John 5:1-15  -  Conversations with God: Jesus & the Sick

Have a look around you church.  At each other… take a moment to look and think about what you see.  When you look around at the people who come to worship God alongside you on Sunday, what do you see?  Do you see people looking the part, dressed well, looking healthy, looking well, looking radiant?  Do we see smiles on faces and receive from each other nods of acknowledgement?  Do we, when we ask someone how they are, get the reply, “yeah, fine… how are you?”  “Yeah Fine” you reply.

Truth is church, we’re not all fine.  We’re hurting, all of us.  Over one thing or another.  In fact most of us here this morning are struggling with more than one dilemma in our lives.  I wonder if I was to ask, and I’m not going to because I don’t want anyone to feel embarrassed or scared in church… but if I asked everyone here the question, “would everyone who is hurting and in need of prayer, in need of healing, in need of the touch of God in their lives, please stand up!”  I wonder if people searched their hearts, and in all honesty, decided if they needed to stand up, how many we’d see.  

I’ve often prayed to God that as I speak to people he gives me a kind of x-ray vision.  Just as an x-ray machine in the hospital can reveal inner brokenness, so I pray that I can sense by the Spirit of God brokenness in the people I come into contact with.  And this morning, I believe as I look out at you all I see brokenness.  And if you could see with the same x-ray vision, you would see a few fractures in me too.

You see, we’d really be silly to think that just because people come to church wearing their best clothes & their best smiles, looking happy, that everything is fine.  That’s a bad assumption to make.  And we need to look beyond the facade & realize that the church seats are full of hurting people.

Sitting along from you may be someone who is struggling financially and it’s really really worrying them.  Behind you there may be someone who feels worthless, depressed and has contemplated self-harm, even suicide.  In front of you is someone who is undergoing a health check for a lump that’s been found their abdomen, and they’re having panic attacks over it.  Not 10 feet from you is someone who just had another huge fight with their spouse before coming to church, and they’re at their wits end.  Not 20 feet from you is someone who is wrestling with lustful urges that sometimes result in looking at pornographic images.  Over here is someone trying to cover up bruises from her husband beating her up.  Over there is a man who prays a hundred times a day for the pain of losing a loved one to go away, yet every morning wakens up to the same awful reality of loneliness.

The lonely, dying, discouraged, exhausted, stressed… they’re all here!  People are hurting and in need of comfort; troubled people in need of peace; sick people who need healing.

If this is you this morning, I’m glad you’re here…  please listen in.  If this isn’t you this morning, I’m glad you’re here too, but I’d like you to listen in as well, because there will probably be a day when this is you.

The good news for all of us this morning church, the great news, is that God is in the business of bringing healing.  Binding up wounds, re-setting the fractures, cooling the fever.  He has the power to do it, and he is willing to do it, and best of all, he wants to do it!  

The Gospels themselves are full of countless true stories of Jesus looking upon people with compassion, sometimes weeping over their hurt, and healing people himself.  Today’s passage is a great example of this, and we have a lot to learn from this conversation with God.

V1-3 sets the scene.  We Read:

“Some time later, Jesus went up to Jerusalem for a feast of the Jews.  Now there is in Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate a pool, which in Aramaic is called Bethesda and which is surrounded by five covered colonnades.  Here a great number of disabled people used to lie – the blind, the lame, the paralysed.”

Tough reading isn’t it.  As Spurgeon said after reading those verses aloud one Sunday, “No, don’t close your eyes… it will do you good to see the sorrowful sight, to mark what sin has done and to what sorrows our father Adam has made us heirs.”  He is of course referring to the sin committed by Adam in the garden of eden, that act of disobedience and wrong-doing that brought sin into the world, that brought death into God’s creation, and disease to its inhabitants.  And here, painted for us at Bethesda is indeed a sad picture of the broken people of the world, marginalised and ignored because of their illness.  Hopelessly clinging to a superstition.  You see, they gathered by this pool because they believed that when the water, though normally still, was disturbed, that the first person to get into the water was healed.  

And how this epitomises the world today, this pool of Bethesda.  Busy with those who set their hopes in the things of the world that will only let them down and disappoint.  They reckon such superstitions make them well, and help them to live their lives.  Like tarot cards and horoscopes and clairvoyants, as specific examples.  People believe in these things and align their lives with them.  And we must tell them, just as Jesus reveals later, that there is only one you should set your hope in, only one whose life you should align yours with.  And warn people to be extremely wary of such practices church, because behind them lies a lion waiting to stun you into stillness by his roar so that he can devour you.  The devil lies beneath the façade of helping people find a way and a future by superstition, and ultimately a future separation from God.

I wonder if any of you remember a programme called the Raggie-dolls?  I used to watch it when I was a kid.  It was based on this group of toys in a toy-making factory and they were seconds, rejects.  They had buttons sewn on in the wrong places, one had dodgy stitching, and each of them basically had something wrong with them that made them stand out.  That made them useless for retail because no one wants a faulty toy.  The theme song ended with a wonderful truth, “Raggie-dolls, dolls like you and me.”

And here, in this kind of scene portrayed by John, we see 

A bunch of raggie-people, but they are people like you and me.  The same as us – some with similar disorders, some just different from us in ways, but people like us nonetheless.  We’ve got to let people know that there are no rejects in God’s eyes.  He loves them all.  He loves you.  If you feel this way, know this, you are no reject to God, left to be thrown out by society into the waste bin, or onto the dump.  

But back in our Gospel account, John draws our attention in verse 5 to one of these social outcasts by saying… “one who was there had been an invalid for 38 years.”  We are being introduced to a man who is perhaps the longest suffering person in this terrible scene.  38 years!!!  That’s a long time.  Remembering too that the life expectancy of folks in these times was about 45 years old.  That’s 3 quarters of his life!

But even amid the sad scene portrayed by John, there is a glimmer of hope in these opening verses.  And this glimmer is found in the name of the pool – it’s called Bethesda – it means, “House of Divine Grace.”  Ah, grace, amazing grace!  And here is what is wonderfully gracious about this scene; Though no one is seeking him, Jesus is still by the pool.  

The sick by the pool, they set their hope on anything but this Jesus who walks among them… and who knows how many people even noticed him moving among them?  Did they deserve to have Jesus come to them?  Some may say no, but let’s remember we didn’t deserve him either… only by grace are we saved, not by anything we have done.  We are offered Jesus presence in our lives as a free gift.  He graciously holds out forgiveness and love, and all we have to do is accept it, and accept him.  Jesus, living out that undeserved favour, is there.  

As we move on in the passage, isn’t the revelation of V6 something wonderful?  Recalling that no one comes near this place, this dumping ground of society’s rejects, here is Jesus.  And where else would we expect him to be?  And he is still doing this today… revealing himself in the darkest places to bring light, and often using you and me to do this.  Jesus notices the world’s hurts.  Jesus notices your hurts.  He notices you among the crowd.

And it is Jesus who noticed the man who has struggled through life for 38 years, just lying on his mat, but still facing that pool, with the slender hope of being the first to spot a disturbance.  But his situation is hopeless and futile.  But here is one who is the stable, constant source of not just healing, but life itself!

“When Jesus saw him lying there and learned that he had been in this condition fro a long time, he asked him, “Do you want to get well?”  

Jesus knew he had been there a long time, and he had compassion on him.  I wonder if he thought of those awful months of immobility, those years of pain and disappointment that this man had suffered.  I wonder if tears were in the Saviour’s eyes as he asked, “do you want to get well?”

This is another of Jesus’ questions that is intended to reveal the mans heart and will.  And with what we were thinking about at the start of this message, I wonder how we would respond to Jesus asking us, “Do you want to get well?”

It seems like a silly question – of course he wants to be healed.  But perhaps this man has grown so accustomed to his disability that he’d prefer the pain of the known to the fear of the unknown and the responsibilities of a new life.

But what John is highlighting for us here, is that what we will or desire plays a vital role in determining whether or not we can recognise Christ’s intervention into our lives and receive him.  You see, God finds each of us as helpless as this man!  But the good news is that he is desires to give to each of us life, and healing.  But we must be ready for the implications of repentance and a renewed loyalty to Jesus Christ.  

What was the man’s reply to this searching question?  “Sir… I have no-one to help me into the water when it is stirred.  While I am trying to get in, someone else goes down ahead of me.”

His own answer implies that he wants to be healed, but he can’t break this habitual belief that his healing is only possible through this superstition.  He’s locked into this situation.  And so he tells Jesus of his problem, probably in the hope that Jesus might stay with him and help him in next time the waters move.  He probably thought, “oh… that young man speaking to me looks strong enough to carry me in… I’ll appeal to his heart with my sad story.”

The man is right in assuming Jesus wants to help him, but he won’t, at least, not in the way he expects!  Jesus will not help the man into the pool.  Instead, moved with compassion for this poor man, suffering the consequences of sin, Jesus says, “Get up!  Pick up your mat and walk.”
Picture it!!!  Immediately, the lame man looks strangely at this Jesus who has just uttered words the man considers bizarre…  He thinks to himself, “how can I get up…”  But before he has a second to say his thoughts out loud to Jesus, he feels an intake of breath, a sudden stretch of his legs, and a sense of energy within.  The man, in glad obedience, rises to his feet for the first time in his life!  

Here we see the Lamb of God at work, taking away the sins of the world!  Restoring life!  Hallelujah!!!

Here we see God incarnate, Jesus Christ living out what he intended to do then - and still does today!  To bring healing, not necessarily instant healing of ailments and diseases, although by God’s will that too can happen.  We must remember that just as Jesus is the same yesterday, today and tomorrow, so the Holy Spirit also is the same yesterday, today, and forever.  The same Spirit that moved powerfully in the early church is the same Spirit that dwells in every believer today!  

God may indeed cure your ills but we must seek God’s will above all else, for it just might be that you are chosen to carry a burden such as a disease in order to bring glory to God.  Look at the man in John 5 lying by the pool!  He was burdened with disability and had to endure it for those 38 years… but one day God’s light shone into his life and with the words of Jesus Christ, he was healed.  That brought glory to God, and so can you!

Are you hearing these words this morning church?  Do you feel God tugging on your heart and asking you, “Do you want to get well?”  Do you want to get well from your illness, do you want to get well from your pain, do you want to get well from your grief?

Most of all, I ask any of you here, those of you like the man in this true story, a person so lonely, so hopeless, so caught up in trying to find answers in worldly things… Do you want to get well?  You are no reject, you are not someone who is outwith the reach of the One called Jesus whom God sent in love to reach out and touch you!  Do you want to get well?  To get well from the sinfulness your life knows.  Do you want to get well by finding forgiveness from God and healing for your soul?  Do you want to get well?

Church, bring your brokenness and hurt and pain and distress to God today, bring it now.  Jesus wants to heal you and restore you, to bring you life.  

