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 Last Sunday we found Jesus with his disciples as we looked at Jesus’ new commandment 

in John chapter thirteen – “Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. 

By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” I challenged us 

to consider rethinking this familiar commandment with a new translation of “love one another 

with the love with which I have loved you.” We wrestled with the question of how have we been 

loved by Jesus, and then, how are doing as a conduit of sharing that love with all? Our text from 

last week came just prior to Jesus’ farewell discourse as he was preparing for his upcoming 

crucifixion. Well today we rewind the story even further as we look at a healing narrative in John 

chapter 5. I trust that this is a familiar story to many of us and is not an obscure text that we have 

never heard before. Having said that though, I also trust that it is a relevant text for us today.  

 As I sat with this text this week several different themes emerged. Some things made me 

scratch my head, while others raised my anxiety, and yet others infuriated me. In the end though 

I heard Jesus asking us today this critical question, “Do we want to get well?” 

 In verse one we are told that Jesus went up to Jerusalem for one of the Jewish festivals. In 

chapters five through ten John “structures Jesus’ ministry around the Jewish feasts (or festivals). 

“The celebration of a Jewish feast is called a zikkaron (a noun derived from the Hebrew word 

zakar: to remember), (A festival or feast is a celebration of) a memory that recalls God’s active 

presence to the Jewish people in the past, rendered present in the celebration of the feast. Feasts 

(and festivals) remember God’s salvation history.”i So Jesus heads to Jerusalem to celebrate the 

ways God was active in the past and the ways God is present in the here and now. As Jesus 

approaches the Sheep Gate there is a pool. However, perhaps you are wondering why is there a 
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sheep gate? Well the “The Sheep Gate is located in the northeast Jerusalem wall. Close to this 

gate is a sheep market, even to this day. In the first century, festival pilgrims coming into the city 

purchased sheep here for sacrifice.”ii People traveling at a distance were not expected to bring 

their animal sacrifices with them, instead there were places where they could purchase the 

animals must closer to the temple.  

 Near this sheep gate there is a pool called Bethesda. Your bible might make a note at the 

bottom that says it is also known by a couple different names. For today we will go with 

Bethesda. This pool’s location explains that it was used as a purification pool for ceremonial 

washing for everyone traveling to the temple to participate in one of the festivals. Individuals 

would have traveled, some at a great distance, to participate in one of these celebrations to name 

and rejoice in the ways God has been faithful in the past and is present today. In addition to 

serving as a purification pool we are also told in the next verse that a great number of disabled 

people used to be present by the pool – the blind, the lame, the paralyzed.  

 Now I want you to look at your Bible and see how your Bible handles verses three and 

four. In my Bible it says verse 3 and then puts number 4 in brackets with a footnote. So including 

the footnote these two verses could actually read:  

Here a great number of disabled people used to lie – the blind, the lame, the paralyzed – 

and they waited for the moving of the waters. From time to time an angel of the Lord 

would come down and stir up the waters. The first person into the pool after each such 

disturbance would be cured of whatever disease they had. 

 

Most of our Bibles will not include the footnote as an actual verse within our text. This is 

a result of lack of clarity in some of the most respected ancient manuscripts of the Gospel of 

John. Keep in mind that they were all copied by hand, therefore some had differences and or 

additions. So some manuscripts had this verse four and some didn’t, and the result is that it is 
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included as a footnote. As we prepare to hear from the lame man in verse seven I do think that 

knowing the footnote is helpful to understand his response to Jesus’ question.  

 So there is a sheep gate by the sheep pin where people may purchase animals for 

sacrifice. By that there is a pool where people could engage in ceremonial cleaning and where 

those in need of healing also gathered. Interesting to note, the name of Bethesda means house of 

mercy.iii It is here by this pool, this house of mercy, where we are told there is one who has been 

an invalid for thirty-eight years. When Jesus saw him lying there and learned that he had been in 

this condition for a long time, he asked him, “Do you want to get well?” 

 Now here is where knowing the end of the story prevents us from engaging in the irony 

and even the craziness of the question that Jesus poses this man. “Do you want to get well?” I 

think if I had been there that day I would have jumped in front of Jesus and assumed the role of a 

reporter, adding my two cents to the story. “Well Jesus let me remind you that this man has been 

with this condition for thirty-eight years. Did you catch that Jesus? Thirty-eight years! He has 

been forced to live within these bounds for so long. This didn’t just happen yesterday, or the day 

before, or even the day before that. For almost 14,000 days this man has lived with these 

limitations, bound by a body that has confined him to this poolside waiting for the waters to be 

stirred. And so Jesus, would you like to rephrase your question please? Of course he wants to be 

made well! Of course he desires the ability to pick up his mat and do a little jig of joy and praise. 

Haha, asking this man after thirty-eight years if he wants to get well! Un-stinking-believable!” 

And then I could imagine sticking my microphone in the face of this man who has lived within 

these conditions for thirty-eight years. “Go ahead and tell Jesus. It is a simple question, with a 

simple answer. The opposite of what we are supposed to say to drugs, you know, “just say no”, 

this time “just say yes”. Go ahead, answer this silly, ridiculous, absurd question.” 
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 “Sir, I have no one to help me into the pool when the water is stirred. When I am trying to 

get in, someone else goes down ahead of me.”  

 “Un-stinking-believable. Are you serious?! Jesus asks if you want to be made well and 

you provide excuses! Again, it is not a difficult question! Do you want to get well? The answer is 

yes, please.”  

 Ah, but maybe it is a difficult question. Doesn’t Jesus stand before each one of us today 

and ask us the very same question – “Do you want to get well?” From whatever is holding you 

bondage, whatever ails you, whatever is sick or ill within you, whatever is in need of divine 

healing – do you want to get well? And sometimes don’t we too provide excuses for our 

situation, for the things that hold us hostage or keep us in bondage, excuses for why we are not 

well, instead of just answering the question? Hold these wonderings…  

 Back to the text in verse eight we are told: “Then Jesus said to him, “Get up! Pick up 

your mat and walk.” At once the man was cured; he picked up his mat and walked. The day on 

which this took place was a Sabbath, and so the Jewish leaders said to the man who had been 

healed…” Again I would like to jump in and interview those Jewish leaders. “So what do you the 

Jewish leaders want to say to the man who had been healed, you know, the one who had been an 

invalid for thirty-eight years!”  

What do you wish they would have said to that one who had been healed? This week I 

longed for something along the lines of “Hallelujah! Let’s praise God together! You have been 

healed! Your life has been restored! You have become a new creation! Hallelujah!” Instead we 

are told that they looked at this man, this man who was healed after thirty-eight years and said: 

“It is the Sabbath; the law forbids you to carry your mat.” Un-stinking-believable. Talk about 

missing the point completely.  
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 Again, we expect this man to get it and to do a little dance while praising God. Instead we 

are told he offers yet another excuse: “the man who made me well said to me, pick up your mat 

and walk.’” Really, that’s it. The Jewish leaders asked: who is this fellow who told you pick it up 

and walk? The man who was healed had no idea who it was, for Jesus had slipped away into the 

crowd that was there. Later Jesus found him at the temple and said to him, “See, you are well 

again. Stop sinning or something worse may happen to you.” Now in verse fifteen we are told 

that the man went away and told the Jewish leaders that it was Jesus who had made him well.” 

 Now perhaps you might not know that many biblical commentators are not very kind to 

this man whom Jesus healed. They have tried to analyze his character, who he is, why he did 

what he did. They, like me, highlight his great ability to respond to Jesus’ questions with excuses 

and they go a step further to highlight his apparent lack of faith. And then to top it all off they 

focus on verse fifteen as viewing it as this man went back to the Jewish leaders and told on Jesus 

as if perhaps to try to get him in trouble.  

 Here is a case, as Willard Swartley points out, where looking below the English to the 

Greek text is extremely invaluable. Instead of telling on Jesus we should read verse fifteen as the 

man proclaiming about Jesus and wanting to make sure the Jewish leaders knew that it was Jesus 

who had brought about this healing. Here in verse fifteen the man is proclaiming that it was 

Jesus which Swartley points out always has a positive connotation in John. “Pursuing this point 

further, the nearest textual use of (this Greek word) occurs in 4:25…the Samaritan woman uses it 

to describe what the Messiah will do when he comes: proclaim all things to us… Another verb 

with essentially the same meaning (angello) appears twice in John. In 4:51 it is used by the 

servants to proclaim (or tell/told in most translations) the good news that the royal official’s son, 
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at the point of death, is alive, … (by) Jesus’ command. Its use by Mary Magdalene in 20:18…: 

she announces to the disciples, I have seen the Lord.”iv  

This man waits by the pool for years, with his eyes fixed on the water just waiting to see 

if there are any bubbles emerging that might indicate that a healing might be possible. Jesus 

comes, asks him if he wants to be well. The man provides excuses for why he is ill. Jesus heals 

him.  He picks up his mat. He gets reprimanded. He encounters Jesus again. He proclaims that 

Jesus healed him.  

So now I want to ask that you consider the Jewish leaders. They have witnessed this man 

being healed on the Sabbath, reminded him that he has forgotten that the day is the Sabbath and 

he must not carry his mat - no matter that for thirty-eight years he hasn’t been able to carry it. It 

is as if they say, “Sorry dude, you need to wait one more day.” Do you know people in your life 

who are like the Jewish leaders? They are the naysayers, the people whose cups are half-empty, 

if not two-thirds or three-fourths empty. They are the ones that remind you of Eeyore from 

Winnie the Pooh. They are the ones that when you share a deep grief or pain they respond with 

something that starts with “well, at least…” Now the more difficult question. When are we like 

the Jewish leaders? When do we knowingly or unknowingly tell someone “Sorry, today’s the 

Sabbath, put the mat back down and sit on it!” Or something like “fine, carry your mat today but 

don’t leave it behind because I suspect by the week’s end you’ll be back on it.” Oh what joyful 

and joy-filled people to be around! And yet, I think we can also relate.  

Now imagine that you are the man, waiting for all this time by the pool. First, what is it 

that ails you? What within you is in need of healing? Granted, I doubt for many of us what ails 

us will not look like what ailed this man. What we need healing from and for might not even be 

visible to most people we come in contact with. Perhaps the disease, the unhealthy, the pain is 
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actually something buried deep within us that we do a pretty good job shielding from the eyes of 

those around us, even those closest to us. What is that would take you to the pool of Bethseda 

and wait for healing?  

And then Jesus asks you, “Do you want to get well?” While on the surface I must admit 

this seems like a pretty ridiculous question, as of course we want to get well! However, I don’t 

think Jesus asks questions to just ask questions. And so since Jesus asked it to the man, and since 

he asks it to us, I think that there is a real possibility that some of us might in fact say, no, I don’t 

think I want to get well. Now, why would we say that? Well to say yes, we do want to get well, 

means that we have come to a point where we can name and articulate what it is that we need to 

release. The man by the pool was bound by his mat. It had owned him, formed his identity, 

carried him. Jesus invites him to pick up the mat and carry it. Perhaps you don’t have a mat, 

perhaps a better image for us would be crutches. Crutches are used when something is not 

working right, something has been injured, something has been hurt or is hurting. Crutches 

become something that we lean on, utilize to compensate for something else, in some ways used 

to escape or prevent the pain we might feel without them. What are the crutches that you use to 

survive life? Naming we desire to get well means that we must also be ready to give up our 

dependencies in order to allow God to make us whole. “What would you be living without if you 

accepted Jesus’ healing?... Whatever it is we use “to get through the day”, these are the things 

that bring us to our knees as Jesus asks us, “Do you want to be healed?"v 

This past Wednesday night a group of women gathered for our first night of a women’s 

bible study. During our time together we discussed Eve and her story in Genesis. During our 

time together we used the image of the cup and talked about times when we have felt that our 

cups are empty, or full, or half-full or half-empty. Then we talked about things we go to in an 
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effort to try to fill up the cup of our lives. They are the things or practices – both healthy and 

unhealthy, both destructive and formative – we turn to help convince us that we are okay, that 

our situation is okay. As we discussed together I realized that for some of us we were getting to 

the point to name what are our crutches, our mats, the things that hold us captive and make us 

hesitate when Jesus asks if we want to be made well. I think that we do hesitate because being 

made well might in fact mean that we have to release these crutches and mats… and who will we 

be without them? And what if part of our sickness and darkness is that we kind of enjoy our 

crutches and our mats? What if our crutches have become such a part of us, so instinctive, that 

we can’t even imagine our life without them, even if we know that to be made well means that 

we lay them down? I don’t know about you but I kind of like my crutches. I realized this week in 

my reflections that I use my crutches to bring perceived balance to my life, even as I can also 

name that I can see the ways that they are in fact bringing destruction and unbalance. I also 

realized that I turn to my crutches when I feel overwhelmed and desire to escape real life.  

Well, what are your crutches? What is your mat? What do you use to get through life, to 

fill up your cup? What ails you? I am going to provide a long list of possibilities and I wonder if 

any from this list resonate with you, or perhaps you have ones to add to this list.  

 Pornography – used by both men and women, by both young and old.  

 Alcohol, especially to the excess 

 Drugs 

 Binging on social media sites 

 Eating your emotions with food 

 Retail therapy 

 Sports 

 Cutting 

 Blogging under an anonymous name 

 Caught in the web of constantly comparing yourself to others to determine if you 

are okay if you have or are enough 

 Anger 

 Bitterness 

 Over-working in your vocation 
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 Self-protective layer that prevents others of getting close 

 Jealousy 

 Envy 

 Videogames  

 Gossip 

 Resentment for yourself or others 

 And the list goes on and on and on.   

 

 Maybe “Get up! Pick up your mat and walk.” doesn’t mean the same thing for every one 

of us here. However, like the man by the pool I do believe that Jesus seeks each of us out right 

where we are amidst our mats, our crutches, our illnesses, our pains, our brokenness. And ask 

Jesus meet us he asks: Do you want to get well? Can you dream with me of a life that looks 

different, a life free from the mats and crutches that have defined you either in secret or in 

public? It is my hope that instead of offering excuses we will fall to our knees and answer Jesus’ 

question with a simple “Yes. Yes, please.” And then as the healing comes may we rise and walk 

in the newness of life as we proclaim the healing has come from Jesus, the healer of our every ill.  

 May it be so.  

 

i Willard Swartley, Believers Church Bible Commentary: John (Herald Press: Harrisonburg, Virginia), 146. 
ii Swartley, John, 146-147. 
iii http://biblehub.com/greek/964.htm  
iv Swartley, John, 149. 
v Lorraine Brugh, “Do You Want to Be Made Well?” Practicing Our Faith: http://www.practicingourfaith.org/do-

you-want-be-made-well  

                                                 


