BLIND, BUT NOW WE SEE
Sermon for the 4th Sunday in Lent, 2011
John 9:1-41

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.

The text for our sermon today is our Gospel from before, John 9:1-41
1 While Jesus was passing by, He saw a man who had been blind from his birth. 2 His disciples asked Him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man, or his parents, that he was born blind?”

3 Jesus answered, “Neither has this man sinned, nor have his parents sinned. Rather, he is blind so that the works of God may be revealed in him. 4 We must do the works of Him who has sent Me while it is day. The night is coming when no one can work. 5 As long as I am in the world, I am the Light of the world.”

6 After He said this, He spat on the ground, made some mud with the saliva, and anointed the man’s eyes with the mud. 7 He told him, “Go! Wash yourself in the Pool of Siloam!” (When translated, the name is “Sent”).

So the man went and washed himself; and came back seeing.

8 His neighbours, therefore, and those who used to see him previously as a beggar asked, “Is not this the man who used to sit and beg?”

9 Some said, “It is he.” Others said, “No, but he is like him.” He himself kept saying, “I am the one.”

10 Therefore they kept asking him, “How, then, have your eyes been opened?”

11 He answered, “The Man who is called Jesus made some mud, anointed my eyes, and told me, ‘Go to Siloam and wash yourself!’ Therefore I went and washed myself, and I received sight.”

12 They asked him, “Where is He?”

He answered, “I do not know.”

13 They brought the man who had once been blind to the Pharisees. 14 The day was a Sabbath when Jesus made the mud and opened his eyes. 15 Therefore the Pharisees also kept asking him how he had received his sight. The man told them, “He put mud on my eyes, and I washed myself, and I see!”

16 Therefore some of the Pharisees said, “This man is not from God, because He does not keep the Sabbath.” Others were asking, “How can a man who is a sinner do such miraculous signs?”

So there was a division among them. 17 Therefore they asked the blind man again, “What do you say about Him? For He has opened your eyes.”

He answered, “He is a prophet.”

18 Therefore the Jews did not believe that the man had been blind and had received his sight until they called the parents of the man who had received his sight. 19 They asked them, “Is this your son, who you say was born blind? So how does he now see?”

20 Therefore his parents answered, “We know that he is our son, and that he was born blind. 21 However, we do not know how it is that he now sees, or who has opened his eyes. Ask him! He is of age. He will tell you about himself.”

22 His parents said this because they were afraid of the Jews. For the Jews had already agreed to put out of the synagogue anyone who confessed that Jesus was the Christ. 23 That is why his parents said, “He is of age. Ask him!”

24 So they called a second time the man who had been blind. They told him. “Give glory to God! We know this Man is a sinner.”

25 He answered, “I do not know whether He is a sinner. One thing I know, that, although I was blind, now I see.”

26 Therefore they asked him, “What did He do to you? How did He open your eyes?”

27 He answered them, “I have already told you, and you have not listened. Why do you want to hear it again? Can it possibly be that you also want to become His disciples?”

28 They answered him insultingly, “You are that Fellow’s disciple. We are Moses’ disciples. 29 We know God has spoken to Moses, but as for this Fellow, we do not know where He is from.”

30 The man answered them, “Well, the astonishing thing in this is that you do not know where He is from; yet He has opened my eyes. 31 We know that God does not listen to sinners, but, if anyone worships God and does what God wants, God listens to him. 32 Since the beginning of time no one has ever heard that anyone has opened the eyes of a person who has been born blind. 33 If this Man were not from God, He would not be able to do anything.”

34 They answered him, “You were completely born in sins; and are you trying to teach us?”

Then they cast him out. 35 Jesus heard that they had cast him out. When He had found him, He asked, “Do you believe in the Son of Man?”

36 The man asked, “Who, then, is He, Sir, that I may believe in Him?”

37 Jesus told him, “You have both seen Him, and He is the One who is talking with you.”

38 He said, “I believe, Lord,” and he worshipped Him.

39 Then Jesus said, “For judgment I have come into this world, that those who do not see may see, and that those who see may become blind.”

40 Some of the Pharisees who were with Him heard this. They asked Him, “Surely we are not blind, too?”

41 Jesus told them, “If you were blind, you would have no sin. However, now that you say, ‘We see,’ your sin remains.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.
Dear friends in Christ,

Jesus and His disciples had been in the vicinity of the temple, so it was no surprise that they passed by a man who had been born blind sitting near one of the Temple gates. This was a good spot for such a person to appeal for help, because it was well known that those coming or going to worship the Lord would more than likely be generous to beggars making requests of them. The sight of this blind beggar reminded the disciples of a much-debated theological question that they had long wanted to ask Jesus. It was this: “Rabbi, who sinned, this man, or his parents, that he was born blind?”


The question came of no surprise, because according to conventional wisdom and the teaching of the religious leaders, it was taken for granted that to be born blind – or with any birth defect for that matter – was obviously a sign of disfavour from God So the only explanation was that this man’s blindness was some kind of punishment for some terrible sin he had committed.

If we take the disciple’s logic to be true, then the Japanese must be guilty of some horrendous crime. They have suffered a massive earthquake and a tsunami. Now they are struggling to contain radiation from their stricken power station. 

In his response, Jesus rejected the idea that when someone suffers, they are being punished for their sins. True, sickness, tragedy and so on can be and is the result of sin, but not punishment.
The disciples were not looking at the situation correctly. Their preconceived notions were blocking the truth from their view, creating a sort of blind spot. Jesus opened their eyes to see the man’s blindness as He did: as a showcase for the Lord’s mercy and love. According to the Lord the man’s blindness served a good purpose, and part of that purpose was fulfilled when Jesus performed a miracle that gave the man his sight, and surely that displayed God’s powerful work of healing and restoration. The point is that the Lord wasn’t punishing anyone; from God’s point of view, it was for good.

Now, let’s change direction a bit and see how it is that sometimes we erect obstacles that prevent us from seeing God’s truth. 

This is what the disciples had done in the case of the man born blind. They had the preconceived notion about how physical defects (or suffering of any kind) are simply the just desserts of sin handed out by an angry God. But it turns out that this whole story is filled with people who have other blind spots to truth caused by a number of other obstacles – and many of those, like the wrong-headed notion that blinded the disciples, are still prevalent among people today.

Before we go any further, it will be helpful to briefly review a deeper meaning that permeates this whole story. As is the case in all of the miracles of Jesus, there’s more going on here than a simple display of His power. We are all people who have been born blind. Because of our inborn sin and the darkness of our hearts and minds, we are unable to see or understand any of the truths of the Gospel. And so we should see ourselves in this man, sitting helplessly waiting for handouts on the outside of the Temple. Like him, we are completely unable to do anything on our own that might improve our situation – we are unable to find the Lord or come to Him. But, as He did to this blind man, Jesus comes to us in our blindness and opens our eyes. 

Remember the story for a moment. Jesus spat on the ground and made mud, and then smeared it in the man’s eyes. His purpose in doing so was to reveal Himself as the Creator who first formed man’s eyes from the dust of the ground. But if you recall, the blind man was not yet healed at that point. Jesus told him, “Go! Wash yourself in the Pool of Siloam!” And you have to picture this: from the Temple to the pool of Siloam was just about as far as Jesus could have sent him and still kept him in the city. You see, the pool was not right next to the Temple. It was a long walk for a blind man with mud in his eyes, especially considering that water was available any number of places much closer. For the man it was an act of faith in the words of Jesus to make that trip. And when he arrived at the pool, the water, the words of Jesus, and the man’s faith in His words came together to perform the miracle that allowed him to see for the first time in his life. I hope that sounds a lot like Baptism to you. It should, for that’s exactly what’s being illustrated: how the Lord grants spiritual sight by giving the Holy Spirit in Baptism to enlighten hearts and minds that were formed in darkness and in sin.
      Now, with this overall theme informing our understanding – that is, how we are born blind and need the Lord Jesus to give us His Spirit so that we can see – we can begin to look at other parts of the story for some of the blind spots. 

For example, in the Pharisees who interrogate the man who was born blind we can detect a number of blind spots, like the one caused by their extreme legalism. These were the people who were obsessed with trying to live righteous and God-pleasing lives by keeping the Law in all its details, and who had as a result multiplied and expanded the laws that God gave into a massive and rigid code. In so doing, they lost the loving spirit and purpose of the Law, exchanging it for cold and lifeless letters. This was especially true of the Sabbath laws. The Lord had graciously chosen a day for His people to rest and to enjoy His gifts without having to work. The Pharisees turned it into a meticulous burden of do’s and don’ts that made people miserable all in the name of resting. Now along comes Jesus who violated their rules by spitting, making mud, and smearing it the blind man’s eyes. It was shocking! Three blatant cases of forbidden work on the Sabbath: carrying water, mixing mud, and placing it by hand. They could also probably get Him on a couple of counts of performing medical services, one for each eye, and, because He told the man to take a long walk and wash himself, Jesus was guilty of two counts of teaching others to break the Sabbath. Obviously Jesus was a notorious public sinner; therefore it was simply not possible that He could have anything to do with God. 

Now, this is how minds blinded by legalism work. They could not see the goodness or the power of the miracle – or more importantly, the miracle’s implications about who Jesus really was – because their hard and pitiless laws were blocking their view.

The same kind of blind spots occur today whenever we allow rigid legalism to triumph over the freedom we have in the Gospel. It happens that whole groups of Christians are sometimes condemned by others. They insist that we worship on the wrong day, we eat the wrong sort of food, we permit the drinking of the wrong sorts of drinks, we associate ourselves with the wrong sort of crowd, and we go to places for food and drink where we shouldn’t.

These are only a few of the obstacles that can blind us from truth. And please don’t misunderstand me. I’m not saying that anything and everything goes. What I am saying is that we must not allow un-biblical, self-imposed regulations to block our view of who Christ is and what He is doing among us or any other group of Christians. The focus must always be on Christ: on His Words, His truth, His Gospel of salvation, and His Sacraments. These are the means by which He gives us the Holy Spirit so that we can see and believe in Him.
      Now, in the story, not all of the Pharisees were completely blinded by such legalism. Some of them could see the miracle for what it was: something good and wonderful. And so they argued with the others as they struggled to understand what it might mean about Jesus. At first they thought maybe it was a hoax – that the man wasn’t truly blind at birth and that the event was staged to make it look like a miracle. That’s why they interrogated his parents. But after they’d testified, this group of perplexed men were in a terrible logical bind. What pushed them over the edge, however, so that they could not come to see the truth was yet another obstacle to spiritual vision, and that was their pride. They asked the man for his point of view on the subject. He told them that it was obviously of God. And since Jesus was the one who had done it, He too was obviously of God. The man said: We know that God does not listen to sinners, but if anyone worships God and does what God wants, God listens to him. 32 Since the beginning of time no one has ever heard that anyone has opened the eyes of a person who has been born blind. 33 If this Man were not from God, He would not be able to do anything.” Jesus was clearly doing God’s will.

That ended the discussion. Even the Pharisees with some doubts about the matter found themselves unwilling to receive instruction from someone they considered to be so much lower socially, educationally, and morally on the scale of humanity. Now the simple truth about Jesus was blocked by prejudice and religious and intellectual snobbery. And at this point, because they were unable to actually deal with his argument, they resorted to insults and threw him out, all the while fuming about the nerve of some people. 

Again, the same kind of blindness can affect any of us when we refuse to hear the truth of God’s message because of our own pride or our prejudice against the messenger. In this life we are all always disciples – that is, people who are learning from Jesus. Jesus can teach us lessons through any member of His church, if only we are open to hearing it.
      Yet another kind of blind spot shows up in the parents of the man born blind; and this is the one caused by the obstacle of fear. Those parents knew the truth, and yet were unwilling to confess it for fear of the consequences. And to a certain degree we can understand their dilemma. If you think about what was said before, that having a child born blind would have been interpreted by a lot of people in their society as a punishment from God, then you can understand how this couple lived under a cloud most of their lives. Behind their backs people have long whispered about what terrible sins they must be guilty of, and I think it’s telling that the man is found begging at the Temple. Rather than keep him at home and put him to work for the family - for there’s a lot that a blind person could do with the support of someone who cares - it seems that his parents wanted to dissociate themselves from the stigma of having a child born blind. His blindness made them look bad. So as soon as he was old enough to fend for himself by begging, they turned him out to remove the source of their shame. Now at this point, some years later, they could maintain an air of respectability. They could begin to hold their heads up in the world. They waited long and worked hard to get to this point – and now, all of a sudden, it’s being threatened again; for if they confess the truth about Jesus and what he did for their son, they’ll lose it. They’ll be thrown out of the synagogue and everyone will treat them as terrible sinners again. They may lose their friends, or be rejected by their family. They think that it might be better to enjoy the benefits of the lie than to take a stand on the truth and suffer the consequences. Shameful, isn’t it? But isn’t it true that we too sometimes allow the same sort of fear to fill us so that we deliberately close our eyes to the truth about Jesus and refuse to say what we know about Him?

Finally, the last sort of blind spot I’d like to point out this morning can be seen in the man who was so recently blind himself. Because of the miracle he can now see in a physical sense – which illustrates how in Christ we are given the ability to see spiritual truths that were impossible to see before; but the fact is that in this particular case, at the moment he receives his sight, the illustration has not yet caught up with the reality. He can see with his eyes; but much of the truth is still hidden to him. There’s a glimmer of light there; but for the most part his spiritual sight is still very dark and cloudy. He has what might be termed a blind spot caused by ignorance. He didn’t know Jesus before the miracle. He hadn’t asked to be healed by Him, which indicates that he might not even have heard of Jesus. Now that he can see, and all he knows for sure is that he got that way by following the instructions of someone named Jesus. He still doesn’t really know who Jesus is. His first guess that Jesus must be a prophet is the same incomplete and inadequate answer given by the crowds when Jesus asked, “Who do people say I am?” It’s not the same as knowing Jesus as God’s Son and confessing Him as Saviour and Lord.

The point here is that just having spiritual sight is not the same as seeing, nor is the ability to hear and understand what the Lord says the same as actually doing it. It only becomes possible for the man to really know Jesus and to see and hear Him when Jesus comes to him after he has received his sight. Only then does the man see the whole truth and worship Jesus as his Lord and Saviour. This is the key for us. We can see, and yet we all still have plenty of blind spots, blind spots caused by our own brands of legalism, our pride, our fears, and yes, our own ignorance of Jesus – for we all could know Him better and more intimately than we do. The thing to see is that the only way to be healed of these blind spots is actually to be with Jesus and to listen to Him. This is what happens when we gather together to hear Him speak. With strong words of God’s Law He clears the obstacles of sin that block our view. As we repent of them they are cast away. With His message of forgiveness and healing that we attain through faith in His sacrifice for us, He opens our eyes wider and gives us greater clarity allowing us to see more than we did before. Then in the Sacrament of His Holy Supper He shows us Himself and says, “You have seen me now; and I am here speaking my words of forgiveness and life to you.”

Dear friends, by the Lord’s grace and the light of His Spirit you can see. May you make it your goal to see Him better each day. Amen.

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
PRAYER FOR THE FOURTH SUNDAY IN LENT
     Lord, We praise You for all Your loving kindness. We rejoice that You have rescued us from darkness and eternal death, and blessed us with Your love, light, and life. We thank You that You have not punished us as we deserve, or repaid us for our sins. In Your love You have given Your only Son to carry our sins and to suffer for our transgressions, that we may not perish, but have eternal life. We thank You that through Him we can approach Your throne, confident that there we shall find mercy and help in every need. Give us daily joy in Your free forgiveness for all our sins, and in all the endless blessings of the Gospel.
     O Lord, You are mindful of the needs of all people. You give daily bread to both the godly and the ungodly alike. We praise and thank you for supplying all our bodily needs. Enable us to use the lives You give and sustain to show forth Your love and care. Grant us the continuing gift of health, that we may serve You with joy through Him who is the bread of life, even Jesus Christ.
     Give us opportunities to proclaim the Gospel of Christ to others who do not know it. Keep Your Church in Jesus Christ in the one true faith. Bless all schools, that all teachers may acknowledge You and serve You, and that all pupils may find in You the treasures of life and truth.
     Give wisdom, integrity, and Your direction to all who wield authority, that we may worship and serve You without hindrance, and live in peace and righteousness. Protect us from the influence of wicked people, and preserve us in all dangers.
     Give Your strength to all who suffer sickness, pain, disease, or any other trouble of body, mind, or spirit. Enable them to bear their cross with faith in Him who taught us to pray: “Your will be done”. In His glorious name, and for His kingdom’s sake, we pray these things. Amen.
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