
ARE YOU WILLING TO WALK?
You Need Training for the Soul

Text: John 5:1-9; Romans 7:18-20; Philippians 4:13

The Great Adventure (Part 3)

Introduction to the Scripture Reading

If you are just joining us today, we are in a series about how to find our way to 
an even more abundant life than we may be experiencing today (John 10:10). 
Last week I suggested that in order to go on this journey, we need Sight for 
the Pathway. We need to have our binoculars pointed toward what Jesus 
called “the Kingdom of God” (Matt 6:33). 

The Kingdom, as Jesus describes it, isn’t a geographic place, so much as a 
State of Being. It is a state of spiritual and relational health that comes from 
loving God and loving other people at a level that most people in this world 
never reach, simply because they are on the road to some more popular but 
lesser destination. 

Today I want to drill down into how you and I can develop the kind of spiritual 
health that is the well-spring of a truly abundant life. We get an important clue 
about this through a fascinating encounter between Jesus and someone else in 
search of a greater life. I invite you to take out your Bibles and turn with me to 
John’s Gospel, chapter 5. We’ll read the first 9 verses of John chapter 5, 
responsively. Let’s both hear and proclaim the Word of our God. [Read John 
5:1-9]

By the Baths at Bethesda

Back in ancient times, there was a natural hot spring within the precincts of 
Jerusalem, around which the locals built stone walls and porticos to create a 
wonderful pool and spa. The place is still visible today (I’ve been there myself), 
though it now lies in ruins and the water is gone. Long ago, however, this spot 
was a popular destination for many travelers. You see, at regular periods, the 
hot spring would erupt, turning the pool into a Jacuzzi of sorts. Legend had it 
that an angel was stirring up the waters, and that if you could get yourself into 
the pool when the water was roiling, you could be healed of whatever ailed 
you. For this reason, the locals called the pool  “Bethesda,” which means in 
Aramaic, “House of Mercy” or “Grace.” 

John chapter 5 tells us that Jesus happened by that pool one day and started 
up a conversation with someone who had ostensibly come to that place to find 
greater health. WHAT was wrong with this man, the text doesn’t spell out. Verse 
3 says that he is surrounded by “the blind, the lame, the paralyzed” (John 



5:3), so it’s only natural to think that he must suffer from something similarly 
debilitating. 

Verse 5 calls him an “invalid,” but the Greek word underlying that translation 
is a telling one. The Greeks had a variety of words to describe somebody who 
was ill or unhealthy, but the word chosen here is ”asthéneia.” One scholarly 
commentary notes that “astheneia” conveys the way an illness or a particular 
problem has of weakening someone’s will till they become overly and wrongly 
dependent. Someone who suffers from “astheneia” is not just weak in body but 
also in soul.

If you read between the lines of this story, you’ll see that here. We’re told that 
the man has been an invalid for almost forty years. To his credit, he’s got the 
first principle of positive life-change down. He’s got his binoculars pointed in 
the right direction. He can see that pool over there that is the symbol of health 
and wholeness. He has his sights on the pathway, but he’s not making any 
progress in getting there. 

Verse 6 says, “When 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?” It’s a pretty fair question, if you think about it. I mean, this guy 
has been “lying there,” apparently “for a long time.” Yet he’s no closer to his 
stated destination. Verse 7 paints more of the picture: “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.” Really? You’ve built no relationships with anyone willing to help you in 
all this time? You’ve inched no closer to your destination?  You can’t imagine 
even rolling yourself into the pool? Maybe, says Jesus, it’s time to “Get up! 
Pick up your mat and walk.”

We Are Like the Invalid at the Pool

Now, I may be taking a little bit of liberty with this story, but it seems to me 
that a lot of us can be a bit like that man by the pool. We would like to be 
spiritually healthier than we are today. We might even be able to imagine 
ourselves washed in God’s healing power. Picture yourself there. (Gal 5:22-23)

You get up tomorrow to a different self than you have today. You live all of 
tomorrow aware of God’s presence all around you and within you. In moments 
of conflict or choice, you hear God’s voice guiding you. The love that your 
heavenly Father has for you and all people is so palpable to you that it makes 
you remarkably loving and kind toward everyone you meet. 

You feel this joyful confidence that you can handle everything that is 
happening to you today because God is with you. Your day is filled with all the 
usual noise and pressures and crises, but you are amazingly peaceful. Your 



identity and sense of well-being is no longer based in what you do, or have, or 
look like, or have others say about you; instead, your life is deeply rooted in 
the unimpeachable regard that the Greatest Being in the Universe has for you. 

People are amazed by how patient and gentle you are with the flaws and 
failings of others; but that’s only because they can’t see how God has helped 
you see with such profound humility the stubbornness and subtlety of your 
own sin and stumbling. You are now capable of a stunning self-control in the 
face of the anger or the appetites or the addictions that used to own you. The 
goodness and generosity with which you move through the day begins to exert 
a gracious influence on your family members, workmates, and friends.

Would you like to BE this person I’ve just described? Would you like to have 
the spiritual health of Jesus himself, because that’s what I’ve just been 
describing? A lot of us would. Like the man at the Pool of Bethesda, we have 
been “trying” to get into that kind of life. We come to church a few times a 
month looking for these improvements. We pray occasionally for God to 
change our spirit. We muster up as much will-power as we have to feel or think 
or behave differently. We make resolutions to TRY harder. 

But not much happens. With St. Paul, we confess: “I have the desire to do 
what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the good I 
want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on 
doing” (Rom 7:18-20). Many of us feel that we are no closer to the glistening 
pool of the Kingdom’s health than we were last year or five year’s ago or fifty.

And we are probably not going to get any closer to it – any more than we’re 
going to be able to go out and ride the Tour de France or climb Mount Everest 
or play scratch golf or win Dancing with the Stars – even though we might 
WISH we could. Wishing gets us no closer to the Pool. But walking will.

Get Up and Walk

If we want BIG changes to happen in our spiritual health, we have to start 
taking small steps to overcome the “astheneia” – the weakness of spirit – that 
prevents us from getting where we want to go. In other words,  we have to 
stop trying and start training.  If it hasn’t already, your development as a 
disciple needs to shift from a weekend exercise to a daily discipline. 

The people who first spent time with Jesus were often “amazed” by the beauty 
and power of his spiritual health. The disciples finally figured out that this 
vitality had something to do with Jesus’ disciplines. Jesus spent a lot of time in 
silence and solitude. He devoted a lot of time to prayer. Jesus fasted and 
reflected and insisted on a rhythm of Sabbath rest after working.  And so the 
disciples finally said to Jesus, “Teach us” to do life the way you do it (Luke 
11:11).



If you want to go on the Great Adventure with Christ, the first thing you need is 
Sight for the Pathway. You’ve got to set your sights on becoming healthy like 
Jesus. But you won’t reach that destination without Training for the Soul. 
Spiritual disciplines are like cross-trainers or hiking boots. They put feet to the 
spiritual journey, enabling us to walk with God. Spiritual disciplines transport us 
to the place where responding in Jesus-like ways becomes natural versus forced 
because we are so deeply connected to God.

When you’ve been engaged in daily Bible study, you don’t have to think so 
hard in a moment of pressure, “What would Jesus do?”  You know what he’d 
do, because you’ve been walking with him all week. When you’ve woven a 
regular practice of fasting into your life, you’re much less likely to be ruled by 
the sudden impulses and appetites of your body. You’ve discovered through 
slow training that your flesh doesn’t control you.

When you’ve made a habit of silence and solitude, you see your life and its 
problems in their proper size. You discern priorities more easily. You know what 
God is urging you to do or calling you to let go of. You know that it is fine and 
maybe even better not to talk all the time, but simply listen. When you’ve been 
journaling about your journey on a regular basis, you’re much more aware of 
God’s presence, much more in tune with what God is seeking to change in you, 
much more likely to feel love and gratitude than you would otherwise.

If I could suggest one practical next step to help you advance toward the pool 
of spiritual health, it would be this: Pick up a book on spiritual disciplines – 
(we carry several great ones in our Bookstore) – and experiment with some of 
the soul-training practices you’ll find there. Just try one of those practices for 
awhile. See what God does with that. Then take a step forward with another 
one.

Make Your Way to the Emerald Pool

At the end of a long trail in the White Mountains of New Hampshire lies a 
spectacular place known by adventurers as “The Emerald Pool.” It is a deep, 
iridescent pool of the coldest, clearest mountain water you have ever 
encountered – surrounded by rocks at the bottom of a cliff. You can get to this 
place only by an arduous journey of many deliberate steps through forested 
valleys and across boldfaced mountains. But the journey is worth it. You see, 
there is nothing quite like leaping from the top of the cliff into the emerald 
waters below. You emerge feeling cleaner and more alive than you have ever 
felt before. Most people never experience it, simply because they are not willing 
to take the disciplined steps it requires to get there.

Don’t be one of those people. Be willing to make the long walk to spiritual 
health by training your soul through spiritual disciplines. Many of us hear the 



term “spiritual discipline” and immediately shy away. It sounds like too much 
work, too great a cost to pay. But as Dallas Willard reminds us, the cost of 
really going on the Great Adventure with Christ is much smaller than the cost of 
just lying there. “Nondiscipleship costs abiding peace, a life penetrated 
throughout by love, faith that sees everything in the light of God’s overriding 
governance for good, hopefulness that stands firm in the most discouraging of 
circumstances, power to do what is right and withstand the forces of evil. In 
short, it costs exactly that abundance of life Jesus said he came to bring.”  

The pool is still flowing. The grace and mercy of God that heals souls and 
refreshes life is still waiting for you, shimmering in emerald glory. The question 
for us is the same as it was for that man by Bethesda long ago: “Will you just 
lie there where you’ve been for a very long time. Or will you take some new 
steps. Are you willing to walk?” 
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