Believing Is Seeing #22

“To See or Not To See”

John 9:1-41
We all know the importance of healthy sight. So much of what we learn, what we experience, what we enjoy comes to us through our eyes. Healthy sight is something to be cherished, maintained and protected.  In the words of Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Nature and books belong to the eyes that see them.”

Of course, the loss of vision does not mean life cannot go on.  The development of the Braille language, seeing-eye dogs, and computer technology that simulates the human voice reading the computer screen or renders hard-copy output into Braille, has changed the lives of countless individuals with visual impairments.  Musicians like Ray Charles and Stevie Wonder have demonstrated how determined and talented people can overcome blindness.  I read this past week how a blind bowler rolled a perfect 300 game!

Blindness is a tragedy, though, despite modern advances.  In the ancient world, blindness was more than a challenge to be overcome.  Blindness made one an outcast and, in the absence of welfare, a beggar.  It was more than a life without sight; it was a life without hope.

Such a man is introduced in John chapter nine.  

The Astounding Miracle


Jesus and His disciples encounter a man who had been born blind.  Though the text doesn’t state as much, he was probably begging—the only way such an invalid could survive.

Unfortunately, the disciples did not see the tragedy of the situation.  They 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.
  As Max Lucado writes, 

…the disciples applied a label. 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 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.

The label used was 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.”
  But this man was born blind, so the question became, “Whose sin caused this blindness?”  Was it his parents, or did he somehow sin before his birth?  (As crazy as that may sound, there were such arguments among the rabbis of that time!)  You would think that they would have learned a lesson from Job’s “friends” who tried to connect his suffering to his sin but were severely criticized by God.  (You’d think after all these years many of us would have learned that same lesson!)

In on sense, it is true that suffering is the result of sin—the sin of Adam.  When Adam and Eve sinned, the consequences were devastating.  Not only did sin bring death (physically and spiritually), but all suffering was introduced as well.  Disease, disaster, deformity—all of these are also “the wages of sin.”  So it can be said that suffering is the result of sin.

But we cannot make a direction connection between an individual’s suffering and that same individual’s sin.  Yes, it is true that sometimes a person’s actions bring about direct consequences, but this is not always the case.  Certainly it was not the case here, as Jesus said to His disciples in verse 3, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life.”  Sometimes bad things happen to people when they don’t directly warrant it.  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!

Let’s not fall into a similarly wrong thinking that God deliberately made this man blind so that, years later, Jesus could perform a miracle.  This makes God seem cruel and manipulative. In fact, since there is no punctuation in the original manuscripts, we could read Jesus’ words this way: “Neither has this man sinned nor his parents. But that the works of God should be made manifest in him, I must work the works of Him that sent Me, while it is day.”


At this point Jesus performs an astounding miracle.  Spitting on the ground to make mud out of dirt, Jesus put the mud on the man’s eyes and instructs him to wash it off at the Pool of Siloam.  The man obeyed, and immediately he could see for the first time in his life.  


We might be so familiar with this story that we fail to appreciate its significance.  While the Gospels record more miracles of giving sight to the blind than any other kind of miracle in Jesus’ ministry, this was a rare occurrence elsewhere in Scripture.  Nowhere else was a person born blind given sight.  This is a truly astounding miracle!


In the Old Testament, though, the power of giving sight is reserved for God Himself.  We read in Exodus 4:11, “The Lord said to him, ‘Who gave man his mouth? Who makes him deaf or mute? Who gives him sight or makes him blind? Is it not I, the Lord?’”  Then in Psalms 146:8, “the Lord gives sight to the blind…”  Later in the Old Testament, sight-giving is considered an activity of the promised Messiah.  Three times Isaiah predicts that the Messiah would give sight to the blind (29:18; 35:5; and 42:7).  When John the Baptist sent messengers to Jesus to ask if He was indeed the Messiah, Jesus replied, “Go back and report to John what you hear and see: The blind receive sight…” (Matthew 11:4-5)  This passage then has significance in John’s plan for showing Jesus to be the Messiah.


Of course, no good deed could go unpunished.  While the formerly blind man was getting used to seeing for the first time, the Pharisees were trying to find out what had happened.  The man is asked how it all happened, and he related the story.  Notice how he referred to Jesus: “the man they call Jesus” (v. 11).  That’s all he knew about him.  Later, when pressed by the Pharisees, he admitted, “He is a prophet” (v. 17).  Finally he confessed his faith in “the Son of Man” (vv. 35-38).  Not only did he receive physical sight, but his spiritual eyes were opened as well.


This is contrasted by the blindness of the Pharisees, who insisted that they alone could see.  The biting dialogue is recorded in verses 39-41:

Jesus said, “For judgment I have come into this world, so that the blind will see and those who see will become blind.” 

Some Pharisees who were with him heard him say this and asked, “What? Are we blind too?” 

Jesus said, “If you were blind, you would not be guilty of sin; but now that you claim you can see, your guilt remains.

As Wiersbe points out, John 9:39 does not contradict John 3:16–17. The reason for our Lord’s coming was salvation, but the result of His coming was condemnation of those who would not believe. The same sun that brings beauty out of the seeds also exposes the vermin hiding under the rocks. The religious leaders were blind and would not admit it; therefore, the light of truth only made them blinder. The beggar admitted his need, and he received both physical and spiritual sight. No one is so blind as he who will not see, the one who thinks he has “all truth” and there is nothing more for him to learn (John 9:28, 34)…. Jesus is the Light of the world (John 8:12; 9:5). The only people who cannot see the light are blind people and those who refuse to look, those who make themselves blind. The beggar was physically blind and spiritually blind, yet both his eyes and his heart were opened. Why? Because he listened to the Word, believed it, obeyed, and experienced the grace of God. The Pharisees had good physical vision, but they were blind spiritually. Had they listened to the Word and sincerely considered the evidence, they too would have believed on Jesus Christ and been born again.

To paraphrase Shakespeare, “To see or not to see—that is the question.”  This dealt with more than physical sight in this passage.

The Applicable Meaning

So how does this pertain to us today?  Let’s take a look (no pun intended) at the applicable meaning.


The blind man himself represents every person of all time.  His blindness was a birth defect, not a temporary affliction from which he could hope to recover—and such is the case with the sin of the human race.
  From birth we are all blinded by sin, helpless and hopeless to see the light.

Then Jesus told the man simply, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (v. 7). He responded with unquestioning obedience. Scripture says, “He went away and washed, and came back seeing.” Through this act of obedience, God opened the man’s physical eyes. Thus the man began a pattern of response to Christ that would culminate in his seeing spiritually.
  We are similarly called to obey the command of Christ as well.


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 to it anymore—we will be spiritually blind. Like the Pharisees in John 9 or the Laodiceans in Revelation 3, we won’t even realize our blindness!


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.

It is a tragic thing to be spiritually blind, but it is more tragic still to be blind and not know it. The Pharisees thought they could see. After all, in terms of theological knowledge, they were far beyond this beggar. But unlike him, they had never had the blindness removed from their spiritual eyes, so they could not recognize Jesus for who he was. They knew doctrine, but they could not even recognize the Messiah. They were blind, and they did not even know it.
  

What about us?  To see or not to see—that truly is the question we all face.
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