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We didn’t get to hear all that just happened.  This morning’s text begins with “As he walked along.”  But, it’s quite important for us to understand the where and why of Jesus’ walking.  The verse just before our reading gives us a peek.  8:59 “So they (people inside the temple) picked up stones to throw at him, but Jesus hid himself and went out of the temple.  As he walked along…”

He was walking out of the temple.  Jesus had to leave the temple, could not stay inside the temple any longer.  The temple was built to honor God, and was considered a holy place.  But Jesus was about to be stoned there, by those on the inside, and had to go outside.

Why?  Jesus has been attempting to explain to lifelong believers that things were different than they had always believed.  Jesus has been trying to teach them about sin, how it lives outside the temple, and inside, and enslaves those outside the temple, and inside.  He’s been saying things like, “The slave does not have a permanent place in the house.  But the Son does.  So if the Son makes you free, you are free indeed.”  Jesus was showing those inside the Temple that they too are slaves to sin, even if they have always tried their very best to be obedient to the commandments.  He was claiming that only the Son, only He, could set anyone free.  He was challenging them to go outside the Temple walls, and to invite everyone they find inside the Temple for the good news of God’s love in the living Messiah.  And they were struggling, resisting his words, his vision.

See, the insiders were born into the Temple, as descendants of Abraham and Moses, and were brought up in the Temple.  As they understood it, they had earned their presence in the temple, through years of obedience to the ways of the Temple.  They chose to stay active in the temple, to be there for worship and on high holy days.  And they considered their attendance and their good health to be God’s affirmation of their worthiness and chosen-ness.

Others, outside, who were sick, or lame, or poor, or covered in sores, or hurting, or grieving, or jobless, or blind, were supposedly sinners being punished for their sins, or the sins of their family.  To them, being “in” was a choice to be sinless, a simple matter of will power.  Being “out” was a choice as well, a consequence of sin.  If those on the outside wanted to have the benefits of being in, then all they had to do was to live lives like the rest of us, who were already in.  That’s how the people inside the Temple understood God, and church, and life as a child of God.

And they were quite comfortable and cozy in these beliefs.  They wanted to keep on believing they were freed by their own choices, by their own obedience to the commandments.  They wanted to keep on believing that they had earned a room in the Father’s house, and a branch on the Father’s family tree.  But, Jesus’ message humbled them, naming them all as slaves who would be set free, not by themselves, but by the Son.  At this claim, the insiders are willing to argue with him, fight him, even stone him, to hold onto their structures and systems of belief.  Jesus simply says, “Is there no place in you for my word…?  Whoever is from God hears the words of God.  The reason you do not hear may be that you are not from God.”  And Jesus has to walk out of the Temple, before they throw him out, or worse, stone him.

And as he is walking, right outside, right outside, he finds a blind man.  He did not have to go far.  He did not have to go to Korea, Japan, Lithuania, or Ethiopia.  All he had to do was to take one step outside the temple gates, and he was immediately faced with someone who could benefit from the good news, who had been blind since birth, and who had waited for a hopeful, hospitable invitation to Temple his whole life.  Until this day, the Temple insiders had walked passed him, some judging him, others afraid of him, and most just not knowing what to say to him.  But today, Jesus stops and gives him a gift.

The disciples, those closest to Jesus, who had just observed the debate with the religious folk inside, see the blind man outside and ask Jesus whether it was the sins of this man, or of this man’s family, that made him blind.  They are still stuck inside the temple’s way of knowing God, and church, and life as a child of God.  Jesus answers them with a sharp shake of his head, “Neither,” and heals this blind man.

For temple insiders, the blind man had never been considered “in.”  He wasn’t allowed “in.”  He was never in-vited.  He was supposedly a great sinner.  His blindness was supposedly a consequence of his, or his family’s sin.  For religious insiders, if he would repent of his sins, or his family’s, then he would be saved, restored in his sight, and could then know he was in, like us.  

But notice, Jesus says NO to those insider assumptions, and then Jesus just heals him.  He does not first ask for forgiveness for some unrepentant sin.  Jesus denies that any sin caused his blindness.  The blind man was a sinner, yes, as those inside the temple, as we all are.  But it was not the blind man’s sin that made him blind, and it was not the blind man’s confession or repentance that made him see.  Did the blind man say, “Jesus, I know you are the Messiah.  Please save me and restore my sight!”?  Did the blind man finally accept Jesus Christ into his heart, and in so doing, earn his sight and his salvation?  No.  Jesus bent down, and of Jesus’ decision, Jesus’ choice, not the blind man’s, took a little spit from the mouth of God, and a bit of dust from the earth God made, and a little washing in the water God provides, and this man who was blind, is able to see.  Jesus, God, was proactive toward this outsider who needed the healing, loving touch of God the most.  If this is what God does, and expects, then why were the worshippers of God, the people inside the Temple, walking around him, shunning him for years?  Why were the insiders not more proactive to this blind man, and others on the “outside”?

How do the insiders respond to the once blind man?  “Who did this?  How did this happen?”  He answers plainly, “The one named Jesus did it.”  The blind man sees.  He gives all the credit to Christ.  Not one bit of it was his doing.  “Jesus made mud.  Jesus spread it on my eyes.  Jesus told me to go and wash.  And now, I can see.”  He truly can see.  By a free gift of God’s grace, this blind man, who was outside the temple, sees the ways of God, of church, of life as a child of God, better than those who are inside the temple.

And those inside the temple are saying, “Jesus is not from God, because he does not observe the Sabbath. He healed the man on the Sabbath.”  Council meetings, and inquisitions of people, the blind man’s parents even, all under threat of putting anyone who affiliates with this new way, this non-Temple way, this Jesus way, out of the synagogue.

The irony of it all…  They tell the blind man to “Give the glory to God, not this Jesus fellow, who is clearly a sinner.”  The blind man is the only one giving glory to God.  Then, they drive the blind man out of temple because he was supposedly “born steeped in sin,” and was daring to teach them, the blessed and obedient, the insiders.  How do they know he was born in sin?  Because he was born blind!  But wait, he’s not blind anymore!  Yet, they still call him “born in sin.”  They are so committed to their own system of belief that they can’t see the problem in their own flawed logic.  He’s not blind anymore. But they still are.

They don’t want to see.  They don’t want to see the holes in their faith they have built around their own works, and their own beliefs.  To see these holes feels like they are losing their faith, their control, their way of being Temple.  To see the holes in their faith would feel like losing their foundations, having to start over again.  So they fight, and resist, and pretend the holes aren’t there, and pretend they can fill them if they just obey harder, work harder, believe harder.  But they cannot save themselves.  The only sure foundation is Jesus Christ.  They will get tired one day, and may collapse on the mercy of God, and find themselves all alone, all along saved by the grace of God, not by their choices or efforts.  On that day, they will probably run outside the Temple with the biggest smile they’ve ever worn, and listen to, and touch, and invite those outside to come in and feel the amazing warmth of the REAL God news that Jesus saves, and that in Jesus Christ, we are ALL forgiven!

My friends, I challenge us all to throw aside anything, any old habits, or assumptions, or ministries, or ways of doing church, or structures, or budgets, or even pastors, if these things make us feel like being Temple is our earned right, or our private privilege, as insiders.  Throw them all away, and get back to the real reason for being Temple in the first place, to celebrate, to give thanks, and to invite others to come and see and grow together with us as forgiven sinners, and disciples of Jesus the Christ.
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