John Knight
Lincoln Avenue Baptist Church
April 10, 2013
Thank you Kenan for your hospitality and for inviting me here to Lincoln Avenue Baptist
Church this evening.
My name is John Knight. Dianne and I have four children. The reason I’m here is our
oldest, Paul, is multiplydisabled  blind, autistic, cognitively impaired, has epilepsy, eating
and sleeping disorders, orthopedic issues. My youngest son, Johnny, was born two
months early. And my wife lives with Stage IV breast cancer.
And I want you to know that God is good in all his ways, and all his works, he is glorious
beyond imagination, he delights in all the ways he creates human beings. I did not always
know that, and I want you to know that.
This will come in three parts  the early days of disability, God’s glorious rescue, and God’s
persistent help since then.
But first, I want to pause to thank God and to ask for his help.
Prayer
I was a good boy growing up. I gave my parents little trouble  I didn’t get detention at
school. I got good grades, attended church, and had decent friends. My parents could not
have done a better job in raising me  attentive, high standards and high expectations, but
gracious and kind and godly. I went to a Baptist college in Minnesota and again did well
academically while avoiding the worst excesses of many in college. I met a beautiful girl.
She attended a ‘known’ church in our area and I decided I should attend as well. We
eventually married. We did not accumulate debt, became members of that same church,
joined a small group, attended Sunday School, memorized verses and volunteered. We
were the type of young couple that people say they really enjoy having at church.
We ran into a little problem having children; we were surrounded by pregnant women and
would sometimes get the question about when we would have children. That was painful,
but we didn’t talk about it openly. As each month passed without a pregnancy and medical
professionals not being able to tell us why, the tears of disappointment came more quickly
from my wife, and my own bewilderment grew. This was not as it was supposed to be.
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Then, one day, those tears stopped and my bewilderment ended, because a child was on
the way. Our "long" season of suffering had ended.
On July 4, 1995 this child decided to enter this world and we discovered we had a son; a
beautiful son. Dianne cuddled him for a moment and then handed him over to the nurse to
clean him up. The next stage of our orderly life had begun.
And then I heard those words that changed the course of my life: I think we have a problem
here. There was a quality in the nurse’s voice, some tone or something that caught my ear
 this was not a small problem. The issue was significant enough to call in the
neonatologist and the news came  he had no eyes, or his eyes were so small they couldn’t
be detected. He was just a few minutes into the world and we knew he was blind. As that
news came crashing over us, he also immediately became interesting to the young doctors
and interns and residents at that teaching hospital where he had been born. It seemed
every time we turned around there was another person poking at him. The medical tests
and specialists started almost right away. The questions to us started right away. This
wasn’t what I had imagined. I had no category for it.
This was a nightmare.
I had already heard all the gentle teasing and sometimes serious observations about how
much children would change our lives – but nobody meant this, nobody warned me about
this. This boy would not experience the world like I had experienced the world. I already
didn’t know how to parent, and now I was responsible for a boy I didn’t understand with an
issue I didn’t want in a life I didn’t expect. But a father I was, his father.
There’s something interesting about thinking oneself a good boy and then a good young
man and experiencing all the benefits of following the rules for 29 years, a kind of
momentum that carried me through those first days, then weeks. The hospital chaplains,
who were frankly pathetic in their attempts to provide comfort or spiritual care, would walk
away amazed at the way I prayed, at the scripture I had memorized, and how I talked about
God. But you go to a church like mine long enough and you know how to do such things.
But things weren't right inside of me. This wasn't right. This wasn't part of the deal I had with
God. God owed me after how I had behaved.
Paul was just under three months of age when we took him in for what I thought was
outpatient surgery on his nose and palate. The surgery was not complicated. The medical
facility was highly regarded. The surgeons were all firstrate. So we handed our baby off,
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and waited.
A couple hours later a very soberlooking surgeon found us in the waiting room and
explained things had not gone exactly as planned. I still wasn’t used to things not going as
planned. The work on his face and palate and nose had proceeded, but something had
gone wrong. The doctor would lead us to the intensive care unit at Minneapolis Children’s
Hospital, to a particular glassencased room with a bed surrounded by monitors and lights
and equipment  and in the midst of all that technology was my tiny baby boy hooked up to
more tubes and probes than I thought a body could tolerate. And something died inside of
me.
The good, Godfearing, rulefollowing, pleasant, affable man died in that moment. The
lifetime momentum had finally run out. I had followed the rules my entire life and this what I
had gotten in return.
I did not deserve this. My son certainly did not deserve this. God was still real, but he was
not good, not kind, not purposeful, not merciful, not fair. He was capricious. He was cruel.
He was most certainly strong, but he was not to be trusted or believed.
So I ended my association with my church and my small group and my Sunday school and
took my little family away from church. I stopped reading the bible and listening to sermons
and praying.
I had every intention of taking care of my son and being a responsible husband. But my life
was basically over.
Still, that desire to be known as a good person was so strong that even my drug of choice
was socially acceptable – television.
Hours of frivolity and banality pouring into my head because that was better than actually
feeling what I was feeling – the anger, the bitterness, the loss of control as doctors and
social workers and educators always had a better idea of what should be happening for
this child, the realization that dads don’t really get a say with these experts because we’re
too inattentive or too stupid or too in denial or too distant to have an accurate picture. To
those systems, regardless of their pamphlets and their dad groups, and their talk about
family, I was at best a checkbook and insurance card and at worst the source of even
greater pain for my wife. And the culture, man, I began to see things I had never seen
before directed at me – the pity, the sadness, my horror at understanding they thought I was
broken and needy, which I hated, but knowing I was even more broken and needy than they
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could ever begin to know.
And the wellmeaning but deeply flawed things people said: God only gives you what you
can handle. Or you must be very special to have been given such a special child.
Statements like that were like gasoline being thrown on the constant little flame of anger
and anxiety I kept constantly burning in my soul. The flash of anger would sometimes spill
out right onto them.
Now, you might be thinking to yourself, this isn’t exactly the story I was expecting. We are
at church after all.
Indeed we are. The church of a bloody, suffering, abandoned, despised, maligned savior
who did not have to be any of those things, but in perfect obedience and perfect agreement
with the Father pursued the glory of the Father by becoming a man. We should never
forget, for those of us who cling to Jesus in faith, that the church is the bride of the lamb who
was slaughtered. Jesus knows pain.
So, what happened? Clearly Kenan would not have invited me here if I was still in that
Godblaspheming, ragefilled, hopeless state. 30 years of playing the part of the good boy
would not be able to cover up that kind of despair and anger  something must have
changed.
You might have noticed that everything that has preceded this was about me and how I felt
and I how I understood the world. And that was the problem  I interpreted everything
through the lens of me. That distorted lens could take anything, including God’s word, and
make it about me. I was the central actor in this play, I was the creator of reality, I could
predict the future, I could discern the good from the evil  and God had come up lacking.
God, however, was both not impressed and not surprised by any of this. I am tempted to
say that God began moving at this point but it is clear that God had been moving me the
entire time. And so the next phase of God’s plan in my life began.
The first thing he did was to give me a father who refused to stop loving me and who
immediately understood his grandson as being a gift to him and to the world. I know not all
of you have that, so I do not mean to make this yet another point against God but to point
out that God knew that his glory would be magnified through a man refusing to let his son
slip quietly away into hopelessness and despair. That man happened to be my father; it
could be anyone.
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The second thing God did was have one family from our church notice that we were gone
and basically adopt us into their lives. I do not to this day know exactly why. Nor do I
completely understand their dogged persistence  I would sit at their dining room table,
enjoying extraordinary hospitality and say vicious things about God and his ways, using my
son as the evidence of his capriciousness and cruelty. And their children, then ages 9
through 16, also sat at that table hearing these things.
Yet they kept inviting us, and praying for us, and just showing up in our lives. They
confounded me with their care and concern. And they continued to love us without any
evidence that anything was changing; several years after all of this I asked Geralyn if there
was any evidence of change during these days and she quite honestly stated, no, we saw
nothing. That was humbling.
But the key moment came in a hospital in Indianapolis. Even though I live less than 90
miles from the Mayo Clinic, one of the finest medical facilities in the world, there was no
surgeon in Minnesota who could do the kind of work on my son’s face that he needed. And
that is how I ended up in a basement corridor of a hospital in Indianapolis, thinking
murderous thoughts about a doctor which I had every desire to fulfill and to which I indeed
knew I would fulfill. I was not out of control; I knew exactly what I was thinking about.
It is important that you get this picture of who I was clearly in your head – I had rejected
everything about God and his people and his word, I was actively hardening my heart
against him and openly defying him. I removed myself from godly influences and influencers
 and in that moment with my murderous intentions, without anything in me seeking God,
nobody talking to me about Jesus, God cracked me open and let me see the depths of my
sinful heart without any opportunity to appeal to my supposed comparative goodness. In
that moment I knew not only was I not good, I was an entirely sinfilled, violent man,
separated from God, entirely lost, entirely without hope.
But for Jesus. Jesus was no longer an idea but a person, a real person with a real solution.
A real person I needed. I knew I could not earn his favor  I had been given a glimpse of
who I really was  but he was not asking me to earn it  he offered his grace freely. He had
lived a sinless life in perfect obedience and perfect agreement with the Father’s plan. All
those lost years in church were valuable  that knowledge was now connected to the real
experience of desperate need. By grasping him in faith my sin is transferred to him and his
righteousness is wrapped around me so that when the Father looks at me, he sees the
righteousness of Jesus, his faithful son. So, in desperation, I grabbed hold of Jesus.
I’d like to say that everything immediately became perfect and here we are. But it wasn’t
5

like that.
My son was still disabled; in fact, we kept adding things to describe how he experiences
life. The eating and sleeping issues almost from the beginning. The autism diagnosis and
cognitive issues came at about the age of 6. The growth hormone deficiency at about 8.
The epilepsy at 16. Today he has orthopedic issues in his hips and knees. And we
haven’t even gotten to my wife’s health issues yet. Nothing has gotten easier over time.
Nothing has gotten less expensive or less complicated over time.
Nor did all my anger and pride issues immediately go away. I truly marvel at the stories of
God’s immediately releasing people from things like addictions to alcohol or drugs or
money or whatever. God has that power and that authority; I absolutely believe that. For
me, God’s path would be different  the sinful rage was still there.
Get this: I knew I had experienced the forgiveness of Jesus, I knew my sins were covered,
yet I was angry and bitter, weighed down with it, in fact. Yet, this little seed of affection for
God had taken root, which God was nurturing. God was helping me along. Do not despise
little affections for God; they are as real as big affections for God.
I returned my family to church, desiring to experience this Jesus in ways I had never been
desiring before. It was a year before I could get through a sermon without crying because I
knew what God had saved me from. Yet, the anger was still there. I understood, really
understood, what Paul said in Romans 7: For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that
is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out. For I
do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing. (Romans
7:1819 ESV)
I love that descriptor of Jesus as the Great Physician. We let our doctors do incredible
things to us, things that really hurt us badly, to help us experience improved physical health.
And sometimes we as parents have to make that call for our children, knowing we will
cause them great hurt on the path to something better. Jesus did that for me with my
anger.
Sometimes it would bubble over and I would seek to hurt people who loved me at church.
Sometimes I would deny it was even there and push it down; that never worked for long.
But what God was doing was exposing and cutting away this cancer on my soul, the desire
to have my way all the time, the desire to be in control, the longing to be God which was
getting in the way of me experiencing God.
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It was bloody and painful  I didn’t really want to let that anger go and this culture tells me
constantly that it is ok for me to be angry about my circumstances. But God didn’t want me
to have that sad, small life. He wanted me to have more of him. He wanted me to be free.
God did that for me  not me. Yes, I had good people around me who helped steer me to
God! God’s word became more precious to me. And I began to understand some things I
had never understood before, by the grace and the power of the Holy Spirit.
I realized that while I had never intellectually embraced the health and wealth prosperity
gospel, I certainly had done so functionally. I had put God in a little category bound by my
own definition of what is good and right and happy. My son’s disabilities ruined that
definition – I didn’t have a category for God being good and my son being disabled. But I
also didn’t really have a category for me being that sinful and Jesus being for me, until
Jesus showed me that I was that sinful and he was for me.
Though I had read the Bible most of my life, I started to read the Bible really for the first
time. And it says some radical things:
Like, Jesus was driven by something more than determination, more than just obedience:
Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before
him endured the cross. Hebrews 12:2
For the sake of joy – and we are told to look to him as our example. And because of him, I
could be free:
There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the
law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death.
(Romans 8:12 ESV)
Now, right now, no condemnation!
That sounded pretty good  but could this possibly include disability? Didn’t Jesus just go
around healing people? Disability seems like and feels like God is either not in control or
he’s not good.
No, God is in control and he is good and he is intentional about disability: Exodus 4:11
Then the LORD said to him, “Who has made man's mouth? Who makes him mute,
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or deaf, or seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the LORD? (Exodus 4:11 ESV)
No excuses, no embarrassments – just a statement of fact about what he chooses to do.
or John 9:13:
As he passed by, he saw a man blind from birth. And his disciples asked him,
“Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” Jesus
answered, “It was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God
might be displayed in him. (John 9:13 ESV)
God, intentionally giving a man blindness, not as a specific consequence of his sin but that
something greater could happen. Much greater – the works of God might be displayed in
him then and serve as encouragement to us today about who Jesus is!
Or Psalm 139:
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 was none of them.
(Psalm 139:16 ESV)
Every day, every rotten day of treatments and therapies and bills and loneliness and tears
are known by God  he is not surprised by any of this that we are experiencing. In fact, he is
keeping a record even of your sleepless nights and your tears:
You have kept count of my tossings;
put my tears in your bottle.
Are they not in your book? (Psalm 56:8 ESV)
And he wants us to bring our whole, authentic selves to him. He already knows when we’re
angry or bitter or doubting or troubled, we might as well admit it when we come to him. He
is not afraid nor is he surprised.
But I frequently come back to this point: Jesus can relate to our pain! He knows pain!
And (Jesus) prayed, saying, “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me.
Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.” And there appeared to him an angel
from heaven, strengthening him. And being in an agony he prayed more earnestly;
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and his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down to the ground. (Luke
22:4144 ESV)
He knows our days, he knows our pain, he knows everything about everything  and it is for
a great purpose in bringing many more to him.
Suffering has purpose! Our sufferings clear away the things that would charm us away from
God  the money, the stuff, the easy life, the lack of suffering tend to put our eyes on almost
anything but God. But in suffering, we know we are not in charge and long for something
better and those things lose their ability to charm us (at least for a season  sin is so strong
in us).
But there is more  he doesn’t just leave us in that suffering state!
But he said to me (the Apostle Paul), “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is
made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my
weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ,
then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and
calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong. (2 Corinthians 12:910 ESV)
Do you see it  in our weakness we get something that will last forever  more of Christ’s
power resting on us, more of God.
And this comes as the free gift from God:
For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is
the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast. For we are his
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared
beforehand, that we should walk in them. (Ephesians 2:810 ESV)
We are his workmanship, all of us, including those we love who live with disability. The
most vulnerable, weak, supposedly incapable child was created for good works; the child
who is violent or depressed or without any mood at all was created by God for a good
purpose. In fact, that is especially true for those the culture considers worthless. Hear how
God talks about his weaker members:
The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the
feet, “I have no need of you.” On the contrary, the parts of the body that seem to be
weaker are indispensable, (1 Corinthians 12:2122 ESV)
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You know what indispensable means, right? It means it can’t work without them. And
notice the ‘seems to be weaker’ phrase  Paul recognizes that in our sinful state we will
overemphasize some things and denigrate others. Yet that is not how God sees things:
But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is
weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the
world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human
being might boast in the presence of God. (1 Corinthians 1:2731 ESV)
Is life hard? Yes! This life is hard. Jesus warned us of that. Paul warned us of that. Peter
warned us. There are days when I wake up and do not want to do what I need to do to take
care of my family, or more specifically to take care of my son’s needs. My heart still leans
into comfort over compassion, and anxiety about what is in front of me rather than clinging
to God’s absolute, loving authority. God has been merciful to let me come to him again
and again and ask for help  in fact, that honors him because he is the source of all help
and all good things. And after asking for help and knowing that he has promised to supply
all that I need (not all that I think I need  there is a difference), the day begins.
To show you how radically God has done this surgery on my heart, in 1995 after the birth of
my son and only knowing he was blind, I cursed God and took my family out of church. In
October 2004 when my wife was diagnosed with Stage IV breast cancer, with mets in her
spine, ribs and lymph system, we do not remember doubting his goodness or his love
toward us. God had removed my heart of granite and replaced it with one that is soft and
alive and beating. This happened over time.
He keeps showing me I have a long way to go in my sanctification. I wish I didn’t have to
struggle with sin as much and as hard as I do, but he has also shown a daily ability to give
me what I need.
Disability is hard. And God is good. He is ready to help you.
Maybe this service has helped you see him. This is a place where I have encountered
leaders who know Jesus and want to help you know him as well  as savior, as redeemer,
as helper, as friend.
And maybe God might be pleased to do for you what he did for me. For a season I thought
my son was a curse. Now, I live in the reality that God used my son to reveal the depths of
my own depravity, my desperate need for a savior, the beauty of Jesus Christ, the daily
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help he provides, and the desire to make him known so others can experience this life of
‘as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing.’
In doing so he helped me see  my son’s disabilities are not a curse, but an incredible
blessing because at the end of every day and because of that boy, I have been given more
of God. It didn't happen for me immediately, and it didn’t happen without much painful
rooting out of sin in my life, but it did happen, because God is good in disability, because
he has purpose in disability, and because he doesn’t want us to cling to things that will end,
but to him who will never end. He will keep all his promises to us. And he offers himself to
us all, freely.
On the CD I brought is a message from Greg Lucas where he makes the point that we
should run to Jesus. He is absolutely right  run to Jesus! I encourage you to listen to that
one and all of them for encouragement about our God.
Thank you, again, Kenan, for this privilege of being with my extended family.
Let us pray.
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