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Editor’s Preface



Disabilities break into life in various forms: as the product of genetic misalignments in the womb, as the result of tragic and regrettable accidents, as the byproducts of infectious disease, and from the degenerative effects of old age. They affect joints, bones, nervous systems, lungs, hearts, and brains. And even in the United States—a country that leads the world in medical innovation and technology—roughly 20% of its citizens live with a disability.

No church is immune, so every church leader must be prepared. Disability raises some of the most fundamental questions about the goodness and sovereignty of God a pastor will ever face. And often these questions are raised by people experiencing significant suffering.

Does God have a good design in my disability?

To this hard question God is not silent. But for us to hear from him requires that we submit our hearts to his word to learn from him. And that is the aim of this collection of sermons and interviews from the ministry of John Piper.

This short ebook opens with the story of Jesus healing the blind man in John 9. It is a story relevant for those who have been healed. And it is equally valuable for those who will not be healed of their disability in this lifetime. John 9 is foundational for the rest of the ebook.

The two chapters that follow are unedited sermon manuscripts from the preaching ministry of John Piper. In the first, “Why Was This Child Born Blind?,” Pastor John makes the important distinction between the cause and purpose of disability. Like the disciples, we are too easily absorbed with questions of what causes disability and less focused on the purposes of God in the disability, and this fundamental flaw distracts us from God’s ultimate, sovereign, and good design. Ultimately all disabilities exist to point us to Christ, who willingly suffered so that one day all the suffering related to disability will be erased from the joints and cells and brains of God’s children.

In the second sermon, “The Works of God and the Worship of Jesus,” Pastor John explains how God is at the bottom of everything—including every disability. God has a good purpose behind the suffering, and his good purpose is intended to influence more than the one who is disabled.

So how does this biblical truth land on those who are directly affected by disability? It was during the preaching of the following two sermons in 2011 that Piper interviewed John Knight. Knight is the father of Paul, a teenage son who was born blind and remains blind to this day (which is just one of his many other physical and cognitive struggles). Knight candidly walks through his story, the devastation he and his wife experienced, their anger towards God, the time they left their church, the patient care of that local church, and ultimately how they discovered God’s good design in the life of their son. The interview is a precious glimpse into the poignancy of God’s promises in the Knight family. The interview has been transcribed and edited for readability, and is published here as chapter 4.

The ebook concludes with two more sermons. The first, “Born Blind for the Glory of God,” is a sermon Piper preached in 2010 on John 9. He revisits the fact that the sovereign God of the universe is sovereign over every disability, and has a good design for every one of his children. Thus, he concludes, abortion for any supposed genetic defect is simply wrong and contrary to Scripture and to God’s design.

Finally, the ebook closes with a sermon from 2009 on John 5:1–18. This is the story of an invalid whose physical health was restored. He was one man, chosen from a large gathering of disabled men and women who were blind, lame, and paralyzed. In this sermon Piper notes the compassion of Jesus, but also notes that Jesus chose to heal only one man. We do not yet live in the age of physical healing, he argues from the text, and most of those living with disabilities in the church will live unhealed. And God has a good design in that, too.

This ebook is designed for pastors who will be called on to minister God’s Word to God’s people at decisive points in their lives. The question is not if disabilities will surface in our church, the question is how you will respond when they do? At that decisive moment, what will you say?



—Tony Reinke


[bookmark: ch1]
1: John 9:1–38



1As he [Jesus] 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 was born blind?” 3 Jesus answered, “It was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be displayed in him. 4 We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day; night is coming, when no one can work. 5 As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” 6 Having said these things, he spit on the ground and made mud with the saliva. Then he anointed the man’s eyes with the mud 7 and said to him, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (which means Sent). So he went and washed and came back seeing.

8 The neighbors and those who had seen him before as a beggar were saying, “Is this not the man who used to sit and beg?” 9 Some said, “It is he.” Others said, “No, but he is like him.” He kept saying, “I am the man.” 10 So they said to him, “Then how were your eyes opened?” 11 He answered, “The man called Jesus made mud and anointed my eyes and said to me, ‘Go to Siloam and wash.’ So I went and washed and received my sight.” 12 They said to him, “Where is he?” He said, “I do not know.”

13 They brought to the Pharisees the man who had formerly been blind. 14 Now it was a Sabbath day when Jesus made the mud and opened his eyes. 15 So the Pharisees again asked him how he had received his sight. And he said to them, “He put mud on my eyes, and I washed, and I see.” 16 Some of the Pharisees said, “This man is not from God, for he does not keep the Sabbath.” But others said, “How can a man who is a sinner do such signs?” And there was a division among them. 17 So they said again to the blind man, “What do you say about him, since he has opened your eyes?” He said, “He is a prophet.”

18 The Jews did not believe that he had been blind and had received his sight, until they called the parents of the man who had received his sight 19 and asked them, “Is this your son, who you say was born blind? How then does he now see?” 20 His parents answered, “We know that this is our son and that he was born blind. 21 But how he now sees we do not know, nor do we know who opened his eyes. Ask him; he is of age. He will speak for himself.” 22 (His parents said these things because they feared the Jews, for the Jews had already agreed that if anyone should confess Jesus to be Christ, he was to be put out of the synagogue.) 23 Therefore his parents said, “He is of age; ask him.”

24 So for the 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 answered, “Whether he is a sinner I do not know. One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see.” 26 They said to him, “What did he do to you? How did he open your eyes?” 27 He answered them, “I have told you already, and you would not listen. Why do you want to hear it again? Do you also want to become his disciples?” 28 And they reviled him, saying, “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 comes from.” 30 The man answered, “Why, this is an amazing thing! You do not know where he comes from, and yet he opened my eyes. 31 We know that God does not listen to sinners, but if anyone is a worshiper of God and does his will, God listens to him. 32 Never since the world began has it been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a man born blind. 33 If this man were not from God, he could do nothing.” 34 They answered him, “You were born in utter sin, and would you teach us?” And they cast him out.

35 Jesus heard that they had cast him out, and having found him he said, “Do you believe in the Son of Man?” 36 He answered, “And who is he, sir, that I may believe in him?” 37 Jesus said to him, “You have seen him, and it is he who is speaking to you.” 38 He said, “Lord, I believe,” and he worshiped him.
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2: Why Was This Child Born Blind? (John 9:1–23) [bookmark: _ednref1]1



One of the reasons I believe the Bible and love the Bible is because it deals with the hardest issues in life. It doesn’t sweep painful things under the rug—or complex things or confusing things or provoking things or shocking things or controversial things. In fact, Jesus sometimes went out of his way to create controversy with the Pharisees so that more truth about himself and about unbelief would come out, so that we could be warned by examples of hardness and wooed by images of his glory.

One of the hardest things in life is the suffering of children, and the suffering of those who love them—especially when that early suffering turns into a lifetime of living with profound loss. Few things in my ministry have given me a deeper sense of satisfaction than seeing God raise up at Bethlehem a heart and mind and vision and a ministry for people with disabilities, especially children. I thank God for the coordinator of our Disability Ministry, Brenda Fischer. And I thank God for the parents who have put their minds and hearts together to trumpet a vision for such a ministry.

The Supremacy of God in Disability

You can go to our website (www.hopeingod.org) and read the vision statement that Bob Horning and John Knight put together—dads who know what they are talking about close up. Here is the core of what they have to say:

Our vision is that Bethlehem would display the supremacy of God in disability and suffering. We want our lives to reflect an unshakable joy in the Lord that allows us to embrace a life of suffering in disability for His purpose and glory. We want to shout that life with a disability and with Jesus is infinitely better than a healthy body without Him. We say, with Paul, that “this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison” (2 Corinthians 4:17). We want this to be true as individuals and in the church as a body.

Is disability hard? As fathers of children with rare disabling conditions, we can attest to the struggles men in particular face when their child has a disability. Disability is expensive—financially, emotionally, and relationally. It seems neither light nor momentary. The male myth of self-determination, control, and independence is exploded in the face of needing to turn to medical professionals, social workers and educators on issues we never dreamed of facing. To this we say, thank you, God, for not allowing us to live the lie that there is anything good or worthwhile apart from you. Thank you for showing us how much we need you! The struggles our wives endure is perhaps even deeper.

The Bible: Not Silent on Disability

The issue may be autism or Down syndrome or FASD or spina bifida or blindness or any number of rare and unpronounceable conditions—each has its own peculiar sorrows, its own peculiar way of turning decades into what you never dreamed or planned they would be. Married life isn’t what you thought it would be. Everything is irrevocably changed, and life will never be the same again. And you were not asked.

What would I do as a pastor if I had to face these things—these children, these parents—with a Bible that said nothing about it? What if all I could do is think up ideas on my own about suffering and disability? What if all I had was human opinions? I thank God that this is not our condition. The Bible is permeated with suffering and sorrow. This is one of the things that make it so believable. It is filled with things that God has said and done to shed light on these sufferings and sorrows.

Light Shining in Darkness

We will see that it is not incidental to the story when Jesus says, precisely in this context (verse 5), “I am the light of the world.” We are not left in the dark about the meaning of darkness. God’s light has come into the world, and it is shining on disabilities and on everything else. God has not left us to alone to despair of any meaning, or to create our own meaning.

So ask God to open your eyes, and let’s walk with Jesus, in the light, through this text of God’s word in John 9:1–4.

The Hard-Knock Life of Disability

Verse 1: “As he passed by, he saw a man blind from birth.” He is a man now. But he was born blind. And it did not go easily for him. We will meet his parents later in verse 18. But they were not able to care for him any longer. So he was a beggar. We know that because of verse 8: “The neighbors and those who had seen him before as a beggar were saying, ‘Is this not the man who used to sit and beg?’” So he was blind and he was desperately poor. Life had been very hard.

Verse 1 says Jesus saw him as he passed by. And the disciples saw that he saw him. Verse 2 says, “And his disciples asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?’” That question is crucial. But notice, the story did not begin with the disciples’ question, or with the disciples seeing the blind man. The story begins with Jesus seeing the man: “As he passed by, he saw a man blind from birth.” The disciples are engaged because Jesus is engaged.

Attentive, Merciful, Moving Toward Disability

And I would just plead in passing—children, young people, and adults—see people with disabilities. And I don’t mean see them like the priest and the Levite on the Jericho Road, passing by on the other side. This is our natural reflex—see and avoid. But we are not natural people. We are followers of Jesus. We have the Spirit of Jesus in our hearts. We have been seen and touched in all our brokenness by an attentive, merciful Savior.

If you want to be one of the most remarkable kinds of human beings on the planet—a Jesus kind—see people with disabilities. See them. And move toward them. God will show you what to say.

Redeeming Awkward Moments

When the disciples saw Jesus’ attention to the blind man, they asked for an explanation of his blindness. Verse 2: “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” That was probably not the most compassionate thing to say at the moment. And you will blow it too someday. Yes, you will. But Jesus is merciful (just like our parents of children with disabilities have been merciful when we have said ill-informed and insensitive things), and he redeems awkward moments and callous words.

In this case, what does Jesus do? He answers their question but not in the categories that they are using. They want an explanation for this man’s blindness. And he gives it to them. But they ask for the explanation in the categories of cause. What is it in the past that caused the blindness? But Jesus says that won’t work, and he gives them an explanation in the category of purpose. Not what’s the cause of the blindness, but what’s the purpose of the blindness? Let me try to unpack this.

Not Cause, But Purpose

They say in verse 2, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” In other words, what is the cause of this blindness? The man’s sin? Or the parents’ sin? Is this blindness a punishment for the parents’ sin or a punishment for his own sin—some kind of inherited sinfulness already in the womb?

Jesus says, in effect, specific sins in the past don’t always correlate with specific suffering in the present. The decisive explanation for this blindness is not found by looking for its cause but by looking for its purpose. Verse 3: Jesus answered, “It was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be displayed in him.”

Suffering Not Owing to Specific Sin

Ponder a moment the words, “It was not that this man sinned, or his parents.” That is very significant. The point Jesus is making is not that suffering didn’t come into the world because of sin. It did. That’s plain from Genesis 3 and Romans 8:18–25. If there never had been sin, there never would have been suffering. All suffering is owing to sin. And part of the meaning of the physical horrors of suffering is to reveal the moral horrors of sin.

But that is not what Jesus is saying here. Nor is he not denying it. What he is saying here is: Specific suffering is often—I would say most of the time—not owing to specific sin. The disciples didn’t understand this distinction, it seems—that the existence of sin in the world is the cause of suffering in the world, but specific sins in the world are usually not the cause of specific sufferings in the world.

Explanation in the Purposes of God

But that is what Jesus is saying here in verse 3: “It was not that this man sinned, or his parents.” In other words, this blindness—this specific suffering—is not owing to the specific sins of the parents or the man. Don’t look there for the explanation.

Then he tells them where to look. Look for an explanation of this blindness in the purposes of God. Verse 3: “It was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be displayed in him.” The explanation of the blindness lies not in the past causes but the future purposes.

Countering an Objection

Let me address an objection at this point. There are some pastors and teachers who dislike intensely the idea that God might will that a child be born blind so that some purpose of God might be achieved. One of the ways they try to escape the teaching of this text is to say that Jesus is pointing to the result of the blindness, not the purpose of the blindness. When Jesus says in verse 3, “It was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be displayed in him,” he means, the result of the blindness is that God was able to use the blindness to show his work, not that he planned the blindness in order to show his work.

But there are at least three reasons why that won’t work.


	One is that the disciples are asking for an explanation of the blindness, and Jesus’ answer is given as an explanation of the blindness. But if you say God had no purpose, no plan, no design in the blindness but simply finds the blindness later and uses it, that is not an explanation of the blindness. It doesn’t answer the disciples’ question. They want to know: Why is he blind? And Jesus really does give an answer. This is why he’s blind—there is purpose in it. There is a divine design. There’s a plan. God means for his work to be displayed in him.

	Here’s another reason why that suggestion doesn’t work. God knows all things. He knows exactly what is happening in the moment of conception. When there is a defective chromosome or some genetic irregularity in the sperm that is about to fertilize an egg, God can simply say no. He commands the winds. He commands the waves. He commands the sperm and the genetic makeup of the egg. If God foresees and permits a conception that he knows will produce blindness, he has reasons for this permission. And those reasons are his purposes. His designs. His plans. God never has met a child from whom he had no plan. There are no accidents in God’s mind or hands.

	And third, any attempt to deny God’s sovereign, wise, purposeful control over conception and birth has a head-on collision with Exodus 4:11 and Psalm 139:13. “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Who has made man’s mouth? Who makes him mute, or deaf, or seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the Lord?’” “You formed my inward parts; you knitted me together in my mother’s womb.”



Purpose: Displaying the Works of God

The meaning of Jesus in John 9:3 is not obscure. He is saying to the disciples: Turn away from your fixation on causality as the decisive explanation of suffering. And turn away from any surrender to futility, or absurdity, or chaos, or meaninglessness. And turn to the purposes and plans of God. There is no child and no suffering outside God’s purposes.

“It was not that this man sinned, or his parents.” This blindness came about “in order that that the works of God might be displayed in this man.”

This is not the whole explanation of suffering in the Bible. There are dozens of other relevant passages and important points to make. But this passage and this point are massively important. Let me draw out one or two things, and then we will pick it up the next time to see what happens and to ask: Why did he use spit, and why mud, and why the washing in the pool called “Sent,” and why the reference to working while it is day, and why 41 verses of controversy? All that’s coming. But for today let’s not miss how Jesus talks about our suffering.

Ultimate Meaning Only in God

There is one main truth in the words of verse 3: The blindness is “that the works of God might be displayed in him.”

That truth is that suffering can only have ultimate meaning in relation to God.

Jesus says that the purpose of the blindness is to put the work of God on display. This means that for our suffering to have ultimate meaning, God must be supremely valuable to us. More valuable than health and life. Many things in the Bible make no sense until God becomes your supreme value.

For God’s Glory—Both in Healing and Non-Healing

For Jesus, blindness from birth is sufficiently explained by saying: God intends to display some of his glory through this blindness. In this case, it happens to be healing—the glory of God’s power to heal. But there is nothing that says it has to be healing. When Paul cried out three times for his thorn in the flesh to be healed, Jesus said, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). I will put my power on display, not by healing you, but by sustaining you.

In other words, healing displays the works of God in John 9, and sustaining grace displays the works of God in 2 Corinthians 12. What is common in the two cases is the supreme value of the glory of God. The blindness is for the glory of God. The thorn in the flesh is for the glory of God. The healing is for his glory, and the non-healing is for his glory.

Suffering can only have ultimate meaning in relation to God.

From Healing to the Ministry of Dying

One last observation. Verse 4: “We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day; night is coming, when no one can work.” This means two things: One is that the works of God referred to in verse 3—“that the works of God might be displayed”—these works of God will be done through the hands of Jesus. Jesus is going to heal this man’s blindness. The works of God are the works of Jesus.

And second, he must do this quickly, because night is coming, and his work will be over. Jesus will turn from a ministry of healing to a ministry of dying. He will turn from the day-work of relieving suffering, and do the night-work of suffering himself. He will finally submit totally to the plan of his Father that the Son be swallowed up by the sin and suffering of the world.

Eyes to See

And if you join the disciples in asking: Why? Who sinned that this man must suffer like this? The answer would certainly be: Not him. We did. That is the cause of his suffering. But it’s not the decisive explanation. The decisive explanation is: He is suffering that the works of God might be displayed in him. The works of wrath-bearing, and curse-removing, and guilt-lifting, and righteousness-providing, and death-defeating, and life-giving, and in the end suffering-removing—totally removing.

“He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away” (Revelation 21:4). And over every sorrow and every disability and every loss embraced in faith for the glory of God will be written in blood: “This light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal” (2 Corinthians 4:17–18).

May God give you eyes to see that the display of his works in his Son’s suffering and your suffering and your child’s suffering are all expressions of his love.


[bookmark: ch3]
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Last time, we focused on verses 1–5. Jesus sees a man who had been blind from birth. His disciples ask about the cause of the blindness. Jesus turns the question around and says, in effect, human causes are not decisive in explaining things. Divine purposes are decisive. Verse 3: “It was not that this man sinned, or his parents [human causes], but that the works of God might be displayed in him [God’s purpose].”

The reason causes are not the ultimate explanation for things is that God is not ultimately a responder but ultimately a planner. In other words, when God ordains that something happen, God is not, at the bottom, responding to human causes. He is, at bottom, planning a purpose.

All Things for Good—Even Mess and Pain

The implication of this for your life is profound. No matter what mess you’re in or what pain you’re in, the causes of that mess and that pain are not decisive in explaining it. What is decisive in explaining it is God’s purpose. Yes, there are causes. Some of them your fault, perhaps, and some of them not. But those causes are not decisive in determining the meaning of your mess or your pain. What is absolutely decisive is God’s purpose. “It was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be displayed in him” (verse 3).

And if you will confess your sins, and hold fast to Jesus as your Rock and your Redeemer and your Riches, God’s purpose for your mess and your pain will be a good purpose. It will be worth everything you must endure. We know this is true because God says so. Romans 8:28: “And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.”

God Himself: The Greatest Treasure

Of course, none of this will make sense, or be helpful, if God himself, and the glory of his incomparable works, is not your greatest treasure. When Jesus says, the purpose of this blindness is “that the works of God might be displayed in him,” he assumes the manifestation of the works of God, has a value that outweighs years and years of blindness. Both for the man and his parents.

In order to embrace that, we have to value the manifestation of the works of God more than we value seeing. Indeed more than we value life itself. Psalm 63:3 says, “Your steadfast love is better than life.” And Jesus said to the prisoners in Smyrna, “Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life” (Revelation 2:10). Being loved by God, and being with God forever, is better than having eyes and better than being alive in this world. If we don’t believe that, then saying that God has wise and good purposes in all our losses, will not be much comfort. But if we do believe it, not only will God’s purposes comfort us and strengthen us, but they will make us able to patiently, and gently help others through their times of darkness.

Jesus: Doing the Works of God

Now here we are at verses 6–7 and the actual healing of the man born blind: “Having said these things, [Jesus] spat on the ground and made mud with the saliva. Then he anointed the man’s eyes with the mud and said to him, ‘Go, wash in the pool of Siloam’ (which means Sent). So he went and washed and came back seeing.”

Here’s an observation that sets the stage for everything else in this chapter. Jesus said in verse 3 that the man was blind so that the works of God would be manifest. But then he said in verse 4, “We must work the works of him who sent me.” And in verse 6 Jesus himself made the mud and healed him. So the stage is set for the question: Who is this Jesus? How are we to respond to this Jesus? Who says God’s work is going to be shown here, and then does the work himself?

Controversy Divinely Designed

And I’ll tell you ahead of time what’s going to happen so you can watch it unfold. The controversy that follows is all designed by God to show how the person and work of Jesus leads some to blasphemy and some to worship. The blasphemy is in verse 24: “So for the second time they [the Pharisees] called the man who had been blind and said to him, ‘Give glory to God. We know that this man is a sinner.’” In other words, God gets glory when you call Jesus a sinner. That is blasphemy. “You are glorifying God when you are demonizing Jesus” is blasphemy.

But that was not the only response to the healing of this blind man. There is also worship. This is in verse 38. It’s the climax of the story. The last thing the man does in this text before he disappears from the story is worship Jesus: “‘Lord, I believe,’ and he worshiped him.” In the other six places in this gospel where the word “worship” (Greek proskuneo) is used, it means really “worship,” not just “fall down.”

Toward Blasphemy and Worship

So that’s where the story is going. Jesus has himself done the works of God. And those who have eyes to see say with John 1:14, “We have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” That’s what the blind man saw. That’s what the Pharisees did not see, which is why this chapter ends with blindness just like it began, only of a worse kind.

So let’s see how things unfold toward blasphemy and worship.

Why Mud?

Why did Jesus use mud to heal the blind man? I suggest two reasons. One is explicit in the text, and the other seems implied.

First, Jesus did it because it was against the law to do it on the Sabbath—against the Pharisee’s understanding of the law—and he meant to unleash the controversy that would bring out both the blasphemy and the worship (compare 1 Corinthians 11:19). You can see this in verses 13–14: “They brought to the Pharisees the man who had formerly been blind. Now it was a Sabbath day when Jesus made the mud and opened his eyes.” So the mud-making is explicitly connected with the Sabbath and the Pharisees. They had developed many applications of the prohibition of work on the Sabbath, and one of them was the kneading of dough. And the word for mud or clay here is the same as the word of dough. Jesus had broken the law against kneading dough, or clay, or mud.

Why the Sabbath?

Why would he do this? To show that he was “Lord of the Sabbath” (Matthew 12:8). He defines the Sabbath. The point of Sabbath rest is healing. That’s why you rest. Healing! The point of Sabbath rest is that we are helpless and God creates, God sustains, God heals, we don’t. What day could be better for God incarnate to find a broken man and heal him—to give him and his parents rest from all the struggles of blindness? That’s what the Sabbath is for—God-exalting blessing to broken and weary humans.

And he did it on the Sabbath to trigger this controversy that goes on for 41 verses. Hearts are exposed in this controversy. And not just exposed. Hearts are shaped. Faith doesn’t just get revealed; faith gets strengthened. This blind man becomes clearer and clearer about who Jesus is. And he becomes stronger and stronger in his courage in defending Jesus against very dangerous adversaries. This is what Jesus was after: Clear sight of who he was, courageous confession of faith, and worship. And the expression of tragically blasphemous hearts.

That’s the first reason for the mud. It was on the Sabbath and would unleash a firestorm for the sake of truth and faith and worship.

God Usually Uses Means

The second reason for the mud is to show that God usually uses means in doing his wonderful works in this world. Jesus could have simply spoken and the man’s eyes would have been opened. Most of the wonders of God in the Old Testament were brought about by the use of human means. “The horse is made ready for the day of battle, but the victory belongs to the Lord” (Proverbs 21:31). God is decisive in the victory, but he uses means. He doesn’t need the horse, but he uses the horse.

Ponder this in the bigger picture of life for a moment. What this means is that God does not despise the physical world he has made. He uses the means of food to sustain life. He uses the means of sex to beget children. And he uses a thousand remedies to bring about healing—from sleep to penicillin. From Riboflavin to radiation. From sunshine on the skin to cough syrup for the throat.

Not Despising the Physical World

And lest you think this removes the mystery of God’s wonderful work, consider boring down through layer after layer after layer of physical causes for why antibiotics work against strep. Forty or fifty layers down into the molecular, subatomic activities of the smallest particles, or non-particles, there comes a point where there is no explanation inside this closed material system. The final explanation is always God. And if our hearts are alive and humble and worshipful, we will not stop until we see God at the bottom of everything.

It is no small thing, to believe that God uses means to accomplish his purposes. And his purposes are that the glory of his work would be displayed. And therefore, “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork” (Psalms 19:1). And so does all the rest of creation, if we have eyes to see. Jesus used mud. We may use mud—or medicine. The difference is how close to the surface the miracle is. Let your life be full of wonder at the works of God—and full of worship.

The Pool Called Sent

Now Jesus sends him away to wash in the pool of Siloam. Verse 7: “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (which means Sent). So he went and washed and came back seeing.” The name of the pool meant “sent” and John bothered to point that out. Why?

Perhaps because the reason the pool was called Sent is that the water in the pool was sent there by stream from a distant spring. In pointing this out, Jesus may have been making a comparison between the pool called “Sent” and himself as the one “sent” from the Father as the living water (John 4:10–11). Verse 4: “We must work the works of him who sent me.”

If that’s right, then the water signifies not just cleansing, and not just healing, but life. In John 4, Jesus gives the woman at the well “living water”—the water of life. When you meet Jesus and receive him for who he is, you live, and you see, and you begin to be healed, and will be healed completely before he is done with you at the resurrection. All our seeing and all our healing is owing to new spiritual life that comes from Jesus—the Sent One.

Five Conversations Follow

Now come five conversations, and step-by-step the blind man’s sight of who Jesus is becomes clearer, and his courage to defend him becomes stronger, until we reach the climax in verse 38 with worship.

1) The Beggar and His Neighbors (Verses 8–12)

The first conversation in verses 8–12 is between the man and his neighbors. They were arguing about whether he was the blind beggar. He insisted he is the one who as blind. So they ask in verse 10 how his eyes were opened. And he answers in verse 11, “The man called Jesus made mud and anointed my eyes.” So at this point, he simply calls him “the man.” He knows his name, Jesus, but he simply calls him “the man.”

2) The Beggar and the Pharisees (Verses 13–17)

The second conversation in verses 13–17 is between the man and the Pharisees. They too ask him (verse 15) how he could be seeing if he were blind. He tells them. They are divided by his answer. He can’t be from God; he broke the Sabbath. How can he do this sign if he is a sinner? So they ask the beggar in verse 17, “What do you say about him, since he has opened your eyes?”

Something has happened in this interchange. Something is happening in the man’s heart. He answers in verse 17, “He is a prophet.” Not just an ordinary man, but one sent by God.

3) The Pharisees and the Parents (Verses 18–23)

The third conversation in verses 18–23 is between the Pharisees and the man’s parents. They ask in verse 19: Is he your son? Was he born blind? How does he see? They answer (verses 20–21): He is our son, and he was born blind, but we don’t know how he was healed. And John says in verse 22 that the reason they said this was because they feared the Jews. (See also 7:13; 19:38; 20:19).

I think the point here is not to be hard on the parents, but to make the son’s courage all the more amazing. The parents are like Nicodemus who in John 3:2 came to Jesus at night to avoid being seen, but in John 19:39 was openly assisting in his burial. They are on their way. But their son is moving much faster.

4) The Beggar and the Pharisees (Verses 24–34)

So in the fourth conversation in verses 24–34, we see the full-blown courage of the beggar—a mere beggar standing up to the most religious and educated people of the land! And we see the full-blown blasphemy of the Pharisees.

Verse 24: “Give glory to God. We know that this man is a sinner.” Join us in our blasphemy. Or we will excommunicate you from the synagogue. Glorify God by calling Jesus a sinner. Amazingly he responds to this threat with his most famous statement of all: “Whether he is a sinner I do not know. One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see.” The power of a personal testimony over a bad argument is very great.

The truth about Jesus was going deeper all the time. He is seeing more and more. And his courage becomes scorn. Verse 27: Why do you want to hear my story again, “Do you also want to become his disciples?”

And now they become hostile. Verses 28–29: “They reviled him, saying, “You are his disciple, but we are disciples of Moses. We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we do not know where he comes from.” The controversy exposes another deceit. No, they are not disciples of Moses. Because Jesus said in John 5:46, “If you believed Moses, you would believe me; for he wrote of me.” Now we start to see who is really blind in this story.

His courage for Jesus continues to grow. Verses 30–33: “Why, this is an amazing thing! You do not know where he comes from, and yet he opened my eyes. We know that God does not listen to sinners, but if anyone is a worshiper of God and does his will, God listens to him. Never since the world began has it been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a man born blind. If this man were not from God, he could do nothing.”

This is simply astonishing what has happened in this man’s soul. They can’t handle it. So they cast him out with contempt. Verse 34: “‘You were born in utter sin, and would you teach us?’ And they cast him out.” Yes, he had become their teacher. The blind man was seeing more and more clearly. And their blindness was hardening.

5) Jesus and the Beggar (Verses 35–38)

Which leads to the last conversation in verses 35–38 between Jesus and the beggar. And one thing that makes it so significant is that Jesus initiates it. The man has been threatened and cast out of his lifelong religious community. But Jesus seeks him and finds him (it’s no accident that the next chapter is about Jesus as the Shepherd who gathers his sheep). Verses 35–38:

Jesus heard that they had cast him out, and having found him he said, “Do you believe in the Son of Man?” He answered, “And who is he, sir, that I may believe in him?” Jesus said to him, “You have seen him, and it is he who is speaking to you.” He said, “Lord, I believe,” and he worshiped him.”

And that’s the last thing we see or hear of him. That is the point of the story. Jesus does the works of God. Jesus is the glory of God. Jesus is to be worshipped. The man was blind. And then he called Jesus “the man.” And then he called him a prophet. And then he defended him at huge risk. And then fell down and worshipped. This is why Jesus came into the world. He is seeking worshipers.

4 Questions

So I close with four questions for you, and three statements.


	Do you worship Jesus?

	Do you find your worship of Jesus deepening or weakening in the midst of threat and danger?

	Does your worship falter or flourish when your family is fearful or unbelieving?

	Do you confess him openly and defend him with your simple testimony, I was blind, but now I see?



3 Statements

To encourage you in each of those four ways, here are three statements:


	God has a wise, good, and Christ-exalting purpose for everything that happens to you.

	Jesus is the only path to the full, final, joyful experience of that purpose.

	Jesus sought out this rejected blind man—this nobody, this beggar—and he is seeking you out right now. To make you a courageous worshiper of Jesus.
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John Piper: John Knight is the Director of Development at Desiring God, and he’s here with me. Sixteen years ago, John and Dianne, his wife, were very happily and joyfully anticipating the birth of their first child. He would be named Paul. I think Paul Knight is a powerful name. And when he was born, it was manifest to the medical folks and to John and Dianne that he was blind, because he had no eyes. This was a blow like not all parents receive.

And last Sunday (May 22, 2011), I preached from John 9:1–3, where Jesus sees a man born blind, and the disciples jump on the issue of cause and ask: “Who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” And Jesus responds: “It was neither this man, nor his parents, that he was born blind,” and that starts to feel like relief, but then he says, “but that the works of God might be manifest in him,” which I argued in the sermon means God ordained this blindness and this man for the works of God to be plain in him.

And, John, I knew you were there and listening, and I knew you would have a deep, painful, loving appreciation of that truth, because you named your blog after this passage. Give me the web address of your blog.

John Knight: The Works of God dot com (theworksofgod.com)—taken from John 9:3.

Piper: So you presently are celebrating God’s sovereignty in the life of your son and yourself, but it was not always so. So we want to take a few minutes to talk about what it was like at the beginning, what people did to help, and what happened.

When I was done with this sermon, I prayed for an hour or so with people, most of whom either themselves or knew somebody who are not where you are right now. The bitterness is still there, the confusion, the anger is still here, and they were asking me, “What can I do, or where do I go?” So you and I would like to help those folks. We don’t want to get on their case and make life harder for them.

Knight: That’s right.

Piper: We want to do something. So my first question, John, is talk to us about those early days, because there are probably hundreds of parents who are going to watch this and say, “We’re where John was 16 years ago, not where he is today.”

What was it like?

Knight: It was thrilling for about fifteen seconds. My boy came, it was just before noon the 4th of July 1995, a very much anticipated birth. And the nurse was cleaning him up and said, “I think we have a problem here.” The quality of her voice confirmed that this was a big problem; this was not a little problem. And because he was born without eyes, they could tell us right away that he had no sight at all, and they were then concerned about other issues. So a whole series of specialists came trooping through, some of whom were just curious to see a boy without eyes. I didn’t realize that at the time. I realize it today. They were simply curious. So we didn’t have the typical sort of celebration of new birth and the time with our boy. He was taken here and there.

And I was devastated. And Dianne was devastated. And very early on important things happened. I called my dad, and the first thing I said, “Paul is here, Paul Harland—” my dad is Harland Paul. I could hear much rejoicing in the background. “And he’s blind.” And my dad said, “It’s going to be okay.” And I knew what that meant. My dad lost his dad when he was 17. My dad is a godly man who taught me to love the Word. I knew he wasn’t going to give up on me. I wasn’t sure about me with this boy at that moment, frankly, but I knew my dad wasn’t going to give up on me.

We were the good family at church. Dianne and I volunteered for things, came to church every Sunday, went to Sunday school. We were the nice young couple—and just as proud and self-righteous as could be sitting in your pews. I came to Bethlehem because it was a smart church. I thought I was a Christian. But it was about two months later, when Paul was hooked up to more tubes and sensors, surrounded by medical professionals over at Children’s in Minneapolis, I came to the conclusion: “God, you are strong, that’s true, and you are wicked. You are mean. You’re capricious. Do it to me. Do it to me—not to this boy. What did he ever do to you?” That was September 29, 1995.

And we separated ourselves from church. We quit our small group and quit the Sunday school, we quit coming to church. And the church wasn’t as big as it is today, but it was plenty big.

Piper: Was Dianne having similar feelings?

Knight: Very much so. We walked out together. And here are a couple of things that happened that were really important.

There was one couple—not in our small group, not really well connected to them at all—and for some reason, God placed us on their hearts, and they said, “We will not let you go.” And they did it in a really curious way. Lots of people were praying for us, lots of people were sending us notes. I still have the note that you sent the day after he was born. It’s like gold to me today. It wasn’t for a season, but today it is. They would invite us over for dinner. And Gerrilyn would just drive by and drop off bread that she had made, and say, “I was thinking about you,” and leave. Not a big deal. There wasn’t heavy prayer or, “I’m going to lead you into the Word.” It was just, “I notice you. I see you. I know you’re hurting. I love you. I know you like bread.”

And I remember the day clearly—Dianne doesn’t remember it all. Gerrilyn came, one of her drive-bys—that’s what we started calling them. “Wonder when the next drive-by is going to be?” And this one was full of soap and shampoo. Nice soap. And I’m thinking, what in the world? But on reflection years later, she was recognizing my wife as a woman who might like to have smelly soap. These affections were deep.

And I—to my shame, I would sit at their table having dinner with them and their four children (at the time ages 9–16)—so there’s a 9-year-old boy sitting at that table, and here are the words I’m saying: “Believe what you want, Karl. I don’t care. I don’t care. I have evidence that God is cruel.” And I would point to my son.

But he was a mature man. He didn’t even engage. He said, “I love you, John. I have regard for you. I love your boy.” And then his children would do the confounding thing of just treating my son like a little boy. Paul looks different. He doesn’t have eyes. That’s evident. The autism at that time we didn’t know about.

Piper: Don’t pass that too quick. Describe the present situation and then go back.

Knight: Yes, Paul is a complicated young man. He lives with autism and he is significantly cognitively impaired—which is hard to measure, because the blindness and the autism confound each other when they try to measure it. He lives with growth hormone deficiency, so he’s very small. He’s 15, almost 16, and he’s about 50 pounds. For the past year and a half, we have been dealing with an undiagnosed seizure-like disorder. They don’t want to call it a seizure. It’s hard on him. It’s hard on all of us to watch him. He doesn’t eat well. He doesn’t sleep well. He is very complicated.

Piper: So it’s not like blind and everything else is okay. It is multiple issues.

Knight: Yes.

Piper: So they were treating him normal.

Knight: Yes, they were treating him like a little boy. They’d throw him up in the air and make him laugh and do funny bird sounds and—and that was confounding, because most people, most adults couldn’t do that. And so I would have this extraordinary expression of love and affection at the dinner table here, and I would turn to my left—and there would be at least one of these children playing with my boy like he was a real boy. I wasn’t even sure he was a real boy at times.

I had lived my entire life as the good boy. I didn’t give my parents too much trouble. I went to Bethel College. I married a fine woman. We didn’t accrue a lot of debt. I was working in non-profits, going to a good church. But I was lost, I was absolutely lost until God let me see how lost I was.

He showed me how lost I was in a hospital in Indianapolis. Paul was receiving surgery on his eye sockets from one of two doctors in the United States qualified for, and experienced in, what Paul needed. The clinic was in a suburb of Indianapolis but the surgery was scheduled in a hospital. Over the course of the morning of his surgery we received less-than-the-best medical care for Paul, and during one walk down a hallway I saw Paul begin to wake up before he was in the surgical room! I was angry. I concluded that the anesthesiologist needed to die, and that I would kill him. In that moment, God let me see how depraved I was. It is really hard to appeal to one’s natural goodness when preparing to kill another human being. I needed a Savior. In that hospital corridor in Indianapolis God showed me how depraved I was, I think for the very first time. I count that walk down that hallway as foundational to my faith. At the end of that hallway I knew I needed Jesus in a way I had never known before.

And so we came back to the church with our tail between our legs, because we didn’t leave very nicely, we poked people in the eye when we were leaving, but we came back. Karl and Gerrilyn were right there with us, making sure Paul would be taken care of in the nursery with his special stuff going on. They persisted. That was a big deal that they persisted with us.

There was another Paul. He’s a wonderful man. He wasn’t married at the time. He was afraid of children—and I knew that. We were friends. And he came to me, and he said, “I’ll watch your boy in the nursery.” I said, “Oh, you don’t need to do that. I know how it is.” And he said, “No, it’s more important for me that you go to church.” We never actually, I think, needed him, maybe once to do it, but I remember just the offer, it was raw courage. He was saying, “I will enter into your pain, and I will give you the opportunity to go to church, even though I am scared to death of little children.”

What do you do with that? God was clearly working. I couldn’t deny that God was working. But I still didn’t like John 9. I didn’t like that at all. And it was hard for me to have people come and raise that. Here I have a little boy born blind, and here’s John 9, a man born blind. Well, let’s make the connection. Let’s go talk to John Knight about John 9. Neither this man, nor his parents sinned. People wanted us to live free of our own worries about how our actions could have caused Paul’s blindness. But I knew how sinful I really was, and so their assertions didn’t really provide any comfort. It seemed perfectly reasonable that I was being punished by God through Paul’s disabilities. And because Paul doesn’t have eyes, and because there was no opportunity for his ‘healing,’ I grew bitter towards the man in John 9. He eventually was given the ability to see. But that would never happen for my son.

Well, you may remember the email I sent to you on that very subject, asking why couldn’t people just leave us alone? Why couldn’t Jesus have said, “You’re blind and you’re fine”? And you helpfully took me to Paul, and Paul’s thorn in the flesh, and the Holy Spirit used all of those people. I am convinced to this day it was the Holy Spirit coming to those individuals saying, “Go talk to John Knight about John 9,” all to make me that angry to come to you and say, “I want an explanation, Pastor John.” And rather than disciplining me—I don’t think my language was too bad, it could have been but I can’t remember now—but rather than disciplining me, you took me to Paul, another Paul, and his thorn in the flesh, and the Holy Spirit just said, “See. See.” And I did. I did. And then I went back to John 9. I read it. I see it! I see it! “So that the works of God might be displayed in him.” He did it for Paul, he did it for this man, and he did it for my Paul. It was God. I had nothing to do with that. It was God who did that.

God has wiped my memory of who I did this to, but there was more than one person who came and brought John 9 to me, and I attacked them with my tongue, and I took out every weapon I had, and I left them bleeding. Those are shameful memories for me. But they caused an email to you.

Piper: When was that “I see” moment? How old was Paul?

Knight: He would have been over a year old at that point. He was almost two, actually. For us it was a relatively short season.

Piper: Yes, I mention in the sermon people I had met who said it took them eight years to be okay with their totally disabled son. You have devoted a lot of energy and time to thinking about these things. We want to keep this short so people can enjoy it and—or not, depending on how it’s hitting them. So we’ll save some of that for later. But just describe your present attitude towards your son. Your wife has had cancer. John 9 is still in the Bible. Bethlehem still exists. You’re here at DG. Where are you now?

Knight: Well, it’s hard to be brief on that because God has done so much. From 1995 until 2003, when our youngest son was born prematurely, I had an entirely different heart when my son was born and we were in the ICU. And I knew God was for me. I knew it. I had no doubts that God had given me a premature son for a good purpose. And then when my wife was diagnosed with Stage IV cancer in October 11, 2004, both of us knew God was for us. No doubts. Zero doubts. No explanation for that except He gave me a new heart over those intervening years.

And part of that was the persistent teaching I received. I love Bethlehem, all of Bethlehem. I love when you’re there; I love when you’re not there. I have seen the value of daily Bible reading and drinking deeply of it. Actually, it was Noel some years ago who was writing about just have a theme, think about a theme and look for where God is in that theme. So I chose disability, and I haven’t let go of disability since then. And hundreds of references to disability and disease, suffering, even more when you include just straight-up suffering. And I have read hundreds of journal articles. Most of whom don’t understand God like this, most of whom have a man-centric view, like we can explain this away, or God needs us to help Him explain this. Foolishness. It’s evil. I’ve seen seminary courses based on false presumptions.

I write because I want people to love God this much. I want people to see that Exodus 4:11—“Who has made man’s mouth? Who makes him mute, or deaf, or seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the Lord?” Yes, it is God. I want people to remember and train up the next generation. The works of God is also found in Psalm 78:7. The context there is, “Fathers train up so that we remember the works of God.”

I need to fight discouragement. My wife has lost some of her vitality because cancer has taken some of it away from her. There is no evidence of disease today, so we’re very happily letting mom run the household.

Piper: And there are other children.

Knight: Three boys and one girl total, yes. And so we’re a busy, active household.

Piper: I think it’s probably obvious to listeners that the lessons are plain. But let’s name one or two of them. A lesson for those who are clobbered by some kind of suffering in their lives for which they are baffled or even angry, and then a lesson for those who are walking through that.

Knight: Well, for those who are watching it and want to do something, trust Jesus. Just simply trust Jesus. Several years after God gripped me, Gerrilyn just said, “We didn’t know what would happen with you. We didn’t have a clue. There was no evidences of faith or our having any impact at all in your life. All the prayers that we had—there was no evidence.” You have to trust Jesus in those moments.

And I’ve had times when people have said the wrong thing, they’ve used the wrong words, and God, in His glory, has interpreted those words differently in my head.

Piper: You mean to make them helpful.

Knight: Helpful, yes.

Piper: So when you say “trust Jesus,” you mean go ahead and move into the situation not knowing how it will go.

Knight: That’s right. I hurt people with my words. You may walk away thinking, I didn’t do that very well; in fact, I made it worse. Well, God was doing something in me nobody could see, and it was manifest many months later. So we have to trust Jesus. Even when it goes badly, we have to trust Jesus that he knows what he’s doing. And the Spirit will help.

And for those of us in the circumstance, well, live authentically. If you’re hurting, let people know you’re hurting. And trust Jesus. We don’t need to be afraid of our emotions. God gave them to us. I live a pretty happy life today. I’m glad for that. It was not always so, and it was because people kept saying, “The hurt is not going to change how we feel about you. The pain, the words that you’re using, is not going to change.” And now I can trust Jesus in that when I have painful moments, and I have good men in my life, and they help me.

Piper: Thank you, John, for doing this with us. Let me pray for those folks that are watching. Lord, just briefly but with all our heart we say thank you to Jesus for the grace, the works of God manifest in John Knight and Dianne Knight and in Paul Knight. You are at work, and grace is being displayed, and your glory is being manifested, and we tremblingly accept what you’ve given. And pray for those who are watching that the “see”—that command that John heard to “see”—would be sweetly granted, see your goodness, your wisdom, your holiness, your grace in the sorrows of life. We pray this in Jesus’ name. Amen.

PART 2 (video)

Piper: This is our second interview with John Knight, the Director of Development here at Desiring God. I don’t assume that all of you have seen the first one, so we’ll do a little bit of review. Here’s what prompted these short interviews.

A couple of weeks ago, I preached from John 9 on Jesus’ encounter with a man born blind, and the disciples raised the question: “Who sinned, that this man was born blind?” And Jesus said it wasn’t that this man sinned, or his parents, that he was born blind; it was that the works of God might be manifest. And I knew there were people in the audience, like John, whose son, 15 years ago, was born blind. It was a catastrophic moment and disability. And so I knew John was out there. Lots of other parents are out there. We have a significant disability ministry at the church that gives me deep pleasure of the compassion that’s shown, and we want it to grow.

I know that there are parents out there who don’t have that kind of support, and we want to help, we want to be an encouragement, and I just thought this conversation would be helpful after a sermon where I made the case that, yes, this child was designed by God for blindness in order that the works of God would be manifest in him. And in his case, of course, it was he was going to be healed and Jesus would be seen as a great healer. But that is not always the case. Can you use a text like this to encourage yourself when, in fact, the works of God are not the works of healing?

So I thought it would be good to talk to John about those kinds of things, and we got a little bit of a background last time. Maybe rehearse your history and give viewers a two- or three-minute version of your life from that moment through the discovery of greater disabilities, your wife’s situation.

Knight: Well, we were thrilled to have our first child. We had a little difficulty having a child, so this was a great thrill for the entire family. And so the discovery on the day of his birth of his blindness, it was horrible, and it did not seem to get any better over those intervening weeks. In fact, I explained last time we left the church because I couldn’t reconcile how a good God could do something like this to an innocent little boy.

We would be loved profoundly by a particular couple that did not know what the outcome would be. They persisted in loving us. My parents, my in-laws, they all persisted in loving us. And God did a miraculous thing in letting me see Him as glorious and beautiful and powerful all at the same time. We would discover later that Paul also lives with autism, significant cognitive disabilities.

Piper: Just give us manifestations of what that means practically. Those are names, but what is it like? Can he talk to you?

Knight: He has very little language. It’s all function language. If he’s thirsty, he can tell us in a way that we understand that he needs a drink. If he needs to use the toilet, that kind of thing. But there’s no affectional language. He’s never going to say, “I love you, dad, or, “I’d really like to do this with you, dad.” He doesn’t have a framework for that. And he’s very small. He doesn’t eat well. He doesn’t sleep well. He also has growth hormone deficiency, so he’s always going to be small.

He’s a complicated boy, and about a year and a half ago developed a seizure-like disorder that is as yet undiagnosed. So the very usually happy, bubbly, singy little boy that we normally have goes away after he has these episodes, and he has them almost every day. So in past months he’s been more lethargic than active, losing some skills that he’s had. And so it has not stopped. This journey that we have with him has not stopped.

My wife six years ago was diagnosed with Stage IV metastatic breast cancer and went through an incredible year of massive treatment—chemotherapy, surgery, and radiation. And the difference between 1994–1995 and 2004–2005 are very clearly evident in our house, because the two of us cannot remember doubting God’s goodness in 2004. And 1995–1996 were all doubting God’s goodness.

Piper: I said a minute ago that if you knew your boy was going to be healed at, say, age 20 or 30, you just might say 30 years of blindness would be worth seeing God do that. You’re probably not looking forward to that happening in five years. So how does John 9:3 work for you? How does the contextual reality or the wider biblical context sustain you, give you hope? You seem like a remarkably hope-filled person.

Knight: Well, it comes in the context of the entire Word of God, so that we can look at John 9:3 and see some of the characteristics of God that are hope giving. God looked through time and space and creation before anything was made and said about that man born blind, “He will be born blind so the works of God might be displayed in him.” Foreknowledge is a big deal for me. Knowing that God knows these things is a big deal for me.

Piper: And that doesn’t make him cruel for you.

Knight: Not at all. He also had foreknowledge of the reality of the cross and the price that would be paid by his own son. So you put those realities together of how sin-filled and cruel and depraved I am, and here is Jesus, who lived a perfect life and took my sin on his body, with perfect foreknowledge of that too. And then looking at the man born blind. This was an evidence of God knowing something to bring glory to Himself, which would make Jesus more beautiful to us today. And John would be called to write about it, then, and so give us the book of John to write about this Jesus that we would believe.

In Scripture we are given a remarkable accounting of Paul and his thorn in the flesh. We are given the remarkable accounting of Mephibosheth and the kindness that David extended to him (2 Samuel 19:24–30). He was lame in both of his feet, and David sought him out because he had made this covenant with Mephibosheth’s father: “I will do this.” And he did it as a foreshadowing of Christ in the Church. Mephibosheth is lied about. David has to make in his human assumption: “I don’t know who’s right here. I’ll give half to the guy who’s lying about you and half to you.” And Mephibosheth says, “Let him have it all. I’m with my king.” I look at that and say, that’s what I want to be like. I want to be with my king, my king who has done everything for me. I don’t need anything else. So we pile on all of these references and foreshadowing and say, okay, John 9:3 is good news.

Piper: So in your case, at least I would say, that there is now significant evidence that the works of God have been manifest in your son’s life. Through the joy he has brought into your family, through the faith that has been awakened in you, through the ministry he has in our church in various and indirect and direct ways. What would you say to parents who can’t point to any of those yet? They lost a son. He’s dead. Or he’s in such a situation and their faith is in such a situation where they’re looking around for some works of God to be manifest here, and they all look like mean works of God. How can you help them to move forward or not throw it away?

Knight: Well, I think you and I have very little actually to do with that. But when God calls some, like he called that family to stand in the gap for us, there was such affection flowing towards us when we were not reciprocating affection at all. We were reciprocating with bitterness and angry words and things like that. So I think it might be more of a call to those who are watching this happen, saying, “We’re watching them wander, we’re watching them hurt, we’re watching them doubt. We’re going to move into that. We’re going to come close to that. We don’t know what we’re doing. We don’t know how to do it. We don’t know anything about disability or that kind of pain or anything else, but we’re going to trust that God will help us in that moment.”

I have met families who just seem to go on raw courage for a very, very long time. They don’t have any evidence at all and are living with hurt and bitterness but are trying to parent well, trying to love their spouse well—marriages hurt in these situations significantly—but don’t have any sort of foundation on the Word or on God. I do call out and say, “Come, let us reason together. Come, let us sit together. You and I have experienced something similar. Let’s talk about that. Let’s talk about what this path has looked like.” In the depths of it, nobody thought there was any hope for us.

Piper: I wrote a blog yesterday about reading Christian biography, just because a text in Hebrews had hit me about not only looking at your leaders but also to walk as they walk and imitate them (Hebrews 13:7). This is why I want people to meet you. Here is something God did in a real flesh-and-blood human being who’s not bitter and angry at God, who has a blind son and a wife with cancer. Seeing that just might be used of God.

Let’s just do one more thing before we sign off today. You mentioned to me, I think it was off camera, going to a conference and some theologians or pastors or somebody were talking about Old Testament texts, like Leviticus 21. Recount that little story for me, and then I’m going to go there, and we’ll close with your response to that text.

Knight: It was under the banner of “let us make sure that our churches and our synagogues and the like are welcoming to people with disabilities,” and it was very much oriented to program and accessibilities of ramps, elevators, attitudes, and things like that. In the afternoon session there was a panel discussion, and someone asked, “What do we do with the hard texts in the Bible?” And a Jewish rabbi very quickly grabbed that and said, “Oh, you mean like in Leviticus? Well, we just ignore those passages. We know better now.” And I was thunderstruck by that. I didn’t have a response, because I was struggling with Leviticus, but I knew that answer couldn’t be right. And so that started me on the path of discovery.

Piper: Let me read it, and then you just tell me how you think about it. This is Leviticus 21:16–24.

And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, “Speak to Aaron, saying, None of your offspring throughout their generations who has a blemish may approach to offer the bread of his God. For no one who has a blemish shall draw near, a man blind or lame, or one who has a mutilated face or a limb too long, or a man who has an injured foot or an injured hand, or a hunchback or a dwarf or a man with a defect in his sight or an itching disease or scabs or crushed testicles. No man of the offspring of Aaron the priest who has a blemish shall come near to offer the Lord’s food offerings; since he has a blemish, he shall not come near to offer the bread of his God. He may eat the bread of his God, both of the most holy and of the holy things, but he shall not go through the veil or approach the altar, because he has a blemish, that he may not profane my sanctuaries, for I am the Lord who sanctifies them.” So Moses spoke to Aaron and to his sons and to all the people of Israel.

So I can imagine somebody coming to this text and saying, well, God’s attitude towards my son, or millions of other people, is that they are defective and, therefore, to be kept at a distance from him, which does not sound like good news. So now you read this and you think what?

Knight: Well, I read that, and there are 13 conditions. Okay, this is a hard word, and then it gets harder, and then it gets harder still, when he talks about defiling. How can there be anything good in here? Thankfully, you lead us in a way that says, “Don’t go past. When it’s hard, go after it. Ask the Holy Spirit to help.” And so I did.

I read commentaries. Most commentaries aren’t really very helpful on this passage. Matthew Henry’s commentary written 400 years ago is actually probably the most helpful on this. And consider it in light of who God is. God numbers every one of our days (Psalm 139:16). He already knows our days. They’ve already been accounted for. So that foreknowledge, “I know what I’m doing. I know what I’m doing. Hang onto that. I know what I’m doing.”

And Exodus 4, where He speaks very specifically to Moses, “Who has made man’s mouth? Who makes him mute, or deaf, or seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the Lord?” (Exodus 4:11). So we already know God has done it. So God is not surprised by these 13 conditions. God has done it, ordained it. So rest on that.

Okay, so what’s in Leviticus then? God’s perfect foreknowledge, perfect power, and perfect holiness—there’s that little phrase in there, “But he may eat” (Leviticus 21:22). It’s embedded right in there as a little clause. There it is. There’s your birthright. If I give you 80 years, there’s a season that you might have to live with this, but your birthright is secure. Nobody can take your birthright away from you. You are mine.

And it was five or six years after hearing that rabbi speak, I was sitting in the Roseville library just meditating over this and tears are rolling down my face at that thought. The birthright is secure. Nobody can take that away. An uncle can’t say, “Oh, you can’t eat because of your disability or your short arm or anything else.” No, I can eat. It’s a promise. It’s embedded in the very words that some want to take out. The protection is right there.

Okay, this is thrilling and helpful. Now most of the commentaries are useful in looking at Leviticus 21 and saying this is a foreshadow of a perfect, sinless Jesus. That is helpful. Jesus isn’t going to have any moral blemish at all. These guys, you can’t tell, so the outward evidences we’ll talk about, with the importance being the inward quality of are you trusting in me over everything, including your standing, including how people think about you? That’s thrilling. And in Leviticus 22 the animal has to be perfect—no blemish, perfect sacrifice. So the great high priest can have no moral blemish, and the perfect sacrifice can have no blemish. It’s amazing and hope-filled.

And disability is hard in every conceivable juncture of life. I don’t get to not live with it or not live with disease in my wife. I have to live with it. But knowing that there are these promises embedded in the very hardest of texts, oh, man, I want to live anticipating when I come to the text that the Spirit will help me see what is really there, rather than what my perception might want to rise up and say, “Oh, God, you’re mean, you’re cruel.” Wait. Wait. See that in there.

And then to watch in Mark 2:1–12 where the man is lowered down through the roof, so he has people who care about him bringing him to Jesus, and Jesus notices their faith—their faith, and it says that in all three parallel accounts. It’s multiple, not just his faith. And then he doesn’t even heal him for his sake. Jesus says to them, “So that you may know I have authority over sin.” And he turns from the hard word to, “Rise, pick up your bed, and go home.” There’s always more going on here, always more, and I want to know it.

Piper: Amen. Let’s pray. Father, there is always more. You’re always doing a thousand things in us, in our children, in this pain-filled world. You’re always doing more than we can see. Help us and those who are watching to trust your Word, even when they cannot see how a text works, may they have patience. May they say, God have something here for me, something hopeful, something pointing to Jesus, like a pure priest and a pure animal that will one day be broken someday in Christ, so that those who have been broken can be finally eternally made whole. So, God, have mercy upon us and those who watch to teach us and give us strength of faith. We pray in Jesus’ name, Amen.

PART 3 (video)

Piper: John Knight is the Director of Development here at Desiring God. This is interview number three about disabilities and God’s sovereignty and goodness. And the reason we started this is because I’ll be wrapping up a little series on John 9 this coming Sunday, where Jesus meets a blind man, he’s been blind from birth, and his disciples say that somebody must have sinned that he was born blind, and Jesus redirects their attention from the cause to the purpose and says, “No, it wasn’t that this man sinned or his parents, but that”—and we understand the grammatical issues here, and we believe contextually, grammatically, theologically this means, no, not cause but purpose. This is in order that the works of God would be manifest. In his case, that meant he got healed. He suffered a long time because of that decision on God’s part to set it up that way, but he got healed. But that’s not the only kind of works of God, and we’ve been talking about that.

So, John, what I thought we would go in two directions. You said to me in an email that you love the Bible, you want Bible to be prominent here, and the sovereignty of God is so crucial, and so let me just lob you a ball to say, okay, texts, doctrine of sovereignty. What has helped you, what Biblical texts and what doctrines? And we’re speaking this for the sake of parents and for churches, and we’ll close off with pastors in a few minutes. But go wherever you want to go. What helped?

Knight: Well, of course it begins with the work of the Holy Spirit who came and let me see things that were impossible for me to see. You know my hostility to John 9 those years ago. I did not want to believe that a good God would visit that kind of suffering on a boy and by extension on a family. And the Holy Spirit came and said, “I want you to understand something about Jesus. Jesus suffered intentionally, cruelly, died and rose again victorious to cover every sin. Every sin. And if you claim this Jesus, this suffering, sovereign Lord, you’ll understand some things.”

And so the Holy Spirit opened my eyes to the reality that Jesus came with perfect foreknowledge about what he was going to experience, asked the Father for another plan, but did it, and he did it to bring glory to God and to serve as the righteous king who could look at a dad like me and say, “I know what suffering is. I know what it looks like, I know what it feels like, so trust me. Trust me on this.”

The Bible started to make sense. Romans 12:3, “The faith you have been given. You didn’t earn it. There’s nothing that you could have done to earn it. It was a free gift to you. It was not free to me. I give it to you freely.”

In John 9:1, Jesus saw the man. He saw the man who was born blind. He didn’t ignore him. He didn’t walk past him. He saw him. And I felt the depths of that. Jesus sees me, he sees my son, he sees my wife with her cancer. He sees us and he understands. And he sees in such a way that other people see too. They may not see with clarity, but they see as well.

Psalm 139:16, usually in the context of the affirmation of life: “Your eyes saw my unformed substance; in your book were written, every one of them, the days that were formed for me, when as yet there were none of them.” So frequently I get up in the morning, and I think—we don’t have an answer for Paul’s seizure-like disorder. And I get sad very easily. And then this text comes to mind. God knows. God knows every day of this boy’s life. He knows my day as well. He will help me. He will help Paul. And that reaching up to Jesus at the very beginnings of the day, saying, “I need you. I need you now to help me to get out of this bed and do this thing.”

Piper: So your experience of the Word in that regard, that these days are written, this painful day, this seizure day is written, was planned by God, strengthens you, helps you, carries you. Unpack that a little bit, because a lot of people hear the sovereignty of God there and they’re pushed away by it. You’ve been drawn into it. How does a purposeful God—when the purposes are so hard, painful, denying what other kids have—how does that work positively for you?

Knight: Oh, it is the future hope. It is Paul is talking about light, momentary affliction when he did not experience light or momentary affliction (2 Corinthians 4:17). His was a significant burden. But in comparison to what he knew God was preparing for him and the freedom that he had in Jesus Christ, he was not a slave to his sin any longer, he was kept by the King of all creation, and someday I’ll be able to see Jes