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Taking Jesus at His Word 

John 4:46-54 
 

What does it mean to believe in Jesus? 

Is it believing that he really existed? Well, yes, but that’s not all. Believing in Jesus is a 

whole different matter than believing in Santa Claus, or UFOs, or even certain scientific facts or 

theories. After all, according to James 2, even the demons believe that God exists, and they 

tremble about it! 

Does believing in Jesus mean that we believe the facts about his life, death, and resurrection? 

Well, that’s part of it, but only a part of it. 

The noted atheist Christopher Hitchens wrote a book some years ago entitled God Is Not 

Great: Why Religion Poisons Everything.
1
 Since publishing his book in 2007, he has debated 

various religious leaders all over the United States. While he was in Portland, Oregon, Marilyn 

Sewell, a Unitarian minister, interviewed him. Early in the interview, she said: 

 
The religion you cite in your book is generally the fundamentalist faith of 

various kinds. I’m a liberal Christian, and I don’t take the stories from the 

Scripture literally. I don’t believe in the doctrine of atonement (that Jesus 

died for our sins, for example). Do you make any distinction between 

fundamentalist faith and liberal religion? 

 

Hitchens’ reply was very telling. He said:  

 
I would say that if you don’t believe that Jesus of Nazareth was the Christ 

and Messiah, and that he rose again from the dead and by his sacrifice our 

sins are forgiven, you’re really not in any meaningful sense a Christian. 

 

Sewell wanted no part of that discussion, so her next words were, “Let me go someplace 

else.”
2
 

 Though he’s wrong about a lot, Hitchens is right about this—if you don’t believe what the 

historic Christian faith teaches about who Jesus is and what he has done, then “you’re really not 

in any meaningful sense a Christian.” But is that all there is to believing in Jesus? 

 

A helpful story 

The story in our text for today can help us with this. 

http://www.jhbc.org/


 2 

In John 2, John tells us how Jesus performed the first of seven signs at a wedding at Cana in 

Galilee, turning water into wine. Later Jesus went to Jerusalem for the Passover. It was while he 

was there that Nicodemus, the Pharisee came to him at night to talk with him.  

When Jesus began to make his way back to Galilee, rather than crossing over to the east side 

of the Jordan River at Jericho in order to avoid going through Samaria, he told his disciples that 

he had to go through Samaria. So they went right through the heart of Samaritan territory, 

stopping at Sychar for lunch. It was here that Jesus talked to the Samaritan woman at the well 

and led her to faith in him as the Messiah. She witnessed to the people in town, and many of 

them put their faith in Jesus as the Messiah and Savior of the world. 

John tells us in the paragraph preceding our text that two days later, Jesus started back to 

Galilee. Now in Galilee, there were Gentiles as well as Jews. Jesus went again to Cana, where he 

had done his first sign. Cana was west of the Sea of Galilee. While he was there, this royal 

official came to him from Capernaum, on the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee. 

Some of the Galilean Jews had also been to Jerusalem for the Passover, and they had seen 

what Jesus had done there (4:45). Others had witnessed the miracle at the wedding in Cana. No 

doubt they had been talking about it all. And no doubt a lot of Gentiles had heard about Jesus. 

So when this royal official, a Gentile, heard about the  things Jesus could do, he came to 

Jesus to beg him to come and heal his son, who was sick and about to die. 

Jesus’ response is almost a shock, isn’t it? It’s almost as abrupt as his initial response to 

Nicodemus in chapter 3, when Jesus tells him that unless someone is born from above he can’t 

see the kingdom of God. When the official begs Jesus to come heal his son, Jesus says, “Unless 

you  see signs and wonders you will not believe.”
3
 He was actually speaking to the Jews (the 

“you” is plural). They wanted some kind of sign before they would believe. 

But the official was concerned about his son. “Sir, come down before my child dies.” He 

wasn’t looking for signs; he was looking for help from Jesus! Because of what he had heard 

about Jesus, he believed Jesus could help. So in one sense, Jesus’ signs were something of a 

catalyst for his faith, what brought about his faith. But his faith was in Jesus, in who he is, in 

what he could do. So he was begging Jesus to come heal his son. 

Jesus’ next response to this Gentile royal official is almost as surprising: “Go; your son will 

live” (4:50). 

When the official left home, his son was at the point of death. But when Jesus says, “Go; 

your son will live,” this man calmly and confidently took Jesus at his word and left. It’s about a 

15-mile trip from Capernaum to Cana. But apparently he stopped somewhere for the night. John 

tells us that while he was on his way home, his slaves met him with the news that his son was 

living. 

Of course, in his heart, he already knew that, because he had taken Jesus at his word when he 

told him, “Go; your son will live.” But out of curiosity he asked his slaves what time he began to 

get better. They told him, “Yesterday at the seventh hour the fever left him” (4:52). That would 

have been about 1:00 P.M. 

Then look what John says in 4:53— 

 
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. 

 

What John refers to here as the second sign that Jesus performed now served as a 

confirmation of the man’s faith and as a catalyst for the faith of his whole household. Charles 
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Talbert has it exactly right when he says about this text: “Faith is here portrayed as a process, 

with miracle functioning . . . both as a catalyst for faith and a confirmation of it.”
4
 

 

Signs as a catalyst for faith 

In the variegated tapestry of the ways that God works, he does sometimes use signs as a 

catalyst for faith, just as he did with this royal official. But the official wasn’t looking for signs; 

the signs pointed him to the one who could help his son. 

Kevin Miller of Christianity Today tells about a 19-year-old woman who was baptized in his 

church in November 2003. Listen to the testimony she gave that day. She said: 

 
I choose this day to love and serve Jesus Christ as the Lord, the 

Messiah—the rest of my life . . . . 

I became a Christian 5 months ago. When I was 7 years old, I moved 

to Pakistan. I was injured, and I was in a coma. After 8 months, I came 

out of the coma. I was in a wheelchair, my eyes were open, but I couldn’t 

move, and I couldn’t talk to people at all. At this time in my life, I saw 

my 18-year-old brother die in front of me. 

Every Friday, I went to the mosque and slept there because I didn’t 

have any hope from the doctors that I could walk again or talk. One night 

I was really upset. I went straight to the picture of Jesus (who is 

recognized as a prophet in Islam) and started talking to him: “Why did 

you keep me alive? Why didn’t you just kill me? Why did you keep me 

alive so I could see my 18-year-old brother dying in front of me?” My 

head was on the floor, and I was crying. 

Suddenly somebody squeezed my shoulder and said, “I kept you for 

something special.” I looked back, and it was the same person who was in 

the picture. 

I fainted. 

In the morning I woke up—my grandpa woke me—and he said, “You 

fell asleep all night on the floor.” I looked at him and said, “He was here. 

He was right here.” 

My grandpa said, “Who?” Then he said, “Oh my gosh, you’re talking 

again.” 

I said, “He was right here. Where is he now?” 

My grandpa said, “Who?” 

“This guy (pointing at the picture of Jesus). He told me he kept me for 

something special.” 

“Sweetie, that’s not true, because he died a long time ago. Remember, 

I told you that story.” 

I said, “No, I saw what I saw,” and I stood up. 

My grandpa had a hard time believing me, but there was a part of him 

that wondered because he saw me talking and walking again. 

I kept that memory in my heart, just a vision, and no one believed me 

at all. Everyone kept laughing at me. 

So that’s why I chose to get baptized in the name of Jesus, but in my 

heart I am already baptized in the Holy Spirit.5 

 

I think you could call that a sign! And signs like this are not uncommon in the Muslim world. 



 4 

God is reaching Muslims through dreams, visions, and miracles. For this young woman, it led to 

faith. But for others around her, it was something to be either wondered at or ridiculed. 

 

Signs as a confirmation of faith 

Sometimes God uses signs to confirm our faith. When we have taken Jesus at his word, just 

as the royal official did, he gives some kind of sign that confirms that faith, as the actual healing 

of the official’s son confirmed his. 

In Exodus 3-4, we read  how God called Moses to bring the children of Israel out of Egypt. 

Early in the conversation (3:12), God tells Moses: 

 
“I will be with you. And this will be the sign to you that it is I who 
have sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you 
will worship God on this mountain.” 

 

God promised to confirm Moses’ faith with a sign after he obeyed and carried out the task God 

was giving him. 

 

But what is faith? 

 But back to our original question: What is faith? What does it mean to believe in Jesus? 

 The royal official shows us. He “believed the word that Jesus spoke to him” (4:50)—he took 

Jesus at his word. And that’s what it’s about. To believe in Jesus is to take him at his word.  

 No “ifs, ands, or buts” about it, real faith is simply taking him at his word that he is able to do 

whatever he has said, and that he will do what he has promised. 

 This goes beyond just believing that Jesus exists or believing certain things about him. It’s 

actually believing him, and ordering your life accordingly. 

 It’s yielding to him and depending on him to save you—to forgive your sins and set you right 

with God.  

 It’s trusting him to do what he has said he will do, that through his life, death, and 

resurrection the Father will forgive our sins and set us right with himself, and that his Spirit will 

empower us to live as he calls us to live. 

 So here’s the question, the question that no matter how hard you try, you simply can’t get 

around it: Have you ever really trusted him, really taken him at his word?  

Will you trust him? 
MEG 
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