him.  Never since the world began has 

it been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a man born blind.  If this man were not from 

God, he could do nothing.”  (John 9:30-33; see also 10:19-21) 

Remember, too, that the “signs and wonders” in both the OT and the NT were always 

accompanied by words that explained whose works these were and what they meant (whether 

spoken by God himself or his messengers).  Those who responded by faith to the words correctly 

identified the power behind the works.  (“Testing the spirits” in 1 John 4:1 has to do with the 

words, not the works – i.e., are the prophets who claim and perhaps demonstrate power speaking 

God‟s truth as they go along?  If not, then don‟t believe them, no matter what wonder-working 

they do.) 

As to “quick to recognize” in the NT era, well, some were and some weren‟t, depending on the 

ingredient of faith (present or missing).  Note the unbelieving reactions of Jesus‟ antagonists in 

the Gospels.  Did you ever notice that right before the Great Commission is given at the end of 

Matthew, it‟s noted that some of those listening to the RESURRECTED JESUS doubted?  (Mt. 

28:17)  The healing of the lame beggar by Peter and John in Acts 3, which was received by the 

onlookers with “wonder and amazement,” was only a headache for the establishment – they 
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 Tellingly, Aaron’s staff-turned-snake swallowed up the serpentine staffs of the magicians! 
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couldn‟t deny that it had happened, but no way were they about to joyfully attribute this to God 

working through these men.  In a very different setting, a crippled pagan‟s believing reception of 

the gospel preached by Paul led to his healing – which his countrymen mistakenly attributed to 

the work of Zeus and Hermes come to visit (Acts 14:8-13).  Without faith, no one can “see” the 

one true God at work, even when the works and words are right there for eye and ear to pick up. 

Regarding “signs and wonders” today, it‟s helpful to remember a couple of things.  One, the 

“signs and wonders” described in the Bible underscored particular revelatory moments in 

redemptive history, to ensure that everyone who witnessed them was truly without excuse if 

they failed to respond in faith to the accompanying words.  The last wave of these “moments” 

occurred during the apostles‟ ministry, as the church was first being established.
2
  In other words, 

though I don‟t mean to limit God‟s prerogative to heal and provide wonderfully for his people 

nowadays, it isn’t apparently time right now for him to reveal new things.  Biblically speaking, 

“signs and wonders” underscore new revelations of his power.  We shouldn‟t expect a rash of 

these things to happen without accompanying verbal revelation of what he is up to. 

Two, even if we should witness or hear about miraculous healings or amazing coincidences of 

timing and place, all we can say about the meaning of these things is that God lovingly provides 

for his own.  Any interpretation beyond this falls in the category of “perhaps” – we have no 

reliable interpreters to explain exactly what God is up to as the puzzle pieces of our lives (or 

historical events) fall together, though sometime we can make some pretty decent guesses.  

Claims made by anyone to understand or to have harnessed God‟s wonder-working power in 

some way should be treated with healthy skepticism this far from the apostolic age. 
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 In fact the author of Hebrews hints that these confirming “signs” had already ceased by his congregation’s time – 

in 2:4 he notes that the initial preaching by “those who heard” was accompanied by “various miracles,” but he 

himself relies on no current supernatural happenings, using instead the reliable reports of past wonders to 

underscore the urgency of his message. 


