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Introduction: A last opportunity

Have you ever been glad that you took an opportunity to do
something while you could? Maybe you decided to buy
tickets for a concert, tennis match or West End show, and
discovered you’d got the last two in that price range. Or
maybe you had an experience of something more serious —
you spent an evening with a friend or relative, only to
discover not long afterwards that the person had tragically
died.

| know there have been times when I've felt a nudge to do or
say something, but haven’t done so, and the opportunity
was lost. Equally, sometimes I've sensed God prompting me
to speak to someone and it’s proved to be just the right
time.

Today’s reading shows Jesus heading for Jerusalem, knowing
that there he will be arrested, tried and crucified. He tries to
share this with his close disciples, but they just can’t take it
in. And as he is travelling through Jericho he comes across
two sad and lonely people —a blind beggar and a rich but
hated tax collector. They’re both people who are considered



worthless by society, but Jesus stops and meets them in
their point of need. Mark’s gospel tells us that the name of
the blind man is Bartimaeus. Only Luke has the story of the
tax collector, Zacchaeus. What a contrast between these
two individuals: a blind man whose only source of income is
begging; and a tax collector, who has enriched himself at the
expense of his fellow citizens by collecting taxes — with his
own form of commission — on behalf of the Roman
occupation. Both have a deep need —the one a need for
healing of his sight, and the other for the loving acceptance
which only Jesus is willing to give.

I’ll leave Zacchaeus for another sermon, and today I'd like to
concentrate on the blind beggar, Bartimaeus.

Let's imagine the scene. We are in Jericho, in 30 AD. It's the
last major town on the road from Galilee to Jerusalem. The
crowd that has been following Jesus has been swollen with
residents of Jericho, who have come out to see this celebrity
preacher and healer, Jesus of Nazareth. Along the roadside
are market stalls and street vendors, and there sits one blind
man, Bartimaeus. In a world without disability benefits,
guide dogs or infrastructure for the disabled, there is little a
blind man like him can do to earn a living but to beg.

But this beggar has not given up on life. He's heard about
Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth, his teaching, and, more
importantly for Bartimaeus, his miracles. And now, asking
some passers-by what the commotion is all about,
Bartimaeus leans that Jesus of Nazareth is passing by.



A ray of hope

It's at that point that everything changes. A bright ray of
hope shines into Bartimaeus's dark world. Jesus of Nazareth
is walking just yards from where he is sitting! Bartimaeus
cannot let this opportunity go by. “Son of David, Jesus, have
mercy on me!” he cries out, again and again. “Shut up, you”,
scold some of the crowd. This dirty old beggar is an
embarrassment. But Bartimaeus shouts even louder, “Son of
David, have mercy on me!”

This is Bartimaeus' only chance to gain his sight. Jesus will
not pass this way again. His destination is Jerusalem, where
he will be arrested and crucified. The possibility of a new life
looms before Bartimaeus, a life where he won't be
dependent on others to lead him to his begging pitch and
buy him food, where he can get a job, look after himself and
gain some dignity. Maybe he might even find a wife, have
children and live a normal life.

Bartimaeus has faith. He has heard about Jesus and has
come to his own conclusions — this man is the Messiah, the
Son of David. If anyone can help him, Jesus can. This is the
time and this is the place. Bartimaeus has no sight, but he
has vision. He is in need, but he doesn't wallow in self-pity.
He sees an opportunity and jumps at it.

Jesus stops

And Jesus hears him. Jesus stops. Jesus asks the crowd to call
Bartimaeus. Just as with the woman with the bleeding, who
came up to Jesus quietly to touch his garment, Jesus knows

there is someone with faith looking for him. And he will stop



to give attention to a blind beggar, just as he did to a timid
woman or a synagogue ruler with a sick child. Jesus knows
about Bartimaeus and he also knows about my need and
yours. It doesn’t matter who we are. Let us not think that
Jesus doesn't want to hear our prayers, that he's too busy to
stop and listen to us. In Marks’ version of the story, people
tell Bartimaeus, “Take heart, get up, he is calling you”. And
Jesus is calling us too. “Come to me, and bring your problem,
your sadness, your confusion, or bring the needs of others
that are on your heart.”

Bartimaeus throws off the cloak that is impeding his
movements, seizes the arms held out to him by well-wishers
and stumbles his way to Jesus.

Were you surprised to hear what Jesus said next? “What do
you want me to do for you?” Isn't that a bit obvious, Jesus?
This man is blind — can't you see what you need to do for
him? But Jesus wants to hear it from Bartimaeus, he gives
him the dignity of speaking for himself. And in the same
way, Jesus teaches us to bring our requests to God our
loving Father!. “What do you want me to do for you?” Can
we take time to reflect on what we most need from God?
We need to recognise our problem, whether it’s a practical
or physical need, a fear or a weakness of character, a sin that
keeps tripping us up. Then we need to tell Jesus about it.
Prayer is personal, meeting with God and bringing ourselves
and our concerns to him.

! Matthew 6:7-13, 7:7-11



“Receive your sight,” Jesus replies to Bartimaeus. “Your faith
has saved you”. Bartimaeus receives his sight. And his
response? He follows Jesus on the way.

A word of encouragement

This story has so many lessons for us. How many times have
we sat at the side of the road and let Jesus walk past us? Are
we too proud to ask God for help? Are we afraid of being
disappointed? Listen to what the crowd said to Bartimaeus:
“Take heart; get up, he is calling you”. Don't be afraid to
come to Jesus with your need, or the need of someone you
care about.

Bartimaeus needed other people to take him by the hand
and help him find his way to Jesus. We live in a culture
where we don't want to be dependent on others, and we are
reluctant to open up about things that are personal. But the
church family should be a place where we can ask others to
pray for us, and where we can bear one another's burdens.
The clergy are also available to listen and pray with you. I'm
sorry if | ever give the impression that I'm too busy. Please
don't hesitate to ask if you would like to have a chat about
anything at all.

Responding to need

Or perhaps the lesson for us today is about our response to
others in need. When you walk past someone selling The Big
Issue, will you stop and buy one? There are people in need
all around us —those who've lost a loved one, those who are
coping with sickness or who are too frail to get out. If
someone who regularly attends worship doesn't come to



church for a few weeks, does anyone phone them up to see
if they're OK? Perhaps God is telling us today that there is
someone we need to encourage, as people encouraged
Bartimaeus. Could we help someone to get back on their
feet, could we bring someone to Jesus?

What about our global neighbours? The poor of the world
are crying out for help: do we respond by giving regularly to
charities like Tearfund who make a real difference to the
lives of poor people? When shopping, do we buy the
fairtrade bananas instead of the slightly cheaper ones?
When looking for clothes, do we think about where the
garments were made, and in what working conditions?

The time is now

Jesus of Nazareth is passing by. Bartimaeus heard it and
took the opportunity. Perhaps today could be the time, and
this could be the place for us to call out to Jesus, perhaps for
our own healing or forgiveness, or perhaps for the healing
and salvation of others. Let us tell him what we want him to
do for us, or for others. Let us grasp the vision of how life
could be different with Jesus.

I’m sure you know the hymn What a friend we have in Jesus.
It was apparently written by an Irishman called Joseph
Scriven, who had his own share of suffering?. Poor health
forced him to give up an army career. On the eve of his
wedding, his bride died in a drowning accident. After moving
to Ontario, Canada, Scriven was again due to marry, but his
new bride-to-be died after a short illness. This was certainly

2 https://hymnary.org/person/Scriven JM




a man who knew the importance of doing what the hymn
says, “Take it to the Lord in prayer”.

| will close with some words from this hymn. But first let's
have a moment of silence to allow the Holy Spirit to search
our hearts and show us what we should bring to Jesus here
and now, needs in our own lives or the needs of others.

What a friend we have in Jesus,
all our sins and griefs to bear!
What a privilege to carry
everything to God in prayer!

O what peace we often forfeit,
O what needless pain we bear,
all because we do not carry
everything to God in prayer!



