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Desperate Faith
John 4:43-54

Desperate times call for desperate measures. This morning in our study of John’s
gospel will meet a desperate man. The stakes were high and he knew the odds
were against him, he went for it anyway because it was the best shot he had. That’s
desperation.  

Last week we started John chapter 4, where Jesus and his disciples began a 70
mile trip from Judea to Galilee. Between Judea and Galilee was a separate enclave
of people known as the Samaritans. Samaritans and Jews did not get along so
many Jews – certainly most Jewish rabbis chose a longer route that took them up
the east side of the Jordan River. It was worth the extra miles to avoid going
coming in contact with Samaritans. But in John 4, Jesus shocked his disciples by
announcing they would travel straight north – through Samaria. 

Midway through the first day they came to a place called Jacob’s Well, where
Jesus stopped to rest. He sent his disciples into a nearby town to buy food and
while they were gone a Samaritan woman came to the well to draw water. Instead
of ignoring her as most Jews would have done Jesus engaged the woman in
conversation. Jesus told her he was the Christ, the Messiah, who could provide her
what he called “living water.” 

The woman was so intrigued that she left her water pot at the well and went back
to town to urge her friends to come listen to a man who knew all about her before
she told him anything. She was evidently quite convincing because verse 39 says, 

John 4:39 Many of the Samaritans from that town believed in him
because of the woman's testimony, "He told me everything I ever did."
40 So when the Samaritans came to him, they urged him to stay with
them, and he stayed two days. 41 And because of his words many more
became believers. 42 They said to the woman, "We no longer believe
just because of what you said; now we have heard for ourselves, and we
know that this man really is the Savior of the world."
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This was the last thing Jesus’ disciples expected to happen in Samaria.  It was
probably a topic of conversation between Jesus and his disciples as they left
Samaria traveling north. John 4:43.  

 
John 4:43 After the two days he left for Galilee.  44 (Now Jesus himself
had pointed out that prophets have no honor in their own country.) 

So as they’re leaving Samaria, where they were warmly received, Jesus warns
his disciples that not everyone would be as friendly or responsive as the
Samaritans. You can almost hear the disciples talking, “Man, the last couple days
have been fantastic.  The Samaritans are so friendly and kind. Did you see how
easily they believed in Jesus?” 

Reminds me of when people come back from their first short term missions trip.
“Those people over there, they’re so nice. So polite, so gracious! We need to be
more like them.” Sometimes I’m tempted to ask if the people in that other culture
have a sin nature. They seem like such good people. It’s easy to put your best foot
forward for a few days – especially if the visitors bring American dollars. 

When I was traveling a lot to Africa I regularly got flattering letters inviting me to
come back again for the dedication of their new church.  And by the way they just
needed $10,000 US to purchase metal roofing before they could have the
dedication. Oh, and we want to rename the church Barry Arnold Ministry to Men
(right off my business card – I learned not to hand them out) Barry Arnold Church
of Kigali, or Entebbe, or Nampula. 

For two days the disciples had watched Jesus minister and they were impressed
how easy it was. “I mean if the response to Jesus is this good in Samaria, imagine
what it will be like when we get to friendly territory.”

Jesus threw a wet blanket on their enthusiasm by quoting this idiom, “Prophets
have no honor in their own country.” He said that – but look at verse 45. 

45 When he arrived in Galilee, the Galileans welcomed him.

So was Jesus wrong? Why did he even say that prophets have no honor and what
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did he mean? 

The key is remembering that for Jesus “home country” was not just Galilee, where
he grew up. It included Judea. Jesus’ was born in Bethlehem 5 miles south of
Jerusalem.  Most of Jesus’ relatives on Joseph’s side lived in Judea. People
frequently traveled back and forth between Galilee and Judea for religious
celebrations and commerce. 

It was nice for Jesus and his disciples to be welcomed but Jesus knew it wouldn’t
always be that way. In  chapter 1 of his gospel John already said Jesus would not
be popular. 

John 1:10 He was in the world, and the world was made through him,
yet the world did not know him.  11 He came to his own, and his own
people did not receive him.

Where was Jesus rejected?  Both Judea and Galilee. Not that there weren’t bright
spots.  In chapter 2 John noted some early success in Jerusalem. 

John 2:23 Now while (Jesus) was in Jerusalem at the Passover Festival,
many people saw the signs he was performing and believed in his name.

They liked him. They liked him up to a week before his crucifixion. Remember the
big crowd that welcomed him into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. People threw their
coats down for Jesus’ donkey to walk on. But people can be fickle. Loyalty can be
shallow. 

Feed a few thousand hungry people lunch and everybody loves you. Rescue a
wedding by turning water into wine? Jesus probably got a lot of wedding
invitations after that. People like someone who gives them what they want. But
refuse them or say something they don’t like. Better look out. 

Luke’s gospel tells about Jesus’ first visit to Nazareth, his hometown. This is the
same time John was talking about. Right after Samaria. 

Luke 4:14 Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit to Galilee, and a
report about him went out through all the surrounding country. 15 And
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he taught in their synagogues, being glorified by all. 16 And he came to
Nazareth, where he had been brought up. And as was his custom, he
went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day,

He stood up to read from the writings of the prophet Isaiah and then he talked
about what he had just read.  

Luke 4:22 And all spoke well of him and marveled at the gracious
words that were coming from his mouth . . . 

But just 6 verses later, when Jesus implied that he was the fulfillment of Isaiah’s
prophecy, they took offense. Verse 28

Luke 4:28 When they heard these things, all in the synagogue were
filled with wrath. 29 And they rose up and drove him out of the town
and brought him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built,
so that they could throw him down the cliff. 

So much for the homecoming parade. A prophet has no honor in his home country.
Before we move on, let me say that some of you know well what it’s like to be a
prophet without honor. If you left home after high school or college – and then
changed dramatically-- going back home may have been both exciting and
awkward. 

You may have been looking forward to sharing with family members and friends
how you’re different – but family members and friends may not have been ready to
meet the new you. When you tried to talk about the new you, they didn’t like it.
Going home can be a huge challenge. You are not by any means alone. It
happened to Jesus, too. The hometown folks at Nazareth rejected him even though
most Galileans loved him. John 4:45 again.

 
John 4:45 When he arrived in Galilee, the Galileans welcomed him.
They had seen all that he had done in Jerusalem at the Passover
Festival, for they also had been there. 

Galileans who traveled to Jerusalem for the annual feast heard the buzz about John
the Baptist and the rabbi he introduced and baptized. Everybody was talking about
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how John the Baptist told his disciples to go follow Jesus instead of him. John
said, “He, Jesus, must increase and I must decrease.” 

Up and coming public figures just didn’t talk that way. Then Jesus did some
miracles in Jerusalem. Impressive – and Jesus’ reputation preceded him to Galilee.
The miracles were why everyone (except his hometown folks) were so happy he
came to visit and that all provides the backdrop to the desperate man we meet in
John 4:46.

 John 4:46 Once more Jesus 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 (about 20 miles away on the north side of the
Sea of Galilee) . 

The man was a high level employee of Herod Antipas, who was the Roman ruler
of Galilee from 4 BC to AD 39.  Herod Antipas was sometimes called “king”
although that was never his official title. This employee of Herod had a good job –
but he was in anguish because his son lay dangerously ill. 

You know, I like this guy, even though he worked for Herod. I’m impressed he
didn’t send his wife or a servant to Jesus. He took fatherhood seriously. He loved
his son and when his son’s life was threatened by illness he personally tracked
down the rabbi who had changed water into wine and done other miracles down in
Jerusalem. Maybe Jesus had healing powers. It was worth a try. The official hoped
to convince Jesus to come to Capernaum to heal his son. Verse 47

 
 John 4:47 When this man heard that Jesus had arrived in Galilee from

Judea, he went to him and begged (literally, he kept on begging – he was
desperate) he begged Jesus to come and heal his son, who was close to
death. 

 
Jesus' response in verse 48 feels like a rebuke but it seems he's not responding to
the man so much as the crowd gathered.

 John 4:48 "Unless you people (see it’s plural, not just “you” singular)
Unless you people see signs and wonders," Jesus told him (he’s talking
to the man but others are listening), "you will never believe." 
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The crowds always wanted to see something spectacular. Jesus was much more
concerned about the welfare of their souls – and he chides them for their
superficiality.  

Jesus knew that giving a performance wouldn’t move anyone closer to belief.
Even spectacular things don’t necessarily produce heart change. Think about it – if
signs and wonders could produce mature disciples you would expect churches
who promote spectacular things every week to be filled with spiritual giants. But
miracles (real or fake) are of little value without sound biblical teaching.

A miracle can move people to faith (we see that frequently in the Islamic world,
where God does a miracle to convince Muslims to turn to Christ). A miracle may
move you to faith but to grow spiritually  you need the Word of God, prayer,
fellowship with other believers, and time.  

Romans 10:17 says, “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through
the word of Christ.”

Canadian theologian Bruce Milne wrote, 

Faith based on signs and miracles must not be mistaken for true faith which
is why Jesus does not encourage it. It fails to honour God, since by it he
serves us rather than the other way around. We are left with the mistaken
notion that we are in a position to dictate terms to him. 

We have probably all thought at one time or another that if the Lord would just do
a miracle everybody would be convinced. Everybody would listen to the gospel.
But it’s not automatic. Jesus told a story about a wealthy man and a man named
Lazarus who begged at the wealthy man’s gate. Both men died and went to the
afterlife. The beggar was escorted by angels to a pleasant place while the rich man
went to a place of torment. 

In the parable the rich man realizes he wasted his life. In the distance he sees the
man who used to beg at his gate. He’s sitting next to the great patriarch Abraham.
The rich man begs Abraham to send someone to warn his five brothers, who are
still alive. He pleads, 
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“If someone is sent to them from the dead, (surely) they will repent of
their sins and turn to God.” But Abraham said, “If they won't listen to
Moses and the prophets, they won't listen even if someone rises from
the dead.” (Luke 16:30-31)

And it’s true. Jesus brought Lazarus back to life. Lots of people could have
testified that Lazarus was dead – three days in the tomb -- and Jesus brought him
back to life. But there is no evidence of a big turning to Christ as a result of
Lazarus resurrection. Part of the reason may be that when God does miracles,
people often choose naturalistic explanations over giving God credit. 

The official who came to Jesus doesn’t deny that he’s looking for a miracle. He is
out of options. If Jesus doesn’t intervene, he will soon be burying his son. He’s
desperate. 

John Bunyan, the 17th century preacher imprisoned for preaching the gospel,
talked about feeling desperate. From the cold Bedford prison, Bunyan wrote: 

 
"I was driven to such straits that I must of necessity go to Jesus; and if
He had met me with a drawn sword in His hand, I would sooner have
thrown myself upon the edge of His sword than have gone away from
Him; for I knew Him to be my last hope!"

“Jesus, you are my last hope!” That’s what the man from Capernaum says. V. 49
 

 John 4:49 The royal official said, "Sir, come down before my child dies.
(You’re my last hope)" Verse 50 Jesus replied with a command: "Go."
“Go,” Jesus replied, "your son will live." The man took Jesus at his
word and departed. 

This is perhaps the bigger miracle right here. Something happened inside the
father – and that something was supernatural faith.

You’ve heard the phrase “seeing is believing.” In this case, and in the case of
every person who trusts Christ, the opposite is true. Believing is seeing. 
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Romans 10:9-11 if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and
believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be
saved. 10 For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the
mouth one confesses and is saved. 11 For the Scripture says, "Everyone
who believes in him will not be put to shame."

You cannot lose! Believing is seeing. From 20 miles away this man “saw” his son
healthy and well. He believed not because he had it all figured out but because of
who it was that said, “Go, your son will live!” Makes a big difference who says it! 

Growing up with four siblings, someone was always testing the authority structure
in my family. Sometimes one of us would try to give the others orders. 

• “You have to go clean up your room. “
• “It’s time for you to split firewood.” 
• “You have to go dry the dishes.” 

Invariably, the one receiving a command like this would ask, “Who said so?” 
Who said so made all the difference because it might just be my older sister trying
to get rid of me. If she can say, “You have to go clean up your room,” and I just
go, she wins.

Who said? You? You’re not my boss.

“Mom said so.”  That was harder to squirm out of. “When did she say it?” And if a
sibling said, “Dad said,” that was the final word. Nobody dared to mess with
Dad’s name. 

“Dad said.”

Jesus said “Go home. Your son is going to be okay,” and the man’s desperate faith
became deliberate faith.  

Hebrews 11 tells us that most of the people we honor for having great faith
“believed first. And in some cases they didn’t “see” until after they died!  Here’s
Hebrews 11:13.  
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Heb. 11:13 All these people (Abraham, Moses, David, Rahab) were still
living by faith when they died. They did not receive the things
promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance.

 
How about 20 miles? Back to John 4, verse 51.

John 4:51 While he was still on the way, his servants met him with the
news that his boy was living. 52 When he inquired as to the time when
his son got better, they said to him, "Yesterday, at one in the afternoon,
the fever left him."  53 Then the father realized that this was the exact
time at which Jesus had said to him, "Your son will live." So he (called a
family meeting, told them all what had happened) and his whole household
believed. 

They believed that the Word was God – just like John said. And by the way notice
that there was no faith exercised on the part of the boy healed, Jesus didn’t push
on the boy’s forehead and have him fall over backward, Jesus says nothing about
how the boy needed to have faith to sustain the miracle and there’s no mention of
a big donation – a seed-faith gift – to increase the odds of a miracle. Most of what
you see on television from so called “faith healers” is fraud. Jesus never did big
events just to put on a show or to get donations to his ministry. 

Let me wrap up this story with three simple applications. 
 

1. God often uses crises to mature us spiritually. Most of you here can think of
a time when the Lord used desperate circumstances to bring you closer to Christ. 

Psalm 119:71 It was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn
your decrees.

Hebrews 12:11 No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.
Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for
those who have been trained by it.

 
2. God still uses miracles today to validate the gospel and glorify himself.  You
see it especially when the gospel is moving into new territory – like in the book of
Acts.  Some of you have experienced genuine miracles – but not everyone. And
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not everyone will. The vast majority of God’s people all through the Bible did not
get miracles. The reason miracles get mentioned in the Bible is because they’re so
unusual. 

 
3. If it concerns you, pray about it. Let the Lord decide whether to intervene.
There’s no place for demanding anything from God but it’s okay to pray for a
miracle. Jesus said, “Keep on asking, keep on seeking, keep on knocking.”

Sometimes we pray against all odds. We throw ourselves on God's mercy because
we are desperate. We have no other options. 

 
Philippians 4:6  in every situation, by prayer and petition, with
thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 
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