
      Read the sign 
      John 9:1-41 
     March 30, 2014 
 
 Imagine this scene.  It is a beautiful sunny day, and you are sitting on a beach.  There is 

a large crowd on the beach.  Some people are picnicking, others are sunbathing, others are 

tossing a ball or a frisbee.  You notice a lifeguard on duty, but you see no one in the water.  You 

also see a large sign that says, "No Swimming."  Suddenly you hear a scream from the 

water.  There is someone in the water after all.  Someone is trying to swim, and they are in 

trouble.  But the lifeguard doesn't move.  He looks towards the drowning man and yells, "You 

should have read the sign!  Who told you to go in?"  Then someone leaps up from the beach, and 

jumps in, swims toward the person who is sinking, and saves him.  But now the life guard and a 

group of his buddies are yelling at the second swimmer:  “You didn’t read the sign either!  How 

dare you go into the water!”  One turns to another and says, "How are we ever going to have any 

order around this place if people don’t obey the sign.”   

 Scene 1 – 9:1-7 

 What would you see, if you’d see a blind man sitting by the road, begging?  What kind of 

sign would he be?  This man probably isn’t very old, because in a moment we’re going to meet 

his parents.  Likely he’s a young man, maybe 25, maybe even teenager.  He’s been blind a long 

time—since the day he was born.  Every day he sits there, part of the landscape, a fixture you 

pass, but maybe don’t notice, or if you do see him, will not likely engage in conversation.  Kind of 

like in that small Mennonite town of Altona, Manitoba where I lived years ago.  Every day at noon 

a group from the workshop for mentally disabled adults would come shuffling through the 

mall…oh here they come again, “Hello Hans, hey Cornie, hi Trudy,” we’d say, and we’d hurry on. 

 The disciples pass this nameless blind man, and they stop, because they see something.  

But it’s not a disabled man they see, but a knotty theological problem.  “Jesus, who’s to blame for  



 

his blindness?  Did he sin, or did his parents?”  That is a serious question, why bad things 

happen to good people, or innocent people, and it’s hard to answer.  Kind of like when you and I 

see a poor family, and we ask, “Are they poor because of unjust social structures, or are they poor 

because they’re dysfunctional, because they’re lazy?”   

 Jesus notices the man, too.  But he sees not a puzzle, but a person.  He sees a human 

being who has never seen a sunrise or a sunset, or a flower, or the face of a child.  And Jesus 

doesn’t ask, “Who’s responsible for his blindness?”  He doesn’t play the blame game.  His 

question is more like, “How can God’s light shine here?”  So he springs into action, spits in the 

dirt, makes some mud, smears it on the blind man’s eyes…kind of like God in the second creation 

story in Genesis 2, making Adam, the man, out of dirt.  And then Jesus tells him, “Go to that pool 

and wash yourself.”  And the blind man obeys, and behold, he sees!  Note--the man doesn’t 

even ask to be healed, he doesn’t show any faith in Jesus, Jesus just gives him sight.  And the 

people standing around, watching, what do they see? 

 

Scene 2 – 9:8-12 

 Welcome home.  Sometimes it’s hard to go back home, when you’ve been away, and 

have had a life-transforming experience, and you’re no longer the person you used to be, and you 

walk with greater confidence and you’ve become more independent, because you see the world 

differently.  Like this man.  Not only does he return home with new eyes.  He’s also shaken off 

the “beggar” identity his community has given him.  But did you notice--no one says, “Hallelujah, 

praise God, you’re no longer blind, what’s it like to see?”  Rather, he is assaulted with questions 

from every side:  “How were your eyes opened?  Where is the man who did it?  How could he 

do that?  Why did he do it to you?  Are you really the man who used to sit over there?”  And the 

man simply reports the truth:  “I am the same man.  He put mud on my eyes.  Then I washed, 

and now I see.  That’s all I know.”  And as for Jesus, where is he?  He’s just slipped away.   



 

How interesting--Jesus does the work of God, then vanishes, and lets people read the sign, and 

see what they want to see.  And there are always certain people who make it their business to 

read and interpret the signs from God. 

Scene 3:  9:13-17 

 The Pharisees see the man, and they see his open eyes.  And they also see that it is the 

Sabbath.  And they wonder, “How should we read this sign?”  And they are in a quandary:  on 

the one hand, if this man is truly healed, it has to be done by someone with the power of God.  

But on the other hand, if the healing took place on the Sabbath, then it must have been done by 

someone opposing God’s law.  So they decide to see…a broken law.  “But it’s the Sabbath!  

Healing is not permitted on the Sabbath.  This could have waited until Monday.  This kind of 

thing isn’t good.  That so-called ‘healer’ is a lawbreaker, he’s a sinner.”   

 In the American south in the 1960s, a black preacher named Martin Luther King Jr. began 

to preach about a dream of racial equality and brotherhood, and to lead marches calling for it.  

His dream was not only for freedom for blacks.  It was also that white people might have their 

eyes opened to see the sinfulness of racial segregation, and to see how they also were in 

bondage.  Some people said, “This man is from God.”  And many others said, “He can’t be from 

God, because this social disruption isn’t good,” and they denounced MLK Jr. as a lawbreaker, a 

false prophet, a communist.   

 In March, 1999, the Hamilton Spectator newspaper had a front page story under the 

headline, "Churchgoers' teeth filled with the spirit."  At the Eastgate Christian Fellowship church 

in Hamilton, some people were claiming that during worship, the fillings in their teeth had turned to 

gold.  The Spectator reporter facetiously noted, "They didn't even have to rinse and spit.”  The 

pastor of the Eastgate church told the reporter, “Jesus was interested in changing the value of 

things.  This miracle is a sign, and we read the message.  That's the important thing,” the pastor 

said, “the message.  The message is that we are valuable, that we are precious to God."  And I,  



 

a good, proper Mennonite who has studied the Bible, and who believes that worship should be  

done in good taste and good order, thought to myself, “That’s weird, impossible, a little fanatic.  

Watch out for those charismatics.  This kind of worship isn’t good.  That pastor may be a false 

prophet.”   

 “This kind of thing isn’t good,” the Pharisees say to the man who has begun to see.  “The 

man who made that mud and played tricks with your eyes must be a sinner.”  And they turn to 

him:  “What do you say about that so-called ‘healer?’”  

 And by now the man’s physical eyes are starting to grow into spiritual eyes.  His sight is 

turning into insight.  And he replies, “I don’t think the man who made the mud is a sinner.  I think 

he might have been a prophet.”  He also might have been thinking, “Thanks to him, I feel that I 

now have more value, that I am precious to God.”  Oh really?   

 Scene 4:  9:18-23 

        Pity the parents of this boy.  They don’t know how to read the sign of his seeing eyes 

either, and given all the ruckus his newfound sight is creating, they probably wish he would have 

stayed blind.  “Is this your son?”  “Yes.”   “Was he really blind?”  “Yes he really was.”  “Are 

you sure?”  “Yes, we are certain.”  “Well, why is it that he sees?”  “We sure don’t know why he 

sees, and we for sure don’t know the man who did that to him.  Go ask the kid, we don’t want to 

get involved.”  

Scene 5:  9:24-34 

 Someone has said that there are two types of question-askers. There are those who  

want to discover answers, and there are those who want to ask questions.  

     “Tell us again:  How were your eyes opened?  Where is the man who did it?   

How could he do that?  Why did he do it to you?  It’s as plain as the nose on your face--he’s a  

sinner!” 



  

 And by now the seeing man could be thinking:  ”Wow, if this is what it means to be  

blessed by God, I think I’ll decline any more divine favors.”  But he doesn’t think that.  If 

anything, he’s becoming more confident, his spiritual eyes are widening, his insight is deepening.  

So to his pestering critics he replies, “I’ve already told you what happened to me.  Why do you 

want to hear it again?  Do you want to join his group?”  “WE belong to MOSES, and God was 

with Moses.”  “You are HIS disciple, and HE broke the law.”  “Well, I don’t know about that.  But 

what I do know is that he opened my eyes and now I see.  For my money, he’s from God.”  

“What do you know?  You’re a sinner too, just like him, that’s why you were born blind.  Get out.” 

 So much for Jesus anointing you, and you getting your sight back, and being blessed by 

God and feeling that you now have more value.  So much for being saved from drowning.  Your 

friends question you, your pastor scorns you, your parents abandon you, your church expels you. 

Who said that life goes better with Jesus?  And speaking of Jesus, did you notice that he hasn’t 

rushed in to rescue you.  He’s still nowhere to be found.  And then… 

Scene 6:  9:35-38 

 As the old saying goes, “seeing is believing,” and sometimes it’s true.  The man born blind    

sees, and then he SEES, he—Ah ha!--believes.  And in John’s gospel, the mark of a disciple of 

Jesus is “believing” in him. 

 For the Pharisees, seeing is not believing.  But we mustn’t be too hard on them.  They 

are the keepers of the faith, and someone does need to keep the faith.  They’re on the alert for 

false prophets, and someone does needs to watch out for false prophets, because they do exist.  

Sometimes the works of darkness really do masquerade as the work of God, and the Pharisees 

are there, to help you and me read the signs, to help us sort out the darkness from the light, and 

keep us from believing the wrong things. 

 And yet, in this story, it seems that there’s something even worse than wrong belief--and 

that is wrong disbelief.  What if someone is from God, and I don’t believe in them?  What if there  



 

is a life-giving sign from God in front of me, and I don’t see it, because I’m reading another sign, 

maybe a sign that says “No Swimming.”   

 

9:39-41 

   So Jesus not only gives sight to the blind.  Sometimes he makes those who see, or who 

think they see, blind.  God’s coming to us, it seems, produces a crisis—am I going to see the sign 

and believe, or will I see the sign and not believe.  That’s a sobering thing to think about during 

Lent.  And in two weeks, on Palm Sunday, and in the days that follows, Jesus will give us the 

greatest sign of all from God, and he’ll be asking us what we make of it.   

 I wish there were a happier ending to this story.  I wish it would have ended with those 

well-meaning Pharisees finally seeing the light, to come to see new sight and new life as an event 

to be celebrated rather than a disruption to be feared, to see Jesus as a savior rather than as a 

lawbreaker.  But it doesn’t end that way. 

 And yet, there still may be glimmer of hope.  At the very end the Pharisees ask Jesus, 

“Are we blind?”  What tone of voice do you think they use?  “Are WE blind?  US!”   Or do they 

ask, “ARE we blind?  Us?”  To even become aware of the possibility that I could be failing to see, 

and even resisting, the signs of God at work around me, is already a sign that eyes are starting to 

open, and that the light has started to shine. 


