A Man Like No Other #10

“Faith or Fascination?”

John 4:43-54
Wonder as we might, we cannot imagine what it was like to meet Jesus of Nazareth during His days on earth. It is said that no life that encountered Him was ever the same afterward. Not everyone believed—most did not—but everyone felt the impact of His words, His works, and His presence. 

We read of one such person in the latter part of John 4. Starting in verses 43-45,

After the two days he left for Galilee. (Now Jesus himself had pointed out that a prophet has no honor in his own country.) When he arrived in Galilee, the Galileans welcomed him. They had seen all that he had done in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, for they also had been there. 

The phrase “After two days” refers to Jesus’ stay in Samaria, recorded earlier in this fourth chapter. Remember, He was coming from Judea to Galilee, and took the most direct route north, bringing Him through Samaria. As He continues north, Jesus points out to His disciples that “a prophet has no honor is his own country.” While this seems out of place in this passage, I believe it is John’s hinting at what happened when Jesus revealed Himself in the synagogue of Nazareth (as recorded in Luke 4, Mark 6, and Matthew 13, which we covered two weeks ago).


Verse 45 seems to contradict Jesus’ words: “When he arrived in Galilee, the Galileans welcomed him.”  His works at Jerusalem seemed to have impressed the Galileans who had been there. It is likely that returning Galilean pilgrims must be counted among the many who had believed in Christ at the Passover, as recorded in John 2:23.
 Yet this “welcome” was actually a kind of rejection, for they were interested only in His miracles. They were not welcoming the Messiah who could save them, but only a miracle worker who could amaze them.
 


This distinction exists today as well, as Kyle Idleman observes:

It may seem that there are many followers of Jesus, but if they were honestly to define the relationship they have with him I am not sure it would be accurate to describe them as followers. It seems to me that there is a more suitable word to describe them. They are not followers of Jesus. They are fans of Jesus. 

Here is the most basic definition of fan in the dictionary: “An enthusiastic admirer.” It’s the guy who goes to the football game with no shirt and a painted chest. He sits in the stands and cheers for his team. He’s got a signed jersey hanging on his wall at home and multiple bumper stickers on the back of his car. But he’s never in the game. He never breaks a sweat or takes a hard hit in the open field. He knows all about the players and can rattle off their latest stats, but he doesn’t know the players. He yells and cheers, but nothing is really required of him. There is no sacrifice he has to make. And the truth is, as excited as he seems, if the team he’s cheering for starts to let him down and has a few off seasons, his passion will wane pretty quickly. After several losing seasons you can expect him to jump off the fan wagon and begin cheering for some other team. He is an enthusiastic admirer. 

It’s the woman who never misses the celebrity news shows. She always picks up the latest People magazine. She’s a huge fan of some actress who is the latest Hollywood sensation. And this woman not only knows every movie this actress has been in, she knows what high school this actress went to. She knows the birthday of this actress, and she knows the name of her first boyfriend. She even knows what this actress’s real hair color is, something the actress herself is no longer certain of. She knows everything there is to know. But she doesn’t know the actress. She’s a huge fan, but she’s just a fan. She is an enthusiastic admirer. 

And I think Jesus has a lot of fans these days. Fans who cheer for him when things are going well, but who walk away when it’s a difficult season. Fans who sit safely in the stands cheering, but they know nothing of the sacrifice and pain of the field. Fans of Jesus who know all about him, but they don’t know him.
 


It may have appeared to the casual onlooker that Jesus had a lot of followers in Galilee, but a closer inspection would reveal that many of them were merely fans. They were fascinated by Jesus’ works and words, but did they really have faith? This question, “faith or fascination?” zeroed in on one individual.

An Urgent Request


We read in verses 46-47,

Once more he visited Cana in Galilee, where he had turned the water into wine. And there was a certain royal official whose son lay sick at Capernaum. When this man heard that Jesus had arrived in Galilee from Judea, he went to him and begged him to come and heal his son, who was close to death.

Jesus returns to Cana, the site of His first miracle. Why did Jesus return to Cana? Perhaps He wanted to cultivate the “seed” He had planted there when He attended the wedding feast.
 Or perhaps He wanted to see if His miraculous sign produced real faith or just fascination.


Into this scene enters a man described as “a certain royal official.” This phrase translates a Greek word literally meaning “a king’s man,” and in this setting he was probably a member of the court of Herod Antipas, tetrarch of Galilee who was called “king” by the people, although the Roman Emperor withheld the full royal title from him.
 This man located Jesus in Cana, but his son lay dying in Capernaum, roughly eighteen miles away (a trip that would take six hours on foot or two hours by chariot.)

John records that the man “begged” Jesus to come and heal his son. The Greek term for  “begged” is in a continuous tense, conveying the thought of a persistent request.

An Unexpected Rebuke


Jesus’ reply to this man may seem to be an unexpected rebuke: “Unless you people see miraculous signs and wonders, you will never believe.” At first this sounds rather harsh. But it is addressed to a wider audience than the officer, as the plural “you people” indicates. It is not so much Jesus’ answer to the nobleman’s request as a reflection on the typical attitude of the Galileans.
 As Merrill Tenney observes,
Jesus was weary of being solicited for an exhibition of His powers, and His brusque reply was a protest against the popular feeling concerning Him. He did not want to be regarded only as a worker of miracles or marvels while the message of His person was rejected.

“Seeing is believing” has always been the “pragmatic” philosophy of the lost world, even the religious world.
 This is reflected in the words of the people to Jesus in John 6:30, “What miraculous sign then will you give that we may see it and believe you?” Jesus was not as pleased with a faith that was based on miracles as He was with that which was based on His Word alone. It is more honoring to Him to believe a thing simply because He said it than because He gives some visible proof. It is characteristic of man that he wants to see before he believes. But our Lord teaches us that we should first believe, and then we will see.
 As He said to Thomas in John 20:29, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” When people get what they want, “belief” comes easily. But how will they respond when they don’t get what they want, when instead they are confronted with the truth?

An Unmistakable Response


This man was confronted with precisely this challenge. Undeterred by Jesus’ unexpected rebuke, he continues to beg Jesus. Verse 49 records, “The royal official said, ‘Sir, come down before my child dies.’” By “come down” the man refers to elevation, since Cana was in the hills of Galilee while Capernaum sat on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, about 700 feet below sea level.
 The important thing to note is the father’s concept of healing. In his mind, Jesus and the boy had to be in the same place. He, like most people to this day, probably thought a physical touch was necessary.


Jesus did not give the man what he wanted. 


“Hold on, now!” you may object. “I’m reading that Jesus said, ‘Your son will live.’ Isn’t that what the man was asking for?”


Not exactly. The man wanted Jesus to come with him to Capernaum to heal his son. Jesus would not do that. Instead He said, “Go!” (a strong command in the Greek; the English, “You may go” is rather weak by comparison.
) Chuck Swindoll points out that the verb translated “Go” has the same sense as the British expression, “Off you go, then!” It could also be rendered, “Carry on.”


Jesus’ response created a “dilemma of faith” for this man. If the father refused to return to Capernaum without taking Jesus with him, he would show that he did not believe Jesus’ word and would receive no benefit because of his distrust. On the other hand, if he followed Jesus’ order, he would be returning to the dying boy with no outward assurance that his son would recover. He was forced to make the difficult choice between insisting on evidence and thus showing disbelief and of exercising faith without any tangible proof to encourage him.

What would he do? The rest of verse 50 tells us, “The man took Jesus at his word and departed.” This was an unmistakable response of faith. At that moment the weak and faltering faith which had brought him to Jesus rose to a higher level as it became obedient faith.
 Without any miraculous sign or other visible proof, the man believed the word of Jesus and went on his way. That is faith in action!

If we read this story too quickly might think the phrase “started off” in verse 50 means the man started off for home. A natural response would be to rush home to verify that the boy was indeed better. But a close examination of the details tells a different story. The man didn’t race off to Capernaum. He went about his business in Cana. How do we know? By putting several clues together.
As mentioned earlier, Capernaum was no more than six hours away on foot, two hours by chariot. (This was probably his mode of transportation; rich people don’t walk when they have the means to ride!) As the man journeyed home, his servants met him with the news that his son had recovered. Note the time of the healing: the seventh hour (or 1 p.m.)…yesterday. The father didn’t start out for home until the day after Jesus spoke those powerful those words. Jesus had said, “Go about your business,” and the man did just that!


We read in verses 51-53,

While he was still on the way, his servants met him with the news that his boy was living. When he inquired as to the time when his son got better, they said to him, “The fever left him yesterday at the seventh hour.” Then the father realized that this was the exact time at which Jesus had said to him, “Your son will live.” So he and all his household believed. 

Notice the progression of this man’s faith. He began with crisis faith. He was about to lose his son and he had no other recourse but Jesus. When put to the test, his crisis faith became confident faith: he believed the words of Jesus and had peace in his heart. He was even able to delay his trip home, knowing that the boy was out of danger. On his way home, his confident faith became confirmed faith. Indeed, his son had been completely healed! And the healing took place at the very time when Jesus spoke the word. It was this fact that made a believer out of him. Then he shared this faith with his family; he had contagious faith and shared his experience with others.
 

In closing the account of this miracle, John writes in verse 54, “This was the second miraculous sign that Jesus performed, having come from Judea to Galilee.” It was not, of course, the second miracle Jesus performed. It was the second of John’s selected signs and, like the first one, was performed in Galilee, in Cana.
 Jesus’ first miracle at the wedding revealed His power over time. In the second recorded miracle, Jesus showed His power over space.
 These were no slight-of-hand illusions; these were supernatural acts that could only be done in the power of Almighty God!

This is more than a story about a miraculous healing of a boy, though. This is a story about one man who was challenged to move beyond fascination to faith. He was called out of his comfort zone and challenged to follow Jesus in a way that probably did not feel right. In the end he proved to be a true follower of Jesus and not a fan. And it changed the lives of his entire family. I agree with Idleman’s words,

Many have made a decision to believe in Jesus without making a commitment to follow Jesus. The gospel allows for no such distinction. Biblical belief is more than mental assent or verbal acknowledgment. Many fans have repeated a prayer or raised their hand or walked forward at the end of a sermon and made a decision to believe, but there was never a commitment to follow. Jesus never offered such an option. He is looking for more than words of belief; he’s looking to see how those words are lived out in your life. When we decide to believe in Jesus without making a commitment to follow him, we become nothing more than fans… My concern is that many of our churches in America have gone from being sanctuaries to becoming stadiums. And every week all the fans come to the stadium where they cheer for Jesus but have no interest in truly following him.


What about us? Are we fans of Jesus or are we followers?

�John Phillips, Exploring the Gospel of John (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, ©1989).


�Kenneth L. Barker ed, The NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1985).


�Kyle Idleman, Not a Fan (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©2011).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Alive (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1986).


�F. F. Bruce, The Gospel of John (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1983).


�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on John (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©2010).


�Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1995).


�Morris, op. cit.


�Merrill C. Tenney, John: The Gospel of Belief (Grand Rapids, MI; Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1976).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�William MacDonald and Arthur Farstad, Believer’s Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©1995).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Bruce, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Colin G. Kruse, John: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©2003).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Merrill C. Tenney, “John,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Volume 9: John and Acts, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1981).


�G. Campbell Morgan, The Analyzed Bible, Volume 4: The Gospel According to John (New York; Chicago; Toronto; London; Edinburgh: Fleming H. Revell Company, ©1909).


�William MacDonald and Arthur Farstad, Believer’s Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©1995).


�Swindoll, op. cit., also Bruce, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Phillips, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Idleman, op. cit.





PAGE  
5

