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I must admit that I am fascinated with the current technology in television.  As I sat in the home of a friend just before Christmas and watched the SEC football championship on a 42" screen in high-definition, I felt as if I was right there on the field with the players.  Every image was clearer than I have ever seen before.  It was almost real life.

We come this morning to the halfway point of the Gospel of Mark.  Mark is the only of the gospel writers to give us this brief yet profound account of Christ’s healing of an unnamed blind man.  This miracle of our Lord is unlike any other miracle we see in any of the gospel narratives.  At times Jesus healed with a single touch, at other times with a word, and sometimes without even a word.  However, this miracle is unique in that there was not an instant cure of the man’s blindness, but a progressive recovery.  Whatever we glean from this text we must see that Jesus healed this man in two stages.  Charles Haddon Spurgeon, who preached three sermons on this text, stated, “Had our Lord cast all his miracles in one mold men would have attached undue importance to the manner by which he worked, and would have superstitiously thought more of it than of the divine power by which the miracles were accomplished.”
  We are reminded in this text that Jesus works in different ways in different people to bring them to Him savingly and to grow their faith in Him. 

I.  Gradations of Saving Faith

Everyone who comes to faith in Christ has a story, what is often called a personal testimony.  The very terminology reminds us that our salvation involves a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.  But “personal” also refers to how Christ worked in our life to bring us to faith in Him, the specific way that He dealt with us personally.  While there will be much that is common in these testimonies, there are differences as well, not just differences in time and place, but nuances in the experience and emotion of salvation.  The Spirit of God works in different ways and uses different means to achieve His purpose of conversion.  Sometimes a person comes to faith the moment they hear the gospel.  But others, perhaps most, come to saving faith over a period of time.  There are stages that they can point to clearly, steps along the way, that prepared them to see Christ clearly.  That would be the testimony of this blind man.

1. Burden of the friends (v. 22)


We read in v. 22, “And they came to Bethsaida.  And they brought a blind man to Jesus and implored Him to touch him.”  Blindness was common in Jesus’ day.  Many believe that this man was probably not born blind based upon his accurate and precise definition of trees and men in v. 24.  If this is true, his blindness can be attributed to the lack of the modern conveniences that we have today to protect our eyes from the elements.  As Kent Hughes notes, “Blindness was endemic to ancient culture.  The lack of understanding concerning hygiene, the unavailability of effective medicine, and exposure to the elements and domestic trauma left many blind.  Clouded, staring, fly-swarmed eyes were common wherever one went.”
  


So whether this man was born blind or not, he would be considered somewhat of an outcast in a culture that had little patience with the blind.  People did not take the time to stop and ask how and when a person was blinded.  The blind were often lonely beggars.  However, this man had at least one thing in his favor, these men that brought him to Jesus.  They had a burden for this man that his sight be restored and they truly believed that Jesus could heal him by a simple touch.  So they implore Jesus to touch him.  As we have seen, the request for His touch was the usual request for His help.  It shows that though they might have truly believed that Jesus could heal the man, they still lacked understanding of who He truly was.  They did not yet understand that Jesus could simply speak a word or not speak a word, touch him or not touch him, present or afar, and the man would be healed.  Their request shows their limited understanding of the power of Christ.  But their limited understanding was enough for them to believe that Jesus could heal him.


These men demonstrate the burden that the believer should have for those who are suffering from both physical and spiritual afflictions.  At the very least we should be committed to praying for those who God brings into our paths that are suffering.  We should seek to exhibit the love of Christ at all times, especially to those who don’t know Him savingly.  Praying for them, inviting them to hear the gospel proclaimed, bringing them to church as these men brought this man to Christ.  We should have the same sense of urgency that these men had, that this was perhaps their only opportunity to usher this man into the presence of Christ.  And then we must believe that God can and will heal them if it is His good pleasure to do so.  We should trust that Jesus will touch them as He touched this man and others.  That is part of our calling as believers.

2. Passivity of the blind man


This man apparently does not have quite the faith of his friends.  We almost get the idea that he came somewhat unwillingly.  He does not seem as earnest as the men nor does he seem to have the same expectation of the end result.  He comes with the men passively.  He says nothing until Jesus touches Him initially and asks him what he saw.  There is no indication in the text between verses 22 and 23 that would suggest that this man was at all excited that He was standing in the presence of the Lord.

His passivity is in stark contrast to the response of another blind man we encounter later in Mark’s gospel with Bartimaeus (10:46ff).
46 Then they came to Jericho. And as He was leaving Jericho with His disciples and a large crowd, a blind beggar named Bartimaeus, the son of Timaeus, was sitting by the road.  47 When he heard that it was Jesus the Nazarene, he began to cry out and say, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!”  48 Many were sternly telling him to be quiet, but he kept crying out all the more, “Son of David, have mercy on me!”  49 And Jesus stopped and said, “Call him here.” So they called the blind man, saying to him, “Take courage, stand up! He is calling for you.”  50 Throwing aside his cloak, he jumped up and came to Jesus.  51 And answering him, Jesus said, “What do you want Me to do for you?” And the blind man said to Him, “Rabboni, I want to regain my sight!”  52 And Jesus said to him, “Go; your faith has made you well.” Immediately he regained his sight and began following Him on the road.


Do you see the contrast?  Bartimaeus was actively engaged in pursuing Christ where this man was not.  Bartimaeus truly believed that Jesus alone could have mercy on him and heal him where this man gives no indication of faith at this point.  Bartimaeus’ faith was genuine enough that he did not need to be physically touched by Jesus.  He cried out with his request, “I want to regain my sight.”  And Jesus, seeing his faith, said “Go; your faith has made you well.”  Bartimaeus understood that faith in Christ would save him.  This man did not have faith.


Here again this man describes the expectations of those you have a burden for that are lost.  They may give in to coming to church with you with all sorts of preconceived notions.  They may come with a closed mind and a closed heart (which, by the way, is the only way they can come).  But then suddenly something begins to happen.  The Spirit begins to open their eyes and ears to the truth and they begin to see and to hear.  That might even describe your salvation experience as well.  You might have been invited by friends to a gospel meeting and simply gone along for the pizza party.  You had no expectation of meeting Christ on that occasion, attending for all the wrong reasons, and yet you left a changed person with a new heart.  The preaching of the gospel took hold of you and would not let you go.  Why?  Because Jesus cared for you!

3. Care of Jesus (vv. 23-26)


Given this man’s passivity, we might expect that Jesus would probe him a bit, ask him questions concerning his belief that He could heal him.  But that is not what we see at all.  Notice what Jesus does.


First, He takes the blind man by the hand and He leads him out of the village.  He does not request that his friends grab him and follow along.  He leads the man by the hand and takes him away from all of the curious, the spurious, and the antagonistic onlookers.  In Matthew 11 we read of Jesus pronouncing woes on a number of towns and villages that had seen Him perform miracles in their midst and yet did not repent.  One of those villages was Bethsaida.  Matthew Henry concluded that Jesus was telling them, in effect, that they were unworthy to have any more done within their walls.
  This is reinforced by Jesus’ command in v. 26 that the man travel straight home and bypass the village.  


Having compassionately led him out of the village, Jesus then spit on his hands and touched the man.  This was an ordinary custom in ancient times and was a symbolic act on Jesus behalf to clearly identify with the man.  This was Jesus way of condescending to communicate with the man and prepare him for Jesus question.  For this blind man, touch meant more to him than sound.  


After touching Him, only then does Jesus speak to him and asks, “Do you see anything?”  The man replies, “I see men, for I see men like trees, walking around,” literally, “they look to me like trees walking.”  At first glance this is a somewhat humorous reply.  We know that trees cannot walk nor do men look like trees.  But the question and the reply are profound considering the Doctor.  We must be careful to interpret this first touch properly.  We would be wrong to assume that in asking the question that Jesus did not already know the answer.  Nor would we suggest, as some believe, that Jesus was somehow lacking in power to completely heal the man.  There is a very clear purpose in the mind of Jesus.  This man lacked faith.  Now, his sight had been restored, but only partially.  We sense his excitement as he sees for the first time in perhaps many years.  This first touch of Jesus was to gain the man’s attention and to motivate his faith.  Kent Hughes calls this a ladder on which the blind man’s nascent faith would cling.
  As the Lord held His fingers on upon the man’s eyes, the man’s heart was surely pounding uncontrollably as his passive faith became a surging faith.


While the man might have been satisfied with this partial healing, Jesus would not allow Him to go away without bringing him to a fuller faith in Him.  He touches him a second time, and the man sees everything clearly.  There was no distortion in the man’s vision as he gazed intently into the face of Jesus.  


We would do well to ask ourselves the question, “Why did Jesus take time to patiently bring this man to faith?”  On other occasions Jesus would rebuke a doubter.  In other places Jesus would not intervene to bring one to see him by faith.  Why did He do so for this man?  Perhaps we should ask the question in this way, “Why does God intervene in anyone’s life?”  The answer is clear according to Scripture.  Because before the foundation of the world God has chosen a people for Himself, to be His children and have a relationship with Him.  This man had a divine appointment.  His physical healing is a picture of true saving faith in Christ.  God must intervene and do a work of grace before anyone will come to Him.  And He does it in different ways with different people, but the result is always the same.  When the Spirit of God shatters a hard heart, a heart of doubt, that person will see Christ clearly.

II.  Gradations in Sanctifying Faith


In looking at these miracles along the way in the gospel of Mark we have mentioned the fact that the miracles that Jesus performed were often not only for the particular groups or individuals for whom the miracle occurred but also for the Twelve, Jesus understudies, who still had much to learn concerning faith in Christ and the kingdom of God.  This truth is plainly seen when we look at the flow of these particular narratives in Mark.  


A few weeks ago we saw how Jesus questioned the faith of His disciples.  Next week we will see that these men see Christ more clearly than they had up to that point in Peter’s profession, “You are the Christ” (8:29).  Squeezed in between these two narratives, one demonstrating the relative blindness of the disciples’ faith, the other showing a much greater vision and faith in Christ, we have the healing of the blind man to help the disciples understand that as is the case with saving faith, sanctifying faith is also gradual.  Sanctification, or maturity in the Christian faith, is a process that begins the moment one comes to faith in Christ and that continues until the day of the Lord’s return when they will be made complete.  


1. Deficient in their knowledge 


The lack of maturity that the disciples demonstrate describes where all of us are today in our Christian walk.  In these events along the way we see first how the disciples lacked in their understanding of what we might call Christian doctrine.  They did not have it all spelled out for them as we do in God’s final revelation of Himself in His holy, inspired, inerrant, infallible Word.  As we have seen, they were in the midst of what we might call “on the job training.”  Each of these miracles were given to help them grow in their understanding of Christ and to continue to be formed into His image.  And even though we have God’s Word, which contains all that we need to know to grow in knowledge and understanding of essential doctrines, we too are, or at least ought to be, growing in our knowledge and understanding as well.  


Paul understood this truth in the Christian life.  He understood that this growth in knowledge begins at the time of our conversion and continues as we mature as Christians, as the Holy Spirit illumines our hearts and minds.  In the introduction to virtually all of his letters Paul provided an exhortation to grow in this regard.  For the Ephesians Paul prayed that the Spirit “may give to you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of Him” (Eph. 1:17) and in the verses I read earlier that they would “all attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Christ (Eph. 4:13).  For the Philippians he prayed that their “love may abound still more and more in real knowledge and all discernment” (Phil. 1:9).  To the Colossians he asked of God that they would “be filled with the knowledge of His will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so that you will walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God” (Col. 1:9-10) and he continued to talk about those things that were still a mystery and hidden to them.  


Peter, who Mark most likely drew from in penning this gospel, also knew that the believer did not receive all knowledge and understanding of Christian doctrine the moment they come to faith.  In the final words of his letters he exhorts those to whom he wrote to “be on your guard so that you are not carried away by the error of unprincipled men and fall from your own steadfastness, but grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  To Him be the glory, both now and to the day of eternity” (2 Pet. 3:17-18).  


Both Paul and Peter understood that our understanding of the Word of God is a process, a process that comes through the illumination of the Holy Spirit.  Imagine the disciples thoughts the moment Jesus touches the blind man’s eyes the first time and asks, “Do you see anything?”  And then hearing the response, “I see men, for I see them like trees, walking around.”  This had not happened before.  In the past, Jesus’ first action had completely healed and restored the infirm to perfect health.  But just as Jesus’ first and second touch were to bring the blind man along in his faith savingly, so was it to bring these disciples along in their sanctification.  Jesus’ question, “Do you see anything?” and the man’s response was for the disciples and for us, to help us see that in our knowledge and understanding we too do not see all things clearly.  As Paul wrote, “we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I will know fully just as I also have been fully known” (1 Cor. 13:12).


2. Immature in their faith


Their immaturity of faith had been demonstrated on a number of occasions where Jesus looked at them and declared, “O you of little faith.”  Just prior to this miracle of the blind man the disciples were in a boat with Jesus.  They had already seen Jesus feed five thousand with five loaves and two fishes and again four thousand with seven loaves and some fishes, all with leftovers.  Yet they are greatly concerned after embarking on this journey to Bethsaida because they only have one loaf to feed thirteen grown men.  Jesus, seeing them discuss this, perhaps arguing amongst themselves, asks, “Why do you discuss the fact that you have no bread?  Do you not yet see or understand?  Do you have a hardened heart?  HAVING EYES, DO YOU NOT SEE?  AND HAVING EARS, DO YOU NOT HEAR? (8:17-18)


Here again the disciples demonstrated their immature faith.  It was not that they had no faith.  He had called them and they had followed Him and given assent to what He claimed.  In short, they had trusted in Him.  But as Derek Thomas rightly proclaims,

There are degrees of faith, and their faith is weak, and their faith is fragile. And sometimes their faith is as thin as a spider’s thread.  Spurgeon said as long as that spider’s thread is lodged in the very heart of Jesus, it is saving faith; but it is still a spider’s thread, it’s weak faith.  It’s small faith.


This immature faith flows from a deficient understanding.  Paul made this connection between knowledge and faith in his letter to Philemon, where he prayed “that the fellowship of your faith may become effective through the knowledge of every good thing which is in you for Christ’s sake” (1:6).  Paul reminded Philemon that as the Spirit illumined his mind of things concerning Christ that this might make his faith effective.  Faith cannot grow without knowledge and understanding.  But knowledge does not guaranty a mature or effective faith because we still have a will that at times does understand but is determined to somehow remain self-sufficient.  It is a failure at a given moment to embrace Christ and Christ alone to meet our every need.  Lack of faith causes our hearts to grow cold, ignore our understanding, and look to ourselves or to others to satisfy.  This flows from what Derek Thomas describes as “a gravitational pull towards self-justification within each of us.”
  That very accurately describes our sin nature, a nature that is constantly rearing its ugly head in hopes of getting us to depend on self rather than Christ, to think more highly of ourselves than we ought.  It is our sin nature that causes our faith to “see men like trees, walking.”  It is a faith that is lacking, settling for something partial rather than wholly trusting in Christ.  


However the believer should have the confidence of Paul, “that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:6) and a faith that grew like Peter’s who would later in life implore, “cast all your anxiety on Him, because He cares for you” (1 Pet. 5:7).  At this point in the gospel of Mark, Peter did not have that type of faith.  He sat in the boat with the others concerned about the provisions for the next meal.  Did he have saving faith?  Yes.  But it was a faith that still lacked, a faith the was immature.  Peter needed to grow in grace.  So do we who know Christ.

Conclusion


In his series of addresses entitled “Spiritual Depression” now in book form, Martyn Lloyd Jones provides the cure for this condition.  I would refer you to the book, which I have in my library if you are interested, where he gives a number of causes for our spiritual astigmatism.  Here I close with what he gives to be the cure for this problem as set forth by Geoff Thomas in his sermon on this text.


1. Do not claim too soon that your blindness is over.


This cure speaks both to saving faith as well as sanctifying faith.  Our nature is to claim that the problem has been cured and that all is well.  But we should take great care to examine our own hearts to see if we truly are in Christ, seeing Christ clearly as the blind man did, and that we are growing in grace and understanding.  Further, we must take great care that we do not rush to conclude that a person has come to faith in Christ or to somehow hurry those that have just come to faith in Christ in spiritual maturity.  Again, saving faith is often a process and sanctifying faith is always a process.


2. Don’t give up when you are not instantly transformed.


This cure also speaks to those that are struggling with saving faith and sanctifying faith.  It is often the case when an unbeliever who may truly have some knowledge of the gospel and His need for his sins to be forgiven becomes frustrated by the testimony of those who came to faith in Christ quite suddenly.  But I would remind us this morning that not all have a Damascus road experience like Paul.  As a matter of fact, that is the exception and not the norm with saving faith.  For every one of Paul’s dramatic conversions we have numerous others, including the Apostles except for Judas, who are healed spiritually much like the blind man was healed physically, in stages.  Theologians of the past referred to this as the wooing of the Holy Spirit, that process by which an unbeliever is progressively enlightened by the truth of the gospel.  Yes, there is a point where God’s call is effectual and grabs a hold of their heart.  But we must be careful that we do not limit God’s calling to that point in time.  His calling involves all that must take place in the life of an unbeliever to bring them to faith, and God does it in His way in His time.


This also applies to our Christian maturity.  We must guard our hearts against despair when we are not where others are in their walk with the Lord.  It is easy to fall into the trap of thinking that God is somehow blessing others but has somehow forgotten about you.  That is when you must lean even more on the promise that He who began a work in you will carry it out until you are made fit in all ways to stand in His presence.  Give your heart more to spiritual disciplines and cast yourself upon Him.


3. Seek the Lord and be totally honest with Him.


Jesus asked the man, “Do you see anything?”  It would have been of no use for the man to be dishonest on that occasion.  “Nothing at all” would have been improper because He had seen something, distorted though it was.  “I see clearly” after Christ’s initial touch would also have been dishonest and left the man in a state of partial vision.  Ask yourself, “Do I really know Him?  Have I truly experienced His saving love?  Do I see Him clearly in the power of the gospel of God?”


If you are struggling with your walk of faith with Him, then admit it and ask Him to touch you as only He can and show you where and why you only see Him partially.  Seek to grow in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.  Ask yourself, “Am I growing in my faith” as Paul was thankful for those at Thessalonica faith was growing more and more.  Are you growing in grace as Peter exhorts at the end of his letters?
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