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Dear congregation,

Our son’s mother-in-law, who had been blind since birth, once said to me, ‘I always thank God that I wasn’t born deaf.’   Brave, heartfelt words that make you admire her.  But total blindness?  Only ever experiencing total blankness, blackness?  It makes my heart cringe with cowardice!

It is striking that there is no miracle story of the giving of sight to the blind anywhere in the Old Testament. Nor is the power to make the blind see attributed to any of the apostles and followers of Jesus in the New.  (The nearest we come to it is when Ananias laid hands on Saul on Tarsus to remove his temporary blindness. Acts 9.17f).
   At the same time, it is equally striking that there are more miracles of Jesus restoring sight to the blind than healings in any other category.

· In the Old Testament it is only God himself who is regarded as being able to give sight to the blind (c/f Exodus 4:ll Then LORD said to him [Moses], “Who has made man’s mouth? Who makes him mute, or deaf, or seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the LORD?).  
· The Old Testament also teaches that Messiah, the Christ (Anointed One) will be identified by his power to give sight to the blind. Isaiah the prophet highlights this.  ‘’In that day… the eyes of the blind shall see’ (29.18b) ‘Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, the ears of the deaf unstopped.(35.5)  God’s Messiah is called ‘to open eyes that are blind.’ (42.7)) 

The sixth miraculous sign in John’s gospel (9.1-41) highlights that Jesus truly must be the Servant of the Lord (Messiah) Isaiah spoke about. 
· He, uniquely, opens the eyes of the blind.  He is the ‘sight-giver’, the ‘light of the world.’
· At the same time this John 9 highlights that human beings have two sets of eyes and that there are two kinds of blindness.  
· We have physical eyes that can be physically unseeing. This was true of the beggar described in John 9.  
· We also have spiritual eyes and can be spiritually blind.  This was true of the Jewish religious leaders, the blind guides who figure so prominently in this chapter.

THE HEALING

One day (most likely while in or around Jerusalem once again) Jesus and his disciples came across a man who was born blind – a beggar (9.8). (In those days blind people had no career options except to beg!)

The disciples, reflecting common belief in those days, speculate on why God, who is in charge over everything that lives, made this man blind.  It must be a punishment for sin.  Either that man sinned (while still in his mother’s womb!) or maybe his parents did something terrible. (This is the way Job’s friends argued with Job!)  Many people, including Christians, still think like this.  ‘What did I do to deserve this?  God must be punishing me!’  (Nowadays, the Buddhist concept of Karma and the idea of ‘Yin/Yan’ beliefs are rife.  What you did to others in a previous life will be what is done to you in this one!  The common explanation for suffering and illness is something you have done some time in the past.)

While it is true in a general sense that all suffering, pain and death, is the result of the Fall (Genesis 3), it is not true that we can necessarily say that a particular form of affliction is a punishment for a particular sin.  Sometimes we can, but not always!


That’s what the Lord Jesus said about the man who is the subject of John 9.  In fact, God is about to use this particular man – an unnamed beggar – to demonstrate the redeeming work of God.  
This man was born blind to show you and millions of others through the centuries that Jesus is indeed the light God has sent into the world – your light-giver, the one who is able to give you spiritual eye-sight that is more beautiful and precious than anything else in the whole wide world.  

Jesus knelt down in front of the blind man. He spat on the ground, mixed this with dust and made a little ball of gooey mud.  He put it on the man’s eyes and told him to go wash it off at the Pool of Siloam – a well-known landmark in Jerusalem.
John mentions that Hebrew word ‘Siloam’.  This name for the pool suggests this water filled the pool after it was ‘Sent’ through a specially dug tunnel, dating back from the days of King Hezekiah.   ‘Siloam’ means ‘sent’.  John saw spiritual significance in this name for he often points out that the Father sent his Son into the world. The blind man was healed by the ‘Sent’ – the water sent to Jerusalem via Siloam.  Ultimately he was healed by the One sent by God, his own Son!
Why Jesus used this strange mixture spittle and mud is not clear.  Many suggestions have been made through the centuries. None are conclusive or convincing.  Ultimately our Lord was free to choose whatever means he willed.  It could have been a word, simply touching his eyes, or whatever.  The point is that the beggar did exactly what Jesus commanded him to do – and came returned to his home, seeing!   Praise the Lord!
REACTIONS

If you have only ever seen someone you know shuffling slowly, hands outstretched and head bent down in concentration, and then, unexpectedly, see him walking confidently, upright, looking around with a happiness beaming from his face, you might begin to wonder if this could possibly be the same man!  

That’s what the newly seeing man’s neighbours experienced.  They just couldn’t, wouldn’t believe what they were seeing!  It can’t be him!  It’s his double!  

‘It is indeed me!’ he insisted.

Well, then: Who? How? Explain what has happened!
 “The man called Jesus made some mud and anointed my eyes and said to me, Go to Siloam and wash.’ So I went and washed, and received my sight.” (9:11)

Whatever else, these neighbours reckoned God must somehow have been involved.  Who else but God can open eyes?  This neighbour of theirs had been blind all his life,  permanently blind!  How could this man Jesus do what only God can do?  What does it mean?  God must be backing, even be the power that Jesus has!
In our day and age when something baffles, confuses or upsets us, we call in the experts and demand an inquiry – even a royal one in some circumstances.  In a similar way, this miraculous event called for an inquiry as too.  The experts consulted were the Pharisees – Bible experts par excellence in the Jewish community.  They were the Biblical scholars, the religious guides and leaders of God’s people.  They knew all about God’s will and ways.  It was their job to interpret this sign and provide spiritual light to guide God’s people.

THE ENQUIRY

1. Step one: The Investigating Committee interviews the beggar. 

John immediately adds one other detail that helps to explain the line of investigation used by the ‘experts’.  The man had been healed on ‘Shabbat’ – the Sabbath.  

Very clearly, Jesus had broken the traditions of the Rabbis about keeping Shabbat.  These rules absolutely forbade ‘working’ on God’s holy day.  By mixing spittle and dust to make mud, Jesus had ‘worked’ on the Shabbat!  Furthermore, healing a person of an illness that was not a matter of life or death was also clearly defined as being ‘work’ according to the traditions of the Rabbis.  Surely, had this Jesus respected God’s Law, he would have waited for the next day before healing him!   Since, according to the Pharisees, Rabbinical laws as are important as those found in Moses because rabbinical laws are derived from those of Moses.  Jesus is a lawbreaker.  He must be a sinner!  That was the majority view among these investigating Pharisees.  


There was, at first, a minority opinion as well.  Some of the Pharisees asked: ‘How can a sinner do such miraculous signs?’

There’s a question designed to make you think a little more carefully. If Jesus really and truly did heal this man:  

· Who was he?  

· Was he simply a clever, charismatic type of person whom his followers turned into the Messiah? 
· Was he really sent by God?  God’s Son, as John has been suggesting?
· How come he could do such miraculous signs, something as powerful and unique as giving sight to a man born blind?

The ’Investigating Committee’ was divided and couldn’t come to a decision.  Stuck, they decided that the only way forward was to ask the beggar more questions!  He just can’t be from God. Therefore they go back to the healed man, implying that he hasn’t told them everything and hasn’t been quite honest.  

But face the facts. This man was indeed healed. Jesus, the Sent One, after putting mud on his eyes, had sent him to ‘Sent’ (Siloam) – and, behold, now he sees!    

So the Investigating Committee, Israel’s spiritual light-bearers, ask a beggar who had always been blind for his insight(!): Who is Jesus?  

Note how this man’s faith is developing as a result of the investigation.  He now claims that Jesus must have been sent from God. ‘He is a prophet.’

2. Step two: Unwilling (or it is unable?) to believe/accept what they are seeing, the ‘Investigating Committee’ claims enough spiritual light to continue to doubt that God has anything to do with this miracle.  

There must be a catch somewhere. They widen their investigation and call in the parents.  Yes, say this elderly couple, he is our son who was indeed born blind.  But, how or why he can now see is not for them to answer.  They challenge the Committee to ask their son.  He’s an adult able to answer for himself.

The pressure is really being turned on.  Should the Committee hear answers that don’t match their own preconceptions, they could turn nasty.  Expulsion from the Synagogue was a genuine fear on the part of these parents.

3. The third stage.  The newly sighted beggar is summoned before the committee yet again.  
The Committee urge him to ‘give glory to God’ (John 9.24. C/f Josh 7.19) – that is, swear to tell the truth, and stop hiding things.   By now the majority opinion in the Committee seems to be unanimous.  ‘This man [Jesus} is a sinner’ (9.24) is their considered judgment.  

The response of the blind man is, if you’ll pardon the pun, delightful! – filled with light!   ‘Whether he is a sinner I don not know.  One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see.’ (9.25)  

See the contrast?  The spiritual sight of the man-born-blind is getting sharper and sharper.  Increasingly, the eyes of his heart are being opened too.  On the other hand, the blindness of the Pharisees intensifies.  The ‘see’ in Jesus only a sinner, a charlatan. They cannot accept what they see and hear.   Their wide-open eyes are glued firmly shut.

‘What did he do to you? How did he open your eyes?’ they ask (9.26).  This question (and their final insult, ‘You were born in utter sin.’ 9.34) gives them away!  They admit that the miracle did happen. 

Tongue-in-cheek, the formerly blind man reminds them that he has already told them and asks, ‘Do you also want to become his disciples?’

Blinded with rage, insults fly thick and fast!  

The investigating committee of Pharisees demand that the newly healed man makes a choice.  Either you are with him or you are with Moses (us).  If you are a disciple of Moses (the way of salvation by means of the Law) you cannot be a disciple of this fellow Jesus.  Moses came from God, but what evidence is there that Jesus comes from God?  
The Pharisees are confident that in siding with Moses (salvation by means of keeping the Law) they are in God’s side.  That’s the ‘light’, the ‘way’ they offer!  Their way is the light that comes from God!

You could say today that these Pharisees were blind as bats – spiritually blind.  They cannot even see the testimony of the very Scriptures they claim to be honouring. 

Does not Moses himself testify that only God can open eyes – physically and spiritually?  If Jesus opened eyes, it must be because God is with him.  If God were not with him, the blind man would still be blind!  Open your eyes Pharisees!

It’s always true that anger and rage blinds, spiritually as well as physically.  No longer able to see even the tiniest pinpoint of light in Jesus, the Pharisees’ spiritual ugliness and darkness manifests itself in their insult, ‘You were steeped in sin at birth. How dare you lecture us!”  And they threw him out.

I ask you, who is blind in this story?

SIGHTED OR BLIND

9.39-41 point t two possible directions that are open to you and me.    No fence-sitting.  You side either with the newly healed man or with the Pharisees.

Jesus asked this former beggar:  ‘Do you believe in the Son of Man?’

This title, ‘Son of Man’ comes from the Daniel 7.13,14 which describes the Messiah (Christ) being given all authority, glory and sovereign power by God, the Ancient of Days.   All orthodox Jews in Jesus’ days were agreed that the Son of Man in Daniel is Messiah, the promised Christ.   

Do you believe in the Son of Man?   Believe is much more than a thing of the mind, an intellectual agreement about facts and needs.   Believe is trust, surrender, a willingness to put your future life, even the life to come, into the hands of the Son of Man – to live by what he proclaims and gives you.

The man indicates a heartfelt desire to be able to see this Son of Man of whom the prophet Daniel had spoken.   ‘’And who is he, sir, that I may believe in him?’  Jesus points to himself!

Can you see that?   Can you see him with eyes of your heart?  

· Is Jesus the light-giver, the one to whom you will come to find light and guidance for the pathway of your life?   

· Would you trust him wherever he leads you? 

The man says, ‘Lord I believe!’   Experience the real power of that word ‘believe’ here. He says it with his mouth, his heart, utterly, completely.   The light shines on Jesus.  The light shines from Jesus… the light of life.

That’s one way.  There surely is another too.  Whether it was there and then or some time (hours, days?) later, but some Pharisees also come back into the picture once more…

‘’Are we blind too?’

Well, are they?   What do you say?  Are they not condemned?

What about you?   When you hear this story, can you ‘see’ with your spiritual eyes and say to Jesus, ‘Lord I believe.  I see!’  

� Morris p. 475


� Aware of alternative, ‘Son of God’ – but agree with NIV (See also Carson and Bruce Milne who, in contrast to Morris, adopt this reading.)
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