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John 9:1-7, 13-17, 34-39

God uses our sufferings to display His saving work.

1. Defects like blindness are not usually caused by some specific sin.

     a. Ailments can be caused by a specific sin.

     b. But more often they are reminders of sin in general.

     c. They are meant to remind me of my sin, not so that I speculate about the sins of others.

2. They are backgrounds on which God displays His marvelous grace.

     a. They lead me to seek my Savior.

     b. They help me to appreciate what a spectacular thing His salvation is.

Preached February 24, 2008 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

(This is the same sermon as was preached for Lent 3, 1996.)

It’s striking how often the Bible uses blindness and light to describe sin and salvation. It’s striking how often God used blindness and the curing of blindness to impress on the people of Bible times what a wonderful thing God did for them when He saved them. The Apostle Paul, when God called him to salvation, was caused to go blind. God caused him to sit in the darkness of  his blindness for three days--let him stew in his juices--let him meditate over the spiritual darkness he had been living in. And then when the time was right, God sent His prophet Ananias to lay his hands on Paul, and it says that something like scales fell from his eyes. Now Paul could see--not just with his physical eyes, but with the eyes of faith.

At the end of this service we will be singing the popular hymn “Amazing Grace.” It has that familiar line, “I once was lost but now am found, was blind but now I see.” Have you ever heard the life story of the author of  “Amazing Grace?” His name was John Newton. He lived back in the days when slavery was still legal. During the first part of his life, John Newton was an unbeliever and led a very immoral life. By profession he was a slave trader. He worked on a ship that would make trips to Africa where he would help capture people and bring them back to England where they were sold into slavery. But about halfway through his life he was converted to faith in Jesus. He became so devoted to Christ that he studied to become a pastor. His favorite topic to preach on was always himself, how God had turned him from the most despicable sinner to a saint. Now do his words have more meaning for you? “I once was lost but now am found, was blind but now I see.” But the blind man in our text for today probably understood the contrast between spiritual darkness and spiritual sight better than the Apostle Paul or John Newton or any other believer who has ever lived. Jesus used his blindness and changed it so dramatically that he was left with an indelible impression of the darkness and misery that sin causes and the spectacular light that Jesus brings into our lives. Our theme for today is: God uses our sufferings to display His saving work.

Being blind, this man had no doubt grown up thinking he was the scum of the earth. In those days there was no government assistance for handicapped people. They were usually reduced to begging to get enough food to eat. He had grown up with the worst “lack of self-esteem” problem. There was always so much insensitivity from the people around. Here we see Jesus’ own disciples discussing, no doubt right within the man’s hearing, what sin could have caused this terrible case of blindness. Since it was blindness from birth, they debated about whether it wasn’t his parents who had done the sin.

We see here how the people of Jesus’ day misused God’s law. They were very zealous for God’s law, but they had a totally distorted view of what its purpose was. They used it to sort through other people’s lives and speculate about what sins they had done to cause their ailments. If they themselves had no ailments, then it must be evidence that they hadn’t committed any sins. If you had no afflictions, well then I guess God was pretty satisfied with you.

Jesus cuts through this misuse of the law and says, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned.” This was not a defect that could be traced back to a specific sin. Jesus warned several times during His ministry that that is a dangerous way of looking at sin. Most afflictions are not caused by a specific sin. Oh, there are certain illnesses that can be contracted by committing certain sins. But in the vast majority of the cases, illness is a result of sin in general rather than a result of a specific sin. Adam, when he sinned, made us susceptible to all kinds of illnesses and handicaps even before any of us had a chance to commit any actual sins. 

And these illnesses and handicaps don’t give me the right to go poking around in someone else’s life and say, “Boy, I wonder what kind of skeletons he’s got hiding in his closet.” The afflictions--no matter whose afflictions they are--are meant as reminders to repent of my sins. Jesus once had a conversation with some people who were speculating about the sins of others. Some Galileans had at that time been killed by Pilate’s soldiers right in the temple and people were speculating about what they had done to deserve such a fate. Jesus said to His listeners, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish. Or those eighteen,” He goes on, “who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them--do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.” Notice how very bluntly Jesus turns the focus from them to me. We can all be very childish and say, “But look what they did.” God’s law is not meant to shake the finger at them. It’s meant--if it’s used properly--to turn the finger from “them” to “me.” It’s meant to impress on me that I am a sinner, that I am in need of saving. 

Jesus said that this case was not caused by some particular sin committed by the man or by his parents before he was born. God had a different purpose in allowing this thing to happen. Jesus said, “But this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life.” God had it all planned out that once this man went through his years of suffering and mental anguish, Jesus would come along and cure him of his blindness--give him the ability to see!  But then, more than that, this miracle would give the man an insatiable curiosity as to who this Jesus was so that he would find out Jesus had an immensely greater healing to give him. 

The miracle Jesus performed here was awesome. It’s no accident that at the beginning of the account John points out that this man was blind from birth. Even way back then people knew that blindness from birth was the most incurable kind of blindness. It’s still that way today. If you go blind later in life, it’s much easier to be treated than if you were born blind. If you were born blind and grew up blind, it is virtually impossible, even for doctors today with all their advanced knowledge, to give you sight. I was just reading an article on that recently. Children who are born blind, unless their blindness is corrected in the first year of life, will forever remain blind. During that first year of life, is when all the connections form between the brain and the eyes. And so if the blindness isn’t corrected then, those connections will never form and the blindness will be irreversible. And yet Jesus was able to do such a miracle. If He were here today and performed this miracle, He would leave the eye doctors shaking their heads in disbelief. That’s what a great miracle this was. 

You maybe know people who have had cataract surgery or lazer surgery to restore vision that has gone blurry later in life, and you’ve heard them just marvel at what a “miracle” the doctors performed on them. But that’s a drop in the bucket to what Jesus performed here on a man born blind. 

After the miracle Jesus questioned the man, “Do you believe in the Son of Man?” The formerly blind man wasn’t sure yet whether Jesus was the Messiah, but he knew from this miracle that He, at least, had to be a great prophet. He said, “Who is [the Son of Man], sir? Tell me so that I may believe in him.” He was now eager to find out about the more important spiritual sight that God’s Messiah would be able to give him. Jesus said, “You have now seen him; in fact, he is the one speaking with you.” The most important thing that his new sight could show him was the Savior. And that Savior was standing right in front of him. That Savior was the one who had given him the sight. The man said, “Lord, I believe!” and he bowed down and worshiped Jesus. 

The long years that he had spent in darkness, the long years when he was a social outcast, the long years that he had to think about his spiritual darkness and what the effects of sin are had finally paid off. His miserable background made the salvation that Jesus brought him that day nothing less than spectacular. As he looked at and couldn’t keep marveling at the sunlight that he was enjoying for the very first time, he had to be overcome with a second feeling of ecstacy from knowing that he now had the far greater light of God’s salvation--and he would have it for eternity!

That’s what all of our sufferings in this life are meant to be. They are the dark background on which the brilliant light of God’s salvation is meant to shine. The darker and murkier our sin and suffering, the more meaningful God’s salvation is when it dawns on us. Have you noticed that when a jeweler wants to display an especially beautiful set of pearls, he will always display them on a black velvet background. A rich black velvet brings out the luster of the pearls better. In a similar way God lets us live these lives of sin and suffering so that when the light of His salvation dawns on us, it just overwhelms us. 

God used this man’s blindness as a background for displaying His own work in the man’s life. And He uses every sin and affliction in our lives to prime us for the glory of His salvation. So don’t get discouraged in your sufferings. God has a purpose in them. He hasn’t displayed His purpose fully  yet in our cases. We will only get to look at His face physically in heaven. But He’s given us that other kind of vision--the eyes of faith. And He says that that is enough for us. That gives us enough of a view of our Savior to carry us through the dark times. Don’t get discouraged when you have to go through the dark times, because God uses our sufferings to display His saving work. Amen.
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