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“Never Since the World Began” — Mar. 26, 2017
John 9:1–39
As he walked along, he saw a man blind from birth. 2His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” 3Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him. 4We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day; night is coming when no one can work. 5As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” 

6When he had said this, he spat on the ground and made mud with the saliva and spread the mud on the man’s eyes, 7saying to him, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (which means Sent). Then he went and washed and came back able to see. 
8The neighbors and those who had seen him before as a beggar began to ask, “Is this not the man who used to sit and beg?” . . . . 10They kept asking him, “how were your eyes opened?” 11He answered, “The man called Jesus made mud, spread it on my eyes, and said to me, “Go to Siloam and wash.” Then I went and washed and received my sight. . . .”
13They brought to the Pharisees the man who had formerly been blind.14Now it was a sabbath day when Jesus opened his eyes. 15Then the Pharisees also began to ask him how he had received his sight. He said to them, “He put mud on my eyes. Then I washed, and now I see.” 16Some of the Pharisees said, “This man is not from God, for he does not observe the sabbath.” But others said, “How can a man who is a sinner perform such signs?” And they were divided. 17So they said again to the blind man, “What do you say about him?” He said, “He is a prophet.”
18The Jews did not believe that he had been blind and had received his sight until they called the man’s parents 19and asked them, “Is this your son, who you say was born blind? How then does he now see?” 20His parents answered, “We know that this is our son, and that he was born blind; 21but we do not know how it is that now he sees, nor do we know who opened his eyes. Ask him; he is of age.” . . . 24So for the second time they called the man who had been blind, and they said to him, “Give glory to God! We know that this man is a sinner.”25He answered, “I do not know whether he is a sinner. One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see.”
26They said to him, “What did he do to you? How did he open your eyes?” 27He answered them, “I have told you already, and you would not listen. Why do you want to hear it again? Do you also want to become his disciples?” 28Then they reviled him, saying, “You are his disciple, but we are disciples of Moses. 29We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we do not know where he comes from.” 30The man answered, “Here is an astonishing thing! You do not know where he comes from, and yet he opened my eyes. 31We know that God does not listen to sinners, but he does listen to one who worships him and obeys his will. 32Never since the world began has it been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a person born blind.33If this man were not from God, he could do nothing.” 34They answered him, “You were born entirely in sins, and are you trying to teach us?” And they drove him out.
35Jesus heard that they had driven him out, and when he found him, he said, “Do you believe in the Son of Man?” 36He answered, “who is he, sir? Tell me, so that I may believe in him.” 37Jesus said to him, “You have seen him, and the one speaking with you is he.” 38He said, “Lord, I believe.” And he worshipped him. 39Jesus said, “I came into this world for judgment so that those who do not see may see, and those who do see may become blind.”
This guy has a lot of spunk! Called up, dressed down, slapped around, and pushed aside by the nation’s highest religious authorities, he just tells the truth, and he gets more indignant as their unfairness becomes more and more blatant. He is not going to be bullied into saying something that is not true.

Did Jesus know that this man was going to be able to embarrass the religious leaders of Judah, would stand up to them almost like a prophet? It is possible. Jesus knew people’s inmost thoughts, and he still does. In this story, we see truth stand up to falsehood, common decency stand up to selfishness, and, of course, courage stand up to cowardice. It is one of the great stories of how people were moved by Jesus. 

Sometimes we focus on what Jesus did and said, but today I want to study the effect Jesus had on this man. Obviously, he did not have the same effect on each person. Last week we heard about a woman who was greatly affected by Jesus, who told her townsfolk that she had met someone who told her everything she’d ever done! She was all a-flutter and wondering if he was the Messiah. This blind man is more matter-of-fact. The Pharisees say Jesus is a sinner. The formerly blind man says “I do not know whether he is a sinner. One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see” (9:25).

He guesses that this Jesus must be a prophet (9:17), but he does not really know. His testimony of Jesus is not full of emotion, but it is just as intriguing and powerful as the testimony of the woman at the well.

At the story’s beginning, the guy is singled out by the apostles for a question about who had sinned. They assume that someone must have sinned, either the blind man or his parents, for him to be born blind. Jesus shoots down the assumption itself. Birth defects are not a punishment from God. That is important for us to understand. Birth defects, diseases, and also accidents that happen, are not punishments from God. For one thing, God is neither so crude nor so cruel. 

There really are unfortunate and random occurrences in the natural world, even in something as important as our children’s health, or our own health. It may be hard for religious people to accept, but chance is one of the harsh facts of life. Imperfections, problems, dangers are common in this world. It is best not to assume that God is either rewarding or punishing us with the events in our lives. It is true that immoderate habits will lead to bad health, that dishonesty will lead to fearful or chaotic thinking, and that chaotic thinking will lead to trouble. But that does not mean that all trouble comes from chaotic thinking. Rain falls—and tragedy lands—on the just and on the unjust.

Not everything is sent by God, although everything can be used by God, and here Jesus uses the man’s blindness, and also his basic integrity of character, as an occasion to demonstrate God’s goodness. Maybe that’s what Jesus foresaw, that this man’s simple honesty would come into collision with the sneaky dishonesty of the religious authorities. As it happened, events demonstrated this particular man’s goodness, his refusal to distort the truth or give in to pressure. And by the way, sneaky dishonesty is not copyrighted by any racial group or religion. Some of the worst and sneakiest hypocrites in human history have been supposed Christians, such as the many persecutors, both Catholic and Protestant, in the 1600s. The labels don’t matter much. God can see through our labels and our rituals, and can see when our behavior is evil.
Now, when I read verse 18, I changed “the Jews” to “the Judean religious leaders” because I think it is important not to think that the whole Jewish people acted against Jesus. It was the religious leaders and a certain portion of the population that blindly followed their leaders who did that, and I don’t want to contribute to wrong conclusions about the Jews as a people. There’s a joke that goes like this: the Jews are just like other people, only more so. In any group there are good people, bad people, and lots of people who follow their leaders, who might lead them down either good or bad pathways. Most of the Pharisees—not all of them—felt threatened by Jesus, an independent prophet who had more charisma and preaching ability than any of them. So they became bad leaders when they clung to power instead of to truth. 

What do you cling to? I know a lot of people in this church right now are clinging to love, are practicing love, and trying their best to help this church, and I think their efforts will bear good fruit in time. Trust in God.

If we stay plugged in to Jesus and use our best wisdom, that’s the right formula. Talk about following leaders—that’s the leader to follow. It’s not just love that we learn from him, but a substantial amount of wisdom, patience, cleverness, humor, and of course, courage. He knew what the Pharisees were up to, and it did not deter him from teaching, healing even on the Sabbath, talking to women, talking to Gentiles and Samaritans, drawing people from East and West.
Returning to the story, I want to look at Jesus’ effect upon the Pharisees, even though it is indirect. It is fascinating how they increase their pressure, and reveal their fear, as the story goes on. At first they want the man to say Jesus is a sinner, since he performed the healing on a Sabbath. When they can’t get the guy to say that, they go and fetch his parents to see if he really had been blind. The parents affirm that he was born blind, but they don’t know how he was healed. With some impatience, they get sassy, and say “He is of age; ask him” (9:23). 

The Pharisees interrogate the man again, and that is when he says “One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see” (9:25). They harangue him again about the healing, and he finally says, “Why do you want to hear it again? Do you also want to become his disciples?” (9:27). This really throws them! They are not ready for sarcasm. John says “they reviled him” (9:28). They blunder on, finally saying they don’t know where this guy is from. The man, fed up with their unfairness, says—paraphrasing now—that’s funny! You don’t know where he’s from, yet he is the one who healed me. Never since the world began has anyone born blind, been healed! That shows that this man is from God (9:30–33). They can’t handle it, and they throw him out.

Jesus tends to bring out what is fundamental in each person. His influence acted in such a way as to intensify the bravery of the lone honest man, bring out the sassiness of his parents, and heighten the cowardice and fear of the religious experts. You can’t always trust someone who has the trappings of religious authority, but not the traits of religious character. You have to look deeper, at the person’s character. 

What else do we have? We have nothing but character. You’ll take nothing with you when you leave but your character, your memories, and all the spiritual inroads you have made. You will lose nothing of your spiritual progress. God preserves all good things. The healed man will get to preserve his extraordinary encounter with his creator. But we’ve had those encounters too, just in our spiritual experience, not in the flesh.

