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John 9:1-41

How much can you see without your glasses? Looking round the screen, I can see that
most of us are wearing them! If any of us had lived at the time when Jesus was on earth,
we’d have been at a disadvantage visually, because glasses weren’t invented until the
thirteenth century. But even today with all of our medical advances, if someone is born
blind, it is usually impossible to restore their sight. For the man in John chapter 9, until
Jesus healed him, no-one would have expected him ever to be able to see.

John chapter 9 is more than the record of an encounter with Jesus that transformed one
man’s life. It's also a story full of symbolism that applies to every believer. Jesus often
taughtpeople by telling stories,buthere I have a sense of Jesus making a story from events
unfolding in real time. Jesus steps in and out of the story, but he is in control throughout.

We human beings like to entertain one other by thinking up stories, and we use patterns
and repetition and symbolism and irony. This creativity comes from God, but even the
best of our stories is crude and basic compared with the stories that God creates, with
lives, with events, with nations, woven together over centuries. In the Bible we have the
stories of God’s choosing, in words on paper. But if we consider our own lives and current
and past events, we can trace stories that God is still creating. As the saying goes, ‘You
couldn’t make it up!

This story begins with a question that one of the disciples asked Jesus as they walked
along a road and noticed a blind man: “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he
was born blind?” Presumably the man was beggingand had told these passersbyabout his
disability. The disciple was voicing an assumption that has been around since the days of
Job, that painful experiences in this life are God’s punishment for sin. The Pharisees
believed this too, as we can see later on in the chapter. They tried to dismiss the man’s
testimony afterJesus had healed him by saying: “You were steeped in sin at birth; how dare
you lecture us!”

The Book of Job and Psalm 73 show us that this is a narrow assumption which is often
wrong. Jesus went further. “Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this
happened so that the works of God might be displayed in him.” What a wonderful moment
for this man, to hear that the condition that had blighted his life was not the badge of
shame he had been led to believe it was. Instead, it would lead to the works of God being
displayed in him. At this stage he had no idea what that meant in practical terms, but he
understood that God had not abandoned him, that his suffering would lead to something



positive and that God had a purpose for his life, however much of a disaster it had been
up to this point. Isn’t this what every human being deep down longs to hear?

When God answers our prayers by removing our illnesses and burdens, we find it easy to
glorify Him for displaying His works in us. But what about when we experience the
disappointment of not being healed? The Apostle Paul had this experience too. He had a
problem that he described in 2 Corinthians chapter 12 as ‘a thorn in my flesh’, which God
did not remove, in spite of his prayers. Some think it was an aftereffect of the blindness
that Paul suffered when he encountered Jesus on the road to Damascus and a light from
heaven flashed around him (Acts 9:3).

Our readingtoday ended with Jesus warning the Pharisees abouttheir spiritual blindness.
Paul set out for Damascus as Saul the Pharisee, who shared this spiritual blindness and
was intent on persecuting Jesus’ followers. His physical blindness lasted for three days,
until Jesus healed him through a Christian named Ananias. Acts 9:17-19 explains what
happened: ‘Then Ananias went to the house and entered it. Placing his hands on Saul, he
said, “Brother Saul, the Lord—]Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as you were coming
here—has sent me so thatyou may see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” Immediately,
something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes, and he could see again. He got up and was
baptized, and after taking some food, he regained his strength’

I'm sure Paul was aware of the symbolism of this experience. Healed in body and spirit
simultaneously, Paul could now serve as Jesus’ apostle to the Gentiles. However, Jesus did
not remove the thorn in his flesh that troubled him later. But in 2 Corinthians chapter
12:8-10, Paul explains that he understood that this happened so that the works of God
might be displayed in him in a different way: ‘Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take
it away from me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made
perfectin weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that
Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in
insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when [ am weak, then I am strong.’

Let’s return to John chapter 9 and what Jesus said next: “As long as it is day, we must do
the works of him who sent me. Night is coming, when no one can work. While I am in the
world, I am the light of the world.” 1t wasn'’t the first or last time that Jesus made this
astonishing statement, which makes perfect sense to anyone who believes that Jesus is
God, but sounds intolerably arrogant to anyone who does not believe.

John 8:12 records Jesus saying this to people gathered around him in the temple: “I am
the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the
light of life.” A few days before his crucifixion, Jesus called out to a crowd in Jerusalem: “I
have come into the world as a light, so that no one who believes in me should stay in
darkness.” (John 12:46) On the same occasion Jesus expressed a similar urgency about
putting the finite hours of day to good use: “You are going to have the light just a little while
longer. Walk while you have the light, before darkness overtakes you. Whoever walks in the
dark does not know where they are going. Believe in the light while you have the light, so
that you may become children of light” (John 12:35-36)



As with all of his commands, Jesus lived this out himself. He continually reached out to
people, healing and challenging them, even when he was tired or had planned to spend
time alone with his Father. When Jesus’ friend Lazarus died, Jesus ‘said to his disciples, “Let
us go back to Judea.” “But Rabbi” they said, “a short while ago the Jews there tried to stone
you, and yet you are going back?” Jesus answered, Are there not twelve hours of daylight?
Anyone who walks in the daytime will not stumble, for they see by this world’s light. It is
when a person walks at night that they stumble, for they have no light.” (John 11:7-10)

In a way, Jesus’sense of urgency is surprising, because he knew exactly who he was going
to heal and who he was going to save, and beingin very nature God, he is not constrained
by time. I believe he was modelling how his disciples should live, ‘making the most of every
opportunity’, as Paul wrote to the Colossians (chapter 4 verse 5). If God prompts us to do
something, we need to do it while we can. This was a timely word for the blind man too,
who was about to receive an instruction from Jesus. This man (whose name is never
given) typifieseverybeliever. He couldn’t see Jesus and knew nothingabout him, but Jesus
saw him and recognised his plight, took pity on him and decided to heal him. Jesus could
have caused the man’s eyestoopen and his brain to process the never-before-seenimages
simply with a touch or a word. But instead, he spat on the dusty ground to make mud,
spread it over the man’s eyes, and instructed him to go and wash in the pool of Siloam.
Why? I believe there were two reasons.

The first reason was to show that the man needed to take a step of faith in order to
experience healing. Numerous incidents from the Gospels show that Jesus healed people
in response to their faith, and Jesus emphasised this through statements such as “your
faith has healed you” and “According to your faith let it be done to you”. Why is faith in
Jesus so crucial for being healed by him? Because Jesus is more concerned about eternity
than about this life. Jesus had compassion on people’s physical suffering, but he wanted
to do more for them than simply to heal their bodies,because one day they would still die.
Jesus wanted them to put their faith in him so that they would have eternal life in his
presence.

When Jesus healed people, or fed thousands from a few small loaves and fishes, he caught
people’s attentionin a way that showed he cared. But his ultimate purpose was to spark
recognition that he was the Son of God, who could take away people’s sins and change
their eternal destiny.

The second reason why Jesus made the mud and spread it on the man’s eyes, before
instructing him to go and wash in the pool of Siloam, was to encourage his audience to
link this story that Jesus was now creating with Old Testament stories that they already
knew. Again, Jesus intended them to recognise him as the Son of God. The mud that Jesus
placed on the blind man’s eyes referenced how, in Genesis 2:7, ‘the LORD God formed a
man from the dust of the ground. When Adam sinned, that very dust became part of his
curse, as God told him, “..dust you are and to dust you will return.” (Genesis 3:19)
The mud on the man’s eyes implied that his blindness was part of the curse of the Fall.
Jesus was about to show that he had the power to take away the curse and remake the
man’s eyes so that they could function as God intended. Sending the man to wash in the
pool hints at baptism, and is also a reminder of the story of Naaman the commander of
the army of the king of Aram in 2 Kings chapter 5, who suffered from leprosy and was



healed after the prophet Elisha told him to, “Go, wash yourself seven times in the Jordan,
and your flesh will be restored and you will be cleansed” (verse 10) After being
miraculously healed, we are told in verse 15 that, ‘Naaman and all his attendants went
back to the man of God. He stood before him and said, “Now I know that there is no God in
all the world except in Israel.”

John notes that Siloam means “Sent”. The implication is that Jesus was sent from God, as
he himself stated in Luke 4:43: “I must proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God to
the other towns also, because that is why I was sent.” The blind man was sent by Jesus to
the pool. When anyone puts their faith in Jesus, he will send that person to carry out
assignments too. After his resurrection, Jesus said to his disciples, “Peace be with you! As
the Father has sent me, | am sending you.” (John 20:21)

‘So the man went and washed, and came home seeing.” He was changed in more ways than
this though. The works of God continued to be displayed in him. He answered the
Pharisees’ questions boldly and honestly. None of his words were recorded by John until
he had been healed by Jesus. From that point, the man’s personality begins to emerge
through what he said. I can’t help smiling at his fearlessness and his down-to-earth
arguments that leave the Pharisees fuming and reduced to hurling insults. Who would
have thought, when he was a blind beggar by the roadside, that one day a few simple
sentences from him would expose the wilful ignorance and corruption of the religious
authorities? This is what Jesus can do for all of us. He wants to put his treasure into our

jars of clay. He wants his servants to be like himself.

The persecution that the formerly blind man had just started to experience was what
every believer must expect. It was the inevitable result of his conversion. 2 Timothy 3:12
says, ‘everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.’ It was also a
test of his faith. 1 Peter 1:6-7 says: ‘... now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief
in all kinds of trials. These have come so that the proven genuineness of your faith - of
greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire - may result in praise,
glory and honour when Jesus Christ is revealed.

Notonly did the formerly blind man experience hostile questioning by the Pharisees, but
his own parents also failed to support himin public. Their behaviour shows how powerful
the Pharisees were and how oppressive they could be in their communities. No wonder
Jesus said on another occasion, recorded in Matthew 23:13: “Woe to you, teachers of the
law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the door of the kingdom of heaven in people’s
faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to.” The man’s
parents were so afraid of the consequences of being put out of the synagogue, that this
seems to have smothered their natural joy at their son having been healed of his lifelong
disability. Surely, all those years ago when their son was born and they began to realise
that something was wrong with him, they must have prayed desperately that God would
take the problem away. As time passed, and it became clear that their son could see
nothing, they must have gradually given up hope. But now at last God had healed him!In
normal circumstances they would have been overjoyed and desperate to meet Jesus and
thank him for the amazing thing that he had done. Clearly, life under the Pharisees was
far from normal. As Ecclesiastes 7:7 says in some translations, ‘oppression drives a wise
one to madness’.



The formerly blind man, who had met Jesus himself and been healed by him, wasn’t
intimidated by the oppression of the Pharisees, and answered them back freely and with
enthusiasm. But his parents, who had only heard of Jesus and hadn’t met him, remained
trapped by fear. This tactic of the enemy of our souls to use human oppression to keep
people away from Jesus is still very much in use. We can see it in false religions and
totalitarian regimes the world over. But Jesus is still saving people in those situations
through direct personal encounters. For example, there are many testimonies from
former Muslims in the Middle East, who encountered Jesus in their dreams and are now
Christians.

It’s clear from their questioning ofthe formerly blind man that the Pharisees were looking
for reasons not to believe in Jesus. As scholars of scripture, they must have known that
one of the signs of the Messiah was that he would restore sightto the blind, as stated in
[saiah 35:5 and 42:7.Some of the Pharisees did ask, “How can a sinner perform such signs?’
But they all seemed to think they could make up their minds about Jesus through
questions and debate on a human level. It didn’t occur to them to ask God to reveal the
truth about Jesus. Clearly, they did not have an active faith in God, which made them
completely unqualified for their position of religious authority.

In 2 Corinthians 4:3-4 Paul wrote: ‘if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are
perishing. The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see
the light of the gospel that displays the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.’
When people reject Jesus, it's symptomatic of a wider blindness that leads to bad
decisionsin every area of life. In our nation at the moment, a disastrouslack of perception
seems to be affecting our government, our justice system, our police, our health service,
our education system and more. They all seem inexplicably to be ignoring the obvious.
This can only be because, as so many reject Jesus, their minds are also being blinded to
common sense.

Recently there has been a movementto restore Christian prayers before council meetings.
Such prayers are more important than most people realise. When anyone prays sincerely
in the name of Jesus, the Holy Spirit is at work. Jesus said to his disciples, “when he, the
Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all the truth.” (John 16:13) Not only the truth
about God, but also the truth about human life, the world, relationships. This is vital for
everyone, and particularly for those with responsibility. Paul wrote ‘I urge, then, first of
all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for all people - for kings
and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and
holiness.” (1 Timothy 2:1) As UK politics becomes more fragmented and more parties
compete for our votes, we need to pray for those in authority and also to use our votes
wisely. It could be argued that where a candidate stands in relation to Jesus is more
important than the political party that they belong to.

Let’s return to the formerly blind man. Having been thrown out of the synagogue, he may
have been feeling rather nonplussed. On one hand, life was wonderful - he had met Jesus
and, as a result, his disability had gone and he could see. But on the other hand, he had
been ostracised byhis community,and even his parents didn’t seemto care enough about
him to stand up for him.I wonder whether he prayed, and asked God to let him meetJesus
again. Whether he did or not, Jesus came back to him. The man musthave been overjoyed!



Jesus had a question for him: “Do you believe in the Son of Man?” The man was honest
about not knowing what this meant, and showed that he trusted]Jesus when he said: “Who
is he, sir? Tell me so that I may believe in him.” This attitude of humility and childlike faith
- wanting to believe - is the attitude that God wants to see in us. Similarly, in Mark 9:24,
Jesushealed a boy possessedbyan evil spiritafter the boy’s father exclaimed, “I do believe;
help me overcome my unbelief!”

Jesus gave a completely straightforward answer to the formerly blind man - the sort of
answer that he gave to his disciples who were close to him. “You have now seen him; in
fact, he is the one speaking with you.” ‘Then the man said, “Lord, I believe,” and he
worshipped him. This was the only appropriate response. No more questions, no more
requests, just worship. There was no need for the man to say anything because he knew
that Jesus understood.

And that wasn’t all. Isn’t it often in moments when we are worshipping that God reveals
things to us? We see a picture, or we suddenly understand something. So it was with this
man. Jesus revealed even more to him and to those standing nearby: “For judgment I have
come into this world, so that the blind will see and those who see will become blind.” This
was a statement that I expect the man pondered for the rest of his life. It riled the
Pharisees who were there, prompting a stern rebuke from Jesus: “If you were blind, you
would not be guilty of sin; but now thatyou claim you can see, your guilt remains.” The man
was left in no doubt about what Jesus thought of the Pharisees, and any lingering unease
about having been thrown out of the synagogue would certainly have been dispelled.

The Pharisees’ question to Jesus - “Are we blind too?” - was asked scornfully. But we
should ask Jesus this question sincerely. We can have blind spots without being aware of
it. Former U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld famously defined “.. unknown
unknowns. These are things we don't know we don't know.” Blind spots are dangerous and
can lead to disastrous misunderstandings of situations and people. But God seesall of our
blind spots, and He wants to cure them. This is what Jesus said to the complacent
Laodiceanchurch in Revelation 3:17-18: ‘You say, Tam rich; I have acquired wealth and do
not need a thing.” But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and
naked. I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and
white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your
eyes, so you can see.

All we need to do is ask, with full confidence in Jesus’ words in Matthew 7:7: “Ask and it
will be given to you”.



