Sunday 9th May 2010, 08.30 preach – Jn 5:1-9
These last few days since the election, the media has been full of people making announcements… at one stage on Friday if felt like Radio 4 couldn’t quite keep up – “Nick Clegg has made an announcement, Gordon Brown has made an announcement, and we’re waiting for David Cameron to make an announcement… oh, but hold on, Nick Clegg is due to make another announcement from his house…” Whatever the collective noun for announcements is, I think we have had it! And still are having it!

This morning, we’ve heard two narrative accounts in our readings and I’m going to focus on the passage from John 5, in which I believe Jesus is making two announcements, but unlike our politicians, these announcements are covert, they involve revelation rather than rhetoric. Through his actions, Jesus is announcing something new about healing whilst he is also announcing something more of God’s character…

Let’s look at the first of these:

We begin our passage by hearing how Jesus heads very deliberately to the pool of Bethesda. And even though there is some dispute over the name of the pool – sometimes Bethsaida, sometimes Bethzatha, there is significant confidence about the history of this pool and its location today. It can be found near the Temple mount, and archaeologists believe that this has been a sacred site for many centuries, for the Jews and before them, for pagan worshippers. 

Now I don’t know if you have noticed, but there’s something odd about verses 1-9? …There’s a verse missing. Older manuscripts (which didn’t have verses marked on them) don’t have verse 4, which can be found in a footnote at the bottom of the page. This extra information was given the vs. number 4, having been added later as an aid to readers unfamiliar with the area, so that they might understand how the pool ‘worked’. This verse tells us that those attending the pool “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 one into the pool after each such disturbance would be cured of whatever disease he had.”

And so we have a gathering of a ‘great number’ of people hoping desperately for a cure. And all they can do is to wait here. Waiting by… a random pool.

Waiting for…

A nameless angel,

An indiscriminate stirring of the waters,

A cruel competition to see who can reach the waters first. 

…This is an arbitrary and impersonal healing issued by a distant deity, who seems at best whimsical, at worst uncaring. 

Jesus enters this unfeeling world and announces a new way. He makes a bee-line for this place of suffering and approaches a particular man. He finds out about him, and then talks with and engages with him, asking him a pointed and incisive question “Do you want to get well?” – Jesus is making no assumptions here – he realises that what he is offering this man isn’t just about healing, it’s a completely new way of life. 38 years is a long time to have a chronic illness, it has become part of his identity. To lose that would mean having to learn a whole new way of being and a new way of relating to the world. 

And so we watch – we watch this man who has been waiting. Waiting for 38 years for the stirring of healing in a pool… and here before him... Jesus is waiting. Waiting for a stirring in the man, the stirring of a desire for wholeness and new life, which he is offering to him. But he needs to know – “are you willing to be made whole?” (Which is another way of translating the question.) Is this really what you want? It’s clear that the man doesn’t understand how Jesus will achieve this healing, but as soon as he indicates that he wishes he could get into the pool, Jesus takes him at his word and commands him to rise. ‘Stand up’. And even though he doesn’t know who Jesus is, he does as he is told! Instantly! I am reminded of the astonishment of the disciples elsewhere – “even the wind and the waves obey him” (Mark 4:41). Jesus, the Word of God, utters words of power – words which bring wholeness and new life. Words that lift up the broken. 

Perhaps some of us this morning need to be reminded of the power of Jesus’ words, Jesus’ power to lift up the broken… 

The Psalmist says of God: “He lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire; he set my feet on a rock and gave me a firm place to stand.” (Ps 40:2). Hear Jesus’ words of healing this morning – ‘Stand up’, and be assured that they are as true and powerful today as they were then. 
And so, Jesus announces healing and wholeness that is distinct from that which had formerly been known. Rather than arbitrary and impersonal, what Jesus offers is purposeful, engaging and loving, and ultimately grounded in an encounter with him, leaving the man and us more whole rather than more broken. 

And as always, in this encounter Jesus is revealing something of God’s character… because this encounter is full of God’s grace:

Jesus seeks out this man who has suffered in this debilitating state for 38 years – goodness only knows how many of those years he has spent hunkered down by this unpredictable pool… It is likely that physically he would have been in quite a state… the sort of state that might well make me want to hold my breath and fight the instinct to turn away. And imagine too the emotional state that one might be in, having spent so long sitting so-near-and-yet-so-far from this capricious source of healing for so long… One might understandably become disillusioned and bitter. 

Of course, to read too much into this account about the man’s character would be wrong – but there are some key things that we do know about him. For a start, it is noticeable that this man had no-one to help him… unlike some of the other accounts of healing in the New Testament, such as the man at the Beautiful Gate in Acts 3, or the friends lowering the paralysed man through the roof in Mark 2. Here, no friends are mentioned who might bring him to the pool, or to lower him into the water. We also know that later when challenged by the Jews for breaking Sabbath, instead of praising God for his healing, he is quick to blame the man who healed him, even though he didn’t know who Jesus was. And when Jesus encounters him again and challenges him to live a different life in future, the man purposefully goes back to the Jews in order to betray him. 

This is not a man that I would have chosen specifically to talk with and engage with, let alone offer new life and healing to. I’m certain that I would have sought someone far more ‘worthy’, someone more clean, someone more grateful, and definitely someone more trustworthy… yet this is dangerous stuff… Because this is grace. 

The grace of a Father God, who would offer love and new life to each of his children equally. 

The grace of Jesus the Son who would love and honour even those who will go on to betray Him.

And this is the grace of the Spirit who gives gifts of love, healing, hope, endurance, and truth and so many more to all who are willing to receive.

So how do we relate to this story this morning? 

Have we known the pain of waiting by the pool, disappointed by the arbitrary conditions that the world places on love and upon being made whole…?

Then let us be reminded that Jesus came to offer us something so different: love that can be trusted and wholeness that is freely offered. I feel that I must just clarify that I am aware that I have intermingled the words ‘healing’ and ‘wholeness’, conscious that even though I absolutely believe that Jesus heals physical needs today, I am also painfully aware that physical healing doesn’t always come as we might hope. I have intentionally used the word wholeness because healing is rarely just physical and new life enlivens our whole being. Physical healing will always be a mystery to me, knowing that we can and should ask, but equally that we can’t demand a particular response, as if Jesus were a stirring pool. For healing is an act of his Grace… 

And so, if you would like prayer for healing and wholeness this morning – please let me encourage you to grab either myself, or Kelvin to pray with you before you leave. 

However we are feeling this morning, we all need to hear afresh Jesus’ challenge: “Are you willing to be made whole?”

It can take great courage to answer ‘yes’, I know this for myself, but I also know that Jesus is faithful to our reply. And we know that he doesn’t leave the man there… but instead he says “Get up! Take up your mat and walk!” It would be daft to stay in the same place, sitting by the pool, rather than embracing this new life offered and all that it might bring… And yet, after 38 years, it’s amazing how even painful situations can become familiar and seem safe. And again, you might want someone to pray with you, if leaving that familiar place seems too daunting. For Jesus through his great grace longs for us to live this new life and can give us the courage to get up and start afresh, and to go on to take the opportunity to extend that same grace to others, in Jesus’ powerful name. 

Questions:

Can you think of some announcements that have changed the shape of our lives today? If you could go back to that time and experience it being announced, what would you pick and why?  (e.g. an invention, a discovery, a historical occasion, a personal moment…)

This may, or may not be an obvious question… why do you think Jesus might have headed straight for the Pool of Bethesda?

How do you feel about the issue of healing today? Do you believe that it happens at all? Does its occurrence feel more like the ‘action of a whimsical and uncaring deity’? Or, can you relate to the personal bringing of wholeness by Jesus today?

The man is asked if he wants to get well - or as some translations have it – if he is willing to be made whole…? What do you think Jesus meant by this question? What are some of the complexities of healing that it illuminates?

Just as healing and wholeness that was being offered by Jesus in the passage was quite different from the healing offered by the world then, how is it different from that offered by our world today?

In what ways can this account of Jesus healing the man at the pool teach us about God’s grace? And how can that inform our thinking about others today?

Which parts of this whole account do you find you can relate to? (If any?) And what do you think Jesus might have to say about those things? 

Are there any challenges or encouragements that you can take into this week ahead? How might you like prayer to help with these? 

