Sunday 25 April 2010 : John 9 : 13-17, 35-41  
In our last venture into John 9, we saw Jesus heal a man who had been born blind. The rest of the chapter deals with the repercussions of this event as the powers-that-be get their cassocks into a terrible twist over the fact that Jesus has, as they see it, broken one of the 10 commandments. The miracle was performed on the Sabbath, and decent respectable Jewish gentlemen just did not work on the Sabbath. 
It was a serious breach of the Law, and you could get kicked out of the synagogue for it, especially if – like Jesus – you were a Bible teacher and therefore supposed to know better than do such a terrible thing. But what sort of attitude is it, when someone is set free from such a horrible thing as lifelong blindness, to the glory of God, to nit-pick and carp and complain about it, rather than rejoice with the man in his deliverance?
This is cold loveless legalism. This is control freakery. This is green-eyed jealousy and envy of the most pernicious sort. This is what happens when people with a religious axe to grind find that God simply refuses to shrink to the level of their pint-sized belief, but rather that His love and grace and goodness overwhelms man’s pathetic attempts to bottle and sell Him, just as the rising tide overwhelms a sandcastle on the beach.

Of course, when something out of the ordinary happens, and someone claims that this is the work of God, we need to test that claim. But how do we test it? By the extent of our own woefully small and narrow understanding? By the limits of our own experience? All too often, I’m afraid, that is how we come to our opinions, and so we find the saying of Jesus come true that the traditions of men make the Word of God ineffective.

Jesus reflected ruefully, as He was run out of His home town of Nazareth, that He could do very few miracles there, among the people He knew, the people in whose midst He had grown up, because of their unbelief. What is “unbelief”? It’s a more serious matter than simply not knowing any better. There are many people in the church today who don’t believe that God is good, or that God’s purpose in Christ was to offer salvation to all humanity, and bring healing and deliverance and blessing to all humanity.
Many church people don’t believe it because, sadly, they’ve never been taught about the goodness of God. It’s all been hell-fire and damnation, or the 1,001 things you have to do to appease God’s anger, or they’ve been fed politics from the pulpit. The result of that bad teaching is spiritual malnutrition. People who have never been fed the meat of God’s Word are starving deep inside because the full wonderful truth of God’s love and grace has been kept from them. That’s bad enough, but at least it’s honest ignorance.

Wilful unbelief is much worse, because that’s when people DO know God’s Word, and through it God’s will and purpose, but refuse to let God’s truth change their minds. That is the very essence of Pharisaism, the elevation of ceremonial over substance, of ritual over righteousness, and it is true blindness, for there is none so blind as the man who will not see. Unbelief is a spiritual prison that keeps people from fullness of life.
Yet the key to escape from that prison is inside the door. The minute we make a quality decision to tune out of the lies and half-baked half-truths that the crazy mixed-up world shouts in our ears, and tune into the still small voice of the Holy Spirit who comes to breathe life and hope into the withered human soul, we are free. The minute we follow Paul’s guidance in Romans 12 to stop being conformed to what the world believes, and start being transformed by the renewal of our minds, we start to see clearly.

The way we test whether or not something we have seen or heard is of God is really very simple. Does it square with what the New Testament teaches? If it’s at variance with that, it’s not God. So, to claim that some disaster has happened because God sent it as punishment for sin – which we have heard spewed out after 9/11, the Boxing Day tsunami, the Haiti earthquake and so on – is totally wrong. Why? Because God has already judged and punished ALL human sin when Jesus went to the cross. 
To say that God is judging sin all over again through a natural disaster, or an epidemic, is an insult to Jesus, because it suggests that what Jesus did on the cross wasn’t enough. Likewise, if something goes wrong in our own lives, don’t start whingeing : “what have I done to deserve this?” : as if it was divine retribution for missing church last Sunday, or going through a red light. Be very glad for the mercy of God, that He doesn’t treat us as we deserve, and for the grace of God that He does treat us as Jesus deserves. 
If something happens that brings condemnation rather than affirmation, discouragement rather than encouragement, hurt rather than healing, anxiety rather than security, strife rather than peace, sadness rather than joy, it is NOT of God. That’s not to say God will never bring correction to our lives, but He will always do so privately and lovingly, and in a way that’s totally in keeping with who He is, Our Heavenly Father. So if anyone walks up to you and starts in the funny voice : Thus saith the Lord, repent, thou wicked sinner : you know you’re dealing with someone nuttier than a Dundee cake!

The will of God, as we’ve said before, is always – without exception – to apply the full redeeming work of Jesus Christ to every area of your life and mine. If your family life is in turmoil, if your marriage is a battlefield, if your children are just one step ahead of the police or the debt-collectors, that’s not because God’s out to get you. It may well be because of wrong choices and wrong decisions you have made, but you can be sure that Father God’s desire is to bring into your situation right now the love of Jesus that took Him to the cross in your place, so that you could be reconciled to Him and, through His power at work in you, so that you could bring reconciliation into that mess.

If when you add up your credit cards and bank loans, you find your debt levels are about the same as a small African nation, that’s not because God’s hacked off with you. It’s not God’s fault. It’s because you wouldn’t get your flesh under control and keep your wallet or your purse shut. But Father God’s desire for you right now is to break the bondage of debt in your life and lead you into prosperity, because Jesus died so we could be out from under the curse, and be the head, not the tail ; above, not beneath ; lend to many but borrow from none – Deuteronomy 28 as fulfilled in Galatians 3.

If you feel absolutely lousy, every time you move, you rattle with all those pills you have to take for a veritable A-Z of medical conditions, it’s not because God sent illness on you to humble you and teach you a lesson. It may be an overdose of Capstan Full Strength, chocolate brownies or fish suppers, allied to a lifestyle where all the exercise you get is picking up the remote control or opening the fridge door. 

It may be because your heart is full of bitterness and unforgiveness, guilt and insecurity, worry and stress, and that disease of the soul has trashed your body, as very often happens. Be that as it may, you can take it to the bank that Father God’s declared will and purpose for you right now is that you experience the wholeness of Jesus Christ, who carried your sickness, your disease, so that you could be healed.

If you have absolutely no pleasure or happiness in your life, if you’re always irritable and critical and fault-finding, if you are seriously not a people person, that’s not God’s will for you, and it is certainly not God’s best. As you let Jesus change your thinking, you will find your feelings start to change too, and soon your whole life will change.

If you’re always worrying about everything and everyone ; if your glass is always half-empty, never half-full ; if your motto is – blessed are they who expect nothing, for they shall not be disappointed – that’s not God’s will for you. Jesus died for you so that you would no longer endure a miserable existence ruled by fear, but enjoy a fulfilling life energised by faith, enabled to cast all your cares upon Him who cares for you.
But the key to all this is – renew your mind, renew your life. Don’t let honest ignorance or wilful unbelief cheat you out of God’s best for you, and steal your joy, your peace, your power. This whole chapter 9 of John’s gospel is about blindness and sight – and in spiritual terms that is a matter of choice, not accident. We see the Kingdom of God just as well as we choose to see it. 

As you may know, Scottish football referees have a rather ironic sponsorship by a chain of opticians – though the free kits go only to the guys at the top, not to us category 5 and 6 plebs at the bottom of the food chain – and every week I get stick : Hoy, lino, you should have gone to Specsavers! Perhaps our message for the people round about us whose lives are a disaster area without Christ should be : Hoy, you should have gone to Jesus. I did, I once was blind, and now I see. And there’s still time. Come with me and meet this Jesus – you’ve nothing to lose, and everything to gain, for eternity.  

