STEPS OF FAITH

Text: John 4:43-54 (Read: John 4:1-3,39-54)
Readings: Psalm 119:65-72, Matthew 8:5-13. 
Theme: The Jewish official progressed in faith and believed the powerful word and person of Jesus.
Purpose: To urge a complete faith in the person and word of Jesus rather than in miracles. 

****************************
One of the clearest messages you get as you read the Bible is the need to believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. That is the way to have eternal life, and it is the only way. "Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved" (Acts 16:31) is the repeated message of the apostles and is the call of the Lord Jesus.

To have true faith in the Lord Jesus you need to know something about him, and you need to be convinced that what you know is true, and you need to trust him. 
Some people come to that faith suddenly and dramatically, like Saul on the Damascus road and the Philippian jailer; more often people come to that slowly and over a period of time. They do this through a process, in steps, by degrees. 
A recent survey claimed that on average those who had come to faith in Jesus Christ took four years to do so from the time they first began considering Christianity. 

Today we are going to look at how the man in this story came to faith; although our focus is not on him, but on the Lord Jesus as the powerful Son of God. John wrote this gospel so that we might believe in Jesus and so have eternal life through him. 

As we consider this we will see that this man believed in Jesus' miracles, then in his word, then in his person.  

1. HE BELIEVED IN THE MIRACLES OF JESUS

The first miracle of Jesus recorded in this gospel is when he turned water into wine. That happened in Cana in Galilee, in the north of Israel. After that Jesus went down to Judea, in the south. He cleared out the temple (2:12-25) and while in Jerusalem had a long conversation with Nicodemus (chp 3). Then he left Judea to return to Galilee (4:1-3). On the way up he passed through Samaria and spoke to the woman at the well. As a result of her testimony many believed in Jesus (4:39).

He stayed in Samaria for two days and then went up to Galilee. This was the area he had grown up and he was mindful of the proverb, "a prophet has no honour in his own country." (vs 44). It might seem odd that John should quote that proverb when, in the next verse, 45, we read that "the Galileans welcomed him". But their welcome did not arise out of true faith. They were glad to see him because some of them had been in Jerusalem for the Passover feast and had seen his miracles. They welcomed him as a miracle worker and not as the Messiah. 

Jesus knew that people could respond to miracles in a superficial way. If you turn back to the end of chapter 2 we'll read verses 23-24.... Jesus did miracles as signs and proof that he was the Son of God (John 10:38, 14:11), but he knew that miracles by themselves would not produce a genuine faith.

With that background we read in verses 46-7 about a royal official. Most probably he was in the service of Herod Antipas, who was the tetrach, or ruler, of that area of Galilee. 

The man lived in Capernaum, which was a small town on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, the place where James and John had come from. 

He had a son who was very ill, even on the point of death. But he had heard about the power of Jesus and that he had arrived in Cana.

Cana was about 30 kilometres from Capernaum, a good 7 hours of walking through hilly countryside. But he was desperate enough and humble enough to walk for a day to go and see Jesus. 

He probably set off early in the morning right on sunrise, and arrived early in the afternoon. He immediately went to see Jesus "and begged him to come and heal his son" (v 47). The Greek verb translated begged has the sense of persistent action - this man kept on asking, he was insistent! 

Jesus' response seems unusually harsh (vs 48); "Unless you people see miraculous signs and wonders you will never believe." 

He wasn't only speaking to the official but to all those gathered there, to these people, these Galileans, who were interested in Jesus, not as the Son of God, but as a miracle worker. 
There is a deliberate contrast here with the Samaritans who believed the words of the Lord Jesus, whereas the Galileans wanted to see miracles. Many wanted to see him do something spectacular and interesting. Others, like this official, wanted him to do something that would help them or those they loved, a miracle of healing. 
 
It is the same today. There are those who say they will only believe if God does something for them - if he heals my daughter, or fixes my marriage, or solves my financial troubles, or gives me a job, or finds me a wife...then I'll believe in him! 
But this is a conditional faith - "If God does this...then I'll believe." That is not the faith and trust that God is looking for. 

Then there are those who are preoccupied with signs and wonders. They want to be able to see something. They refuse to believe without visible evidence. "Seeing is believing" is their motto. 

This reminds us of the rich man in one of the parables who was suffering in hell. He asked Abraham to send Lazarus to warn his brothers about the torments of hell. Abraham replied; "They have Moses and the Prophets, let them listen to them." "No, father Abraham," he said, "but if someone from the dead goes to them they will repent." "He said to him, "If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead." (Luke 16:29-31). 

The miracles of God are evidence or proof of the truth of his word, but they do not always produce faith in those who see them. Don't put your confidence in miracles but rather in the word of God. 

2. This man believed in Jesus miracles. This brings us brings us to the second step of faith: he BELIEVED IN THE WORD OF JESUS.  

He was not put off by the harsh rebuke of Jesus. He stayed there and pleaded all the more urgently with him; "Sir, come down before my child dies." This man loved his little son and wanted to keep him. All of us who are parents, who have had a very ill child, can identify with his situation and sympathise with his plea. 

It is worth pausing for a moment to reflect on our own requests and prayers. This man was passionate and urgent in his request. Are we passionate and urgent in our requests of God? Do you plead with Jesus as this man pleaded with him? 
Do you plead for the salvation of your family, your friends, your workmates? 
Do you earnestly pray for spiritual growth and maturity for yourself and others? 
Are you persistent in prayer in seeking God's blessing and favour on our churches.   

In response to this man's prayer Jesus replied, "You may go. Your son will live." Jesus did not state this as a prophecy or a prediction, but rather as a statement of fact. "Your son will live." The Greek literally reads; "Your son lives." These were words of healing. Jesus knew nothing about the boy's illness, had never met him, was 30 kms away from where he lay sick, yet he declared him well! 

The official was faced with two choices. 

When he had come to Jesus he asked him to go back home with him to see his son and heal him. In his mind he thought Jesus needed to come to his house and stand next to the boy in order to heal him.
It reminds us of Naaman the Syrian who arrived at the home of Elisha and asked to be cured of his leprosy. Elisha did not even come out of his house but sent him a message to go and wash seven limes in the River Jordan. Naaman went away angry and said; "I thought that he would surely come out to me and stand and call on the name of the Lord his God, wave his hand over the spot and cure me of my leprosy." (@ Kings 5:11).
The royal official may have had something similar in mind. This is not what he expected. Could Jesus heal his son without being there? Should he insist that Jesus still go home with him?  

Or, could he go back home believing that his son was healed, as the centurion had believed about his servant (Matt 8:5-13). Could Jesus heal his son from a distance, without being there, without seeing him, without diagnosing the problem, without any physical contact? 
What was he to do?! We read; "The man took Jesus at his word and departed." (vs 50b). He believed the word of Jesus without seeing the result. 

You and I need to do the same. God has made promises in his word: promises of salvation to those who believe, of the Holy Spirit to those who ask, of his presence with us in dark and troubled times; he has promised that he will never leave us nor forsake us; that God is our refuge and strength. 

Faith is believing God's word even when you can't see it fulfilled. "Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see." (Heb 11:1). This is what God commends. 

Do you trust in God's promises? Do you rely on the Scriptures, believing them to be true? Do you believe in God's word as this man did?

3. This brings us to consider, thirdly, HIS BELIEF IN THE PERSON OF JESUS. We will see the further progress of his faith. 

"The man took Jesus at his word and he departed." (vs 50b). He probably headed straight home, but would not have made it home before dark, so must have stayed over the night in an inn or with friends. The next day he set off for the rest of his journey. 

The Greek text in verse 51 reads that he was "going down". That is because Capernaum was on the shore of the sea of Galilee which is 200 metres below sea level. 

While he was going down he saw his servants coming towards him; they had set out to meet him. They brought him the good news that his boy was alive! This man obviously had a good relationship with his servants.

As they walked the rest of the way home they talked together. He asked them, "When did he begin to get better?" They gave him an exact time; "The fever left him yesterday at the seventh hour." (vs 52). The Jews and Romans counted the daylight hours beginning at sunrise. The seventh hour was 1 pm, the exact time Jesus had told him, "Your son will live!"

Jesus had answered his request. He done worked an astounding miracle. The miracles of Jesus were all clear evidences of his power. His first miracle in Cana proved his power over nature; this one proved his ability over sickness and death. And it was clear and beyond dispute. 

Some of the claimed miracles today are dubious: Did that person really get healed? Was it all in the mind anyway? Will the cure last? Is the healing of their bad back permanent? 
The miracles of Jesus were instantaneous and brought about a complete, total and permanent healing, and in this case, and a few others, it was done from a distance! 

Jesus answered his request but did so in a different way than the man had asked or expected. 
That is often the way God works with our prayers. He answers our requests, but not always as we anticipated, nor in the time-frame we wanted. No doubt you can think of examples of this in your own life and situation. 
This too requires faith on our part; trusting that God knows what is best and that he is all wise and that he will do things in his time and in his way. 

Some people get what they ask for in prayer and they promptly forget about God. They ask for help and health; God answers their prayer, they get out of their mess, and then they disregard him. 
Not so with this man. We read that as a result of this miracle "he and all his household believed." (vs 53).

This was more than a faith in the miracles of Jesus, and more than a faith in the word of Jesus. He stepped up to a full and genuine and saving faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. We see a progression in his faith. Over the space of these two days it matured, it developed, it grew.  

We should read in this word "believing" the full meaning John gave it in this gospel - it means to believe that Jesus is the Son of God and by believing to have life in his name (20:31). He believed that "God so loved the world that he gave his One and Only Son that whoever believes in him will not perish but have eternal life." (John 3:16).

His son had been healed in his body, but this man was healed in his soul. He came to a living, saving faith in the Lord Jesus. He believed with all his heart. He could say with the psalmist; "It was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn your decrees." (Ps 119:71). God used this affliction and trial to bring him to faith in Jesus. 

And not only him, but "all his household". God often does this. He works in families and in groups and in tribes. He works in the covenant community. One person believes and those around him believe. One person is saved and those connected with her also come to faith. May we see more of that amongst us and our churches. 

All of us here today are in different situations of work and in varying circumstances in our lives. Whatever your position reflect for a moment on your relationship with God. 

What is the condition of your faith?
Where are you at?
Are you putting conditions on your God? 
Are you trying to dictate the terms of your relationship with him? 

Or do you believe in God's word? 
Do you rely on his promises? 
Are you living by the Scriptures?
Do you believe in Jesus as the Son of God? 
Will you live for him through all your life?
Will you seek to serve him every day?
Will you make it your goal to keep on growing and developing and progressing in faith and trust in the Lord Jesus?

Amen. 

