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JESUS HEALS A MAN BORN BLIND

John 9:1–7

Key Verse: 9:3

“‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned,’ said Jesus, ‘but this happened so that the works of God might be displayed in him.’”


Today’s story is mainly about Jesus. We can learn from him in the way he healed the man born blind. We can learn from him in how he helped his disciples. We can learn from his view of suffering. All these things illustrate that Jesus is the light of the world. Today we especially want to think about the meaning of his words, “This happened so that the works of God might be displayed in him.” 

I.  “Who sinned?” (1–2)


Look at verses 1–2. Jesus had just collided with the Jews of Jerusalem. Perhaps his disciples are trying to change the subject and turn his attention to something else. As they walk along and see this man born blind, perhaps they really wonder how to think about this. In any case, their question reveals the general mentality of the Jews. The Jews thought that all suffering was a direct result of someone’s sin. In the case of a birth defect, they thought either that the baby had sinned in its mother’s womb, or that the baby’s parents had sinned. Such a way of thinking is deterministic and cruel. Today many people still get stuck in this way of thinking. It makes us powerless to do anything; we just acquiesce. For example, when we see street people, we might assume that they made themselves that way because they lived irresponsibly. When hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans, some people said God was punishing the city for its sin. When hijackers drove planes into the Twin Towers in New York City, some said God was punishing the United States for its sins. In this world suffering often is caused by sin—but not always. Job in the Old Testament is a good example. When God took away all his blessings—his wealth, his children, and even his own health—his friends tried to help him see that the cause was his sin. But his sin wasn’t the cause of his suffering at all. We may wonder why this point is such a big deal. But our view of suffering is so important because it affects how we live from day to day. If we think that all suffering is caused by sin, then whenever we suffer in some way, we quickly conclude that God is punishing us. This makes us fatalistic. And whenever we see others suffer, we quickly conclude that God is punishing them for some sin. This makes us judgmental. Such a cause-and-effect way of thinking is not what the Bible teaches, and it's not how God wants us to think.

II. “We must do the works of him who sent me” (3–5)


How does Jesus answer his disciples? Look at verse 3. Jesus starts by saying, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned…” Jesus rejects the cause-and-effect view of the world that suffering is always caused by sin (cf. Lk13:2–3). Jesus goes on to say, “…but this happened so that the works of God might be displayed in him.” Instead of despising the man born blind or pitying him, Jesus sees his suffering as an opportunity for God’s works to be displayed in him. Jesus wants his disciples, and all of us, to see suffering and problems in this same way: as opportunities for God’s works to be displayed. And Jesus isn’t just making an abstract, philosophical statement about suffering here. Read verses 4–5. When he sees this man born blind, Jesus is ready to get to work. Jesus’ reaction to human suffering is an important illustration of why he’s the light of the world. We should also note that Jesus uses the word “we” here. He’s telling his disciples and us that we’re called to do the same work God had sent him to do.

In verses 3 and 4 Jesus repeatedly mentions God’s work. He says God displays his work in people, but that we also must “do” his work. If we must do God’s work, then what is it? What’s the work God sent Jesus to do, the work he’s calling us to do now? It’s not hard to know, because this is a repeated theme in John’s Gospel. The world is full of sin; people are enslaved to sin, and in their sins people are perishing. 3:17 says, “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.” God’s work is the work of saving. God is still calling us to the work of saving. How can we do that? In 5:24 Jesus said, “Very truly I tell you, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be judged but has crossed over from death to life.” God’s work is the work of helping people cross over from death to life. We do that by helping people hear Jesus’ word and believe in God who sent him. God is still calling us to the work of helping people hear Jesus’ word and believe. There’s another important passage in John that illustrates for us what God’s work really is. 6:28–29 reads, “Then they asked him, ‘What must we do to do the works God requires?’ Jesus answered, ‘The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.’” God’s work is the work of helping people believe in Jesus. It may sound simple, but it’s harder than it seems, because most people just want to use Jesus for their own needs and problems. Though it’s hard, Jesus is still calling us to the work of helping people truly believe in him.

Look at verse 4 again. Jesus says, “As long as it is day.” What does this mean? In light of verse 5, in a sense it's Jesus’ own life on earth. Jesus had a limited time to do God’s work. The Jews would soon kill him. But Jesus didn’t waste time in anger or despair. He's eager not to miss the chance to do God’s work. The “day” can also represent our own lifespan. “Night” can refer to death. No one can work after death. Each of us has a certain lifespan determined by God. To Jesus, our lifespan on earth is precious; it isn’t something to be wasted. When we live with the wrong worldview, we tend to waste their lives. But when we adopt Jesus’ worldview, we can use our lives for the work of Jesus, the work of planting faith in others, the work of glorifying God. Read verse 5. While he was in the world, Jesus lived as the light of the world. In the same way, he calls even sinners like us to follow him and live as his “lights” in this dark world (Mt5:14–16).

III. “This happened so that…” (3)

We’ve thought about Jesus and his disciples. Now let’s think for a minute about the man. It’s hard for most of us to imagine what it must have been like to be born blind. He’d never experienced life the way most of us do. He never saw the full moon, or the multitude of stars in the night sky, or a spectacular sunset, or all the vivid colors of flowers, or the loveliness of God’s creatures, just to name a few visual wonders we tend to take for granted. As someone born blind he’d always been left out of normal activities. When he heard laughter, he couldn’t relate. Being blind, he often misunderstood things. He might have wondered sometimes if people were making fun of him. His defect relegated him to life as a beggar. What’s worse, people gave him condescending pity and despised him, thinking he was less than they were, and that God had cursed him. After a particularly hard day, he might have cried a lot all by himself. Going through life as a blind beggar, he could have often wondered, “God, why me?” His life problem surely gave him serious doubts about the love and goodness of God.

We may not suffer as much as this man did, but we all experience some kind of suffering in our lives. It may be an illness in the family, a painful loss, a divorce, physical defects, or discrimination. When we suffer in these ways, we get upset. When the suffering doesn’t go away, we despair. When we suffer, we still think God is punishing us. Or deep within we harbor resentment and bitterness toward God. We resent people who don't seem to be suffering as much as we are. We suppress and bottle these things up, ashamed of them, living in denial, and they remain unresolved issues in our hearts. But Jesus says, in the presence of the man born blind, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned, but this happened so that the works of God might be displayed in him.” With these words Jesus is affirming God’s good purpose in creating this man this way. Jesus is helping this man to process his great personal tragedy in light of God’s sovereignty and good purpose in his life. It reminds us of Romans 8:28, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” It's hard to accept, but it sets us free.


Some people in history have accepted this truth, overcome personal tragedies and blessed the world. Joseph in Genesis is one of them. Joseph suffered a lot because his own brothers sold him as a slave. He lived a hard life as a slave in Egypt. He was falsely accused and imprisoned. But when he reflected on who God is, Joseph solved this problem from his heart and had no bitterness whatsoever. He told his brothers, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good...” (Ge50:20). With faith that God is good, Joseph dedicated his life to doing good instead of wallowing in self-pity.


Another good example is the famous Christian author and evangelist C. S. Lewis. He grew up with much suffering. His mother died when he was nine years old. His father sent him to live in a boarding school. The headmaster of the school was later discovered to be a lunatic. C. S. Lewis was born with deformed thumbs that always made him clumsy. He couldn’t play like other boys. Later, when he served as a soldier in World War I, he saw two close friends killed, and he himself was severely wounded. He asked his father to come and visit him, but he never did. C. S. Lewis became a lecturer at the world famous Oxford University. But when he converted to Christianity, his colleagues despised him and he wasn’t promoted as a professor. When he finally found a woman he loved and married her, she died of cancer. But through coming to Jesus, C. S. Lewis experienced the absolute love and goodness of God. He became a witness to the unbelieving world that God is good and that God loves all suffering people.

Let's read verse 3 again. Jesus said, “so that the works of God might be displayed in him.” In a sense this meant that Jesus would heal this man. But sometimes God’s work is not to give a physical healing or a solution to our human problem. Still, God uses our sufferings to display his works in our lives. How does that happen? Apostle Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 1:3–4, “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.” When we suffer, often God is working in us to help us experience his compassion and his comfort in a deeper way. In this way he’s working in us to equip us, from personal experience, to show his compassion and his comfort to other suffering people, instead of being selfish and indifferent. Apostle Paul also wrote in Romans 5:3–4, “Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.” These verses teach us that God is working through the suffering in our lives to mold us into his useful servants. After becoming Christians, God doesn’t promise us problem-free lives. In fact, sometimes our suffering increases. Family and former friends misunderstand us. We feel lonely. We struggle to relate to other believers. But through these sufferings God works in us to help us not to give up but to persevere. When we don’t give up but persevere, it says we grow in character. The word “character” here refers to a godly character that depends on God. When we grow in godly inner character, it says it produces hope—especially the hope to live as God’s servant. If we ignore God, suffering only makes us hardened and bitter. But in God, suffering has a good purpose, to make us spiritually strong. Apostle Peter wrote in 1 Peter 1:6–7: “In all this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. These have come so that the proven genuineness of your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.” These verses teach us that God works through fiery suffering in our lives to refine our faith, and to purify our desires until we have the hope to see Jesus someday.

IV.  Mud and saliva; “Go and wash” (6–7)


Jesus didn’t just teach theory; he showed a good example. Read verse 6. What’s the good example here? There seem to be two. First is Jesus’ personal love for this man. Charitable people may have thrown him some coins, but no one had ever stopped to touch him. But Jesus did. And he used his own saliva and fingers to touch his most tender spot, his deepest life wound. Through this Jesus wanted the man to experience his deep compassion and love personally. This, too, was one of God’s “works.” Many people have no courage to touch others’ problems. It can be scary. But Jesus calls us to reach out with real compassion and touch people’s problems so that they might be healed. Second is Jesus’ determination to do God’s work, even though he had nothing with which to do it. All he had was saliva. But he used it with dirt and formed a mud paste and put it on the man’s eyes. Thus he showed us the right spirit in doing God’s work. It’s similar to his feeding 5,000 men with five small barley loaves and two small fish. To do God’s work we don’t need lots of money, or lots of church staff or programs, or fancy buildings. All we really need is Jesus’ “mud and saliva” spirit. Read verse 7. Jesus not only loved this man; he challenged him to step out in obedient faith to his word. The blind man would have to make his way to the pool, with only mud on his eyes and Jesus’ word in his heart. But this active step of faith would bring about not only physical but also inner, spiritual healing. 


Today we heard Jesus’ words, “This happened so that the works of God might be displayed in him.” May God help us to accept his good purpose in our lives and find the meaning of our suffering in him. May God also help us to imitate Jesus in helping people experience God’s love and inner healing.
