4th Sunday in Lent (a)
April 3, 2011

Isaiah 42:14–21; Ephesians 5:8–14 

John 9:1–41
1 As He passed by, He saw a man blind from birth. 2 And His disciples asked Him, "Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he would be born blind?" 3 Jesus answered, "It was neither that this man sinned, nor his parents; but it was so that the works of God might be displayed in him. 4 "We must work the works of Him who sent Me as long as it is day; night is coming when no one can work. 5 "While I am in the world, I am the Light of the world." 6 When He had said this, He spat on the ground, and made clay of the saliva, and applied the clay to his eyes, 7 and said to him, "Go, wash in the pool of Siloam" (which is translated, Sent). So he went away and washed, and came back seeing. 8 Therefore the neighbors, and those who previously saw him as a beggar, were saying, "Is not this the one who used to sit and beg?" 9 Others were saying, "This is he," still others were saying, "No, but he is like him." He kept saying, "I am the one." 10 So they were saying to him, "How then were your eyes opened?" 11 He answered, "The man who is called Jesus made clay, and anointed my eyes, and said to me, 'Go to Siloam and wash'; so I went away and washed, and I received sight." 12 They said to him, "Where is He?" He said, "I do not know." 13 They brought to the Pharisees the man who was formerly blind. 14 Now it was a Sabbath on the day when Jesus made the clay and opened his eyes. 15 Then the Pharisees also were asking him again how he received his sight. And he said to them, "He applied clay to my eyes, and I washed, and I see." 16 Therefore some of the Pharisees were saying, "This man is not from God, because He does not keep the Sabbath." But others were saying, "How can a man who is a sinner perform such signs?" And there was a division among them. 17 So they said to the blind man again, "What do you say about Him, since He opened your eyes?" And he said, "He is a prophet." 18 The Jews then did not believe it of him, that he had been blind and had received sight, until they called the parents of the very one who had received his sight, 19 and questioned them, saying, "Is this your son, who you say was born blind? Then how does he now see?" 20 His parents answered them and said, "We know that this is our son, and that he was born blind; 21 but how he now sees, we do not know; or who opened his eyes, we do not know. Ask him; he is of age, he will speak for himself." 22 His parents said this because they were afraid of the Jews; for the Jews had already agreed that if anyone confessed Him to be Christ, he was to be put out of the synagogue. 23 For this reason his parents said, "He is of age; ask him." 24 So a second time they called the man who had been blind, and said to him, "Give glory to God; we know that this man is a sinner." 25 He then answered, "Whether He is a sinner, I do not know; one thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see." 26 So they said to him, "What did He do to you? How did He open your eyes?" 27 He answered them, "I told you already and you did not listen; why do you want to hear it again? You do not want to become His disciples too, do you?" 28 They reviled him and said, "You are His disciple, but we are disciples of Moses. 29 "We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we do not know where He is from." 30 The man answered and said to them, "Well, here is an amazing thing, that you do not know where He is from, and yet He opened my eyes. 31 "We know that God does not hear sinners; but if anyone is God-fearing and does His will, He hears him. 32 "Since the beginning of time it has never been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a person born blind. 33 "If this man were not from God, He could do nothing." 34 They answered him, "You were born entirely in sins, and are you teaching us?" So they put him out. 35 Jesus heard that they had put him out, and finding him, He said, "Do you believe in the Son of Man?" 36 He answered, "Who is He, Lord, that I may believe in Him?" 37 Jesus said to him, "You have both seen Him, and He is the one who is talking with you." 38 And he said, "Lord, I believe." And he worshiped Him. 39 And Jesus said, "For judgment I came into this world, so that those who do not see may see, and that those who see may become blind." 40 Those of the Pharisees who were with Him heard these things and said to Him, "We are not blind too, are we?" 41 Jesus said to them, "If you were blind, you would have no sin; but since you say, 'We see,' your sin remains.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
It is a terrible thing when we look at tragedy in our world and, in explaining it, we give the wrong answer.

We are in a world of catastrophes, of sickness, of earthquake and tsunami and flood, a world of tragedy.

It’s a terrible, even an evil thing to see these tragedies and assign the blame wrongly.

This isn’t to speak of the naturalistic causes, not of how tornadoes are caused by certain weather patterns, or an earthquake off Japan can be assigned to movements of certain tectonic plates—these things are all worth studying, so we can understand how better to react in order to guard our families and help our neighbors.

But we’re speaking here of the original cause, the cause behind the naturalistic cause.  It may be true that certain cooling or heating of Earth’s surface causes certain weather patterns which, in turn, bring tornadoes, but why does it happen that the heating and cooling of Earth’s surface is not done in good, peaceful order, so that the violence is never brought forth?  It may be true that certain movements in tectonic plates bring about deadly earthquakes, but why doesn’t it happen that all the movements of the tectonic plates would be done in good, gentle, peaceful order, so that no families end up losing loved ones to quakes or tsunamis?

What is the cause, the blame, for why these seemingly natural processes so often bring violence and death?  And it is a terrible, evil thing assign the blame wrongly.

We might remember, for instance, the earthquake in Haiti, and how some voices in our own nation assigned the blame to ... Haiti.  Haiti had, they said, made a pact with the devil.  Or the flood in New Orleans, which some taught as caused by the city’s decadence.  And the voices placing this blame on Haiti or on New Orleans—these voices even claimed to be Christian.  

It’s an evil thing to assign blame wrongly.  


We do find ourselves wanting to assign blame.  Accusation and judgment, that comes from the law written on our hearts; it’s common to all.  That is our life in the sinful flesh, a life lived under the law, lived by the principle of retribution.  So when we see something gone wrong, an earthquake, a flood, a disease, the natural reaction of our sinful flesh is to assign blame—it’s all about retribution.

John 9:1:

As Jesus passed by, he saw a man blind from birth.  And his disciples asked Him, "Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he would be born blind?"
A man is blind, what caused it?  It has to be retribution, but against whom?  Against him, or against his parents, or perhaps other?

And the Pharisees, too, they could not have a blind man stand in front of them, but that they could say why.  John 9:24:

So a second time they called the man who had been blind, and said to him, "Give glory to God; we know that this man is a sinner."
To the Pharisees, teachers of the law, giving glory to God means that you assign blame.  God’s glory is retribution!  That’s the understanding of the law.  And they cannot allow Jesus to say that the man is not a sinner.

So if a man is born blind, he is a sinner, or his parents are, and the blindness is retribution.  If an earthquake hits Haiti, or a flood New Orleans, they are sinners, it is retribution.  


This is despair, darkness.  

This is the sinner living in nothing but fear of the law, wondering when the next person or the next city is going to be hit with retribution, or when he, himself, is going to be hit.  There is no hope here, no joy.  Life lived under the retribution of the law ends up being nothing but fear and despair, and the most relief that can be found is trying to find someone who has been hit with tragedy worse than you have, and pointing to them, crying out, God’s retribution!, like the Pharisees pointing to a man having been born blind, and yelling, Sinner!

Into this despair, this darkness, comes the light.  John 9:5:

“While I am in the world,”

[said Jesus,]

“I am the Light of the world.”  

When He had said this, He spat on the ground, and made clay of the saliva, and applied the clay to his eyes, and said to him, 

“Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (which is translated, Sent). 

So he went away and washed, and came back seeing.  

Jesus has broken the hold of blindness over the man born blind.  Jesus has shown his power as creator—the One who creates and sustains life and brings all health.

But much more than that, Jesus has broken the hold of the law over those born into sin.  Jesus has shown his grace as the One who bestows life before God and brings faith.

For those of us under the law, for those living in the despair that God acts toward the sinner in retribution, Jesus has brought us out of the retribution of the law, and into the light, the Gospel.  


It is a terrible thing, even an evil thing to see tragedies and to assign the blame wrongly.

John 9:3:

Jesus answered, “It was neither that this man sinned, nor his parents; but it was so that the works of God might be displayed in him.”

The blindness did not come to the man because of his own sin, nor that of his mom and dad.  The sicknesses, the afflictions, and also the tragedies we see, they are not retribution, but they are so that God’s work might be made manifest.

The retribution is over.  That happened on the cross, where the retribution due every sinner, including you and me and our families, was brought down on the head of Jesus.

We now belong to him.  Having taken our retribution upon himself, purely out of his grace, he purchased us with his own blood and made us his own.

Now, when we are afflicted, when we suffer, we know that we suffer not to pay for our sins—for that has already been accomplished by our Lord Jesus—but we suffer as servants of Jesus.  

Our suffering is not given as the price of atonement, but is given to turn us to our Lord for comfort, to strengthen our faith, to produce perseverance in our faith; and our suffering, our affliction, we live through it always with the knowledge that our Lord Jesus is with us in our suffering, and he even sets our brothers and sisters in the faith next to us to help us, comfort us, and intercede to the heavenly Father for us.

And when we see suffering in our neighbor, whether sickness brought to a loved one, or affliction such as unemployment, loneliness, or despair brought to a friend or neighbor, or a great tragedy, such as flood or earthquake wiping out homes—when we see suffering in our neighbor, we know that it is not retribution for their sin (for that is the accomplishment of the cross), but it is so that our Lord may set us as his servants to the neighbor—servants to help them in their health and livelihood, to bring them food or clothing or whatever is needed, servants to intercede to the heavenly Father for them, and to, whenever given opportunity, speak the Lord’s Word of Gospel to them, so that, even in their affliction, they would be comforted with the knowledge that they belong to Jesus, he shed his blood for them, and there is no retribution to them.


Light has come into the world.  It is Jesus.

Light has come into the world.  We are pulled out of the darkness of the law’s retribution, and into the light of the Gospel.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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