St Michael and All Angels

Anglican Church, Weltevreden Park

The Gospel Of John: Daily Bible Readings, Week 7

MONDAY
Notes on the Reading Portion (9:13-23)

John continues to present Jesus as the light of the world and reminds us how light is always in conflict with darkness. 

The act of Jesus by which the blind man was given sight causes him to be interrogated by the Pharisees. The former blind man has to tell the story a second time (v15). Understandably curious, the crowd had wanted to know how the healing had happened. The Pharisees now ask the same question but with different intent, for they want to determine whether any Sabbath laws have been broken, and so they open up the way for controversy. 

Firmly in the grip of darkness, the Pharisees failed to see that the act of Jesus’ giving sight to the blind man was part of God’s creative plan and therefore, the fulfilment and not the denial of the Jewish law. Some theologians are of the opinion that Jesus purposely performed the miracle on the Sabbath in order to give more publicity to the matter so that the truth of the miracle could shine more brightly.

The Pharisees are divided over the man's witness. The division among them bears witness to the realm of darkness to which they belong, and highlights the light that shines through the former blind man's testimony. The Pharisees face a dilemma for Jesus' sabbath-breaking suggests he is not of God, whereas his extraordinary power to heal suggests he is of God. 
In their desperation they turn to the man and ask him “what do you say about him?” (v.17). His answer (v.17b) expresses the first stage in his recognition of Jesus’ identity. By affirming Jesus as a prophet he begins to see Jesus’ calling from God the Father.
Jesus' understanding of sabbath regulations is so different from what had become the practice as to appear like lawlessness to his opponents. They now interrogate the man’s parents to verify that the man was not blind. The parents clarify that he is indeed their son who was born blind, but they refuse to speculate on how he gained sight. Such a confession has implications for one's life within the community, and the parents are not willing to be put out of the synagogue for the sake of Jesus. The parents fail to stand up for Jesus in the face of the Jewish opponents, so it is clear that they too demonstrate spiritual blindness.  
 

Meditation / Prayer Suggestion :
Do we allow tradition to keep us in darkness and in the process fail to be open to new things that God may be doing and does that limit us from witnessing and revealing Jesus to others? 

TUESDAY
Notes on the Reading portion (9:24-34)

 John continues to mark the negative example of the Pharisees. They persist in their religious heritage and so turn a deaf ear to the truth about Jesus and close their eyes to new things that God was doing. 

Questioning the former blind man’s parents leads them nowhere. So they turn their attack back to the man.   This time they interrogate him even more aggressively. He stumbles along, doing his best with his limited knowledge of Jesus. But the more he is attacked, the deeper he seems to grow in his understanding of Jesus (vv.25-34).

John continues his narrative to show the difference between the unbelief of the Pharisees and the new born faith of the blind man now restored to sight.  Whereas the once-blind man became open to a new a understanding of God, the Pharisees, still firmly in the grip of darkness, try to deny the once-blind man the gift that he now had: light. Failing to deal with the former blind man’s request (v. 27), they cast him out (v.34).     

 

Meditation / Prayer Suggestion:
The man’s new born faith was severely tested by some of the authorities.  He was cursed and evicted from the synagogue.  Persecution may come when you follow Jesus.  You may lose friends, you may even lose your life.  But no one can ever take away the eternal life that Jesus gives you.  Meditate on situations you have known in which your faith and your ability to speak the truth was tested.
 

WEDNESDAY

Notes on the Reading portion (9:35-41)

 We now not only come to the conclusion of this drama, but also to its true significance.  Jesus, on hearing that the man had been driven out, sets out to meet him.  When Jesus finds the man he confronts him with a question (v.35).  To draw out his faith Jesus asks him “Do you believe in the Son of Man”.  The title is not familiar to the man so Jesus answers by claiming the name (v 37). In other words, Jesus leads the man into a full recognition of his true identity.  The man accepts Jesus’ self-revelation. The former blind man not only saw the city around him for the first time but saw the sign to which everyone else was blind – he saw God at work in his life. The blind man receives his sight but, much more significantly, his spiritual eyes are opened and his darkness turns to light as he falls on his knees before Jesus and says, "Lord, I believe”. In many ways the faith journey of the man is similar to the faith journey of the Samaritan woman in John 4.

The meaning of the phrase “Son of Man”, which is an Aramaic idiom, is hotly disputed. There are two basic meanings, both present in the phrase, though the emphasis may swing towards one or the other quite strongly in different contexts. On the one hand it refers to Jesus as a human being, like us in every way. In this sense it is not usually regarded as a title. Ezekiel uses the phrase frequently with this emphasis. On the other hand it is used as a title, pointing to an eschatological Redeemer. The OT background to this sense is Daniel 7.13. At John 9.35 the titular sense is probably dominant, though the other sense is also important to John’s strong emphasis on the humanity of Jesus. Note that in John Jesus uses “Son of Man” 12 x, always to describe himself. It is thus the way in which Jesus thinks of himself. While the Synoptics all have Jesus use the phrase frequently it has its sharpest focus in John, perhaps because in the Synoptics Jesus also describes himself frequently in relation to the “kingdom of God”, a description completely absent in John.
John ends the narrative with Jesus’ strong condemnation of the blindness of the religious leaders (v.41). The point is that if the Pharisees had only admitted that they were blind, they would not have sinned. In other words, Jesus is saying that if they were physically blind they would not have been blamed for their ignorance. But they claim to have sight, yet they acted like the blind. Therefore, their sin remains with them.
So here at the end of the story we see that spiritual blindness is the real sin, not physical blindness, as the disciples and the Pharisees had thought. Jesus has given sight to a man born blind, but this is a sign of spiritual light that he provides for those who are spiritually blind. In the very act of mercy, the giving of physical and spiritual sight to this blind man, John continues to reveal that light brings a reaction from those who see such signs but do not get it, and in their judgment and condemnation of Jesus they stand self-judged and self-condemned. 

Meditation / Prayer Suggestion:
John makes us insiders to the story of the healing of the blind man. We realise how often in our preoccupation with our self importance we miss seeing what is going on right in front of our eyes and how with our limited idea of how God works, we dismiss what is overwhelming obvious.  

 

THURSDAY:
Notes on the Reading portion (10:1-10)

 We must assume that ch. 10 continues the dispute with the Pharisees by having Jesus teach the blind (9.40-41) how to find the “gate” (v.7, 9) with the guidance of the “Good Shepherd” (v.11). 
Following Jesus’ words in the concluding verses of chapter 9, the Pharisees cannot or will not, see the importance of Jesus’ words.  Rather they have rejected Jesus on the basis of their knowledge of God. They have expelled the former blind man who was healed in chapter 9 from the people of God on the basis of his confession of Jesus. They believe that they have separated the former blind man from God and his people. But Jesus has found him and brought him into the safety of his fold.  

So we see that in the previous chapter (9) it was all about seeing.  The blind man is healed allowing him to see clearly.  Thus, he was able to call Jesus Lord.  Now it is all about hearing.  

This leads to Jesus’ claim in another I AM saying: “I am the gate” (vv.7, 9) which fills in details of who he is. The point is simple: Jesus is the true leader of those who believe. However, the Pharisees are the false leaders whose interest is entirely selfish. 

Continuing to show Jesus as the true Messiah, John shows that Jesus is the only entrance into salvation, there is no other way to enter except through Jesus.  When Jesus considers himself as the gate he rejects those who do not use the gate as thieves and robbers.   These thieves and robbers do not have in mind the good of the sheep but rather their own selfish gains. The shepherd is recognized by the one who guards the fold, and so his entrance is natural, not forceful. One can almost see the image here as a gate that swings in and out.  The sheep have the freedom to come and go as they please or have need.  Jesus, as the gate, offers an image of freedom.

 
Meditation / Prayer Suggestion:
Jesus as the gate seems to let in those who the good religious people thought should be excluded like the Samaritan, the woman caught in adultery, the tax collectors, etc.    Sometimes we exclude ourselves from going through the gate which is Jesus when we don’t see that gate leading us to a world where all are valued.  We exclude ourselves from entering the gate which is Jesus when we don’t trust his voice to be the voice of God. What excludes you from going through this gate? 
FRIDAY:
Notes on the Reading portion (10:11-21)

 Now comes another of Jesus’ resounding declarations in another “I am” saying, that he is the Good Shepherd (v.11). We should understand the power of this shepherd motif: on the one hand it refers fairly straightforwardly to Jesus as the one who cares for his sheep. On the other hand, the image’s meaning is deepened this if we remember that the shepherd was a common image for the king in ancient Israel, so in using this motif Jesus is pointing to himself as king.
First he was the gate, now he is the good shepherd.   The good shepherd is distinguished from the impostor (now a hireling rather than a thief).  Firstly, he lays down his life for the sheep and secondly, he cares for the sheep and does not run away when he sees the wolf coming.  The Good Shepherd is a caring ruler – the image fits the kind of leadership portrayed in ch. 13. John emphasises that the wolf is a dynamic metaphor for evil.  

Verses 14-18 provide further commentary on Jesus’ role as the good shepherd.  Recognition and relationship are again the key elements.  He knows his sheep and they know him, furthermore his relationship to them reflects his relationship with the father.  Jesus also mentions that he has other sheep not of this sheep-pen who must also be brought in. Here Jesus is referring to sheep from outside the fold of Judaism.  Jesus speaks into one of the greatest points of controversy: the inclusion of Gentiles into the Jewish fold. This inclusion provides an important point regarding the nature of the new community Jesus is bringing into existence. The end result is one flock and one shepherd.  John’s thought is that the whole flock will become united in one flock.   
Finally, the reflection turns again to the way in which the good shepherd lays down his life.  Jesus' statement that he will lay down his life stretches the imagery of the shepherd, meaning that Jesus loves his sheep so much he is willing to go forward to his death.  

The conclusion to this part of the discourse reiterates that Jesus’ words brought rejection as well as revelation.  Just as in 8:48, some say that he is demon-possessed while others point out that a demon could not open the eyes of a blind man.  The conclusion, therefore, effectively ties the discourse to the debate in chapter 8, and the healing of the blind man in chapter 9.  
 
Meditation / Suggested Prayer:
The shepherd did not drive his sheep, he led them.  Christ has gone the way before us.  He has journeyed through life’s thorn grown wilderness.  He knows life’s dangers and perils.  The good shepherd leads his sheep beside the still waters.  Otherwise a rushing current might sweep away the flock to destruction, or mask the sound of an approaching enemy. But he does not always lead us in pastures green or waters still.  Sometimes he leads us amid the tempests and down the deep ravines of life.  But there is reassurance in the good shepherd. Meditate on Jesus as your good shepherd: where have you experienced him as such, where are you afraid to go with him as your good shepherd? Pray for trust. 

SATURDAY:

Notes on the Reading portion (10:22-42)

Jesus’ conflict with the leaders which we have seen again and again continues. John reminds us that Jesus is still in the midst of  opposition.   The scene that follows is set at the festival of Dedication in the Temple of Solomon.  The festival of Dedication celebrates Israel’s victory over the Syrians in 164 BC, but the Temple was also restored and re-dedicated to the Lord, and they established a new feast and called it the Feast of Dedication.  The reason that the Jews loved this feast was that it reminded them that one day the Messiah would come and free them from all their oppressors.  

This is probably why the Jewish leaders were so uptight when Jesus shows up at the Temple. Would he declare himself to be the Messiah and lead a revolt?  With this background we understand why they asked Jesus  “tell us if you are the Messiah?” (v. 24).  As the passage unfolds it becomes clear that the Messiahship of Jesus is not something that can be recognised by all, but only by the sheep who listen and follow him.  Unbelief then arises from those who are not part of Jesus’ flock.

This takes us to the heart of this section: Jesus answering the question about his identity, that he and the Father are one (verse 30). The Jews’ reaction to Jesus’ claim is to try to stone him because they believe that he is merely a human being who has blasphemous pretensions to be divine (v.33).  John again highlights the fact that the more Jesus declares who he is, the greater his opponents’ hostility becomes.   Jesus defends himself in two ways: by suggesting that if they will not believe him, at least they should recognise the power of God in the works that he has done, and then by the difficult argument at vv.34-36, where Jesus argues from a citation of Psalm 82.6 that if those whose lives are shaped by the Word can have divinity attributed to them (vv.34-35) then he who has been sanctified and sent into the world by God is quite obviously God’s Son (v.36). In short, Jesus cleverly brings together his humanity and his divinity against the Jewish argument that wants to drive an absolute wedge between the human and the divine. This is another example of Jesus’ uniquely powerful ability to re-interpret his own faith by bringing out what has always been present but has usually been hidden.
This third sojourn in Jerusalem ends with Jesus escaping arrest by crossing the River Jordan (v.40) to the unnamed place “where John had been baptising earlier”. The narrator considers it important to remind us (v.41) again of the superior importance of Jesus’ ministry in comparison with JBapt’s. This harks back to the story’s beginning, except that the assertion, “everything that John said about this man was true” now has greater thrust because we’ve seen the truth. A note of hope ends the section because “many believed in him there” (v.42).
Meditation / Prayer Suggestion: 

How secure is your faith and trust in God?  Jesus used this occasion to declare that he is the true light of the world (John 8:12).  If we walk in his light we can see who God truly is.  Many people in this secularised society we live in do not want to follow the way of Christ because they are bogged down by the competitiveness and the material values of this world.  

Lord Jesus, in this secularised society, show us how we can continuously follow your path and persuade others to be open to the light Jesus offers us.   
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