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SECOND IN THE SERIES:  TAKING JESUS AT HIS WORD

Reading and text: John 4.43-54

Note to the reader:  This series is designed to be read as a series.  However, they are very much independent and able to be used as a ‘one off’.

Suggestions and queries welcome:  dirkjvg@gmail.com
Dear congregation,

After the wedding at Cana, Jesus, his mother, brothers and disciples went to Capernaum, a town on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. (2.13).   A few days later, because it was getting close to the Passover feast, Jesus and his disciples went south to Jerusalem, a major journey that would have taken close to a week.

Our Lord caused a memorable stir at the temple there (2.14ff).  He made a whip out of cords, drove out the sheep and cattle, scattered the coins of the money changers and overturned their tables crying, ‘Get these out of here!  How dare you turn my Father’s house into a market! (2.16)

When the Jews demanded that he prove his authority to do these things by means of a miraculous sign, Jesus said, ‘Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days.’ (2.19).  

In the days that followed, many in Jerusalem saw the miraculous signs Jesus did. They even believed in his name, but Jesus saw that in fact their ‘faith’ was fickle and not to be trusted (2.23-25)
It was at this time that Nicodemus, a Pharisee, leading citizen of Jerusalem and a member of the Sanhedrin, visited Jesus at night.  John 3.1-21 describes the scene. Nicodemus heard but this passage gives no indication of his response.  Very obviously he remained a fence sitter for some time yet.

Jesus and his disciples left Jerusalem and began to travel north towards Galilee.  This took them to the area where John the Baptist was still at work.  What happened there is recorded in John 3.22-34.  An argument developed between John’s disciples and a certain Jew over ceremonial washings.  There were also questions about Jesus’ disciples who were also baptising. (3.22 but see also 4.2)  

It is in this context that John the Baptist makes it clear that his ministry was to prepare for the Christ, the bridegroom who is coming to collect his bride.   John himself was the friend who attends the bridegroom, waiting and listening for him.  The groom’s attendant rejoices when he hears the bridegroom’s voice.  ‘Therefore this joy of mine is now complete’, says John.  ‘ He must increase, but I must decrease.’ (3.29,30)

John went on to say:  ‘... For he whom God has sent utters the words of God, for he gives the Spirit without measure.  The Father loves the Son and has given all things into his hand. 36 Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God remains on him’  (3.34-36)

After the time spent with John, Jesus continued his journey back to Galilee, home territory, for he was known as a Galilean, as Jesus of Nazareth of Galilee.   The best route was to go on through Samaria.  On arriving at a Samaritan town called Sychar, Jesus rested by a place called Jacob’s Well.  There he met the Samaritan woman she of six-husbands ‘fame’.  

John 4.1-42 records what happened.   In 4.25, the woman, on hearing Jesus’ answer to her question about true worship, said ‘I know that Messiah’ is coming (he who is called Christ).  When he comes, he will tell us all things.’    Jesus declared to the woman, ‘I who speak to you am he.’ (4.26)

The woman – and the Samaritans from that town, believed.  It was just like a revival, an outpouring of the Holy Spirit that transformed everyone.

Many Samaritans from that town believed in him because of the woman’s testimony, “He told me all that I ever did.”  So when the Samaritans came to him, they asked him to stay with them, and he stayed there two days. 41 And many more believed because of his word. They said to the woman, “It is no longer because of what you said that we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is indeed the Saviour of the world. (John 4:39-42)
The time spent among these people must have been amazing – a true revival.  Samaritans, despised and even hated by the Jews, were regarded as being spiritually corrupt and under God’s wrath.  Yet, it was to these people Jesus first revealed himself and it was these people who were the first to be absolutely convinced that Jesus is ‘the Saviour of the world.’

BACK TO GALILEE: CANA

These Samaritans believed Jesus to be the Saviour of the world.  But what about Jesus’ own people, especially the people of Galilee?  In the prologue (1.1-18) we have already read the ominous words, ‘He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him’ (1.11)  

True, there were people in Jerusalem who were really interested, but the Lord Jesus had good reason to doubt the genuineness of their ‘faith’.  What about the people of Galilee, was their response any better?   4.43-44 makes it clear that Jesus expected to be rejected. Maybe the Samaritans of Sychar believed him to be the ‘Saviour of the world’, but as is so often the case, a prophet has no honour in his own country.  

In 4.45 we are told that many Galileans had also been in Jerusalem.  Some had witnessed and, no doubt, most had heard about Jesus’ exploits in the Temple.  The Galileans were increasingly curious about Jesus and welcomed him.   Who is this fellow?  Is he really and truly God’s anointed?  

Jesus returned to Cana (4.46) the scene of the first miraculous sign.  You can be sure that by now just about all Galilee would have heard about the water turning into wine.  Add to that what had happened at Jerusalem, and people were really beginning to ask questions!  

· Who is he?

· Is he really someone sent by God or what?  

· Is he going to give us another miraculous sign?  

· Can he?  

· Is he really who John the Baptist said, the bridegroom who has come to claim his bride Israel?  The Samaritans at Sychar believe it.  But then, Samaritans will believe anything.  They don’t really understand the things of God like we Jews do.

Wait and see.  He’ll have to prove himself first.  Reserve judgment.  Let’s watch from the sidelines; sit on the fence for a little while longer.  Let’s see if he can give proof.

THE OFFICIAL AND HIS SICK SON

Meanwhile a ‘certain official’, an important person most likely attached to the court of Herod Antipas, tetrarch of Galilee, was also making his way to Cana.  He went there because of Jesus.  He needed something from Jesus, desperately.  Or at least his son did.   

The official’s arrival in a tiny little hamlet like Cana would really have caused heads to turn!  Just look at the kind of people who have heard and now seem to be interested in Jesus the carpenter’s son from nearby Nazareth!

The official begged Jesus to come and heal his son who was close to death.  Amazing.  But, on reflection, not really.  Desperation will drive people, especially parents of sick children, to try just about anything or anyone.  Miracle-workers and quacks always were and still are in great demand for those overwhelmed by a severe illness.  Last resorts often end up being the only resorts. 

The official told Jesus all about his dying son at Capernaum, about a day’s journey away.  He must have done so publicly because it wasn’t long before there was quite a crowd of rubberneckers there as well.   

· Will Jesus do something?  

· Can he stop a child from dying? 

· Does he have the power and authority from God to do something like that?  

· Will he go to Capernaum to see this little boy and try to heal him? 

Then Jesus said, ‘Unless you see signs and wonders you will not believe.’ (4.48)

Here’s another of these statements designed to make you stop and think.  Note well, Jesus is not saying this to the official so much as he is saying it to the people of Galilee – and to you and me.  ‘You’ is in the plural.

Now ‘you’ have heard about the water being turned into wine.  You have heard about what happened in Jerusalem.  You have heard about John the Baptist’s testimony.  You have heard about what happened at Sychar in Samaria… but that doesn’t seem to be enough.  You personally want to see with your own eyes too!

For you people only seeing with your own eyes is believing – or so you claim.  You say to yourselves, ‘First let me see with my own eyes and then I’ll decide what I think about this Jesus.’
But what about believing without seeing? Is that possible?  Will you believe in Jesus without personally seeing or experiencing miraculous signs and wonders?

The official wasn’t really concerned about these deeper and more searching spiritual questions.  He had more urgent things on his mind.  His dying child! 

‘Sir, come down before my child dies!’ (4.49)

What about believing without seeing?  That’s the real challenge here!   Jesus said,

‘Go, your son will live.’ (4.50)

This man believed the word that Jesus spoke to him and went on his way (4.50)!   Here indeed is believing without first of all seeing.   The official took Jesus at his word and departed for Capernaum where his sick son was.   

Just think about what is going on here.   There is no greater source of anxiety as a father or a mother than having your dearly loved child suffering and dying.   The agony is unbearable physically, emotionally and spiritually.  If ever our faith in God, our faith in Jesus is challenged to the utmost, it is when one of our children, an innocent little mite, falls dangerously ill and might even die.  It’s enough to make you doubt and even turn away from God.

The royal official was being torn to shreds emotionally and spiritually.  His boy was dying!  Nevertheless, this man under these circumstances took Jesus at his word, departed and headed back to Capernaum, a day’s foot-journey away.

The royal official had to wait – in this case all the way back from Cana to Capernaum, a journey of some 24 hours.  You can picture what’s going on in his mind.  ‘He said my son would live.  He said my son would live.   I believe it!  So help me God, I believe it!’   Every step a prayer.  Every minute seeming like an hour; every hour feeling like a day, a month, a year even!

Then comes word from his household. Even before he got home, his servants met him with the news that his boy was living and well because the fever had left him at the exact time when Jesus had said, ‘Go, your son will live.’

This man, along with his household, believed. 

JESUS’ CHALLENGE THEN AND NOW

This, says John, is the second miraculous sign that Jesus performed, having come from Judea to Galilee.

Look beyond the miracle itself, to the message it contains. How is it a sign pointing to a spiritual truth that can only be heard, understood and applied through the eye of faith?

What it does is challenge you and me to examine the way in which we believe in Jesus.  You truly do believe in Jesus, don’t you?  

But what kind of belief is it?  What is it based on?

A question that comes up when thinking about the miraculous signs of Jesus is about today, in your life and mine. Do we still receive and may we still expect miracles today?  True, such supernatural signs as recorded in the Bible are very desirable.  They really strengthen and confirm your faith.  Let us by all means have our eyes wide open for these possibilities.   Wouldn’t experiencing or see such a miracle be a great comfort, a great sign that Jesus lives and loves us?
Many Christians and churches today really focus on and urge us to seek and to expect miraculous signs to strengthen and confirm our faith.  
But when thinking more deeply about this second miraculous sign, what really stands out and challenges is the comment of Jesus, ‘Unless you  see signs and wonders, you will never believe.’   

What? Me? Are we, am I, really like that?

Do I take Jesus at his word – just like the royal official did?  Am I prepared to believe him when he says, ‘Come to me, I will give you rest.’  ‘I am the way, the truth and the life, no one comes to the Father except through me.’  ‘I know my own and my own know me and no one will snatch them out of my hand!’ ‘I came that you might have life, and have it abundantly.’  Do I believe him when he said that there is a room for me in his Father’s house?  Do I take him at his word in terms of each and every one of his promises?

Do I still need more, or am I like that royal official from the court of Herod Antipas –willing to believe without seeing?   

Isn’t that the real challenge and message of this second miraculous sign?
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