Seeing Is Believing #11

“Believing Is Seeing” 

John 4:43-54


“Things aren’t always what they appear.”


I’m sure that’s not a new thought.  It ranks right up there with, “Believe half of what you see and less of what you hear.”  Why?  Because appearances can be deceiving.  And, as we will see in our text today, this is particularly true in the spiritual realm, where reality can be quite different than external impressions.

A Suspicious Reception

In our series through the Gospel of John, we have come to the last part of chapter four.  Previously we considered Jesus’ exit from Judea to Galilee, His travel through Samaria, and His conversation with the woman at the well, which led to a brief yet successful ministry there.  Now He continues on to Galilee, where we pick up the narrative 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. 


On initial reading, this paragraph may seem to sound contradictory.  Jesus pointed out to His disciples that “a prophet has no honor is his own country.”  Yet the very next verse reads, “When he arrived in Galilee, the Galileans welcomed him.”  How do those two statements add up?  D. A. Carson comments, “…when John tells us that the Galileans welcomed him, the context he develops shows that here, as so often, he is writing with deep irony.”


Jesus was suspicious of the reception the Galileans afforded Him.  As we read in 1 Samuel 16:7, “Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.”  What appears at first glance like a popular welcome is, in fact, something quite different.  Already in this Gospel we have read about Jesus’ keen perception in the face of apparent celebrity status:

Now while he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many people saw the miraculous signs he was doing and believed in his name. But Jesus would not entrust himself to them, for he knew all men. He did not need man's testimony about man, for he knew what was in a man (John 2:23-25).


What is the clue from our text this morning that the Galileans’ attitude toward Jesus is something less than genuine?  John notes that, “they had seen all that he had done in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, for they also had been there.”  These folks had experienced something about Jesus that drew them to Him.

A Spectacular Requirement

The Galileans required the spectacular from Jesus.  They had seen His miracles when He was in Jerusalem for the Passover.  They remembered how Jesus had turned water into wine at the wedding in Cana (mentioned by John in verse 46). They welcomed Jesus to their community like a small town welcomes the circus—they wanted to be entertained.

In this setting John introduces a royal official, probably someone who worked in the administration of Herod Antipas.
  He had a different agenda, though, than simply to be amazed or amused: His son was seriously ill—to the point of death—and he was in Capernaum, some twenty miles away.

Even his attitude was different.  In contrast to the mild amusement, this man displays a sense of desperation.  John writes in verse 47 that he “begged” Jesus to come with him and heal his son.  The term translated “begged” is in a continuous tense, conveying the thought of a persistent request.
  He was serious about a very serious matter.

Why, then, does Jesus reply in verse 48, “Unless you people see miraculous signs and wonders, you will never believe”?  Was He being cruel?  Did He see something underneath the surface about this man?

The truth is that, while the words were directed to the man making the request, they were aimed at the larger crowd around him.  Jesus knew what was on their minds.  He knew that they had heard the request and were anxiously awaiting the next miracle.  It just goes to show that 

…the enthusiasm of the Galileans was not soundly based. It was dependent on the wonder arising from their sight of the signs, not on a realization that Jesus was indeed the Christ, the Savior of the world. Their very acceptance of him was thus in its way a rejection. They gave him honor of a sort, but it was not the honor that was due to him.

Now we can understand what Jesus meant in verse 44 when He said that “a prophet has no honor in his own country.”  Think about it: Jesus had only recently performed the miracle at the wedding right there in Cana. But instead of responding in belief, the people wanted more. The basis of their welcome was extremely crass.

Jesus knew it.  He could see right through their suspicious reception of Him to the spectacular requirement they had upon Him.  They were not coming to listen to His words and obey them; they were coming to be entertained.

A Significant Revelation


The official was not done with Jesus, though.  Neither was Jesus done with him.  What we discover in the remainder of this passage is a significant revelation—not just about Jesus, but also about the man and the nature of true faith.


John records in verse 49, “The royal official said, ‘Sir, come down before my child dies.’”  He was not so easily turned aside.  He didn’t care about theological niceties or even the possibility that Jesus had just insulted him.  All he cared about was getting his sick boy well again.


This may give us insight as to why Jesus said what He said in the previous verse.  As William Barclay points out, 

Jesus had a way of making sure that a person was in earnest. He did that to the Syro-Phoenician woman (﻿Matthew 15:21–28﻿). If the man had turned irritably and petulantly away; if he had been too proud to accept a rebuke; if he had given up despairingly on the spot—Jesus would have known that his faith was not real. A man must be in earnest before the help of Christ can come to him.

This was a test.  Jesus wanted to know if this man was just another amused onlooker or someone with real faith.  The man’s persistence paid off.  Jesus replied in verse 50, “You may go. Your son will live.”  He passed the test. 


Or did he?  Merrill Tenney writes,

By dismissing the official with the statement that his son was alive, Jesus created a dilemma of faith. 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 consequently 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 the lad 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.

The goal of the man had been to bring Jesus back to his home so that the Master could heal his sick son.  But Jesus didn’t answer his request the way he thought it had to be.  The test was not a matter of persistence; it was a matter of trust.  Did he believe Jesus’ words that his son would live?

The rest of verse 50 gives the answer: “The man took Jesus at his word and departed.”  What a great definition of faith: he “took Jesus at his word.”  Isn’t that what faith is all about?  Like the old saying, “God says it, I believe it, and that settles it.”  It’s not often that we get to witness a cliché lived out in real life, but here it is!  The man accepted Jesus’ word and departed, thus demonstrating that he, unlike most Galileans, was not simply interested in signs and wonders.

John concludes the chapter and the story in verses 51-54,

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. 

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

As we might expect, this story has a happy ending.  Jesus performs another miracle that provides a significant revelation about Himself.  Not only does He have the power to heal, His power is not diminished by distance.
  He did not have to be physically present to display His power.  Only God could do that!


This truth was not lost on the royal official or his family, either.  Not only is the boy healed at the exact time Jesus said he would live, the entire family came to believe in Jesus as the Messiah.  
Here is the significant revelation about the man and his faith.  Wiersbe describes the progression of his trust as he writes,

This man began with crisis faith. He was about to lose his son and he had no other recourse but the Lord Jesus Christ. The nobleman’s crisis faith became confident faith: he believed the Word and had peace in his heart. His confident faith became confirmed faith. Indeed, the boy 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 the nobleman and his household. He believed that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of God; and he shared this faith with his family. [Finally] he had contagious faith and shared his experience with others.

Jesus recognized his real faith and worked a miracle.  How this contrasts with Jesus’ experience in His hometown of Nazareth, where we read in Matthew 13:58, “And he did not do many miracles there because of their lack of faith.”

Let’s not take this too far.  Do not misinterpret the Scriptures to say that if we possess enough faith, we can have any miracle we want.  This puts us in the driver’s seat, dictating to God what He will do for us.  This is never found in the Bible.  God is never reduced to some genie in a bottle that will grant our wishes if we say the magic words or have enough faith.  But God has chosen to demonstrate His power when there is faith.  He remains sovereign.

The applications of this text are many and relevant.  We need to first recognize the fact that many people who seem to have faith are really only curious or want to be entertained.  Even those who regularly attend church can fall into this category.  They have their own agenda for being there.  They may want to find out what’s in it for them.  They may be looking to be moved emotionally or challenged mentally, but they refuse to commit spiritually.  Human nature has not changed since the time of Christ.  Just as there was a suspicious reception then, there is a suspicious reception today by many.

As a church, we must be aware of this and distinguish the spurious from the sincere.  As Larry Richards points out, 
God has not called us to debate theology or pander to the interests of those who love to speculate about religion. There are men and women all around us who hurt and for whom only a relationship with Jesus can heal. These are the people to whom we are to give our time and show Christ’s compassion. These are the people whose hearts God is preparing to open.

We must be careful that we do not fall into this category ourselves.  The phrase “Seeing is believing” has always been the “pragmatic” philosophy of the lost world, even the religious world.
  Missouri is called the “Show Me State,” and many in our world take this attitude with Jesus:  “Show me and then (maybe) I’ll believe.”  It is human nature that man wants to see before he believes. But Jesus teaches us that we should first believe, and then we will see.
  As Peter writes, “Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy” (1 Peter 1:8, emphasis added).


So far I have called this sermon series, “Seeing Is Believing.”  But in fact what Jesus teaches is “Believing Is Seeing.”  From this point on, that will be the title of our series through the Gospel of John.  Maybe it doesn’t have quite the ring of the first title, but it rings true with what the Bible says about true faith.


What about us?  Are we here wondering what God will do next?  Wondering what God will do for me?  Do we have real concerns that we bring to God in prayer, and we wonder if He really hears or if He really cares?  “Why doesn’t God answer my prayers?” we may ask.  


Don’t let doubts and delays discourage you.  Do what this man did:  “take Jesus at His word.”  You may not have your prayer answered the way you thought it would.  You may not see the results ahead of time.  This is the kind of faith that pleases God.  Jumping ahead in this gospel, Jesus 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.”

What kind of faith do we have?
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