One on One: Jesus’ Interaction with Individuals #11

“Jesus and the Insignificant”

John 9:1-12
Few things in life are as heartbreaking as a disability, especially a birth defect.

Disabilities break into life in various forms and at various stages: as the product of genetic misalignments in the womb, as the result of tragic accidents, as the byproducts of infectious diseases or medical events such as strokes, and from the degenerative effects of old age. They affect joints, bones, nervous systems, lungs, hearts, and brains. Even in the United States—a country that leads the world in medical innovation and technology—roughly 20% of our citizens live with a disability.

Blindness is one of those disabilities that affect many. A number of years ago it was reported that in the United States somebody goes blind every twenty minutes.
 Researchers found more than 7 million people are living with uncorrectable vision loss, including more than 1 million Americans who are living with blindness.

Blindness was common in Jesus’ day, often resulting from a birth defect, infection, leprosy, cataracts, or advanced age.
 However, the prospects for the blind in the ancient world were not as promising as today. Most were relegated to beg for money from others just to survive. We are introduced to such an individual in John chapter nine.

This account is set sometime between the Feast of Tabernacles (September or October on our calendar) and before the Feast of Dedication, or Hanukkah (November or December), somewhere in the vicinity of Jerusalem, but outside the temple complex.
 John 8 records the events during the Feast of Tabernacles, and some believe chapter nine took place shortly thereafter.
 Others believe this is more closely related to the events in chapter ten, placing this occasion closer to the middle of December.
 In either case, we are looking at a time between 6-8 months before Jesus’ death the following spring. Tensions had been mounting between Jesus and the Jewish leadership in Jerusalem, and this event only heightened those tensions.

John 9:1 records, “As [Jesus] went along, He saw a man blind from birth.” The interaction between Jesus, the disciples, the blind man, and the Jewish officials take up the entire chapter. In these verses we see the attitudes and actions of these various people grappling with an astounding situation. We will also draw some applications for ourselves in dealing with disabilities.

The Attitudes toward the Disabled

Let’s first consider the attitudes toward the disabled. We first encounter the disciples. In verse two they ask Jesus, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” They display the attitude of calloused curiosity.
You see, the disciples did not look at the man as an object of mercy but rather as a subject for a theological discussion. It is much easier to discuss an abstract subject like “sin” than it is to minister to a concrete need in the life of a person.
 For them the blind man was an unsolved riddle rather than a sufferer to be relieved.

It is easy to become calloused when dealing with people in need. “Case 321—here’s another one, Jesus.” And if you see enough of them along the road, your heart can easily become indifferent to beggars. By and by, you begin to see all beggars alike. And so the blind beggar became a topic of theological discussion.

But they did more than treat him with curiosity. As Max Lucado observes,
Never mind that the man is a beggar in need of help. Never mind that the man has spent his life in a dark cave. Never mind that the man seated in front of them is in earshot of their voices. Let’s talk about his sin.

How could they be so harsh? So insensitive? So…blind?

The answer? (You may not like it.) It’s easier to talk about a person than to help a person. It’s easier to debate homosexuality than to be a friend to a gay person. It’s easier to discuss divorce than to help the divorced. It’s easier to argue abortion than to support an orphanage. It’s easier to complain about the welfare system than to help the poor.

It’s easier to label than to love.

What was the label they put on the blind man? “Sinner.” It was widely held that suffering, and especially such a disaster as blindness, was due to sin. The general principle was laid down by Rabbi Ammi: “There is no death without sin, and there is no suffering without iniquity.”
 So the disciples figured, “If suffering is caused by sin, then whose sin was it? Who’s to blame?” It’s human nature to find someone to blame.
 We might be confused by their initial question: “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” If the man was born blind, how could his own sin have caused the blindness? Some rabbis taught that an infant might sin while still in the womb. In a rabbinical commentary on Genesis there is a curious discussion of Esau and Jacob’s pre-natal conduct, in which Psalm 58:3—“The wicked go astray from the womb”—is variously interpreted so as to show how Esau’s sinful propensity was manifested while he was still in the womb.
 So, in the disciples’ minds, he could have sinned before his birth.

Or perhaps the parents were to blame. Maybe they were guilty of some horrible, secret sin—hidden to the outside world but not hidden to God. How bad could their sin have been to deserve such a harsh penalty from God? We might think that the very idea is an insult to God, but before we condemn the disciples let us reflect that even today we meet Christians whose thinking about God runs along very similar lines to theirs.
 
Jesus’ response to the disciples was short and to the point: “Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life” (verse 3). “Quit trying to find the cause or to assign blame,” Jesus is telling them (and us). Trying to figure out the source of suffering in an individual’s life is futile given our limited understanding, as the book of Job should teach us. Rather, here is one in whom Jesus can manifest God’s works and thus reveal something of God himself and his purposes on earth.
 In other words, focus more on the purpose than the reason! 
 And what is God’s purpose? To display His glory by dispensing His grace.
This does not mean that God deliberately caused the child to be born blind in order that, after many years, his glory should be displayed in the removal of the blindness; to think so would again be an insult to the character of God. It does mean that God overruled the disaster of the child’s blindness so that, when the child grew to manhood, he might, by recovering his sight, see the glory of God in the face of Christ, and others, seeing this work of God, might turn to the true Light of the World.

In the final analysis, all physical problems are the result of our fall in Adam, for his disobedience brought sin and death into the world. But beyond that, to blame a specific disability on a specific sin committed by specific persons is certainly beyond any man’s ability or authority. Only God knows why babies are born with handicaps, and only God can turn those handicaps into something that will show grace to the disabled and glory to His name.
 As Donald Grey Barnhouse advises,

We must ever realize that there are no “pat an​swers” for sickness and suffering in the world. There are those who try to tell us that it is God’s will for everyone to be healthy, and the only reason a person is not healthy is his lack of faith. This is sheer nonsense!

Speaking of sheer nonsense, the Pharisees enter the scene after Jesus had healed the blind man. Their attitude toward him could be called contemptible cynicism. To them this man was only a tool. They evidenced not the slightest interest in him but were eager to employ him as a witness if possible. Since the healing was performed on the Sabbath, he would be useful in incriminating Jesus whom they sought to trap.
 In other words, the blind man was reduced to a thing in order to prove their point.

In contrast to these attitudes which men still take today toward those whose sufferings they are unable to explain, Jesus showed compassionate concern. He viewed him as “a man” (1), a personality who needed his ministrations. His explanation to the disciples is an illuminating disclosure of His entire attitude toward humanity. He felt that the man’s condition called for action rather than for discussion.

The Actions toward the Disabled

This leads us to the actions toward the disabled. The disciples avoided the obvious. They did nothing to help this man’s predicament! True, they did not have the power of Almighty God at their disposal as Jesus did, but they could have done something, could they not? There is not one mention of any of them putting coins in his cup, asking Jesus if He would heal him, or even take the time to say, “Have a nice day!” Like the priest and Levite in the parable of the Good Samaritan, the disciples kept their distance from the blind man. They were more interested in him as a point to be argued rather than a person to be assisted.

Jumping ahead in the story, the Pharisees assailed the obstacle. When they found that he was not agreeable to their scheme against Jesus, they contemptuously cast him off and excommunicated him from the Temple.
 Since he was no longer of use to them, the blind man became a hindrance to the Pharisees.

Jesus, though, took a different direction with the blind man: He addressed the ordeal. He proceeded to cure the man. He took the initiative, for it is not said that anyone asked Him to heal this man; He saw him and He gave him sight.
 In doing so, Jesus displayed the glory of God by dispensing the grace of God in the giving of sight.

God does the same today with regard to the disabled, though not always in the same manner. In this case, it happens to be healing—the glory of God’s power to heal. But there is nothing that says it has to be healing. When Paul cried out three times for his thorn in the flesh to be healed, Jesus said 2 Corinthians 12:9, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Sometimes God tells us, “I will put my power on display, not by healing you, but by sustaining you.”

In other words, healing displays the works of God in John 9, and sustaining grace displays the works of God in 2 Corinthians 12. What is common in the two cases is the supreme value of the glory of God. The blindness is for the glory of God. The thorn in the flesh is for the glory of God. The healing is for His glory, and the non-healing is for His glory. And grace is dispensed to both! Suffering can only have ultimate meaning in relation to God.

Sometimes the Lord heals us physically. On other occasions, it is His plan to heal a rebellious heart…or an unforgiving spirit. Occasionally the change takes place in a moment, sometimes it takes time—months…even years. But when it is finally complete, it sets us free. As in the case of the blind beggar, we can see. At last, we’re free to see!
 All to the glory of God…by the grace of God!

The Applications regarding the Disabled 

Let’s conclude by seeing the applications regarding the disabled. 

First, regarding the disabled among us. Perhaps you yourself have been agonizing over the reason for your disability. You’ve asked yourself, “Is God angry with me? Did I do something to deserve this?” The truth is, you may never know the answers this side of Heaven, and even if you did, it wouldn’t matter as much as you think it would! Focus instead on God’s purpose for your condition. He wants to display His glory by dispensing His grace in your life. Maybe that will come through healing—medical or miraculous. Or perhaps it will come each day as He sustains and strengthens you, making you a shining example of what being a Christian is really about—like Joni Eareckson Tada, confined to a wheelchair as a quadriplegic for decades. The promise gave to Paul is true for you, too: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”

Second, for those who are not physically disabled, learn a lesson from the disciples of what not to do. Don’t label them, don’t make them the matter of a theological or philosophical or political debate. Remember that, first and foremost, you are dealing with a person—a man or woman created in the image of God for whom Christ died. He or she is a person of worth. Know their name. Get to know them. Many disabled folks suffer severe loneliness because others don’t know what to say or do around them. Just your time and interest can be a great benefit. Find out what you can do practically to enhance their lives. We may not have the power to heal, but we have the power to help.
Third, the healing of the blind man is presented as a parable of spiritual illumination.
 Even more profound than the man’s physical inability to see was the spiritual blindness of those still trapped in sin. Jesus used this as a powerful object lesson that the whole world is in darkness until He, the Light of the World, comes in.

What about us?  How are we spiritually blind?  Perhaps we can understand spiritual blindness through common factors that affect our physical sight.

Nearsightedness.  A near-sighted person cannot see things far away.  Spiritual nearsightedness occurs when a person is so wrapped up in their own situation that they cannot see anything beyond their own circumstances.  This is reflected in the words of Psalm 40:12, “For troubles without number surround me; my sins have overtaken me, and I cannot see.”  The prescription of spiritual nearsightedness is two-fold: “Lift your eyes and look to the heavens” (Isaiah 40:26), which will redirect our focus on God, and secondly, “Do you not say, ‘Four months more and then the harvest.’ I tell you, open your eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for harvest” (John 4:35-36), which will take the focus from ourselves and onto others.

Farsightedness.  A far-sighted person cannot see things up close.  They can see everybody else’s problems but they are blind to their own.  To such Jesus says, 

Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye?  You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye (Matthew 7:3-5).
Cataracts.  Some folks suffer from cataracts, which are cloudy lenses that block vision.  Cataracts are the leading cause of blindness today.  Spiritual cataracts are represented in Isaiah 6:9-10:

Go and tell this people: “Be ever hearing, but never understanding; be ever seeing, but never perceiving.” Make the heart of this people calloused; make their ears dull and close their eyes.  Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts, and turn and be healed.

Notice the calloused condition mentioned here. Cataracts are like calluses of the eyes—hard, deadened skin that is no longer sensitive or receptive. Spiritual cataracts can develop as we continue to resist the Holy Spirit’s counsel and conviction. Eventually we just won’t be sensitive anymore—we will be spiritually blind and we won’t even know it!

Night blindness.  Some folks simply can’t see at night.  When they find them-selves in a dark situation, all they can see is the darkness.  Jesus said in Matthew 6:22-23, 

The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light. But if your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness! 

Spiritual night blindness keeps us from seeing the true Light within our dark world.  Night blindness tempts many Christians to give up, to conclude that there is no hope for themselves or for their world.  To such Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 4:16-18,

Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal [emphasis added].

This leads me to my final correlation between physical and spiritual sight, and that is the condition of being cross-eyed.  Some people are born cross-eyed, while those with normal vision can sometimes cross their own eyes.  I recall a photograph of my brothers and I from many years ago.  We were standing around a single microphone on a stand, so we struck a pose like we were recording a song into the mic.  I was in the middle, and at the time the picture was taken, I had my eyes fixed on the microphone.  When the picture was developed, my eyes were crossed!

Unlike the other analogies of physical vision ailments with spiritual counterparts, I would suggest that being spiritually cross-eyed is a good thing.  Consider Hebrews 12:2,

Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God [emphasis added].

When we concentrate our spiritual vision on our Savior and on His cross, we will gain perspective like we’ve never had before.
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