THE QUESTION
ABE/LL JULY 11 AND 12, 2009

Questions, like people, come in all shapes and sizes, and not all are a prelude to discovering important information.  For example, how many times did your Mama ask you, “Do you want me to give you something to cry about?” or your Dad say, “Do you think money grows on trees?”  

Women, surely we have all asked this question of spouses, friends, and sisters, “Does this outfit make me look fat?” Answering any of these questions unwisely or at all, could lead to a whipping, a cancelation of allowance, and finally the end of a marriage or friendship. Not all questions need to be answered.
But when Jesus poses a question you can be sure there is an answer, a good answer.  Before I show this video clip from the Gospel of John movie, I want to set it up for you just a little but adding a disclaimer….The scene you are about to see is not for the closed minded, nor is it about innocent people who suffer from serious diseases they did not cause.  Watch carefully and listen deeply.
SHOW VIDEO CLIP
John 5

The Healing at the Pool 

 1Some time later, Jesus went up to Jerusalem for a feast of the Jews. 2Now there is in Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate a pool, which in Aramaic is called Bethesda[a] and which is surrounded by five covered colonnades. 3Here a great number of disabled people used to lie—the blind, the lame, the paralyzed.[b] 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?" 

 7"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 Jews 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 Jews that it was Jesus who had made him well.

 16So, because Jesus was doing these things on the Sabbath, the Jews persecuted him. 17Jesus said to them, "My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working." 18For this reason the Jews tried all the harder to kill him; not only was he breaking the Sabbath, but he was even calling God his own Father, making himself equal with God.
a. John 5:2 Some manuscripts Bethzatha; other manuscripts Bethsaida 

b. John 5:3 Some less important manuscripts paralyzed—and they waited for the moving of the waters. 4 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
Now if you are ______, ________, _______ or any of the others of our number who are daily doing battle with diseases that  appear to be nearly incurable this question of Jesus’ seems callous, even cruel. Maybe you were even thinking, “How mean of Jesus to ask that poor crippled man such and unkind question!”  You might even have thought, as you watched the scene, “Well, duh! Of course he wants to be well. Who wouldn’t?”

 Those attitudes are justifiable if we simply stop at the surface meaning. So let’s toss a rock in the waters to stir things up a bit to lives beneath the surface.
Revisiting the scene we just saw, here are some key elements;
1. There is a Jewish Festival going on in Jerusalem

a) Passover, Pentecost(spring) or The New Year or Festival of Booths (fall) are all possible candidates for the festival alluded to
b) Jewish males were required to come to Jerusalem for some of these religious festivals

2. It appears Jesus is not with his disciples

3. Jesus seems to be aware that the pool is exactly where he needs to be

4. He immediately knows things about this particular man

a) He has been an ill for 38 years, though what kind of illness we must surmise from the nature of the healing (unable to walk)

b) The sick man apparently had something to do with his own illness.
5. Jesus heals the man on the Sabbath, breaking one of the Mosaic Laws/commandments
How do we know? Well, these verses tell us Jesus came up against the religious leaders due to this act of mercy on the Sabbath, but what was the basis of their accusation? This happened to Jesus often in all the Gospels but where is that in scripture?
It all began in the Beginning…..God has snapped his celestial fingers and created everything, then, we hear this in Genesis chapter 1:31-2:1-5
Gen. 1:31

God saw all that he had made, and it was very good. And there was evening, and there was morning—the sixth day. 

Gen. 2

 1 Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array. 

 2 By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. 3 And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done.
Our word,” rest”, by the way, comes from “restoration”, which indicates that relaxation is only a part of the “rest” experience. Renewal, refreshing, recharging can also be expected.

   As the history and traditions of the people of Israel developed over time, as did their understandings.  So, the Sabbath Law handed to Moses on the mountain is a commandment from God.  The people are to refrain from work, as are their households, their animals, visitors etc. This is to benefit the creation, not to limit it. Exodus 20 recounts the commandments being given to Moses.
Exodus 20:8-11
 8 "Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. 9 Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 10 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates. 11 For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.

DEUT. 5:12 SAYS THE SAME THING
But as time marched on, the disobedience of such an ordinance took on a more sinister tone, not overtly present in the Sabbath commandment.  See what happened to Sabbath breakers by the time the book of Numbers is taking its place in the sacred literature of Israel.
Numbers 15

 30 " 'But anyone who sins defiantly, whether native-born or alien, blasphemes the LORD, and that person must be cut off from his people. 31 Because he has despised the LORD's word and broken his commands, that person must surely be cut off; his guilt remains on him.' " 

The Sabbath-Breaker Put to Death 

 32 While the Israelites were in the desert, a man was found gathering wood on the Sabbath day. 33 Those who found him gathering wood brought him to Moses and Aaron and the whole assembly, 34 and they kept him in custody, because it was not clear what should be done to him. 35 Then the LORD said to Moses, "The man must die. The whole assembly must stone him outside the camp." 36 So the assembly took him outside the camp and stoned him to death, as the LORD commanded Moses.

So breaking the Sabbath rest became such a taboo that it brought with it the death penalty.  Why?  Because, only a defiant blasphemer would dare despise the word of God. 
 So the religious leaders of Jesus’ day were sure they were honoring God when they stopped the crippled man from carrying his mat and when they attacked Jesus for working on the Sabbath.  In other words, the temple rulers were sure Jesus’ acts of mercy were nothing more that the acts of a defiant blasphemer, even if the results were positive for some poor wretch! 
If the leaders had bothered to really look, without religious bias, they would have witnessed love in action.  They would have understood Jesus’ words when he later says, "My Father is still working, and I am working also." 

By this he means that humans may rest, in fact, it is good and godly to rest,   but God is always acting on behalf of the creation. Since Jesus is God-with-skin-on, he too will act to heal, seek, teach and save, regardless of the letter of the law.
As this is a story about Jesus’ authority to do what is right, let’s look back at THE QUESTION.
Thinking again about the video we viewed, remember the setting and the main characters. 

Here is an artist’s rendering of what the POOL OF BETHESDA must have looked like in its day , without the porticos or pillars.  Lovely. 
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And here is what it looks like today, after having been discovered in an excavation effort.
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In Jesus day the place is fairly strewn with sick, sick people.  There is a level of misery we can only imagine. Even the video does not capture the sea of damaged, twisted, devastated invalids who waited hopefully by the pool to be healed.
Why were they there? What was so magical about the pool?  If you have King James, The Living Bible, The Modern Language Bible and several others you will have a verse 4 included.  NIV’s and others have dropped  this verse because it is not included in the earliest and most reliable mss of John, and its wording in Greek is unlike that found in the rest of the Gospel, in other words it is probably in insertion by another author.  Here is the scripture with verse 4 in place,

 After this, a Jewish festival took place, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem.  2 By the Sheep Gate in Jerusalem there is a pool, called Bethesda in Hebrew, which has five colonnades.  3 Within these lay a multitude of the sick—blind, lame, and paralyzed [—waiting for the moving of the water, 

4.  “ for an angel of the Lord went down at certain seasons into the pool and stirred up the water; whoever stepped in first after the stirring of the water was made well from whatsoever disease that person had.”
So magic was indeed associated with the spot. It appears that some natural cause made the pool bubble occasionally, perhaps from pressure upstream or from increased rainfall.  The bubbles, the ancient folks believed, indicated a heavenly portal of healing was opened to the lucky ones who got in while the water was churning. 
 In to this myth, Jesus walks, spying the man who had been ill for 38 years.  The length of his illness is given for no other reason than to indicate the total hopelessness of his disease.  Waiting to be healed after 38 years is either the greatest hope a person could have or pathetic resignation that there is no place else to go anyway…just keep hanging out  in the midst of the most miserable.  Not exactly the zip code for a cheerful neighborhood.  

The man is just there, pitifully alone.   When Jesus poses the big question, “Do you want to be well?”He answers Jesus with a non-answer. Some might even call it an excuse.  The sick man says to Jesus’ question, “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.”  
“…I have no one…” may be the saddest words in all the scriptures.  Why is this poor man so alone?  Now we begin to understand the real question Jesus is asking.  As I said in the beginning of this message, when Jesus asks a question you can bet there is a reason.  It is a teaching question.  Depending, again, on your translation you will have the question posed as
 “Do you want to be made whole?”

“Do you want to get well?”
“Wilt thou be made whole?”
“Do you want to be healed?”
It is notable that Jesus does not typically ask a sick person if they want to be well
THE QUESTION Jesus is asking the wretched man is electrifying! He wants the man to know that He knows, he is somehow responsible for his own 38 years of illness. This man has brought this upon himself. We are left to imagine what may have happened to rob him of the gift of mobility, the blessing of friends and family, the freedom of excellent health.  Did he let rage and violence rule his life so that his legs were crushed by a stronger opponent?  Did he stumble, blind drunk, into deep pit filled with jagged rocks?  Was he caught robbing the homes of Roman rulers who turned their ruthless guards loose upon him? Was it Roman torture crippled him?  Something happened in this man’s life over 38 years ago and now , here he is here, just inches away from the waters he once believed could restore with no way to go the distance.  
Jesus, without touching him let’s the question sink in. He listens as the man offers his excuse about having no help and being too slow, then he says, “Stand up, take your mat and walk!”  And he does.  The man had hoped some outside source could make him well, but he would hardly have imagined Jesus…an invisible angel, maybe, but an itinerate Jewish Rabbi working on a Sabbath?  Not hardly.

The story doesn’t end here. As the man makes his way, mat in hand, he is stopped by a teacher of the Mosaic Law and sharply reprimanded for breaking a code.  One may not carry a load on the Sabbath either, even a poor cripple’s mat. The man says he was only doing what his healer had directed him to do, yet, he didn’t even know who Jesus was.  Imagine, you are miraculously healed after 38 years of wallowing in filth with the rejects of society and you don’t even bother to say, “Who are you?”  or even “Thank you, Lord.”  Scripture tells us the man didn’t catch Jesus’ name because he disappeared into the large crowd by the pool.  In any case, the breach of etiquette allows for our healed man to encounter Jesus again.  Verse 14 states, “Later Jesus found him in the temple and said to him, “See you have been made well! Do not sin any more, so that nothing worse happens to you.”  Well there you go again, Jesus! Saying things that seem cruel on the surface.   This warning makes sense, in light of the fact that we now understand how easy it would be for any human to fall back into a lifestyle that cripples and maims.
So the question was and is, “Do you want to be well?”  Jeff’s sermon last weekend spoke about the freedom that is ours when we decide to follow Jesus and our scripture today highlights that idea.   Do you want to be free from a life that cripples you in mind, body, emotion, spirit?  Do you want to be well?
Jesus is asking this man to come out of his life of wallowing in hopelessness by a pool that can do him no good and step into a new life, baptized by the one who gives Living Water to all.  This invitation to wellness is for us too. Are we wallowing in self-pity; burdened by a past that haunts us; tortured by an addiction; irresponsible with the resources God  has given us; trapped in negative relationships that drain us dry; punished with guilt because our adult children are making poor decisions; afraid to try anything new because we might fail?  Jesus asks us “DO YOU WANT TO BE WELL?”  Do we really want to be well or do we plan to stay here stuck on our own cripple’s mat waiting for someone to magically make things better? 
Jesus says,” Rise up, take up your mats, and walk.”  
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