Questions Jesus Asks #5

“Insight without Sight”

Mark 10:46-52
As we have considered questions God asked in the Old Testament and questions Jesus asked in the New Testament, sometimes we scratch our heads and say, “Why did He ask that question? The answer seems rather obvious!” This morning we come across a pair of questions Jesus asks that fit into that category. Maybe the answers aren’t as obvious as we think.

An Insistent Appeal

In Mark chapter 10, Jesus and His disciples are on their way to Jerusalem for the last time. Jesus knows what awaits Him there and has told the Twelve as much. In verses 46-48 the scene is set for an insistent appeal:

Then they came to Jericho. As Jesus and his disciples, together with a large crowd, were leaving the city, a blind man, Bartimaeus (that is, the Son of Timaeus), was sitting by the roadside begging. When he heard that it was Jesus of Nazareth, he began to shout, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” 

Many rebuked him and told him to be quiet, but he shouted all the more, “Son of David, have mercy on me!” 

This miracle is recorded in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, yet the accounts have some differences. (Don’t let that alarm you; this proves we have independent sources rather than everyone copying off the same script!) Matthew speaks of two blind men; Mark only mentions one. Luke says the healing occurred on the way to Jericho; Mark reports that it took place on the way out of the city. How are we to reconcile these differences?

First, Jericho is located five miles west of the Jordan and about fifteen miles northeast of Jerusalem. There was an old Jericho and a new Jericho. In Jesus’ time the old Jericho was largely abandoned, but the new one extending to the south was an attractive city. The new city had been built by Herod the Great who had his winter palace there. It is possible that the miracle was done somewhere between the old city and the new city.
 

Second, Matthew claims there were two blind beggars sitting by the road (Matt. 20:30), while both Mark and Luke focused attention on one who was named Bartimaeus Perhaps he was the more vocal of the two.
 Or maybe Mark names him because his audience knew the formerly blind man as a follower of Jesus. He may have become a prominent follower in the early days of the Christian movement.

At the time, though, blind Bartimaeus was one of society’s expendables.
 He was a nobody on the road of life. His persistent call, “Jesus, Son of David, have pity on me,” is an embarrassment to everyone, and they try to hush him.
 In fact, the term rendered “cry out” in verse 47 is krazō, which one Greek lexicon defines as “to make a vehement outcry,” “cry out,” “scream,” “shriek,” or “when one utters loud cries, without words capable of being understood,” and is used “of mentally disturbed persons, epileptics, or the evil spirits living in them.” This was not the routine calling of a longtime beggar like “alms for the blind.” The man set aside all dignity and restraint to make himself unavoidable by shrieking at the top of his lungs.

And what was he shrieking? “Jesus, Son of David, have pity on me!” The phrase “Son of David” is not so much a name for Jesus as a messianic title. To call Jesus by this name was in itself an expression of faith. Further, he begs for pity; he throws himself upon the mercy of Jesus, not claiming anything, except the healing that was associated with the messianic blessings to be brought by David’s Son in his kingdom.

In coming to Jesus, we need Bartimaeus’ boldness. We must overcome our reticence and doubts and take the step to call on him. Bartimaeus had not seen Jesus’ miracles, but he responded in faith to what he had heard. We have heard Jesus described in the Gospels. May we be like those of whom Peter wrote in 1 Peter 1:8, “Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him.”
 Someone once bluntly asked blind and deaf Helen Keller, “Isn’t it terrible to be blind?” To which she responded, “Better to be blind and see with your heart, than to have two good eyes and see nothing.” So it was with blind Bartimaeus.

An Intriguing Approach

This brings us to an intriguing approach from Jesus in verses 49-51,

Jesus stopped and said, “Call him.” So they called to the blind man, “Cheer up! On your feet! He’s calling you.” Throwing his cloak aside, he jumped to his feet and came to Jesus. “What do you want me to do for you?” Jesus asked him. 

Jesus’ question, “What do you want me to do for you?” might seem dense since the plight of this blind man is obvious. But this approach makes perfect sense in the context of Mark 10, where what other characters wanted provides a marked contrast. The Pharisees wanted to outsmart him and trap him. The rich man wanted eternal security at minimum cost. James and John wanted to be the top officials in the kingdom bureaucracy. A blind beggar might want only money, but Bartimaeus wants to see again.

“What do you want me to do for you?” is the most important question God ever asks us, and the one to which we most frequently give the wrong answer. We ask for all the wrong things in life. Our answer to this question will reveal whether we want death or life, whether we want to be healed from our blindness or selfishly want to use God to do our bidding and fulfill our own desires.
 Far too many ask far too little of Jesus; they seek an extra margin of comfort in their miserable slavery to sin when they could ask for—and receive—a full measure of God’s forgiveness, mercy, and grace!

Jesus could easily have said, “It’s obvious what you need,” or “I’ll fix that for you.” But that wouldn’t show respect for the person. Jesus doesn’t presume to impose what he thinks Bartimaeus needs. He wants to know what he thinks he needs.

Another incident in the life of Jesus reflects this. Turn to John 5:1-9,

Some time later, Jesus went up to Jerusalem for a feast of the Jews. Now there is in Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate a pool, which in Aramaic is called Bethesda and which is surrounded by five covered colonnades. Here a great number of disabled people used to lie—the blind, the lame, the paralyzed. One who was there had been an invalid for thirty-eight years. When Jesus saw him lying there and learned that he had been in this condition for a long time, he asked him, “Do you want to get well?” 

“Sir,” the invalid replied, “I have no one to help me into the pool when the water is stirred. While I am trying to get in, someone else goes down ahead of me.” 

Then Jesus said to him, “Get up! Pick up your mat and walk.” At once the man was cured; he picked up his mat and walked. 

Tom Wright shares an experience he had along these lines: “It took some weeks of persuasion before they came to see me. The grown-up son was desperate to get his ailing and depressed mother into some kind of a home where she would be properly cared for. As long as she lived with him he couldn’t do his own work or have any private life. She swamped him with demands for help and attention. We looked at several options. There were small communities, large communities, nursing homes, sheltered housing. Any of them would have been real possibilities. The mother, though, saw some flaw in each of them that became, to her, fatal. None of them would do. After an hour she turned to the son with triumph gleaming in her eyes. ‘There you are!’ she said. ‘He can’t do anything for us.’ But the truth was that she didn’t want anybody to do anything for her. She wanted to go on being a victim, putting moral pressure on her son (and everybody else in sight) to feel sorry for her.”

Jesus’ question to Bartimaeus addresses exactly that possibility. “What do you want me to do for you?” Do you, Bartimaeus, want to give up begging? Do you want to have to live differently, to work for a living, to have no reason to sit by the roadside all day whining at passers-by?
 How easy it is to choose comfort over change!

An Insightful Answer

In verses 51-52 Mark records an insightful answer from Bartimaeus: 
The blind man said, “Rabbi, I want to see.” 

“Go,” said Jesus, “your faith has healed you.” Immediately he received his sight and followed Jesus along the road.

What Bartimaeus lacks in eyesight he makes up for in insight.
 This is evident from how he addresses Jesus. According to the niv, Bartimaeus says, “Rabbi, I want to see.” The Greek, however, uses a more reverent epithet, Rabboni. In Jewish literature rabboni is seldom used with reference to humanity, and practically never as a form of address. It is frequently used as an address to God in prayer, however. Its use here suggests Bartimaeus’ view of Jesus.
 The only other person in the Gospels who used it was Mary, when she saw the risen Lord in John 20:16. Rabboni was an expression of personal faith.

Furthermore, the phrase, “I want to see” is literally “I want to recover my sight.” Bartimaeus had at one time been able to see.
 This suggests that he had not been born blind.
 The verb is also used figuratively meaning, “to look up.” Jesus accepted the man’s appeal as a double entendre and a clear indication of his faith. The Lord responded with a double entendre of His own: “Your faith has made you well.” “Made well” is translated from the Greek word sōzō, which means, “I save.” The context determines the meaning. In one sense, Bartimaeus was saved from his blindness; in another, from sin.

What a wonderful gift from Christ to have your sight restored and also be given spiritual insight! To have 20/20 vision as well as the eyes of faith! Perhaps Bartimaeus’ best gain that day turned out to be new eyes of faith—“eyes” to see the world around him and “eyes” to perceive the work and will of God; to see what God has made, and to see and worship Him in truth. Bartimaeus was given four eyes—that horrible nickname those wearing glasses in grade school were called. Or you could say he got double vision.
 

That reminds me of the hit single by the rock group Foreigner called “Double Vision” (on the album by the same name). The song was co-written and sung by Lou Gramm, who years later literally suffered from double vision from a benign brain tumor. Hr wrote in his autobiography, Juke Box Hero, “I began suffering from blurred vision. Yeah, I know, that was kind of ironic. Here I am, the guy who wrote and sang the hit ‘Double Vision,’ suddenly having difficulties seeing clearly.”
 Thankfully the tumor was removed and his vision restored. Even better, Gramm committed his life to Jesus Christ and is a committed Christian today.

This calls to mind James 4:2, “You do not have because you do not ask God.” Some people simply don’t ask God for help. They feel unworthy, afraid of rejection, or don’t believe their requests will be heard. Some people don’t ask because they have no idea how God could possibly solve the problem. So because they see no way out, they figure God can’t do any better.
 So they remind stuck in the situation they’re in.
Jesus took an intriguing approach to blind Bartimaeus, asking, “What do you want me to do for you?” Bartimaeus expresses a fine example of “insight”-ful faith, that is, Bartimaeus has insight even when he has no eyesight.
 That faith transformed him from a blind man begging along the way to a person who sees and follows Jesus on the way.

It was the man’s faith, evidenced by his persistence that had saved him, and that same faith made him now a follower of Jesus.
 The imperfect tense of “following” is what grammar experts call an “ingressive imperfect,” meaning that the subject started something and then continued on. Bartimaeus began following that very day and continued for the rest of his life.
 Faith that does not lead to discipleship is not saving faith. Whoever asks of Jesus must be willing to follow Jesus…even on the uphill road to the cross.

Before we leave this story, I want to direct our attention to earlier verses in Mark 10 where Jesus asks the very same question, “What do you want me to do for you?” This is found in verses 35-40,

Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came to him. “Teacher,” they said, “we want you to do for us whatever we ask.” 

“What do you want me to do for you?” he asked. 

They replied, “Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory.” 

“You don’t know what you are asking,” Jesus said. “Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with?” 

“We can,” they answered. 

Jesus said to them, “You will drink the cup I drink and be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with, but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom they have been prepared.”
What a difference! Same question, but two very different answers! Jesus granted Bartimaeus’s request, while he seems to have given James and John something they did not really want at the time. Bartimaeus received his sight, and the Sons of Thunder received a share in Jesus’ suffering.
 I believe that these passages in Mark’s gospel—the brothers’ request and the blind men’s request—are set side by side, not by some coincidence of literature, but by divine appointment of theology.

Mark is quite clear: Bartimaeus is a model to imitate. Unlike the disciples, who hadn’t really understood what Jesus was about, he is already a man of faith, courage and true discipleship. He recognizes who Jesus is (‘son of David’); he clearly believes Jesus can help him (‘your faith has saved you’); he leaves his begging (the cloak would be spread on the ground to receive money; Jericho is seldom cold enough for anyone to wear a cloak during the day), and he follows Jesus on the way (‘The Way’ was the early Church’s word for what we call ‘Christianity’).

This is not merely a question Jesus asked; He is still asking today, “What do you want me to do for you?” What will your answer be to Him?
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