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Introduction 

 

In autumn of 2000, Zane Hodges surprised many members of the Grace Evangelical 

Society by arguing that one does not need believe in or affirm the death, burial, and resurrection 

of Jesus Christ in order to be saved, that one could merely believe Jesus granted them everlasting 

life and they would thereby have it. Not surprisingly, that position caused immediate and deep 

divisions. Books were written and articles were published for and against each side of the debate, 

a debate which continues to this day.
1
 

While an overview of Hodges’ argument will be given later in this paper, suffice it to say 

here that it is born almost completely out of his understanding of the Gospel of John. Further, 

despite the volume of literature on the matter, little of it has addressed Hodges’ arguments on its 

own terms-that is, with respect to his gospel as it pertains to John.
2
 This paper contends that, 

contrary to Hodges' "Promise-Only" gospel, John 9:35-41 provides strong evidence that to 

believe in Christ is not to merely accept the proposition that Jesus gives eternal life but rather has 

as its object the Man Himself. If this can be maintained, then Hodges’ argument seems to be 

fatally undermined given that it does take his arguments on its own terms. 

It is also worth pointing out that this passage has been almost completely ignored by 

critics of the “Promise-Only” gospel. In a recent publication by Grace Biblical Seminary, for 

instance, commentary and citations can be found from all twenty-one chapters of John’s Gospel 

except chapter nine!
3
 Thus, this paper has the dual purpose of not only offering a substantive 

critique of Hodges’ position but of also hopefully redirecting Free Grace advocates’ attention to 

this underappreciated passage. 

The full impact of John 9:35-41 on the debate over the “Promise-Only” Gospel can only 

be appreciated once the passage is set not only with in its immediate context—that is, the healing 

of the blind man and the subsequent debate between over Jesus’ identity—but also within its 

larger context of the unit that concludes it, which begins in chapter seven. Helpfully, once that 
                                                             

1
 For a small sample of that debate, see Hodges, “How to lead people to Christ” parts 1 

and 2 in the Autumn 2000 and Spring 2001 JGES; Gregory P. Sapaugh’s “A Response to 

Hodges: How to Lead a Person to Christ, Parts 1 and 2,” JGES (Autumn 2001); Bob Wilkin’s 

“Justification by Faith Alone is an Essential Part of the Gospel,” JGES (Autumn 2005); John H. 

Niemelä’s “The Cross in John’s Gospel,” JGES (Spring 2003); Jeremy Myer’s “The Gospel is 

More than Faith Alone in Christ Alone” JGES (Autumn 2006); Wilkin’s “A Review of Getting 

the Gospel Wrong,” JGES (Spring 2008); Hodges’ “The Hydra’s Other Head: Theological 

Legalism,” Grace in Focus (Oct/Sep 2008); Dennis Rockser’s “A Critique of Zane Hodge’s 

Article – ‘The Hydra’s Other Head: Theological Legalism’,” Grace Family Journal (2008); Tom 

Stegall’s “The Tragedy of the Crossless Gospel” parts 1-10, Grace Family Journal (2008); J. B. 

Hixon’s Getting the Gospel Wrong: The Evangelical Crisis No One is Talking About (Xulon 

Press, 2008); Thomas L. Stegall, The Gospel of the Christ: A Biblical Response to the Crossless 

Gospel Regarding the Contents of Saving Faith (Milwaukee: Grace Gospel, 2009). 
2
 This author presented one of the few such presentations at the national Free Grace 

Alliance conference in 2009, a version of which can be found online at 

http://cmmorrison.files.wordpress.com/2011/12/resurrection-in-john-reformatted.pdf (accessed 

February 28, 2014). 
3
 J. B. Hixon, Rick Whitmire, and Roy Zuck. Freely by His Grace: Classical Free Grace 

Theology (Duluth, MN: Grace Gospel Press, 2012). 
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context is fully understood, the actual passage becomes clear, as does its relevance to Hodges’ 

argument. First, then, the miracle’s overall setting (both literary and theological) in the Feast of 

Tabernacles will be considered, followed by a discussion on the rest of chapter nine, a project 

that consumes most of the space below. Then an analysis of the passage itself will then be 

presented, followed by a formal overview of Hodges’ logic for his position. The results from the 

contextual and exegetical analysis of John 9:35-41 will then be compared to his position with the 

goal of showing that Hodges’ has simply failed to appreciate the nature of the object of faith 

(which is the Person of Christ) as presented in the Gospel of John. 

 

Contextual Issues 

 

In order to appreciate the importance of the blind man’s coming to faith in Christ (and its 

relevance to Hodges’ argument), it must be understood in light of two important contexts. The 

first is naturally the immediate context of his miraculous healing and the ensuing debate over its 

meaning. The second is the story’s connection to the larger unit of John 7-9, which may be 

discussed under the heading, “Jesus at the Feast of Tabernacles.” Carson points out that these 

chapter deal with a variety of themes, including “deep uncertainty as to who Jesus is, a return to 

the controversy over the Sabbath, further exploration of the theme of the Holy Spirit, hints about 

outreach beyond Jewish circles, paternity to Abraham, God and the devil, and above all the 

sustained theme of rising opposition.”
4
 As important as each of these are, it seems that the first of 

Carson’s list—the identity of Jesus—is John’s primary concern, and to that end, the important 

thing about the setting though is not simply where the events take place (at the Feast) but how 

that setting informs one’s answer to the central question of Jesus’ identity. 

Before considering that question in any more detail, however, it is important to note that 

there is some disagreement over the relationship of John 9 with chapters seven and eight on one 

side and ten and eleven on the other. Borchet illustrates this difficulty well: 

 

Beasley-Murray argues strongly that chaps. 7-8 are a unit and that chap. 9 is a sign 

introduction for chap. 10, particularly 10:1-21. . . . Here as elsewhere I find Beasley-

Murray’s divisions of John unconvincing both from his dismissal of 9:5 and from his 

understanding of chap. 10. Brown is at least closer to what I consider is the role of chap. 

9 when he designates the chapter as “Aftermath of Tabernacles” (John 1.369). Carson 

straddles the fence by trying to link the chapter to both 9 and 10 but then has trouble 

deciding what to do with the Feast of Dedication at 10:22 (John, 359). Schnackenburg 

treats chap. 9 as an independent unit (St. John, 2.238). Other commentators generally 

follow one of these options.
5
 

 

It seems that Borchet’s argument that John 7-9 should be treated as a single unit makes 

the most sense.
6
 Moreover, his position is strengthened in light of the fact that one of the 

hallmarks of this section is its “strongly polemical tone, with the enemies of Jesus having more 
                                                             

4
 D. A. Carson, The Gospel according to John (Downer’s Grove: IVP, 1991), 35. 

5
 Gerald L. Borchet, John 1-11 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1996), 310. 

6
 Actually, this author’s view is that 7:1-10:21 are the boundaries for the unit, since 10:21 

obviously refers back to the account of the blind man’s healing, while 10:22 makes a strong 

temporal break. 
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to say than at any other place in the four Gospels.”
7
 Limiting the analysis to just the Gospel of 

John, one finds that out of all 848 verses in the Gospel (excluding 8:1-11), 71 are dedicated to 

recording the words of Jesus’ enemies (which is 8% of the Gospel). The following table 

demonstrates that a high percentage of these occurrences are found in John 7-9 and thus argues 

strongly not only for the unity of these chapters but that the dispute over Jesus’ identity plays an 

important part in John’s message in this section:
8
 

 

Chapter 
Total 

Verses 

Verses 

Containing the 

Words of Jesus’ 

Enemies 

Percentage of 

Verses in 

Chapter 

Containing the 

Words of Jesus’ 

Enemies 

Verses Containing the Words 

of Jesus’ Enemies 

1 50 7 14 19-25 

2 25 3 12 18-20 

5 46 3 6.5 10-12 

6 70 3 4.2 41, 42, 52 

7 52 19 36.5 11-15, 20, 45-52 

8 48 10 20.8 13, 19, 25, 33, 39, 41, 48, 52, 

53, 57 

9 41 9 22 16-19, 24, 26,28, 29, 34 

10 26 2 7.7 20, 24 

11 57 5 8.8 47-50, 56 

12 50 1 2 19 

18 40 4 1 30, 31, 40 

19 42 5 12 6, 7, 15, 21 

 

In light of this data, it is difficult to see how chapter nine can be separated from chapters 

seven and eight. When taken as a unit, 27% of John 7-9 constitutes the words of Jesus’ enemies. 

In fact, more than half of all the words attributed to His enemies (53.5%) are found there. In light 

of the polemic aspect of this section, Morris concludes, “This section of his Gospel is one in 

which he shows that objections to messiahship can all be met.”
9
 

Given, then, the unity and overall purpose of this section, it remains to consider Jesus’ 

appropriation of the Feast of Tabernacles’ symbolism to Himself and how the miracles of the 

healing of the blind man is so related.  
                                                             

7
 Leon Morris, The Gospel according to John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 392, 

referring to chapters 7-8, but which the data strongly suggests should be extended to include 

chapter 9. 
8
 To save space, this table does not include those chapters that record none of the words 

of Jesus enemies (i.e., 3, 4, 13-17, 20, 21). 
9
 Morris, 392. 
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The Feast of Tabernacles 

 

The Feast of Tabernacles was ordained by God in Lev. 23:33-43. It was originally a time 

to give thanks for the harvest of fruit, wine, and olives and in which Israel remembered God’s 

provision for them during the forty years of wandering in the wilderness.
10

 In Jesus’ day, it was 

the most popular feast, so much so that it was referred to simply as “the Feast.”
11

 It had become 

known for two important rituals: a water-drawing rite and a lamp-lighting rite, both of which had 

come to take on eschatological significance.
12

 Thus, the fact that Jesus appropriated that imagery 

in describing Himself (see John 7:37ff and 8:12, respectively)
13

 takes on significantly greater 

importance, for it means that He meant to claim for Himself the fulfillment of Israel’s messianic 

hopes. 

The daily water-pouring ritual was closely tied to several Old Testament passages such as 

Isa. 12:3 (“With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation”).
14

 During this rite, a 

procession led by the High Priest carried water from the pool of Siloam to the Temple. When 

they sang Psalm 118, all the men present would shout, “Give thanks to the Lord!” According to 

Carson, 

 

These ceremonies of the Feast of Tabernacles were related in Jewish thought both to the 

Lord’s provision of water in the desert and to the Lord’s pouring out of the Spirit in the 

last days. Pouring at the feast of Tabernacles refers symbolically to the messianic age in 

which a stream from the sacred rock would flow over the whole earth.
15

 

 

When Jesus stood up, then, and shouted, “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and 

drink. Whoever believes in me, as Scripture has said, rivers of living water will flow from within 

them,” (John 7:37) His words had been extraordinarily shocking. As Beasley-Murray puts it, 

 

The significance of the cry would have been plain to all. Jesus was claiming to fulfill the 

meaning and promise of the festival for his people. As God rescued the fathers in the 

desert by giving them water, so Jesus can do for his generation. And as the Jews looked 

to God to send the river of living water from his presence in the kingdom of God, so 

Jesus offers the living water in the present, for he is the Mediator of the life of the 

kingdom.
16

 

 

John tells his readers that this “living water in the present” referred to the coming of the 

Holy Spirit (v. 38). Whatever the precise relationship between Jesus, the Holy Spirit, and the 
                                                             

10
 George R. Beasely-Murray, John (Dallas: Word Publishers, 1989), 78. 

11
 Andreas Kostenberger, Encountering John (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1999), 

108. Kostenberger cites as evidence the words of Josephus who called it “the holiest and greatest 

feast of the Jews” (Antiquities 8.100) 
12

 Ibid., 109 
13

 Carson, 305. 
14

 Kostenberger, 109 
15

 Carson, 322. 
16

 Beasley-Murray, 80. 
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believer is,
17

 what is evident is that the Old Testament eschatological promises are in some way 

in view and in some way experienced by the one who places his faith in Christ. 

If 7:53-8:11 are excised from the text, then Jesus’ quick appropriation of the image of 

light makes sense in the discourse. Having appealed to the water’s symbolism, He then turned to 

the symbolism of the lamp-lighting ceremony. Indeed, this seems indicated by the use of the 

word “again” (παλιν, which is the first word in the Greek text of 8:12), which suggests that all of 

this is part of the same conversation. Carson again describes the rite, saying, 

 

‘He who has not seen the joy of the place of water-drawing has never in his life seen joy’: 

this extravagant claim stands just before the description of the lighting of the four lamps 

in the temple’s court of women and of the exuberant celebration that took place under 

their light (Mishnah Sukkah 5:1-4). ‘Men of piety and good works’ danced through the 

night, holding burning torches in their hands and singing songs and praises. The Levitical 

orchestras cut loose, and some sources attest that this went on every night of the Feast of 

Tabernacles, with the light from the temple area shedding its glow all over Jerusalem.
18

 

 

It was in this context that Jesus declared, “I am the Light of the world!” (John 8:12). By 

this He “was again appropriating the symbolism of the festival” for Himself, for “as Israel 

followed the Light from the land of slavery through the wilderness to the promised land, so the 

believer following Jesus has ‘the Light of life.’ He has both the promise of life in the kingdom to 

come and its possession now.”
19

  

It should be abundantly clear, then, that throughout this section, Jesus was using the 

imagery of Israel’s most holy celebration to proclaim to people who He is. Upon reflection, 

John’s readers can see that Old Testament types such as the Tabernacle and the Temple that 

manifested God’s glory did so only imperfectly. Ultimately, their purpose—indeed, the final end 

of the Feast of Tabernacles itself—was to point to Christ, for “the final and perfect manifestation 

of God was in Jesus, whose ministry would result in God’s dwelling neither in a tent nor in a 

temple, but in men’s hearts by His Spirit.”
20

 

 

The Miracle (John 9:1-12) 

 

The relationship between the last verse of chapter eight and the first of chapter nine is not 

clear. Without verse or chapter divisions, the text says, “At this, they picked up stones to stone 

him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the temple grounds. As he went along, he saw a 

man blind from birth” (John 8:59-9:1, NIV). Carson says the phrase “as he went along” 

(παραγων) is “sufficiently vague as a connector that very little precise information about time 

and place can be deduced.”
21

 He goes on to place the event “at some point between the Feast of 

Tabernacles and the Feast of Dedication.”
22

 Borchet agrees the phrase is vague but helpfully 

notes that it indicates the events of chapter nine are a “continuation from the previous chapter” 
                                                             

17
 For a significant discussion on these issues, see Carson, 323-28. 

18
 Carson, 337. 

19
 Beasley-Murray, 82. 

20
 Morris, 393. 

21
 Carson, 361. 

22
 Ibid. 
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and that “the primary connection is a literary one.”
23

 Given the way John connects these two 

stories, it does seem (as per the discussion above) that he wants readers to understand the healing 

of the blind man in light of discourses in chapters seven and eight. 

Kostenberger makes this connection clear when he says, 

 

John incorporates the healing of the blind man into the light-darkness symbolism he 

sustains throughout the entire first major section of the Gospel. . . . Just as Jesus turns out 

to be the Light of the world by fulfilling the symbolism underlying the Feast of 

Tabernacles (8:12), he proves to be the Light of the world by giving sight to the blind 

(9:5). The world, and the Jews with it, lies in darkness (1:5, 10-11); whoever wants to 

walk in the light must come to Jesus (8:12b).
24

 

 

The repetition of the sentence “I am the Light of the world” in 8:12 and 9:5 can hardly be 

regarded as accidental, and Kostenberger is surely correct is seeing the healing of the blind man 

as a metaphor of the light He gives to the world. It seems, then, that this entire miracle and what 

follows ought to be understood as an acting out, or demonstration of, or a living parable for the 

theological message conveyed in chapters seven and eight. The miracle itself is recorded briefly 

in the first seven verses of the chapter. The remainder of the story is dedicated to its 

consequences, and it will be analyzed accordingly.
25

 

When the disciples see the blind man, they assume, as was the common assumption of 

their day, that his suffering was due to someone’s sin—either his or his parents’. It is easy to 

point out that this view, though common, was incorrect. Beasley-Murray, for instance, shows 

that this was a standard part of the Jewish worldview in quoting the Jerusalem Targum in Deut. 

21:20, which “states that a parents bringing a rebellious son to the elders should say, ‘We have 

transgressed the Word of the Lord, therefore this our son has been born to us, who is unruly and 

rebellious.’”
26

 Kostenberger notes that “this tight cause-and-effect relationship between sin and 

suffering was in accordance with contemporary Jewish beliefs . . . and can be traced back as far 

as to the time of Job,”
27

 while Carson, though agreeing that “sin and suffering are intimately 

connected” admonishes such a theology for going beyond the biblical evidence in “mov[ing] 

from generalizing statements about the origin of the human race’s maladies to tight connections 

between the sins and the suffering of an individual.”
28

 

It is not clear, however, that such observations catch the point John is trying to make, as 

if he primarily wanted his readers to know that the disciples held to the standard theology of the 

day. Given the heavy symbolism of this section, perhaps John was using a man born blind to 

illustrate the fact that all humans are spiritually blind from birth,
29

 and thus that all humans need 

a Savior (cf. John 14:6). Jesus, in giving this man sight, could thereby demonstrate His claim that 

He is the Light of the world. Such a view seems to make sense of Jesus’ answer to the disciples’ 
                                                             

23
 Borchet, 312. 

24
 Kostenberger, 120. 

25
 Beasley-Murray, 62. 

26
 Ibid. 

27
 Kostenberger, 120 

28
 Carson, 361. 

29
 Ibid. 
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question. In fact, by simply adjusting the punctuation of the Greek text, the following translation 

of the passage can be suggested to bring out this point: 

 

And his disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned this man or his parents, so that he was 

born blind? Jesus answered, “Neither this man sinned nor his parents. On the contrary, 

we must do the works of Him who sent me as long as it is day so that the works of God 

might be revealed in him. Night is coming, when no one is able to work. As long as I am 

in the world, I am the light of the world.”
30

 

 

This translation shows that Jesus is not attempting to answer the question of why this man 

was born blind at all, which resolves difficult questions over the force of ινα in Jesus’ answer in 

v. 3. The tension is clear in Carson’s remarks: 

 

In this instance, [Jesus] insists that neither this man nor his parents sinned. Rather, this 

happened so that the work [lit. ‘works’] of God might be displayed in his life. Formally, 

the concluding clause could be taken as a result clause (‘with the result that’) or a purpose 

clause (‘in order that’); either way, John certainly does not think that the occurrence of 

blindness from birth was outside the sweep of God’s control, and therefore purpose.
31

 

 

No view, of course, should attempt to remove the man’s blindness from “the sweep of 

God’s control,” but it seems equally clear that on the traditional punctuation, taking this clause as 

either resultant or purpose is problematic insofar as both seem to suggest that the man’s 

blindness was in some sense caused so that God would be glorified.
32

 On this translation, 

however, Jesus denies the connection between sin and this man’s illness. He then moves directly 

to what He must do, namely, the works of God, and He thus can show that doing the works of 

God will reveal in this man God’s glory. That is, God is glorified when the Light of the world 

brings light to darkness, and Jesus’ works are thus aimed to that end. 

At that point, Jesus spits on the ground, makes mud, applies it to the man’s eyes, and tells 

him to wash in the pool of Siloam. While it is at first unclear the importance of the saliva to the 

story, John does explain the importance of Siloam. He tells the reader it is translated from the 

word meaning “Sent,” suggesting that the man had to go to the Sent One for healing. To continue 

affirming the larger context, it would thus be apparent that the world lost in darkness must come 

to Jesus—who is the Light of the world—if it would have its condition cured. 
                                                             

30
 Author’s translation: και ηρωτησαν αθτον οι μαθηται αυτου λεγοντες ραββι τις 

ημαρτεν ουτος η οι γονεις αυτου ινα τυφλος γεννηθη απεκριθη Ιησους ουτε ουτος ημαρτεν ουτε 

οι γονεις αυτου αλλ ινα φανερωθη τα εργα του θεου εν αυτω ημας δει εργαζεσθαι τα εργα του 

πεμψαντος με εως ημερα εστιν ερχεται νυξ οτε ουδεις δυναται εργαζεσθαι οταν εν τω κοσμω ω 

φως ειμι του κοσμου. 
31

 Carson, 362. 
32

 While such a view may not seem problematic to many, especially for those of a 

Calvinist bent who think that evil can be purposed toward the manifestation of God’s glory, it 

seems better not to involve any such reading if at all possible for the simple reason of avoiding 

impugning the character of God. On the other hand, it does seem that John 11:4 has Jesus 

allowing Lazarus to die so that He might raise Him from the dead and thus glorify God. As such, 

one must admit that the traditional reading is not unprecedented even in John’s Gospel. 
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The Debate (John 9:13-34) 

 

Amazed by healing, the crowd, hoping to understand the theological importance of what 

had just happened, brought the formerly blind man to the Pharisees.
33

 This is important to note as 

it highlights the Pharisees’ assumed role in Israel as religious experts,
34

 which in turn highlights 

both the irony of their ignorance and depravity of the rejection of Jesus. 

The Pharisees immediately turned their attention to the way Jesus healed rather than the 

fact that He healed.
35

 When they asked the man how he had received his sight (which appears to 

be a point of emphasis; cf. v. 10), he answered, “He put mud on my eyes, and I washed, and I 

see.” This, however, violated their view of the Sabbath in one of several ways. First, healing in 

general was forbidden except to save a life. Second (and this seems to be the point of emphasis 

for John), one category of work excluded by oral law was kneading, and the making of mud 

probably from saliva seemed to break that rule. Finally, there was division among the rabbinical 

schools as to whether or not anointing the eyes was legal, meaning some would have held that 

Jesus violated the Sabbath as many as three different ways.
36

 Given all this, then, rather than 

consider the possibility that their understanding of the Sabbath was wrong, these experts were 

forced to conclude that Jesus was “not from God.”
37

  

As might be expected, then, the narrative immediately turns to the question of Jesus’ 

identity, which it remains focused on for the rest of the story. Just as some were concluding that 

Jesus was a sinner, others were asking “How can a sinner do such miraculous signs?” (9:16).
38

 

Jjust as the crowds had earlier been divided over the question of who Jesus was (cf. 7:40-43), so 

too now were the supposed experts. Yet for them, an added difficulty arose. If Jesus was who He 

claimed to be, they would have had to acknowledge that their fundamental understanding of the 

Law, particularly with their imposition of the oral law on the people, was mistaken. 

Given these stakes, it is not surprising that “the rest of the narrative shows the Pharisees 

endeavoring to discredit the testimony of the blind man.”
39

 They first called his parents, 

apparently in hopes that they would disconfirm his claim of having been blind in the first place. 

They, however, acknowledged his initial condition and, for fear of their own status within the 

community, refused to acknowledge the messianic implications of Jesus’ miracle. Here, John 
                                                             

33
 Carson believes that the people brought him to the Pharisees, rather than to the 

Sanhedrin, because “it is unlikely that the crowds were attempting to elicit a judicial opinion for 

the highest court in the land. They simply wanted advice from their local synagogue leaders” 

(Carson, 366). Borchet, however, accuses Carson of “reading the Fourth Gospel from the 

perspective of the Synoptics,” noting that “the Sadducees never appear in the Fourth Gospel” 

(Borchett, 317). He believes that the term “Pharisee” was used by John to refer to Jesus’ enemies 

in general. While Borchett’s view is possible, Carson probably has the better reasoning. The 

Sanhedrin is absent in name only, since Nicodemus, a member of that body, is referred to in John 

3:1 as “a ruler of the Jews,” and there seems little, if any, warrant for broadening the term 

“Pharisee” to include all of Jesus’ enemies. 
34

 George E. Beasely-Murray, John (Waco, TX: Word Publishers, 1987), 156. 
35

 Kostenberger, 120. 
36

 Carson, 367. 
37

 Borchet, 318. 
38

 Kostenberger, 120. 
39

 Beasley-Murray, John (1989), 64. 
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includes an important note, saying, “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” (9:22, ESV). On this issue, Beasley-Murray points out, 

 

The parents’ fear of “the Jews” (they themselves were Jews!) would have been 

groundless had they viewed Jesus as a mere miraclemonger, without authorization from 

God. But it was their son who had been healed; and we are to assume that they were 

awed at what had happened to him and were ready to recognize that Jesus was a prophet, 

but were afraid of the consequences.
40

 

 

He is surely right in all but one point. If John’s words are to be taken seriously, it does 

not appear that they were ready to see Jesus as a mere prophet but even as “the Christ.” For John 

notes that it was those who affirmed Jesus’ messianic status, not Him being a prophet, who were 

thrown out of the synagogue. All this, in turn, suggests that such claims about him were already 

widespread, and it certainly implies that the blind man’s parents, if not the he himself, were 

aware of them. 

In response, the Pharisees again pressed the man, demanding he “give glory to God” 

(9:24) and acknowledge that Jesus was, in fact, a sinner. The phrase “give glory to God” was the 

equivalent of a Jewish oath. They were, in other words, essentially demanding he declare Jesus a 

sinner on pain of theological perjury (cf. Josh 7:19; Jer. 13:16, cf. also 2 Chr. 30:8).
41

 Instead, the 

man simply affirms what Jesus did. At that point, the conversation quickly degenerates with the 

Pharisees dropping all pretenses of objectivity and finally excommunicating him. 

It is important to note the many instances of irony that John employs throughout this 

section and in its aftermath. Culpepper cites many of them in discussing John’s “implicit 

commentary” on this section:  

 

The evangelist’s power and craft as an ironist are fully displayed in the delightful figures 

woven into the carpet of chapter 9. The blind man is the typical ειρων [a stock character 

in Greek comedies, one who is or plays a less intelligent role], dissimulating and 

repeatedly professing his ignorance (9:12, 25). The Pharisees unknowingly play the role 

of the αλαζων [another stock character is Greek comedies, a “braggart”], confidently 

claiming to know the truth about Jesus (9:16, 24, 29-30) and resisting instruction from the 

blind man (9:30). A variety of types of irony are adduced for the reader’s enjoyment The 

Pharisees false assume that Jesus cannot be from God because he does not keep the 

Sabbath according to their requirements (9:16). Others expose the fallacy of their 

reasoning; the sign itself points to an alternative interpretation (9:16). Their attempts to 

evade their dilemma fail: the man who sees is positively identified as the blind beggar 

and the son born blind. When the Pharisees call the man for a second time their 

incongruous exhortation betrays their position: “Give God praise; we know that this man 

is a sinner” (9:24). Sarcasm drips from his reply to their next question: “You do not want 

to become his disciples too, do you?” (9:27, NASB). They proudly maintain that they are 

disciples of Moses, but the reader knows better (9:28; 5:45-46). In the next verse they 

damningly betray their ignorance: “. . . we do not know where he comes from” (9:29). 
                                                             

40
 Beasley-Murray, John (1987), 157. 

41
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The dull blade of sarcasm makes the next cut: “Why, this is a marvel! You do not know 

where he comes from, and yet he opened my eyes” (9:30). Their assumption that the 

man’s blindness was the result of sin runs counter to Jesus’ answer to the disciples at the 

beginning of the episode (cf. 9:34 and 9:3), so the reader again perceives the error of their 

reasoning. When the blind man asks who the Son of Man is, Jesus’ claim to the title is 

cleverly underlined by his answer: “You have seen him” (9:37). The blind man receives 

more than his sight, though. In the end Jesus adds the ironic twist that it is the Pharisees 

who are really blind, though they see, and therefore cannot be forgiven.
42

 

 

Given all this, John’s message seems to be that these religious experts were, in fact, no 

experts at all. On the contrary, they were behaving in an irrational manner, blinded only by their 

own hatred for Jesus (or to follow John’s language, their love of darkness). In fact, their own 

words were enough to condemn them, for they point out, “You were born in utter sin!” So 

Beasely-Murray says, “The man was born blind! And Jesus did open his eyes! But the reject the 

man, and the miracle, and the One through whom God wrought it. In doing so they reject the 

shining of the Light upon them and plunge deeper into their darkness.”
43

 

 

Analysis of John 9:35-41 

 

From the above discussion on Jesus’ fulfillment of the symbolism of the Feast of 

Tabernacles, His healing of the blind man, and the Pharisees’ rejection of Him, it should be clear 

that the central question of John 7-9, and the climax to which John is building, revolves around 

the question of Jesus’ basic identity. But far from leaving this an obvious inference to draw, John 

drives this point home clearly in 9:35-41. 

 

The Gospel as Centered on the Person of Christ 

 

When Jesus heard that the man had been thrown out, Jesus found him and “completed the 

process of his healing, opening his spiritual eyes to know who it was who had healed him.”
44

 

What follows should be understood as an act of self-disclosure. Jesus asked the man, “Do you 

believe in the Son of Man?” (v. 37), which was not asking if he thought the Son of Man existed 

but rather if he was willing to place his faith in the Him.
45

 One important question is the 

significance of the use of “the Son of Man” rather than “the Son of God.” Some commentators 

connect the term to Jesus’ role as judge (cf. 5:27). On this view, it is not surprising that Jesus 

closes this section with a comment on judgment, saying, “For judgment I have come into the 

world” (v. 39).
46

 Others, however, think such a reading is primarily driven by a Synoptic rather 
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than Johannine perspective and instead cite the broad use in John of the term in connection with 

Jesus as Savior (so John 3:13-14; 5:53; 6:27; 12:23; 13:31).
47

 Despite the strong appeal of the 

broad usage of “Son of Man” in a sacrificial sense, the close context to judgment suggests the 

former view is the preferable the two. Yet the difficulty here probably arises in that this may not 

be an either/or issue at all. Perhaps it is best to say that the “Son of Man” brings judgment 

precisely because, as the Sacrifice for and Savior of the world, how one sees Him determines his 

or her eternal destiny. Such a view seems to harmonize the evidence presented by both sides 

while giving appropriate weight to the immediate context. 

If this is true, then Jesus is asking the man if he is willing to place his faith in the 

Messiah, the Savior of the world, through whom either judgment or salvation comes. This is an 

intensely personal question, for as Morris notes, the “you” in Jesus’ question is emphatic.
48

 The 

people were divided about Jesus. The Pharisees were, too, and had kicked the man out for 

refusing to condemn Him. They had declared that anyone who affirmed Jesus’ messiahship 

would be excommunicated. The question, then, was virtually, “Who do you say that I am” (cf. 

Matt. 16:15 and parallels). 

In response, the man asks, “And who is he, sir, that I may believe in him?”(v. 36). He 

understands that Jesus wants him to believe, and He is willing to follow His instructions.
49

 He is, 

in short, asking Jesus to identify this Son of Man that he may trust him (which serves, again, as a 

strong contrast to the Pharisees).
50

 Once again, Jesus’ answer and the man’s response serve to 

highlight the contrast between the believer and unbeliever. 

 

Jesus identifies himself as the Son of Man whom the formerly blind man has now seen. 

On the occasion that he first sees Jesus, he sees him as the Son of Man, in marked 

contrast not only to others who see for a much longer period of time but who ‘see’ 

nothing (6:36), but also to the high priest who will see the Son of Man only on the last 

day, and then in the terrible contours of judgment (Mk 14:62). The man’s response . . . is 

instantaneous: I believe.
51

 

 

It is important to note here that the man did not believe in the Son of Man in an abstract 

sense, as if he could say, “Yes, I believe there will be a Messiah who will save me.” He seemed 

to understand that Jesus was pointing him to a specific individual, and then his response of faith 

was placed in the person to whom he was speaking: Jesus Himself. Up to that point, he had never 

seen Jesus. He had only heard stories, and he knew He had healed him. Now, finally, he had 

come to the place where he had seen Him and could place his faith in a particular, concrete 

individual. It seems clear, then, that John is emphasizing that the gospel is not centered on 

promises Jesus makes (although He makes promises) but rather is fundamentally a question of 

His identity.   
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The Contrast of the Blind Pharisees and the Seeing Believer 

 

That issue of identity is seen even more clearly in a contrast of the blind man’s 

procession toward faith and the Pharisees’ stagnation in unbelief. 

 

The Blind Man’s Procession toward Faith 

 

An important feature of this story is the development of this man’s faith. He begins by 

thinking of Jesus as a “man” (v. 11). After being healed, he sees Him as “a prophet” (v. 17). By 

the end of his disagreement with the Pharisees, he can see that Jesus is “from God (v. 33). 

Finally, he sees Him as “the Son of Man” (vv. 35-38) and thus worships Him.
52

 Verse 38 is 

important as it marks the climax of this story, saying, “‘Lord (κυριε), I believe!’ And he 

worshipped (προσεκυνησεν) Him.” While the use of “Lord” in verse 36 is almost certainly best 

translated “sir,” there is no doubt that it takes on its proper Christological meaning here in verse 

38. The man no longer sees Jesus as someone merely to be respectfully addressed but as divine.
53

 

He thus worships—not merely pays obeisance to, but actually worships in the biblical sense of 

the word—this man in whom he has believed.
54

 As such, one can recognize that this formerly 

blind man has come to see just who Jesus really is, which is to say he placed his faith in Him, 

and thus can agree with Borchet’s final assessment: “The former blind man who had come to see 

physically in fact also became the model of spiritual perception.”
55

 

 

The Pharisees’ Stagnation in Unbelief 

 

John provides one final contrast of the seeing and blind, the believer and unbeliever, 

those in the light and those in the darkness. In verse 40, he says that some Pharisees heard Jesus’ 

claim that “those who do not see may see, and those who see may become blind.” This certainly 

angered them, for they believed that they could see, that they understood God and His will (an 

error that, as has been noted, John repeatedly highlights throughout the story). As such, “in yet 

another instance of Johannine irony . . . completely aware of their own spiritual blindness,”
56

 

they ask Jesus (sarcastically, it must be imagined), “Are we also blind?” (v. 40). So Morris says, 

 

The Pharisees doubtless expected Jesus to say that they were blind. That was only to be 

anticipated from One they had opposed so vigorously. Instead He says that blindness 

would have been an excuse. If the Pharisees had been really blind, if they had had no 

understanding of spiritual things at all, they would not have sinned in acting as they did 

(cf. Rom. 5 : 13). They could not be blamed for acting in ignorance. They would not have 

been acting in rebellion against their best insights. But they claim to see. They claim 

spiritual knowledge. They know the Law. And it is sin for men who have spiritual 

knowledge to act as they do. Jesus does not say that they really do see, but that they claim 

to see. If they really had spiritual sight in the full sense they would act differently towards 
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Him. Yet they are not completely blind. His meaning is that they have enough spiritual 

knowledge to be responsible. Had they acted on the best knowledge they had they would 

have welcomed the Son of God. But they did not act on this. They claimed to have sight, 

but acted like the blind. Therefore their sin is not taken away. It remains with them.
57

 

 

 In an ironic twist, Jesus claims that had they been blind (like the man healed), they could 

have been saved. Yet because they classed themselves among those who could see, their guilt 

“remained” (μενω), a word that usually has a positive connotation in this Gospel but here (as in 

3:36) is negative and even frightening.
58

 It was, then, their pride that kept them from seeing and 

prevented them from coming to the Light. In short, because they refused who Jesus was (the 

Christ), they could not receive from Him what He promised (eternal life). 

Thus, what began in chapter seven has been fully explored. “The Tabernacles motif in 

John,” says Borchet, “is brought to a conclusion in a powerful way through the story of the 

healing of the blind man. . . . The sign story of the blind man . . . serves as a magnificent 

illustration of the import of the foregoing discourse.”
59

 Jesus, the Light of the world and the one 

who brings life as the fulfillment of the Feast of Tabernacles, gives eternal life to all those who 

see Him for who He is, while those who close their eyes to that truth condemn themselves. 

 

Hodges’ Gospel 

 

All that remains at this point is to briefly review Hodges’ gospel and see how it compares 

with John 9:35-41. 

 

Overview of the “Promise Only” Gospel 

 

The spirit of Hodges’ argument is summed up in his declaration that “neither explicitly 

nor implicitly does the Gospel of John teach that a person must understand the cross to be saved. 

It just does not teach this.”
60

 Rather than schematizing his argument, he illustrates it as follows: 

 

Try to imagine an unsaved person marooned on a tiny, uninhabited island in the middle 

of the Pacific Ocean. He has never heard about Christianity in his life. One day a wave 

washes a fragment of paper up onto the beach. It is wet but still partly readable. On that 

paper are the words . . . “Jesus therefore answered and said to them” (v 43) and “Most 

assuredly, I say to you, he who believes in Me has everlasting life” (v 47). Now suppose 

that our unsaved man somehow becomes convinced that this person called Jesus can 

guarantee his eternal future, since He promises everlasting life. In other words, he 

believes Jesus’ words in John 6:47. Is he saved?
61
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It is clear that Hodges conceives of the gospel as a promise of everlasting life. For 

Hodges, “to believe in Jesus” is to believe that He grants everlasting life to the believer. If he is 

right about this fundamental conception, then he is certainly correct that the gospel message does 

not necessarily include the cross. One may, after all, believe “Jesus” has given them everlasting 

life without ever having heard of the cross. In fact, Hodges argues in his article that his disciples 

did just that.
62

 The question, then, is whether or not his fundamental conception is, in fact, 

correct. It appears that the passage just reviewed suggests otherwise. 

 

Comparison with John 9:35-41 

 

It is worth noting that the blind man is never asked to believe that Jesus has given him 

everlasting life. On the contrary, the central question—from chapter seven all the way to the 

conclusion in chapter nine—is, “Who is Jesus?” It is only when the blind man recognizes Jesus 

for who He is that He is said to finally see, that is, to believe. One may infer, of course, from the 

rest of John’s Gospel (e.g., John 6:47) that this man therefore had eternal life, but the fact 

remains that it is not clear that this man is at any point asked to believe a promise. Instead, he is 

asked to believe in a person. More specifically, he is asked to believe a specific thing about a 

specific person. The specific person is, of course, Jesus, and He is identified as the one who 

restored the man’s sight. The thing to be believed about Him was that He was the Son of Man, 

and in the context of John, that means the Messiah, the Sacrifice for and Savior of the World. In 

short, the man was asked to believe something about Jesus. He was not asked to believe a 

promise that Jesus made, contra Hodges. 

In fact, when considered closely, this turns out to be true in Hodges’ own example of 

John 6:47. Following the majority text, Hodges quotes the verse as, “Whoever believes in Me 

has everlasting life.” But Jesus does not say there, “Whoever believes I give them everlasting life 

has it.” Instead, He points them to Himself and says that if they affirm something about Him 

(that He is the Messiah) then He can affirm something about them (that they have everlasting 

life). 

In other words, Hodges’ argument assumes that John presents the gospel message as 

centered on something Jesus does when, in fact, he presents the gospel message as centered on 

who Jesus is. That is, for Hodges, the essence of the gospel—the thing to be believed—is a 

promise; for John, though, it is a person. Based on chapters 7-9, John says that Jesus is the 

fulfillment of the Jewish eschatological hopes. He is the one who brings Light to darkness and 

who ushers in the messianic age. He is, in short, an eschatological figure—the eschatological 

figure. To the degree that Hodges’ minimalistic “gospel” misses that, it misses the essence of the 

gospel as John presents it. 

 

Conclusion 

 

It is imperative, then, that Free Grace advocates (indeed, all Christians) ensure that they 

are preaching the gospel as John defined it. The gospel is about the identity of Jesus Christ and 

only secondarily about what happens to believers thanks to who He is. This is not to say, of 

course, that one must be a theologian to understand the gospel. The blind man was anything but 

that. It is only to say that one must grasp some basic truths about Jesus, most fundamentally that 
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He is the Messiah. Moreover, this idea of Jesus as Messiah cannot be separated from His 

sacrificial death, nor can it be separated from the eschatological hope of His resurrection. The 

Christian, then, is the one who believes that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God (John 20:31). The 

blind man saw this clearly and was saved. Hodges’ man in the desert would be saved, too, only if 

he was able to make the same affirmation, for it is not just any “Jesus” who grants eternal life. 

Rather, it is Jesus the Messiah who grants it to those who believe in Him.  
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