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September 28, 2008

“Faith”

John 4:43-54

FCF:  Settling for superficial faith
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because Jesus is not interested in a superficial faith,
(magnet) we must heed His words and examine our hearts.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

Research psychologists have found there are at least three situations when we do not act like ourselves.  First, the average person puts on airs when they visit the lobby of a fancy hotel.  Next, we try to hide our emotions and bamboozle the salesman when we enter the new-car showroom.  And finally, as we take our seat in a church on a Sunday morning, we try to fake out God that we’ve been good all week.  Interesting, isn’t it?
Now, I’m sure that the salesmen at the auto dealerships and the clerks in the lobbies of our fancy hotels don’t really care what kind of airs we put on in their presence.  They know it’s all part of the game.  But be sure God isn’t interested in such things at all.  And, if the truth be told, neither are we.  So how do we get past such superficial faith?

SCRIPTURE READING:  John 4:43-54
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

Let me talk conditioning for a few minutes.  I played soccer in high school.  And our coaches pushed us hard.  In the weeks leading up to the start of the season, it wasn’t just drills and scrimmages.  It was wind sprints, suicides, and distance running.  We ran nearly as much as the track team.  Now why?  Why did they put us through all that?  Because the coaches wanted more than two-legged cones out on the field.  They wanted soccer players – in shape, well conditioned, ready to go the distance of a full game.

The text we read – this man, his request of Jesus, and Jesus’ responses to him – why did Jesus put him through all that?  What’s going on here?  Let’s take a step back and consider that John’s Gospel is laden with “signs” – several of which involve healing, all of which demonstrate something of who Jesus is in terms of His power, His authority, and the Kingdom He is ushering in.  He’s God.  That’s who we’re dealing with here.
Now, with that, how does He deal with us?  In particular, as you look at this text, how does He deal with “the church,” religious folks, with those who’ve taken on His name, those who claim to have His favor?  From what we see here at the end of John 4, it’s clear He wants more than two-legged cones on the field.  He is not interested in a superficial or insincere faith.  And He is determined to condition it out of us. 
 (READ John 4:43-45) Understand that as John alludes to this proverb about a prophet, he’s referring not to southern Judea but to northern Galilee, to where Jesus grew up.  As we look at chapter 4 as a whole, John sets up a contrast – first to Jesus’ reception among the Samaritans and then among His own people.  And it’s quite a contrast.  Now surely Jesus knew what to expect.  And with that, He then determinably and deliberately went to Galilee.  He knew His reputation had grown and preceded Him.  He knew the warmth of their welcome was superficial.  He knew they were less interested in the Messiah than in His miracles.  He knew they were interested but not committed.  And so He went.  Why?  He went to them precisely because He is not interested in a superficial faith but calling forth something more from them – then and now, from them and us.
I. A STRONG CHALLENGE


And we see that first in the strong challenge given (READ John 4:46-48).  Who is this man?  Likely one of Herod Antipas’ court officials.  But, more than that, he is a father, the father of a boy who had been sick for some time who is imploring this miracle worker from Nazareth to heal his son.  And he receives a rather bracing reply.
A) What Jesus Said
1. What He didn’t mean

What is Jesus saying here?  Not that signs and wonders would produce sincere faith.  
2. What He did mean

Jesus is saying – somewhat sarcastically – the only thing these would bring the Galileans would be a superficial faith.  Now note Jesus is saying this to this man but of his people.
B) Why He Said It

1. Where this man was coming from

Now why did Jesus press this point?  It really comes down to where this man was coming from.  His stance towards Jesus, even in his anguish, exemplified all that was wrong with the people as a whole.  He desired a cure without any desire for the One who could cure.  He was approaching Jesus in desperation of need but with little thought as to who He is.  

2. Where Jesus is coming from

Compare that to where Jesus is coming from.  Remember the cleansing of the Temple (READ John 2:23-25).  Jesus said bracing things all the time.  Clearly, here He did not want to be regarded as a wonder worker while His message was being rejected.  
All this is to say the fundamental problem was the pressing of God to perform.
Illustration:

What do I mean by that?  Another story about our dog, Hope.  We’re doing a bit of training with her.  Among other things, I always have her sit and stay as we enter and exit the house.  Why?  To demonstrate to her who’s in charge, to establish who’s the pack leader – me and not her.  And so I’m pressing her to do this again and again.  I’m the one who’s in charge as so I’m pressing our dog to perform.  You can’t do that with God.
Application:


You can’t press Him to perform.  That was the Galilean problem this man shared.  And so do we.  We want Him to respond to our initiatives, to rend the heavens, dispel the darkness, to do something, to say something.  And now!  But we don’t initiate with God.  He initiates with us.  He is the one leading in this dance.  His are different and wiser priorities.  His is a different and wiser timetable.  Which is hard for quick fix people.


Ours is to patiently wait on Him.  Trusting His provision – His Word, prayer, His Spirit, His sure working in our lives often in and through community with each other.  Trusting His promise to surely redeem and renew all things (READ 1 John 3:2; Revelation 22:1-5).  It is a challenge to faith, to rest in the provision and the promise we have.  And not press Him to perform, not trying to twist His arm, or to force His hand.

II. A CLEAR CALL


A challenge to faith.  Followed then by a clear call (READ John 4:49-50a).
A) The Man’s Reply
Let’s break this down in terms of the man’s reply and Jesus’ response.
1. Heartfelt

The man’s reply was heartfelt and emphatic.  He wants action.  “Come down…”

2. Focused

But it’s not just heartfelt.  One gets a feeling of focus here.  No more casting or looking about for other places to go with his need.  He is locked on Jesus and what He can do.
B) Jesus’ Response

Which takes us to Jesus’ response – which is really interesting.
1. The challenge

With this command, Jesus challenges him, in essence, to put some feet on this, to show his faith.  Where was his hope?  Where was his trust?  How far did it go?

2. The dilemma

It’s really a dilemma of sorts.  On the one hand, if he took Jesus at His word and left, he would then leave with no tangible guarantee, no assurance beyond what Jesus had said.  On the other hand, if he refused to take Him at His word and stayed, what then?  He would then have insulted, resisted, the man on whom all his hopes depended.

Jesus pays the man an intolerable compliment.  The man implies he trusts Him.  And so Jesus takes him up on it and then calls him to actually do it.  A clear call to faith.
Application:


For him and for us.  The time has come to trust Jesus.  The question is, “Will we?”  This is a time of political and economic uncertainty.  And, in that, we have a call to faith, to continue to give in radically sacrificial ways of ourselves and not give in to the temptation to hold back or hoard our time, talent, or treasure.  Think with me here.  There are few parts of the world or in history that see lengthy seasons of certainty at all.  At this very moment, there are churches worldwide enduring suffering beyond our imagining.


Or think of it at this level.  For some of us, these are times of personal and relational uncertainty.  Here too it is a call to faith, to continue to love, to encourage, to repent when we’ve hurt others and to forgive when we’ve been hurt.  Again, the easy times are the exception.  What will you do now that you’re actually in the arena?


Jesus is paying us an intolerable compliment.  We say we trust Him.  “Sir, come down before …”  And He says “Go…”  The question is, “Will we?”  Will we trust Him?
III. A SOLID COMFORT

A strong challenge.  A clear call.  And then followed with a solid comfort (READ John 4:50b-54).  There’s a progression of faith taking place here.  Twice we read (vv.50b, 53b) that the man “believed.”  The same word but with different nuances.  This man was desperate.  And it would seem that one awareness of desperation led to another.
A) Seeing His Son’s Desperate Condition
He comes to Jesus seeing his son’s desperate condition.  This is his concern.
1. No treasure more dear

This is his child.  He has no treasure in his life more dear to him.
2. No terror more grave

And with that, no terror more grave than the possibility of losing him.
This nightmare was unimaginable.  In ways perhaps unlike any other occasion in his life, this man is seeing his profound powerlessness in the near death of his son.

Illustration:

I have a rock on my desk.  It is a rock that I found on the floor of my oldest child’s room when she was two years old, thrown through the screen by some vandals outside our apartment building.  I cannot tell you how that shook me – the thought it could have hit her had she been in there at the time.  I’ve kept that rock to remind me of who it is that’s really watching over our children and of my own profound powerlessness.
B) Seeing His Own 

This man knew that feeling too well.  And, in that, it gave him deeper insight.
1. How things began
Think with me.  Things began by his looking to Christ for the earthly life of his son.
2. How things unfolded

And, as things unfolded, he could see through that and Jesus’ powerful healing work, his need to look to Christ for his own eternal life and of his family.  He saw his own deeper need of Jesus.  And he experienced the restoration not only of his son’s life but his own.
Application:


And that is often the way God brings men and women to faith.  Often, they are, by some trouble, some catastrophe, some failure, some keen disappointment in life, made to realize simply how weak and needy they are.  The dam is finally broken and their need for even greater, deeper things can finally, perhaps for the first time, be grasped.

So, here’s the question.  How about you?  Can you identify with this man?  How have you seen this in your own life – one awareness of desperation leading to another?  And how might you need to see it now?  The desperate needs you are facing – however ugly they may be.  They are signposts, the stripping away of the veneer, the delusion we’ve been living under that we can get along without Jesus.  And His provision, like with this man, however wondrous, is a signpost as well – His showing Himself as the One who all along has been and will forever be the single solitary hope we have.

CONCLUSION:

This is how Jesus deals with us.  This is how He works to condition us lest we be shackled with a superficial and insincere faith.  We were made for more, He is looking for more, and so He is determined to bring forth so much more from us.  So much so, just like He did in determinably and deliberately heading towards Samaria – not in spite of but precisely because of everything He knew about His people’s hearts – so He continues to move towards us.  We long for so much more.  And He intends so much more.
And we need this.  We need Him to do this work pressing in on us.  I came across this just this past week – the story of William Haslan (READ Haslan account):
In 19th century England, he was among the large number of Anglican priests who held pastorates in the churches and preached every Sunday, but who had no living faith in Jesus Christ.  But, through a variety of circumstances, he had become unsettled in his heart and conscience.  He began to be aware that his religion was more outward than inward, what Paul had called “a zeal for God, but without knowledge.”

One Sunday morning, October 19, 1851, he was preaching a sermon to his church and was making the point that the Pharisees had been condemned because they had not believed that Jesus came to save them from their sins.  As he preached, he realized for the first time that he did not really believe it either.  As he continued with his sermon he saw the truth more and more clearly.  “I do not remember all I said,” he wrote in his autobiography, “but I felt a wonderful light and joy coming into my soul….Whether it was something in my words, or my manner, or my look, I know not; but all of a sudden a local preacher, who happened to be in the congregation, stood up, and putting up his arms, shouted out in Cornish manner, ‘the parson’s converted!  The parson’s converted!  Hallelujah!’ and in another moment his voice was lost in the shouts and praises of three or four hundred of the congregation.”  The vicar’s own conversion sparked a revival in the parish that lasted for three years.  Haslam was thereafter known as the parson converted by his own sermon!
Jesus is not interested in our superficial faith – not in 1st century Galilee, not in 19th century pulpits, nor anywhere today.  You understand this text is for us – here and now!  We need to heed our Lord’s words and take them to heart.  Do you see yourself in this man?  Needing to see afresh and anew the desperate nature of your condition?  Cry out to Jesus.  Cry out to Jesus, ask Him to light the flame of your heart anew.  And do it now.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because Jesus is not interested in a superficial faith,

(magnet) we must heed His words and examine our hearts.

