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This is one of my favorite passages in all of Scripture. It is so rich and revealing that we could spend months going through this text verse by verse or word by word. We have a tendency to do that – go through things in such minute detail – we end up missing the bigger picture. John 9 is all one story with several scenes, but I want you to hear it all.

John 9:1-40

Can you understand why I like this passage? Consider some of the things we could spend time contemplating:

· Verses 2-3: The question, “Who sinned?” and the answer, “Neither; he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him.” We could spend multiple Sundays talking about the “why’s” of hardships, deformities, and other things.

· Verses 4-5: Doing the works of God while it is day, for the night is coming. What does the coming night mean? What is the relationship of God’s sovereignty to the existence, reality and our experience of evil?

· Verses 9-12: The crowd’s reaction to the miracle – the man can see; they cannot

· Verses 13-17: The Pharisees’ reaction to the miracle – the man can see; the religious authorities cannot

· Verses 18-23: The Pharisees do not believe, so they ask his parents. His parents cannot give his testimony. 

· Verses 35 – 41: The followup with Jesus and the confrontation with the Pharisees, the discussion of blindness.

There are six sermons we could have done from this one chapter; isn’t Scripture amazing in its richness?

I wanted to focus in on the blind man. Note how his is the first story told after the confrontation with the Pharisees in the Temple; how the Pharisees have failed to see the light of the world. The second encounter with the Pharisees is a powerful illustration of what many of us experience in our Christian walk. It also is an encouragement to share our testimony and it reveals how God’s grace works. 

Hostility to Faith

The first thing we notice about the man is the reaction he experiences after receiving his sight. His neighbors do not recognize him. The townspeople wondered who he was. The transformation he experienced also changed everything around him – he was the same person, yet very different. 

Those kinds of changes can be very scary. Many people have fallen away because they fear what would happen if it were to become known that they accepted Jesus as their Lord and Savior. They worry about how their friends will treat them. “You are one of those kind of people…”, as if having salvation is a contagious illness.  If you want to think in terms of the Parable of the Sower, many people who hear the Word and are excited about it turn away when they realize that their friends will mock them. They initially are enthused, but then the weeds strangle them. They do not want to lose those friends, so they hold on and choose to let go the joy they experienced when they encountered Jesus. Soon, they wonder what it was that had them so excited about Jesus, anyway. 

But not the man in the story. He now can see and he has not hesitation sharing the story of what has happened to him. The Pharisees called him in to question him because he had been healed on the Sabbath. He told them the story – “He put mud on my eyes. Then I washed, and now I see.” Well, that sends the Pharisees into a frenzy debating whether someone sent by God would perform a healing work on the Sabbath. As we preached through Mark, this issue came up several times and Jesus consistently acted in a way to give life, even on the Sabbath. Nonetheless, what are the Pharisees to do? Healing is a powerful sign of God’s presence. Breaking their rules about what is acceptable activity on the Sabbath excludes Jesus – in their minds – from being from God. For the latter group – those who discounted the healing because it was on the Sabbath – they have an evidentiary problem: how do they explain the healing that has taken place? The man can see.

Ahh, they think, it is a hoax. The Pharisees call the man’s parents to come in to testify. The parents know that it is Jesus who was responsible for their son’s being able to see; yet they also know that there is a plot to kill Jesus. John lets us know that anyone who is affiliated with Jesus would be put out of the synagogue; that is, ostracized from the community. It was the ancient world’s way of branding someone with a scarlet A. “Yes, this is our son,” the man’s parents say. “Yes, he was born blind. No, we do not know how it is that he now has sight.” This is essentially the “just-the-facts-ma’am” kind of answer Joe Friday would have loved. 

The man’s parents illustrate the very tangible and personal cost that comes with telling the story of what God has done in your life. It marks you as being different.  

Most of us have had the experience of feeling like sharing our faith was going to make others hostile or put them off. You just get the sense that you had when you had magnets as a kid – you try to push the poles together and just feel the power of the repelling taking place. Socially, this is a terribly uncomfortable place to be. Yet, you also can sense that there is power in the telling of your testimony; that it matters whether you share your story or not. 

The Power of Testimony

A testimony is a powerful thing. When you tell what has happened to you – what you have seen, what you have heard, what has changed in your life – people listen. Stories are how we communicate. Each of us has a story to tell.

When we tell our stories, we do not necessarily know what that testimony will do. Here, the Pharisees called the man back and tried to argue with him about the meaning of his story. Their arguments did not change the basic truth – he was blind but now he could see. The man was able to discern their hostility to the outcome and problem posed by his sight, and he gets the best line in the story, “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?” 

Kaley came home from college last week. She brought home a book for me to read entitled, “Velvet Elvis.” It was written by Rob Bell, a young man used by God to start a powerful ministry in Grand Rapids Michigan called Mars Hill. 

Rob Bell was an assistant pastor at Calvary Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan, longing to start a new church. He and his wife, Kristen, and some friends decided to do it, Calvary gave their blessing and the first Mars Hill gatherings took place on February 7, 1999. An extremely generous family from the community let their building be used for free for the first year and a half, until another extremely generous family offered to give Mars Hill their mall.

In “Velvet Elvis,” Bell talked about how Mars Hill started: “This ethos heavily shaped my understandings of what a church should be like: strip everything away and get down to the most basic elements. A group of people desperate to experience God.” (He’s talking about people who want to be a witness.) Later, he wrote, “I remember being told that a sign had been rented with the church name on it to go in front of the building where we were meeting. I was mortified and had them get rid of it. You can’t put a sign out front, I argued; people have to want to find us. And so there were no advertisements, no flyers, no promotions, and no signs.” And more than 1,000 people showed up. Why? Because of the testimony of those who were inviting – they had something others wanted. 

It was not that the people going to Mars Hill were perfect or had everything in their life in order. No, it was that they were authentically, desperately, wholly searching to engage the living God because they were not perfect. 

This past week, I was at a lunch where I spoke with a woman from the Brawley Presbyterian Church. She told about the ministry that is now taking place in the building that used to be El Centro Presbyterian Church. She said there were now three services taking place, with literally thousands of people attending on a Sunday. Many had participated in some of the twelve-step programs; and the people whose lives had been changed were going out into the community to look for others who were where they had been. Again, it is not that these new believers were perfect, they want to share the transforming power of the living God who meets them in their imperfection.

Having a testimony means that you have eyes to see what God is doing. Being used as a testimony means that others see Jesus in your life – how you act, how you speak, how you handle situations. Again, from Bell’s Velvet Elvis:

Let’s imagine Person X lives in a house on a street. Next door is a Hindu, and on the other side is a Muslim. Across the street is an atheist, next door to them an agnostic, and next door on the other side, someone from Ohio.

Imagine Person X becomes a Christian. Maybe she read something or had friends who inspired her to learn more, or maybe she had an addiction and through a recovery movement she surrendered her life to God. However it came to be, she became a follower of Jesus. Let’s say she starts living out Jesus’ teachings, actually taking him seriously that she can become a compelling force for good in the world. She is becoming more generous, more compassionate, more forgiving, more loving. Is she becoming a better or worse neighbor? If we are her neighbors, we’re thrilled about her new faith. We find ourselves more and more grateful for a neighbor like this. We wish more people would be like this.

I often hear people saying they do not have a testimony as exciting as recovered sight. Neither do I. But what I do have, I want to share. Jesus has changed me; and Jesus continues to change me. 

This morning I received an e-mail survey from the Apple Store out at the Otay Ranch Mall. There were several questions. These two stood out to me: 

1. What would you tell someone to visit the Apple Store?

2. How many people have you recommended to the Apple Store in the past 12 months?

If the Apple Store is asking this question about computers and iPods, how much more am I asking each one of us these questions about eternal salvation, hope, and life in Jesus Christ?

1. What would you tell someone about your life in Christ?

2. How many people have you recommended to Jesus in the past 12 months?

Scripture does not say anyone received Jesus because of the testimony of the man who now could see. He just told his story and his life showed the difference. And this is the truth we need to see this morning: God will use our testimony for His purpose and it will bear the fruit he intends it to bear. But use it He will, and fruit it will bear. 

How God’s Grace Works

The Pharisees’ final line in this encounter is particularly telling about how God works through grace. The Pharisees said to the man, as they were driving him out, “You were born entirely in sins, and are you trying to teach us?” In other words, “We are the experts on God. We know God and we serve God and you – Mr. Blind Man – you are not someone God can use.” 

But here’s the thing: God’s sovereignty and grace are not bound by the experts. God is not obligated to make the experts look good. In fact, the Bible shows us multiple instances where the experts get things really wrong – where God shows up and does marvelous things that the experts did not predict. Examples? 

· How about the Exodus – one minor exile named Moses goes to the Pharaoh (more powerful than the President of the United States) and says, “Let my people go.” Yeah? You and what army? No army, just the LORD. Really? You would teach the Pharaoh?

· How about David versus Goliath? Who predicted that outcome?

· How about Elisha versus the Arameans? Elisha’s servant cried out because the Aramean army had surrounded their city. “Alas, master! What shall we do?” Elisha replied, “Do not be afraid, for there are more with us than there are with them.” You can picture the servant’s face, can’t you? What are you talking about, Elisha, have you lost your mind? Who is with us? So says the expert who has “seen” the field. “O LORD, please open his eyes that he may see.”  The LORD opened the eyes of the servant and he saw; the mountain was full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha. 

· How about Isaiah’s word from the LORD, “Seek the LORD while he may be found, call upon him while he is near; let the wicked forsake their way, and the unrighteous their thoughts, let them return to the LORD, that he may have mercy on them, and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon. For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.  For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return there until they have watered the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.”

· Paul describes God’s sovereignty and grace this way in his first letter to the Corinthians: For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.” Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, God decided, through the foolishness of our proclamation, to save those who believe. For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.

To the Pharisees, this blind man whose sight was granted was foolish, was sinful, was an expression of weakness.  And yet, he was the one in this story whose story glorifies Jesus – he was the only one to see.


Conclusion

Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me. I once was lost, but now am found, was blind but now I see.

What do you see? 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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