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Read John 4:46-54

This morning we pick up on a couple of themes that will go throughout the gospel of John: faith and life. 

As Jesus returned to Cana in Galilee, the townspeople were excited. John indicated that some of them had seen Jesus in Jerusalem. Also, by this time, it was clear that it had become known that Jesus was the one responsible for the miracle at the wedding feast. What would he do next to top that?


Enter the royal official. The royal official is most likely someone serving King Herod, who was the recognized Jewish ruler of Galilee. Herod served at the pleasure of Rome; thus, was a feared but not favored person. Those who served were either soldiers or administrators of some sort. 


This royal official had a son who was ill. The son was seriously ill. John makes a point of telling us that he was ill “to the point of death.” 


The royal official was a man of influence and some power within his community, so you can be assured that all human means of intervention in the illness had been exhausted. How desperate this man must have been to make the day-long journey from Capernaum to Cana to try to have Jesus come back with him.

Think about it: how desperate did this man have to be to leave his post for the purpose of pursuing this wandering preacher? When people are desperate they will try almost anything.

I have told this story before: I have a friend who is a pastor on the east coast. He was serving as an associate pastor in a congregation involved in a building program. Things were not going well. Money and support for the project were dwindling. In a meeting to address the problems, he suggested, “Perhaps we ought to pray about it.” With an ironic smile, the senior pastor said, “It hasn’t gotten that bad yet, has it?” 

Some of you may recall about a year and a half ago, we prayed for a friend of mine named Dan. Dan was husband to Shaun and father of Tara and Matthew.  He went from being healthy to hospitalized in a few hours.  He was playing soccer in an adult league one afternoon when he lost control of one of his legs and collapsed. A massive, aggressive, inoperable brain tumor was discovered. 

Dan went through a series of treatments in Orange County. When the doctors began talking about courses of action that had not had much success, Shaun and Dan began researching other experimental treatments. They looked at many. They took a trip to Dallas to interview research teams there. They were exhausting every medical option available to them. They were looking for a miracle. Finally, they ended up going to Duke University and participating in a trial treatment program that did provide some short term benefits. 

You see, Dan was the kind of guy I imagine the royal official was. He was competent, responsible, driven, and ambitious. He was the picture of the American dream: good job, loving wife, two kids – one girl and one boy – a dog, a house with a pool in the back yard.  Dan was an interesting person. He had grown up Catholic in New Jersey. Like a lot of New Jersey Catholics I knew, he had a pretty good knowledge of what faith was, but had no real living relationship with Jesus. His stories about church usually centered on nuns with rulers in their hands. 

Shaun, on the other hand, had (and has) a growing personal relationship with Christ. Even before Dan got ill, her vocabulary had been changing – she no longer talked about being lucky, she would refer to being “blessed.” She was interested in Bible studies and prayed fervently for God’s hand to be upon Dan. 

So, if word got out that Jesus had come to Sacramento or San Francisco, I am sure that Dan would have sent Shaun to bring him to Orange County. 

You see, despite what we think, times are not so different. In desperate times we look for a miracle. Desperate to heal his young son, the royal official makes the humbling trek to find Jesus. Jesus is his only hope.

Faith:

The gospel of John is written so that readers may believe in Jesus. The first sign in Cana – where Jesus turned the water into wine – resulted in the conclusion, “Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him.” Last week, the Samaritan woman and many of her townsfolk believed. Here, the royal official believes and then, confirming his belief, he believes along with his whole household.

In other words, faith is not a solitary activity. It is not something that is strictly personal and never to be shared. It is communal. It is for families. 

For years, I have heard a lot of parents saying things like, “We do not talk much about our faith at home. We are not going to make our kids go to church. We want our kids to discover faith for themselves.” This was stated as a virtue of parenting: the belief that children would be more likely to embrace faith if it was not imposed upon them. For some, faith was the choice of the children. Unfortunately, for many others, the message conveyed was that faith was not important or – perhaps worse – that faith was based upon whatever pleased “me.” That is the pragmatist’s approach to faith, “I will believe in whatever pleases or serves me best.” The standard for evaluating truth has become like it was at the end of the book of Judges, “in those days, there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was good in their own eyes.” 

Friends, let me be clear about this: we are terribly deficient judges of what is good. Adam and Eve only got a bite of the fruit of “knowledge of good and evil” and our capacity to discern has not improved much since. As we walk the road with Jesus in Lent, we are further reminded that the best and brightest religious minds of the time did not recognize the good when he walked among them.

Remember the prologue of John? “He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was his own, and his own people did not receive him.” However, what comes next? “But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.” 

The royal official came to Jesus and the conclusion of the story is that he believed, along with his whole household.


Signs

John emphasized that the official believed at Jesus’ word – before he knew that his son had recovered. That point is important because Jesus was aware that people were gathering around him to see if he would do something amazing. God knows that we are impressed by demonstrations of power. Miracles are crowd pleasers. 

Daniel 4:1-3, Nebuchadnezzar’s testimony to the people of his empire, “The signs and wonders that the Most High God has worked for me I am pleased to recount. How great are his signs, how mighty his wonders! His kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and his sovereignty is from generation to generation.” Nebuchadnezzar moves from talking about God’s signs to recognizing what they mean: God’s kingdom is an everlasting kingdom and his sovereignty is from generation to generation.

The fascination with signs is why Jesus made the comment in verse 48, directed to the crowd in Cana. Jesus was making the same point Nebuchadnezzar made. Jesus was exhorting people to look past the signs to the meaning of the signs. Faith based upon signs is shallow and difficult to maintain. That kind of faith leaves you hungry for “one more;” it falters in the syndrome of “what have you done for me lately?” 

The other night there was a movie on television: High Fidelity. The language is really bad, but it starred John Cusack, whom I have always liked as an actor. He plays a character whose girlfriend has left him, and he invites the viewer in as he reviews his “top five breakups” to figure out what is going on. Laura, the girlfriend who left him and put him into this tailspin, continues to make appearances – each one a painful moment of realizing what has been lost. Late in the movie, she calls in tears because her father has died. “Mom wants you to come to the funeral because, for some reason, my dad liked you.” He goes to the funeral and to the reception at her home after. He approaches her, says, “I’m sorry,” and walks out into the rain. 

As he sits soaked on a bench waiting for a bus, he looks into the camera and says, “I can see now I never really committed to Laura. I always had one foot out the door, and that prevented me from doing a lot of things, like thinking about my future and... I guess it made more sense to commit to nothing, keep my options open. And that's suicide. By tiny, tiny increments.” 

Jesus was making the same observation to the people in Cana when the royal official arrives. Have faith. Commit. Look beyond the miracles. Don’t just keep your options open, waiting for something or someone better to come along. 


Life

Because faith in Jesus Christ leads to life. 

Let me return to my friends Dan and Shaun. During the course of the illness, Dan and Shaun spent so much time together in prayer and study. Dan came to a place that he relied and trusted Jesus. He wanted to be healed, for sure; but more importantly, he began to live into his relationship with Jesus as Lord and Savior. It was a gift of grace to Shaun, who was relieved that Dan was saved. It was a gift of life to Dan, who could put his life, his death into the hands of Jesus and have peace that he would not be disappointed.

One of the confessions in our Book of Confessions (part of our Constitution) begins this way:

Q. 1. What is your only comfort, in life and in death?

A. That I belong—body and soul, in life and in death—not to myself but to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ, who at the cost of his own blood has fully paid for all my sins and has completely freed me from the dominion of the devil; that he protects me so well that without the will of my Father in heaven not a hair can fall from my head; indeed, that everything must fit his purpose for my salvation. Therefore, by his Holy Spirit, he also assures me of eternal life, and makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him.

It took a serious brain cancer for Dan to begin to understand what this meant. But he got it. I was blessed to be able to say a few words at Dan’s memorial. My text that day was 1 Corinthians 15.  I would like to share a part of that with you:

The last couple of times I came up and sat with Dan, he had peace with God. He fought the good fight – oh, how he fought. Frankly, I am amazed at how he adapted and managed through his illness.  

Last summer, some of us were in Cape Cod for Pete and Sharon’s wedding. Shaun, my wife Jennifer, Dan and I spent some time wandering around the shops. Well, Shaun and Jen wandered, Dan and I found a little bar and had a beer together. He was walking using the cane and he had that purple paisley bandana around his head to cover the surgery scars – and I know he hated that he had both of them. But in our conversation, Dan talked about how grateful he was: how grateful he was for all of God’s blessings. He remembered his parents and his family growing up – how their love for him was a great gift. He remembered Shaun and Tara and Matthew and talked about how deeply he loved them and how important they were to him. He talked in general terms about what he had been able to do in his career; how the opportunities and adventure were amazing. In all of it, he was grateful.

Dan knew how the blessings he had seen in his life and he had experienced were a gift. 

Listen to Paul’s last line in our Scripture text; it is the kicker. “But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.”

The victory Jesus won, Dan received as a gift. 

The peace that Dan received as a gift of his faith became a gift to others. In his last moments, Shaun was reading Psalm 23 to him. As she read, he opened his eyes as if to both confirm what she was reading and to say good-bye. 

Where, O death, is your victory?

Where, O death is your sting?

Dan is victorious over death; he is victorious because God has given him victory over death through Jesus Christ. Those who confess Jesus Christ is LORD and believe in their heart that God raised him from the dead will be saved.

Dan’s faith had a huge impact on his family. Because he was able to share his peace and hope of eternal life because of his faith in Jesus, his children were prepared for his death. They wept, yes. They hurt, yes. They grieve, yes. But all that would pass; what was deeper than any of that was the peace that passes all understanding: Dan had shared his faith with his family. He believed along with his whole household.

When the royal official comes to Jesus, his son is at the “point of death.” The official begged Jesus to go to Capernaum, “before my little boy dies.” Jesus said, “Go, your son will live.” Not, “he will get better,” or, “he will be healed.” Jesus said, “Go, your son will live.” At Jesus’ command, the boy had life. And he did – because he was a part of the household that believed. Don’t miss the point of what John is telling us here: yes, Jesus healed the boy from illness. But more important, he gave him eternal life. Believing in Jesus means that death does not have the last word. 

Jesus himself would find himself at the point of death as he walked the road to Jerusalem. There, the Son – the eternal Word of God – would suffer death – actual death – even death on the cross. We believe in him because he walked that road for you, for me, for us. During Lent, we walk that road in faith because we believe in him. We believe in him because even death could not hold him. In Jesus Christ is life.

Faith and life. There is only one worthy of faith – do not wait for someone else or something better; there is no need to be tantalized by the flashy or new. There is only Christ, the only one in whom there is life. Believe, along with your whole household.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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