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Introduction 
The Theologian Tom Wright tells a story of two small boys 
playing in an overgrown garden. The House that stood in the 
garden belonged to an old man who had been bed bound for a 
long time. It was overgrown and neglected and so the boys had 
taken to playing there. As they played the found an old tennis 
court that still had its markings and a drooping net in the 
middle. They had no idea what it was for but guessed it was 
intended for playing a game. 
 

So they brought their football to the garden and invented a 
game that  involved kicking the ball over the net within the 
markings. It worked ok but wasn’t very satisfying. One day the 
old man’s son was visiting from abroad and looking out of the 
window, saw the boys playing. He smiled, went to a cupboard 
and collected some tennis racquets and balls and went down to 
the court. The boys were afraid that thery wre gong to be told 
off for playing on the court. But the man reassured then, swept 
the court of dead leaves, tightened the net and taught them 
how to play the more difficult but much more interesting and 
exciting game the court was built for 

 
The pool of Bethesda was a well-known place of healing. 
Bethesda means “The house of mercy” It was in Jerusalem 
itself, just north of the Temple Mount area. The original site 
has been excavated by archaeologists and if you go to 
Jerusalem you can see it for yourself. But it wasn’t just a 
Jewish healing place. The evidence suggests that pagans, too, 
regarded it as a sacred site. At one stage it was dedicated to 
the healing god Asclepius. 
 
The way it worked seems to have been like this. The waters in 

the pool would bubble up periodically; when that happened, 
the first person to get in would be healed. Some people 
reckoned that the bubbling water was caused by an angel 
though it may simply have been fed by a spring that 
intermittently bubbled up into the pool. A great many people 
were to be found there, the blind, the lame, the paralysed all 
waiting their turn to rush into the water.  
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It doesn’t seem to have been a very satisfactory route to 
healing. The bubbling was intermittent.  John tells us that there 
was one man there, who had been an invalid, suffering from an 
infirmity for thirty eight years.  Jesus saw him and learning the 
length of time he had been unwell he approached him and 
asked a question. “Do you want to get well?”  Surely anyone 
who had suffered so long would want to get well. Why did 
Jesus need to ask? He was after all in a place where people 
came specifically for healing!  Why did Jesus need to ask? 
 

From what we know of Jesus he was not insensitive, or unkind, 
or lacking in insight – certainly where the sick and needy were 
concerned. He had harsh words to say to the spiritually 
arrogant but Jesus was compassionate and loving so why did 
he ask what may appear to be an unnecessary and insensitive 
question?   There are I think two reasons: 
 
Firstly: not everyone who is ill or needs healing, necessarily 
wants to be healed. 
That isn’t a criticism. It is just a plain fact. One of the best 
attributes of human beings is our adaptability. We are 

remarkably able to cope with pain and difficulty in our lives, 
sometimes to such an extent that it becomes part of who we 
are.  We alter our behaviour or attitudes to cope or 
compensate and if our disability, whatever it is, is taken away 
we no longer recognise ourselves.  If we lose the vision in one 
eye, we learn to use the other more. If we completely lose our 
sight our sense of smell, touch and hearing develop to 
compensate. If we are emotionally damaged we learn ways of 
coping and behaving to protect ourselves and all these things 
become part of who we are. 
 

We can get used to illness and infirmity. It becomes familiar to 
us, it even becomes safe. It restricts our world, limits what 
people can expect of us – which can be very hard to deal with 
but equally can be comfortable.  
 
Take this man for instance. He seems to have made a way of 
life out of his long wait for healing. Yes he was disabled, he had 
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been apparently unable to walk or at least lame or extremely 
weak for 38 years. He may not have been able to work. Other 
people would need to provide for him, he would have had few 
responsibilities and little would have been expected of him. A 
grim picture, but consider what healing could mean for him. 
True he would be able to lead a normal life, run, jump, have 
fun. But he would have responsibilities. People would now have 
certain expectations of him. He would have to care for himself, 
provide for himself, work, take responsibility for himself. All of 
this can be very difficult and threatening. It can be easier to 

stay as we are. Learning new ways can be difficult for both the 
sick person and those who love them. 
 
So Jesus’ question, “Do you want to be healed?” took all this 
into account. Jesus’ question to him is perhaps: “do you really 
want to get better, or are you quite happy to eke out your days 
lounging around here with the excuse that someone always 
gets in first. The place, with its pagan associations and its 
healing pool spoke of the possibility of miraculous healing, of 
the remote chance of divine healing, but it was at best sporadic 
and at worst an idle dream. 

 
Secondly, Jesus asked the question because although the fact 
that the man was at a place of healing seemed to indicate that 
he was seeking healing – it doesn’t necessarily  mean that he 
would recognize that healing when it was offered to him or that 
he would be happy with what was offered to him. When Jesus 
asked him if he wanted to be well his reply wasn’t to say yes or 
no but to say, “Sir, I have no one to help me into the pool 
when the water is being stirred”. 
 
He seemed to have fixed ideas about how his healing would be 

achieved and because he had no one to help him into the pool 
he seems to have lost hope of achieving wholeness.  
 
So often, God’s offer of healing and salvation seems too simple 
for us. We find it hard to accept. It would be easier if we could 
earn it in some way. But no all we have to do is humbly ask for 
it and accept it.   This is the dilemma the paralysed man had. 
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He thought something had to be done to gain healing. He knew 
he couldn’t do it so he wanted others to help him get his 
healing – someone would need to bring him to the source of 
help. But no! – nobody else was to be involved. It was simply 
between himself and Jesus. 
 
Jesus offered him healing; all he had to do was accept it. For 
him it was important that he should directly accept his healing. 
We aren’t even told if the man believed Jesus could heal him 
but he must have done or else he wouldn’t have obeyed Jesus 

and got up. I suspect that over the years he had forgotten to 
take responsibility for himself.  
 
So Jesus asked the man if he wanted healing because he 
wanted him to stop and ask himself, “Do I really want this?” he 
seemed regularly to come to this place of healing. It may have 
become routine to him something he no longer thought about.  
Jesus wanted him to ask himself what he wanted  and he 
wanted the man to have faith, the expectancy of healing. He 
needed to ask himself if he wanted to be healed so he could 
see what was in his heart.  And so he did have the faith and 

acted on Jesus command to get up and receive the new life 
that Jesus offered him. 
 
So what can we learn from this passage? 

1. It very clearly tells us God knows what is in our hearts 
and he knows what we need. If we are feeling fragile or 
vulnerable  at the moment we can come to him 
knowing that he knows what we need and canhelp us 
and strengthen us and give us the courage we need - 

2. Because It takes courage to embrace wholeness 
whether physically, emotionally  or spiritually because it 

means walking away from patterns of behaviour and 
circumstances that have become comfortable and 
familiar. And we see this now in our isolation when the 
very thought of lift the isolation does make some of us 
fearful. We are are worried about going out into the 
world again. And we need to ask God to help us as we 
take small steps back into normality again 
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3. Our God knows our needs and is able to bring us all the 
healing we need and give us the faith and courage we 
need to receive it 

4. God will not always bring us healing in the way that we 
expect but it will be more than we hoped or imagined 
for.  


