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WHEN BEING LAME IS 
Turning Points (Part 2) 

Text: John 5:1-15 
 

The Pool of The Pitied 
 
If you go to Jerusalem today, you can still walk through “the Sheep Gate” and still see 
the ruins of an ancient pool whose name in Aramaic was “Bethesda,” meaning “House 
of Mercy.”  Once fed by natural hot springs, the Pool of Bethesda was famed for its 
healing properties.  Because the spring’s eruptive cycle periodically made the pool 
churn and bubble furiously – a tradition grew up that this effect was due to the hand of 
an unseen angel.1  People began to say that if you could get into the water during the 
period when it was stirred up, then whatever ailed you would be helped if not healed 
altogether.   
 
Not surprisingly, therefore, the Bible tells us that between the colonnades surrounding 
the pool “a great number of disabled people used to lie—the blind, the lame, and 
the paralyzed.  One who was there” – a lame man – “had been an invalid for thirty-
eight years.”  We’re told that “when Jesus saw him lying there and learned that he 
had been in this condition for a long time, he asked him,” a simple question: "Do 
you want to get well?" 
 

A Tough Question 
 
In all my years of visiting hospitals, I’ve said a lot of things to people, but never once 
asked anything like that. If I’d been there at the pool that day, I might have said:  “Gosh, 
sir, I’m so sorry about your situation.  You’ve lived 38 years like this?  I don’t know how 
you’ve managed.  Listen, is there anything I can do for you?  Do you need a sandwich, 
a doctor, maybe something to read while you’re waiting?  Can I fluff up your pillows?”  
I’d have said anything but “Do you want to get well?” 
 
And that is probably one more of many reasons why it is a very good thing that Jesus is 
the Savior and I am not.  Why do I say that?  Well, it’s because of what the next verse 
tells us about this man -- something that Jesus obviously saw from the get-go, but I 
would have missed.  “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.’" 
 
Now, wait a second, that’s not at all what I expected either.  You see, I was expecting 
him to say: “Sir, I’m a quadriplegic and I’ve got no way to even move off this spot.”  Or 
maybe he’d say: “Sir, I’ve tried everything I can think of.  I’ve been to the clinic, I’ve 
done physical therapy, I made friends with some people here and they helped douse me 
in that pool countless times, but nothing seems to work.  I need a miracle.” 
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But that’s not what the man says.  What he does say, in effect, is something like this: 
“Sir, you look like you’ve got it pretty together, so I don’t imagine you’ve got any idea 
how rough I’ve had it.  I can’t get anyone to do for me.  I even limped over to the pool 
myself a couple of times and do you know what happened?  Some slob actually butted 
in line ahead of me!  I mean I can’t win for losing.  I guess some of us just get dealt a 
lousy hand, while others come up flush.  But, you know, you look like life’s been good to 
you.   Could you spare a shekel?” 
 

Wellness and Willingness 
 
Some of you are probably thinking this interpretation is a stretch, but I think not.  Do you 
know why?  It’s because of what happens next.  Let’s go back to the Scripture at verse 
8.  “Then Jesus said to him, ‘Get up!  Pick up your mat and walk.’  At once the 
man was cured; he picked up his mat and walked.”  On the surface it looks just like 
any other healing Jesus performs.  But have you ever noticed how often when Jesus 
heals someone he says: “Your faith has made you well”?  Did you notice that Jesus 
does not say that here?  I think it’s because this man’s core problem is not so much a 
lack of wellness as it is a lack of willingness. Until God addresses him directly with an 
authority than cannot be disobeyed, he simply does not will for his life to be different.   
 
Now don’t get me wrong here.  There are countless people who live with severe 
afflictions who clearly want with all their hearts to become well.  People I’ve known like 
this almost always eventually come to the place where they say: “O.K., this is the spot 
I’m in.  Now what changes, what creative response, what compensatory actions can I 
make to bring the best out of my situation?”  But this man in the Scripture lesson is a 
different breed.  He simply makes excuses for the intractability of his condition.  He is 
the epitome of the term -- “lame excuse.”   
 
I’ll tell you why I’m so certain of this.  Look at the scripture again at the end of verse 9.  
It says:  “The day on which this took place was a Sabbath, and so the Jews said to 
the man who had been healed, "It is the Sabbath; the law forbids you to carry 
your mat."  Actually, there’s no such prohibition in God’s Law; it’s only in the Mishnah 
(a collection of later rabbinical writings) that such regulations were laid down.  But watch 
how Mr. Lame handles the situation.  He answered them: "The man who made me 
well said to me, 'Pick up your mat and walk.'"   
 
It’s just a coincidence, I suppose, that the word “Blame” is a contraction of the words 
“Be lame.”  But blaming others has always been a mark of the self-hobbled life.  Adam 
says:  “It was the woman that made me eat the fruit.”  Eve says:  “It was the serpent that 
told me it was O.K. to eat it.”   Mr. Lame here says “It was some Rabbi that forced me to 
break the Sabbath, but I’ve no idea where he went.”  
 

The Shepherd’s Hope 
 

By this point, I’d want to write this guy off completely; but God is patient and kind, and 
Jesus’ action here reminds us of that.  Like a shepherd in search of a still lost lamb, 
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Jesus went looking for the man.  The scriptures say:  “Later, Jesus found him at the 
temple.”  What do you think the man was doing there?  Was he giving glory to God for 
helping him get on his own two feet?  Was he trying to find Jesus in order to thank him 
personally?  I sincerely doubt it.  I suspect he was there begging again -- still making 
excuses for his life -- as Jesus’ next words to him suggest.  “Jesus said to him, ‘See, 
you are well again.  Stop sinning or something worse may happen to you.’" 
 
Does Mr. Lame wake up here?  Does he recognize that he is standing at one of life’s 
crucial Turning Points?  Does he finally see that the One who confronts him isn’t trying 
to stomp him, but rather to save him?  Read the end of the story.  Verse 15: “The man 
went away and told the Jews that it was Jesus who had made him well.”  He ratted 
on Jesus.  The next verses read: “So, because Jesus was doing these things on the 
Sabbath, the Jews persecuted him… [they] 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.”  
 

When Christ Comes Calling 
 
To paraphrase Michael Card, next to Judas Iscariot, “B. Lame” here may be the most 
insidious person we meet in the gospels and a catalyst for the crucifixion of Christ.  As I 
first understood this story clearly, I thought, “If only I could get my hands on that 
sniveling worm.”  And then, as I got to the end, I realized I can.  I can take my two 
hands and put them around his neck, because the figure in the story is me; and maybe 
you too.2 
 
I invite you to picture Jesus coming to you or me as we sit by the poolside of life.  He 
finds us sitting on the mat of the mindset from which most of us have been living -- if not 
for thirty-eight years -- then for an awfully long time.  What we don’t know is that Jesus 
has been walking among the colonnades of our private thoughts for as long as that and 
more, watching us from the time we took our place on our own mental mat.   
 
He has heard us claim a desire to make certain changes in our lives -- to have deeper 
relationships, to have a closer walk with Him, to take better care of our bodies, to follow 
our dream, to enjoy a greater impact for good in our world.  And Jesus has heard us 
explain to ourselves and others why those things just haven’t been possible up to this 
point -- through no fault of our own.  “If only I hadn’t been dealt such a lousy hand by my 
parents... If only that person hadn’t scarred me... If only it was a better time or if I had 
more time... If only those people saw Christianity the way I do... If only I had the gifts 
that so-and-so has... If only I had more faith, or a more stable financial situation, or less 
pressure on me at work -- why I’d be in that pool in a heartbeat and life would change.” 
 
At the start, all those statements were O.K.  They were appropriate explanations for why 
change has been tough.  The reality is that each of us is saddled with certain external 
liabilities and internal luggage that make it hard to walk our talk.  But is it possible that 
somewhere along the journey, those reasons may have crossed that invisible line from 
reasonable explanations to rationalizing excuses?  Could we have gotten a bit too 
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comfortable with the mat we claim to loathe.  Could we have lost that elementary will 
that makes us crawl and stretch and elbow our way along till at last things are different? 
 
Maybe Jesus is coming up to us today.  For some reason only Love understands 
completely, He has not given us up for lost.  He refuses to walk past us the way we’re 
so tempted to move past the people we see who don’t seem to take enough 
responsibility for their lives.  Instead of attacking or abandoning us, Jesus does what 
love often does when it is trying to provoke a core-level change:  He asks a question.  
It’s a deep and searching question like: “Where are you Adam?” or “Who do you say 
that I am?”  But only you know what the exact question is… 
 
“Do you really want your family to know they matter more to you than your business or 
your recreational life does?  Do you truly care for that person you call ‘friend’?  Do you 
really want to see your marriage renewed?  Do you genuinely want to know Me?  Do 
you truly want to be God’s agent in your workplace?  Do you actually want to rise above 
that addiction?  Do you honestly want to pass on faith to your family members?  Do you 
genuinely want to be forgiven and start anew?  Do you want to be well?“ 
 
“Wellness” in the deepest sense begins with willingness -- with a will to respond to the 
call of God.  When we really have a will to change, it moves us beyond explanations, 
beyond excuses, all the way over to new expressions.  It creates a Turning Point.  
Maybe you’re at one today.  Then hear this good news:  For God has promised that 
where we have the will, He will supply the way.   
 
Let us pray... 
 
O Lord our God, only you know the condition of our lives.  You know those places 
where we’ve gotten stuck in habits and patterns and attitudes that are simply keeping us 
from living to the potential for which you made us.  Where we’ve allowed explanations to 
become excuses, or indulged ourselves in the blame game, forgive us we pray.  We 
want to be well.  Fill our our willingness with your grace today.  Enable us to get up off 
our mats and begin to walk anew.  In the name of Jesus we pray.  Amen. 
 
 
For Reflection: 
 
In what area of your life have you moved from explanations to excuses? 
 
What might be the question that Christ would ask you now? 
 
                                            
1This information supplied by ancient texts discovered at Qumran near the Dead Sea. 
2Michael Card, The Parable of Joy.  Thomas Nelson Publishers, p.63-67. 


