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Luke 7:18-35 

John the Baptist was in dire straits. By the time of today’s reading, he’s in prison. He’s 

disillusioned, probably afraid and, probably again, wondering whether he was wrong all 

his life. His entire ministry pointed to Someone who was to come after him. And yet 

things are exactly the same as they were before he started his preaching and baptising, 

even worse for him personally as he’s now imprisoned for being too outspoken in his 

criticism of the ruler.  

All his anticipation and expectation of confirmation and affirmation of his life’s work is 

encapsulated in a cartoon depicting John behind bars and his disciples relating to him 

what Jesus had said to them. John asks: ‘That’s great about Jesus giving sight to the 

blind, and good news to the poor! What did he say about release for the captives?’ His 

disciples look at their notes and say: ‘Did he ask you to ask that? Funny, that’s not on my 

list...’
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It’s more than just a philosophical question for John – it’s in fact very personal. Michal 

Beth Dinkler in her commentary on this passage writes: ‘John’s question (repeated twice 

in two verses) reveals that his disappointment clouds his vision. He cannot see what is 

happening before him. John, the prophet in the wilderness, is blind to the one whom 

crowds have declared (just two verses before) to be “a great prophet” (Luke 7:16). Luke 

underscores that Jesus has, ironically, just “given sight to many who were blind” (Luke 

7:21) Accordingly, Jesus tells John’s disciples, “Go and tell John what you have seen and 

heard: the blind receive their sight ...” (Luke 7:22)’
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John’s disappointment with how his personal life has turned out clouds his vision of 

things that ultimately matter far more. He can’t see the One he proclaimed all his life for 

the frustration he experiences at the time. 

How often do we do the same? It’s only too easy to get wrapped up in the moment, in the 

current difficulties and we suddenly stop seeing the bigger picture. We spoke about this a 

few weeks ago when we considered Sabbath. Sabbath is a time when we distance 

ourselves from the here and now, take a step back and see things from God’s perspective. 

We might never see the whole picture but at least we learn to let go and let God. We learn 

to trust him and worship him regardless of circumstances we find ourselves in. 

Michal Beth Dinkler continues: ‘When do we miss the miraculous happening right before 

our eyes because our expectations limit our imaginations? What should we do when, 

despite our ardent efforts, the status quo isn’t changing -- when those with power and 

privilege serve themselves at the expense of the powerless, and when God seems to sit 
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idly by while Rome wins? 

How do our blind spots make us complicit in social inequity? In what ways do our 

convictions about how God should work in the world lead to disappointment -- with God, 

with others, and/or with ourselves?’ 

If we rephrase John’s question, it would sound maybe like an accusation almost: if you 

are who we think you are, how come things are still the same? How come is Rome still 

the occupying force in our country, how come are we still persecuted and oppressed? 

But Jesus points out that the question is wrong. The premise of the question – about 

success of Jesus’ ministry – is wrong. He directs the disciples’ sight to the signs that they 

missed – signs of healing, restoration, wholeness.  

In the Church of Scotland we ask the wrong questions too. We define success in terms of 

money and bums on seats. Are we self-sufficient financially? How many people do we 

get through the door and how many more or less is it compared to last year’s statistics?  

As a Church of Jesus Christ we are not called to be successful. We are called to be 

faithful to God and his Kingdom. The important question is – how faithful are we? Of 

course this is a very difficult question. We cannot measure faithfulness and put it in neat 

figures on a sheet of paper. Does it mean we failed though? 

That’s a very self-centred question in itself. The more appropriate one would be to ask: 

what does God want from us at this time? 

We are called to be faithful. Over the last year we engaged in the process called Future 

Focus. We gathered together and wrestled with our past, our present and even more so 

with our future. Even though we don’t have all the answers, we felt called to focus on two 

aspects of our congregational life over the next two years: worship and outreach. We 

shared a vision of newly built houses around the parish visited. W considered introducing 

fixed terms for committee members in order to avoid burnout and allow for the Spirit of 

God to flow freely and uninhibited in the church – and lead us through it. We envisaged 

chances for all to be nurtured through different channels and endeavours.  

Now it’s up to all of us to keep on dreaming together and to begin to see the change 

happen. We need to make room for that change to happen, for God’s Spirit to move 

freely among us and in us.  

It’s time we rephrased our own questions and our understanding of success and failure. 

It’s time we stopped focussing on how wonderful or not we are and began seeing how 

wonderful God is and how much he is already at work in Kirkwall and St Ola. God is on 

the move and our task is to join in with him. For that to happen we need to open our eyes 

– like John, his disciples and many others around Jesus had to – and see what is right in 

front of us. One of the most treasured lessons I learned at university was that when we go 

into a home touched by whatever disaster or grief, we do not bring God in there – God is 
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already there. It’s taken me years – and probably will even more so to comprehend that 

fully – to realise that the same is true for the church and the community. God is freely 

acting in both of them. The best we can do as his faithful children is to listen in and join 

in with him in his world. That’s all that’s required – and as much. Amen.  


