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John 5:1-15 
 5:1Some time later, Jesus went up to Jerusalem for one of the Jewish 
festivals. 2Now there is in Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate a pool, which in 
Aramaic is called Bethesda and which is surrounded by five covered 
colonnades. 3Here a great number of disabled people used to lie—the blind, 
the lame, the paralyzed. 5One who was there had been an invalid for thirty-
eight years. 6When 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?” 
  “Sir,” the invalid replied, “I have no one to help me into the pool when the 
water is stirred. While I am trying to get in, someone else goes down ahead of 
me.” 
 8Then Jesus said to him, “Get up! Pick up your mat and walk.” 9At once the 
man was cured; he picked up his mat and walked. 
 The day on which this took place was a Sabbath, 10and so the Jewish 
leaders said to the man who had been healed, “It is the Sabbath; the law 
forbids you to carry your mat.” 
11But he replied, “The man who made me well said to me, ‘Pick up your mat 
and walk.’” 
 12So they asked him, “Who is this fellow who told you to pick it up and 
walk?” 
 13The man who was healed had no idea who it was, for Jesus had slipped 
away into the crowd that was there. 
 14Later Jesus found him at the temple and said to him, “See, you are well 
again. Stop sinning or something worse may happen to you.” 15The man went 
away and told the Jewish leaders that it was Jesus who had made him well. 
 
 
  In the early church people who took on the role that I presently hold in 

the congregation were referred to as “elders,” partly because they were older 

and had the respect that comes with age, but mostly because they were 

assumed to be people who were “elder in the faith;” people chosen by the 

congregation because of their understanding of what it means to be a follower 

of Jesus. 



  One of the other related words used for congregational leaders in the 

early church was “papa” which means “father.” In Latin the word for papa is 

“pope” which is why the Roman Catholic Church ended up with that title for 

the head of their religious order. Technically we could say that in the early 

church every congregation was led by its own local papa or pope. How the 

Roman Catholic Church ended up with only one pope is a story out of church 

history that we can talk about at a later time. 

  In the congregation, the Elders were responsible for instructing people 

in the faith. But just like today their ability to teach was built on the 

assumption that they were people who could be trusted, who knew what they 

were talking about and should be respected as God’s representatives. 

  The office of teacher in the congregation is something that God calls us 

to BUT the power to teach is “granted” by those who are willing to listen and 

learn. “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink.” I guess 

that’s always been true. 

  In my journey into pastoral ministry, I was ordained twice. My first 

ordination took place in 1980 and I was ordained as a “Deacon.” The word 

deacon means servant and my ordination was specifically to Word (which 

means preaching and teaching) and to Service. 

  My second ordination took place in 1983 and I was ordained as an 

“Elder” to the ministries of Word, Sacrament and Order. The word “order” 

means the responsibility for ordering the ministry; pointing out direction for 

the congregation and making sure that everything we do together to reach 

and make new disciples is being done both well and effectively. 

  I became an “elder” at the age of 29. You might say that I was a younger 

elder (which, parenthetically did create some problems because there have 

always been people in every congregation that I’ve served who thought that 

they knew more and better than I did about what the Church should be like 



AND when (in addition) they thought of me as being just a kid it didn’t help. I 

don’t have that particular problem anymore.) 

  Often times in New Testament stories Jesus is referred to as “Rabbi” 

which means “teacher” BUT in this particular story we see Jesus doing more 

than simply teaching. He actually inserted himself into the life of a man who 

had been crippled for thirty-eight years. Jesus apparently just walked out of 

the crowd and sorted through all of the people who were sitting around the 

pool of Bethesda and began “ordering” this particular man’s life.  

  For some reason Jesus decided to tell this man what to do and in doing 

so he was presenting himself as more than just a conduit of spiritual 

information; he was showing himself to be Lord over creation. 

“Get up! Pick up your mat and walk.” John 5:8 

  It’s not that there wasn’t teaching that needed to be done. This man 

was operating in a system that suggested that every time the water moved it 

was being stirred by an angel and that the first person who could get into the 

water would somehow magically be healed. These “legends” are the kinds of 

things that people who have no hope create in order to live their lives every 

day. Ironically, these are the same kinds of things that “non-believers” accuse 

us of doing. They would like to believe that we are like the crippled man and 

have created a series of fanciful myths in order to help us live our everyday 

lives. They want to believe that we are simply weak and superstitious. This 

gives them reason to continue in their own unbelief. 

  The sad thing is that we know people who identify themselves as 

believers BUT who have wandered into myth and superstition because it IS a 

comfort for their lives. This means that we need to work extra hard at 

helping people understand that our faith is not a series of fairy tales that we 

have concocted to make ourselves feel good. What we want people to 

understand is that WE are, like the crippled man, people who have 



responded to a living savior who has stepped into our lives and told us to 

STAND UP AND WALK. We have been touched. We once were blind but now 

we see and our lives can never be the same again. This is what this man 

needed to learn and this is what we need to tell our friends. 

  The people who I find myself the most interested with (in this story) are 

the Pharisees AND maybe it’s because their profession was very similar to 

my own. They were responsible for teaching people about the living God. 

They were the ones who were supposed to embody a relationship with the 

God of the universe and help people find comfort and strength and peace in 

the presence of this God who loved them. BUT, what we see are a group of 

ultra-religious people who were more concerned with whether or not a man 

should be walking around carrying his mat on the Sabbath day than they 

were with the fact that this man had been healed after being a cripple for 

thirty-eight years. 

  I find myself fascinated with the Pharisees because I have noticed that 

WE have a tendency to do just exactly what they were doing. 

  We are called to trust and follow; it’s a fairly simple formula; trust and 

follow. But we understand that trusting God with everything we have and 

then following him wherever he wants to lead us will mean that we have to 

let go of all the things we love the most and so we tend to CREATE rules and 

check lists and give people the impression that this thing we call Christianity 

is more about following the instructions than it is about loving Jesus. 

  One of the incredible things that Jesus was always doing was to turn 

the whole conversation around. He said that instead of creating elaborate 

lists of what we should and should not do. Lists that we can never keep and 

lists that might not always reflect the love and mercy of God. We should focus 

on the relationship that God has invited us in to. He said that we should love 



God first, love our neighbors next and then everything else (all the rules and 

all of the checklists) should FALL INTO PLACE. 

  We can never become what God wants us to be by our own effort and we 

should never get caught in that trap that suggests that we can earn our own 

righteousness if we just try harder. We need to learn to lean on Jesus and 

then we should begin to “DO” what God expects because we “ARE” his 

trusting followers. This thing we call Christianity has always been at its very 

core a relational movement and we can’t be God’s children until we have 

allowed God to be our father. 

  This is why we have a tendency to end these conversations by 

suggesting that each of us needs to surrender our lives to Jesus and ask him 

to fill our hearts with his presence. We need to change our religion into a 

relationship with the risen Jesus and that happens the moment we ask Jesus 

to be the Lord and Savior of our lives. So ask. 

  The piece of this conversation that we have a tendency to let drop is the 

last thing that Jesus said to this man who had been healed. 

“See, you are well again. Stop sinning or something  
worse may happen to you.” John 5:14 

  To understand what Jesus was saying to the healed cripple we have to 

understand the context for this miracle. 

  In Jesus’ day, the Pharisees taught that sickness and suffering were 

connected to a person’s sin which (in their minds) meant that people like this 

crippled man couldn’t be healed without first being forgiven. 

  In this particular story, the Pharisees were angry with Jesus for two 

reasons. First, he was encouraging this man to break the Sabbath laws 

because it was against the Jewish Law to carry anything on the Sabbath Day 

(even your mat); it was considered work. 



  The other thing that made the Pharisees angry was the implication that 

when Jesus healed this crippled man he was forgiving the cripple man’s sin 

AND only God could forgive sin. 

  On the other side of this equation was the man who had been healed. 

From his perspective he had just received a healing that he didn’t seek and 

apparently received forgiveness that he wasn’t looking for. SO, he could have 

interpreted this whole event as proof that he didn’t need to worry about his 

behavior because it apparently wouldn’t make any difference. He could have 

thought of his healing as a sort of spiritual “get out of jail free card” and this 

miracle might have actually encouraged him to sin even more. 

  So, when Jesus caught up with the man he left him with this little 

verbal nugget, 

“See, you are well again. Stop sinning or something  
worse may happen to you.” John 5:14 

  One of the spiritual traps that we are all tempted to fall into is 

assuming that we’re innocent as long as we don’t get caught. If I do 

something wrong and I seem to get away with it then I might find it easier to 

do that same thing again. One of the mistakes that we have made in the 

modern Church is that for too long we have preached what Bonhoeffer called 

“cheap grace.” We have said to people that they shouldn’t worry about their 

behavior because God would always forgive them. We have taken advantage 

of God’s mercy and made a mockery of Jesus’ sacrifice. 

  Again, forgiveness is part of the relationship we are supposed to have 

with Jesus AND that relationship is supposed to change us. 

  I noticed at the time of the 9-11 attacks that it seemed like the whole 

world wanted to have a candlelight vigil and spend time in prayer. AND, 

churches all over the country were opening their doors and inviting people in 

to find support and comfort in that difficult time. 



  After the crisis had passed, there were people who pointed back to all of 

those candlelight prayer meetings and suggested that this might be the 

beginning of the next great spiritual revival in this country. However, what 

actually seemed to happen was that many people who felt called to pray on 

the days following the attack got through the crisis and realized that they 

were going to be OK. God was there when they needed spiritual support BUT 

now that the hard time was over they could go back to all the things they 

were doing before. It was much like the experience of the people of Israel who 

wandered away from God until their lives spiraled out of control. They 

basically ignored God until they found themselves oppressed by their enemies 

and then they repented and cried out for God to intercede which he did. And 

once the crisis was over they went back to ignoring God all over again AND 

the cycle repeated itself. 

  We are here today to acknowledge that Jesus has stepped into our 

lives to call us to stand up and walk (find healing and new life) and then to 

follow Jesus wherever he would want us to go. The “standing up” can happen 

in an instant but the “walking” will take a lifetime of disciplined 

commitment. The journey can begin today. 

  This is what I want you to tell your friends. New life in Christ is not 

about trying to follow the rules. New life in Christ is about learning to 

surrender our lives to Jesus and learning to lean on him for strength and 

help every day. 

  We are not spiritual giants. We are sinners saved by grace. We are 

beggars telling other beggars where to find bread. We are not done but we 

have committed our lives to listening, learning and leaning. The good news is 

that our friends can experience this same new life as well once they learn to 

lean. 

 



LEARNING TO LEAN 

The joy I can't explain fills my soul, 
Since the day I made Jesus my King; 

His blessed Holy Spirit is leading my way, 
He's teaching and I'm learning to lean. 

Chorus: 
 I'm learning to lean, learning to lean, 

Learning to lean on Jesus. 
Finding more power than I'd ever dreamed, 

I'm learning to lean on Jesus. 

Sad, broken-hearted, so often I've knelt, 
And I've found God's peace so serene; 

And all that He asks is a child-like trust, 
And a heart that is learning to lean. 

Chorus: 

There's glorious vict'ry each day now for me, 
Since I found His peace so serene; 

He helps me with each task, if only I'll ask; 
Ev'ry day now I'm learning to lean. 

Chorus: 


