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Sermon for October 16, 2022— “Made Well” 
Twenty-ninth Sunday in OT, Year C—Texts: John 5:1-18 

In our reading this morning, a man who cannot walk lays between the pillars of the Sheep 

Gate Portico a public square in Jerusalem by a pool know by the name of Bethesda. He 

watches as people file by: merchants, soldiers, farmers, religious authorities. He watches 

as other beggars, the lame, the blind, the deaf, and the unclean, lay there with him.  

Many are bathing in the spring water pool hoping to be healed of their infirmities, but the 

man who cannot walk has no such hope. Maybe he did once. One wonders now if maybe 

he’s only looking for a handout, as he’s been doing for thirty-eight years.  

Legend had it that at certain times, an angel of the Lord would come to stir up the waters 

of the pool. The first person into the water after this was believed to be healed. This portico 

is a place that gathers people in need of healing. But the man cannot walk and there is no 

way he could ever drag himself into the pool first not without help.  

As the man lays there a group of men come by and stop. One of them speaks to the beggar 

asking him question. But without really hearing what’s been asked the man launches into 

his story his hands extended. “Sir, I have no one to put me into the pool when the water is 

stirred up, and while I am making my way, someone else steps down ahead of me.”   

It’s a well-rehearsed story. It’s short, to the point, and likely designed to make people dig 

deep into their pockets. The man’s been telling it for decades. He isn’t expecting healing, 

most would say that he’s expecting pity or charity. A few coins, so he can provide for 

himself a few more days.  

But the question that’s the man’s asked isn’t, “Why haven’t you bathed in the healing 

waters of the pool?” That question would’ve been too absurd to take seriously. I mean, 

come on, thirty-eight years is far too long for no one to have done anything for this man. 

It’s seems impossible to think that this man could’ve been laying just a few feet away from 

healing for nearly four decades, and never have gotten near the water. How does that even 

happen? 

The answer is that this man has simply fallen through the cracks of human compassion for 

so long is too painful to imagine. How could that happen? This story demands a question.  

“Why has no one helped this man? How could he have been left to suffer for thirty-eight 

years?” It seems ridiculous. Almost too absurd to be true. And yet the same question could 

be asked every day in far too many places all around the world.  

This story is not only NOT absurd, but it’s a story we hear all the time. Think about it. 

Think about what happens in far too many places for far too long things that have been 

going on since the beginning of recorded history.  

One wonders how long until we finally figure out that we need to get serious about 

problems that continue to plague humankind? Major problems—things like, hunger. 

Homelessness. Suicide among young people.  Suicide among veterans. You see where I’m 

going with this, I could go on.  

These questions are hard to ask, and even harder to imagine the monumental indifference 

it takes to let these things continue to happen in our world. Yet, there’s a problem with all 

these questions, and that is that the questions are no more compassionate than the apathy, 

and inaction that they call into question.  
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A seminary professor once told our class that if you do research on a slum, and do nothing 

to help the residents of the slum. you’ve been irresponsible. So, asking why no one has 

helped is more about us than it is about the people who are suffering. It’s more about 

making our own guilt go away than it is about offering what suffering people really need. 

Notice that when Jesus approached the man, he didn’t ask, “Why has no one helped this 

man in thirty-eight years?” 

Jesus doesn’t jump to solving problems. He doesn’t define the man by his condition. Jesus 

doesn’t dehumanize the man in some attempt to be the white knight riding in to save the 

day—nor does he judge him. Instead—Jesus simply asks, “Do you want to be made 

well?”  Jesus presumes nothing. Jesus isn’t worried about saving the day, or about making 

anyone feel better about themselves. Jesus is concerned with the man. Jesus recognizes the 

man. Jesus sees the man as a human being. Someone created by God, and made in God’s 

own image. Jesus isn’t there to save the day, but to save the person.  

Jesus doesn’t do it by dragging the man into the pool. He doesn’t even do it by helping the 

man walk. Jesus saves the man by seeing a person first, and condition second, by seeing a 

person rather than a problem. Jesus embraces and acknowledges the man’s humanity. “Do 

you want to be made well?” It’s a question that’s about what the man  needs and wants. 

It’s about how the man wants to address his own suffering.  

Jesus isn’t there to force solutions on a problem, but to care for a person in the way they 

need to be cared for. It’s this that saves the man. Not the healing pool. Not the command 

to walk. Not even the man’s faith. In fact, the condition of the man’s faith is never 

mentioned.  

What we’re seeing here is that the compassion, and healing power of Jesus aren’t reserved 

only for those who are “deserving,” that is, for those whose faith is great, and who respond 

to healing by getting up and following Jesus. Certainly Jesus heals believers those willing 

to drop everything, and follow him. But in this situation, Jesus heals someone whose lack 

of faith leads him to cooperate with those who persecute Jesus, those who are actually 

looking to kill him. Jesus saves the man by caring for him as a person. By turning him from 

a problem into a human being.  

And here’s where it occurs to me that “Do you want to be made well?” almost seems like 

a silly question with an clear answer. Does he want to be healed? Duh, of course he does 

Captain Obvious! But does he really? You see, Jesus’ question is rarely one we ask those 

who are suffering. Why? Well, because it asks something of us. Because it requires us to 

get out of ourselves a bit. It requires us to look around, and see things differently. It requires 

us to see people, and not just problems that need to be solved, not just situations, needing 

solutions.  

And you know what? That’s hard. That’s really hard! I mean—think about it. If we were 

to see people as people instead of problems, if we were to ask questions that humanize 

others, we’d probably realize that we‘re not all that different from one another—that we’re 

not that different from the man who sat day-by-day by the pool of Bethesda, the man who 

hadn’t walked in thirty-eight years. We’d realize that we’re the ones whom Jesus is asking, 

“Do you want to be made well?”  

So—do we? Do we want to be made well? 
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Maybe you’ve struggled with illness, perhaps a chronic health challenge(s) that’ve been 

affecting you for years. Maybe you struggle with anxiety or hopelessness, fears or worries 

or grief, that don’t want to seem to go away. Perhaps there’s something, an addiction of 

some sort, a bad habit—I don’t know—something from which you need to be delivered 

and freed. Maybe you don’t really know what it is that’s wrong, but you know that 

something’s not right 

Then again, maybe you feel like everything’s fine, and you’d like to just say that all is well, 

and you don’t really need any help right now—thanks anyway, Jesus—because maybe, to 

be perfectly honest, it hurts too much to think about, let alone answer any questions about 

it. To you, Jesus asks, “Do you want to be made well?” 

Before you answer that let me ask one more question, and here, brothers and sisters, is the 

thing: What if we said “yes” and meant it? What might happen then if it actually happened? 

What if we are fully healed? What if we were made whole?  

I mean, sometimes we become so entangled by that with which we struggle, or by that with 

which we’re burdened ourselves, that we begin to identify with them they become too much 

who we are to the extent that we lose ourselves and forget who—and whose—we are. 

Perhaps if we were to be made well we might not know what to do with ourselves. We 

might lose a part of ourselves. We might become a different person—or we may find we 

need to change, and have to live in a new way. That can be frightening. I know. Believe 

me, I know, especially when it’s uncertain what that new way might be. I mean once the 

man was able to walk one of the first things he’d have to do is get a job—find a place to 

live, and so on. 

You know, the man at the pool never actually answers Jesus’ question. Wrapped up in the 

logistics of being unable to reach the pool in a timely manner, the man—maybe 

deliberately, maybe not—doesn’t answer the question. But Jesus doesn’t bother with the 

details, nor the man’s avoidance, he simply says, “Stand up, take your mat and walk.”  

Jesus looks beyond the problem, and sees the person—offering healing, wholeness, and 

new life. He offers the same to us as well. 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen.  

 


