
Introduction 
 The desperate husband fell to his knees onto the hospital floor and honestly prayed to God 

for the first time in his life. His wife was a devoted Christian, active in her church, and 
faithful to pray for his salvation, yet over the years he has stubbornly and consistently 
rebuffed all her efforts to reach him for Christ. But now she is being rushed into surgery 
having collapsed while they were out earlier that evening. 

o So here he is praying with tears in his eyes and desperation in his voice, saying, 
“God, if you’re really there and if you care for my wife, then please help her. Please 
don’t let her die. Please heal her.”

 And five hours later, he received his answer. The Lord graciously saved her. 
She would survive. And now the once hard-hearted, unbelieving husband was 
convinced that the God of his wife, the Christian God, is real, and soon after 
he was converted to Christ.

 Friends, your story may be slightly different. Different circumstances. Different individuals. 
But the general storyline is the same. Many of you can account for friends or family 
members who were once hardhearted to the Christian faith, but upon some miraculous 
intervention – a medically-unexplainable healing, an impossible survival, an unquestionable 
encounter with the divine – whatever it was, it melted their heart of stone and filled them 
with new found faith in the Christian God. This might even describe your own testimony.

 But, sadly, for every testimony of this nature, we could recount a testimony of a different 
nature. An unbeliever, upon experiencing an unexplainable miracle, expresses great spiritual 
interest and seems to really believe, but in due time, falls away wanting little more to do with 
Christ. Jesus described them as plants springing up in rocky soil, looking very promising at 
first, but eventually falling away because they have no root. It’s a sad but common reality.

o So while we should avoid an unbending skepticism towards anyone whose Christian 
conversion was triggered by the miraculous, we cannot deny the fact that plenty of 
false conversions can be traced back to equally miraculous experiences that may have 
sparked a faith – but one that never caught fire and soon fizzled out.

 The point I’m trying to make is that a real faith – a genuine saving faith in Jesus – must 
be grounded in something deeper than our experience of the miraculous. Thank God for 
how he intervenes through miracles to bring about the conversion of certain sinners. We 
don’t all have that kind of testimony but some do. Praise God. 

o But an encounter with the miraculous is not enough. It might be a starting point, but if 
you never move beyond that, if you never dig deeper and ground your faith in 
something more substantial, then you’ll be just like that plant in rocky soil with no 
root. You’ll be lacking real faith that really saves.

 Friends, I believe this morning’s passage makes this point. That real faith that really saves 
has to be grounded in more than just an awestruck wonder at God’s miraculous power 
– even if experienced in your own life. Real faith that really saves needs a deeper foundation.
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o So my goal today is to show you what real faith looks like. We’re going to ask the 
question, “What is real faith, the kind that really saves?” and answer it in three ways 
through our text.

A Faith that Rests in the Messiah
 The first answer is this: Real faith that really saves is the kind that rests in the Messiah 

and not the miraculous. Let me show you where I see this in the passage by pointing you to 
three places: 1) In what the sign reveals (v54), 2) In what the proverb means (v44), and 3) in 
what the rebuke implies (v48).

 1) Consider what this sign reveals. Our passage narrates an encounter that Jesus has with a 
royal official who asks for a miracle for his dying son, and it concludes with Jesus granting 
his request and healing the boy. And at the end, in v54, John calls this miraculous event a 
“sign”, in fact, Jesus’ second sign performed in Galilee.

o Last week we looked at his first sign, turning water to wine at a wedding. We began a 
series through John that we’re calling Signs, Statements & Sayings. And we noted that 
Jesus performed miraculous signs throughout his earthly ministry – not to impress 
people or to win converts with a mere display of supernatural power – but to point to 
something about himself, to reveal his own identity through these signs. 

 According to chapter 20:31, John says that he wrote down some of these 
signs, “so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and 
that by believing you may have life in his name.”

 So the point of this second sign is to reveal Jesus’ identity as the Messiah of God and not 
just a miracle-worker. Throughout John’s Gospel you’ll see that this was a huge 
misunderstanding in those days. Many so-called disciples were following Jesus because they 
were impressed by his miracles but cared little to understand his true identity.

 2) This is all the more clear when we consider what the proverb in v44 means. Look 
starting in v43. It says that Jesus stayed in Samaria for two days ministering to the 
townspeople who, if you recall, were brought to him by the Samaritan woman he met at the 
well. This section in the Gospel is significant because in this brief stop, on his way back to 
Galilee, Jesus enjoyed his first unopposed, open-hearted reception since he began his public 
ministry, and it was by Samaritans of all people. In v29 they recognize him to be the Christ. 
In v42 they call him the Savior of the World. He doesn’t even perform a sign in their 
presence and still they get it.

o And now, picking up from this brief visit, John includes a parenthetical statement, 
preparing us for what is coming next. V44 – “(For Jesus himself had testified that a 
prophet has no honor in his own hometown.)” 

 This proverb is quoted in the Synoptics in reference to the rejection Jesus received by his 
hometown Nazarenes. But in v44 the word “hometown” probably has a larger scope. The 
word could also be translated as “homeland”. 
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o John likely was referring to all of Galilee (the Jewish region where Jesus is headed) 
plus all of Judea (the Jewish region where Jesus was coming from), since in both 
regions he faced opposition. So in v44, John is contrasting the honor Jesus 
received from the Samaritans versus the lack of honor from his own people. 

 Look at v45. “So (therefore) when he came to Galilee, the Galileans welcomed him, having 
seen all that he had done in Jerusalem at the feast. For they too had gone to the feast.” 

o Wait a minute. John quotes Jesus as saying that he has no honor in his own homeland, 
and yet in the next verse we read the Galileans welcoming him! That makes you 
wonder what kind of welcome we’re dealing with? Was John depicting it as 
something positive or negative? 

 I would suggest to interpret their ‘welcome’ negatively. Why? Because of that 
word “so” that begins v45. That little preposition is key to understanding the 
tenor of this entire passage. 

 V44 is drawing a sharp contrast between how Jesus is received by his own versus how he is 
honored by foreigners, so therefore, in the next verse, the welcome he receives by the 
Galileans is not being praised but criticized. Unlike the Samaritans, the Galileans didn’t 
get it and were not welcoming Jesus as Messiah but as a miracle-worker. 

o It says they saw all that he had recently done in Jerusalem. Turn to chapter 2:23-25. 
Earlier we’re told that Jesus performed signs while in the holy city and many believed 
in him. Yet we’re also told how Jesus viewed that kind of “faith”. “Now when he was 
in Jerusalem at the Passover feast, many believed in his name when they say the signs 
that he was doing. But Jesus on his part did not entrust himself to them, because he 
knew all people and needed no one to bear witness about man, for he himself knew 
what was in man.”

 So there is a type of belief in Jesus, that is ultimately false. It is something Jesus rejects, 
being all-knowing and able to search the hearts of men. In this case, many Judeans appeared 
to believe in him but really were only impressed by the power displayed in his signs. They 
were oblivious to what the signs were pointing to – his identity as the Christ, the Son of God.

o And now in our passage, the same kind of reception is being offered by the Galileans. 
They too (like their countrymen in the south) miss the point of his signs. “He came to 
his own, and his own people did not receive him.” (1:11) 

 3) So now we are ready to consider Jesus’ rebuke in v48. It seems harsh at first but, in 
context, it is appropriate. But first notice that v46 also starts with the preposition “so”, which 
indicates that the encounter Jesus is about to have with this royal official should be read in 
light of the welcome he received from the Galileans – one overly focused on his miracles. 

 Now it says Jesus “came again to Cana in Galilee where he had made the water wine.” And 
while there he is approached by “an official”. The Greek suggests someone officially under 
the service of a king, in this case probably “King” Herod. 
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 It says he was from Capernaum, another town over 20 miles away. It’s likely that word would 
have spread about this Jesus who was performing all these miraculous signs, which intrigued 
this father since his son was ill, terminally ill. And he was desperate. So he comes before 
Jesus and pleads (“asked” is better translated as begged) to “come down and heal his son.” 

 And then we read in v48, “So Jesus said to him, “Unless you (plural) see signs and wonders 
you will not believe.”” Let’s be honest, this is a rebuke. There is no getting around it. But it’s 
directed, not just to the father, but to all the Galileans. The “you” is plural. So this reinforces 
the impression that their welcome of Jesus was superficial and overly focused on the 
power of his signs rather than the point of his signs.

o Even this father, who had the best of intentions, for the sake of his dear son, was still 
missing the point. Yes, he believed in Jesus but in Jesus as miracle-worker (Jesus as 
healer of my dying son). He was not interested in Jesus as Messiah.

 But real faith that really saves rests in the Messiah and not just the miraculous. The 
experience or apprehension of a miracle, even one that occurs in your own life, is not 
enough to save. Only the experience and apprehension of the truth and reality of who 
Jesus is – the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (1:29), the Messiah/Christ 
(1:40), the Son of God (1:49), whom God gave to the world that whosoever believes in him 
should not perish but have eternal life (3:16), the Great Bridegroom (3:29), the Savior of the 
word (4:42) – only a trust and obedience in this Jesus leads to salvation (3:36). 

 As we already read, Jesus himself knows what is in man. He knows what is in your heart, and 
he does not entrust himself to those who are only interested in his miracles. If you welcomed 
Jesus into your life because you tried to solve your own problems to no avail and now you’re 
curious to give Jesus a try, I’m sorry but he won’t entrust himself to you.

o If your relationship with him consists of you asking him to perform miracles to meet 
your needs, then you have to honestly ask yourself, “How is Jesus anything more than 
just a genie who I come to with wishes?” 

 Jesus is no genie. He is not a miracle-worker trying to impress you or to 
convince you he’s real. No, he is the Christ, and he demands much more than 
a fascination with his power. He demands your trust, your obedience, your 
very life devoted as his disciple.

 Yet, at the same time, we should acknowledge that this is where many begin in their 
relationship with Jesus. They started by praying for a miracle. For Jesus to heal. For Jesus to 
provide a spouse, a child, a job. For him to resolve this conflict or solve this dilemma. 

o But just because you begin there with Jesus doesn’t mean you stay there. If your 
faith does not grow beyond an awestruck wonder at his power, if you never see his 
glory manifested in these signs, then your welcome of him into your life will be just 
as superficial as that of the Galileans in our passage.
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A Faith that Receives Jesus on His Terms 
 Perhaps we need to press further and ask why. Why is a faith based solely on signs and 

wonders not a real faith? What’s wrong with it? What does it lack?
o Answer: It is ultimately a man-centered faith that dictates to God the terms of 

the relationship. I’ll believe in you if you answer me this. I’ll follow you if you 
provide this – even if the “this” is a good, loving thing like healing for a dying child. 
But this is not how we relate to God in faith.

 This leads to our second point: Real faith that really saves receives Jesus on his terms and 
not our own. In other words, if you’re the one calling the shots, if you’re the one dictating 
the terms in your relationship with Jesus, then do you really have a real faith? Do you really 
have a real relationship with him?

 Notice how this father initially approached Jesus trying to dictate the terms. He meant well, 
but he had expectations for how this miracle was going to happen. Twice he asked Jesus to 
“come down” to Capernaum (vv47, 49). Perhaps he was thinking about Elijah and the widow 
of Zarephath and how the prophet raised her son back to life (1 Kg. 17:17-24). Perhaps like 
Elijah, Jesus would come down to his home, stretch himself upon the child three times and 
cry out to the LORD. 

o Or maybe like Elisha and the way he raised the Shunammite’s son, Jesus would send 
one of his disciples ahead of him with a staff to lay on the face of his child (2 Kg. 
4:29) until he arrived. However this man envisioned this was going to go down, 
notice how Jesus, mercifully, refuses to comply. He never goes down to Capernaum.

 Why? He did not want this man to leave with a mistaken notion that he 
could dictate terms and conditions with the Messiah. So Jesus ignored his 
request to “come down” and simply replied in v50, “Go; your son will live.”

 This was a test of faith. Was this man going to turn away offended at Jesus’ refusal to go 
along with his plans? Or was he going humble himself and take Jesus at his word? 

o Think about it. Jesus expects this man to simply trust his word that his son will live. 
“You can go home. Don’t worry. He’ll be fine.” That’s it? You’re not coming? You’re 
not going to say an incantation or offer me some sort of evidence or sign that my boy 
is going to be okay? “Nope, just trust me. Your son will live.”

 Well what do we read in v50? “The man believed the word that Jesus spoke to 
him and went on his way.” That’s starting to look like real faith. He took Jesus 
at his word and obeyed his command to go home. He trusted and obeyed. 
That’s real faith. That’s receiving Jesus on his terms and not your own.

 Friends, even today there are many who are trying to dictate the terms of relationship 
with God. Perhaps this describes you. Perhaps, like this man, you’ve come to God with a 
great need in your life, but you have certain expectations for how God is going to meet it.
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 But after reading this passage, you shouldn’t be surprised if God refuses to comply. If 
he doesn’t go along with your plans. If he doesn’t perform that miracle in the way you had 
hoped.

o But it’s not because he doesn’t care for you or for that concern you’re bringing. He 
cares deeply, just as he cared for that father and his dying boy. But notice how that 
meant appearing at first to deny his heartfelt request.

 But it’s actually a sweet mercy. Jesus won’t let that father – and he wont let you – walk 
away thinking you can negotiate a relationship with him on your own terms. It’s because 
he wants you to have faith – real faith – the kind that takes him at his word and does not 
demand signs and wonders to confirm it. 

o Jesus himself told his disciples, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have 
believed.” (Jn. 20:29). Jesus wants to bless you with a faith that does not require sight 
– a faith that rests in him and not just in seeing his signs and wonders.

A Faith that is Both Progressive and Decisive  
 But what if you feel like, right now, that’s a bigger step of faith that you’re ready to take. I 

know some of you are genuinely seeking and looking into Christianity. I talked to a college 
student recently who was genuinely drawn to Jesus and the faith, but there were very real 
doubts still in her mind and in her heart.

o With her faith being so weak, a miracle wouldn’t hurt. Clouds parting, angels singing, 
a profile of Jesus burnt into her toast. A sign from heaven would definitely help 
confirm and strengthen her fledgling faith.

 So to hear Jesus rebuke those who are looking and hoping for a similar sign 
can be discouraging. What if I’m just not there? What if I don’t feel like I have 
the kind of faith that Jesus demands – the kind that really saves?

 Let me encourage you with our third answer to our question, “What is real faith?” Real faith 
that really saves is both progressive and decisive in nature. What I mean is that real faith 
is constantly growing, and it often starts off very small, as small as a mustard seed.

o What I hope you’ve noticed is how this royal official’s faith started off very weak 
and very small and yet Jesus did not reject him outright but was patient with 
him as his faith continued to grow. 

 Notice how he progresses from one who simply sought Jesus because of his 
reputation as a miracle-worker to one who trusts in Jesus’ promise and goes 
home without seeing any evidence of a miracle. And as we read on, his faith 
continues to grow!

 Start in v51. “As he was going down, his servants met him and told him that his son was 
recovering. So he asked them the hour when he began to get better, and they said to him, 
“Yesterday at the seventh hour (1:00pm) the fever left him.” The father knew that was the 
hour when Jesus had said to him, “Your son will live.” And he himself believed, and all his 
household.”
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 So before he gets back to Capernaum, his servants meet him on the road home, and they 
inform the father that yesterday at 1:00pm the fever left. And instead of chalking it up to a 
mere coincidence (as some are prone to do), the father knew that Jesus kept his word. 

o Though Jesus offered him no empirical evidence, no outward sign that he really did 
heal his boy when he said “Your son will live”, now the father is certain. Jesus’ word 
is sure.

 And v53 ends by telling us that he and his whole household believed in Jesus. That would 
include his wife, his servants, his other children, and even this boy (if he was of age to 
understand). In just a few verses, we see this man’s faith grow up into real saving faith. His 
eyes are finally opened to see the glory of Jesus manifested in this sign. He finally believes 
in who Jesus is and not just what Jesus can do for him. 

 Commenting on these verses, Bruce Milne points out that real faith that really saves has its 
own time of gestation before the moment of birth. Just as a baby takes months to progress 
and grow in the womb before the decisive moment of birth, faith takes time to grow before 
the decisive moment of conversion (the second birth, cf. John 3:4-5).

 I hope that is an encouragement to those of you who are still searching and questioning and 
wrestling with doubts about the Christian faith. Right now, your faith may be small and that’s 
okay. Be encouraged as you see Jesus’ willingness to struggle with this man as his faith 
was still small and growing. Praise Jesus for being so patient with us.

 But at the same time, even though he’s patient and even though faith needs time to grow and 
gestate – it must be said that eventually your faith needs to be birthed. Real faith is both 
progressive and decisive in nature. So to become a Christian, your growing faith will need 
to experience the crisis of birth, the decisive moment of Christian conversion.

o A baby is never meant to gestate in the womb forever, it eventually needs to be born. 
In the same way, faith is never meant to gestate in your mind forever. To be 
content with a growing faith that is never born – that never leads to a decisive 
conversion – is to miss the point of faith and ultimately to miss salvation.

 So I urge you to respond to Jesus today. Pray for him to help your unbelief, to grow your 
faith and ultimately to bring about that birth. And then take Jesus at his word and welcome 
him into your life as the Christ, the Son of God, the Savior of the world.

     


