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Humor me if you will and try to picture the black and white optical illusion 
where some see the profile of an older woman while others see the profile of a 
younger woman. Do you know that one?  It is one of those pictures where initially 
we can only see one image.  For many, it can take a long time to finally see the 
other image, and then for some, the focus is never able to shift enough off the first 
image to ever see the second. My theory is if the paralyzed man in today’s story 
was given this image, he would be someone who could only see one of the images.   

Do you want to be made well? 

Did you notice that the paralyzed man never says “Yes” to this question? 
Instead, he answers “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.” 

In my hearing, the man is giving excuses and blaming others rather than 
really answering the question.  Maybe he hears Jesus’ question as judgment and 
feels shame for being ill which creates the need to explain why he still needs 
healing instead of simply answering, “Yes.” For he surely wants to be made well, 
right? 

To better understand this story, we have to better understand the stirring in 
the pool.  The people in Jesus’ day believed the stirring was created by an angel of 
the Lord and whoever stepped in the pool first after the stirring occurred was made 
well from their physical disease.  

So, by this paralyzed man explaining that he has no one to put him into the 
pool when it is stirred up, he is really saying, “I have no community.”  If he had a 
community at any point over all these years, he would have been carried to the 
water when the stirring began and would no longer be there in need of healing. 
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I have found myself comparing this story to one we heard earlier this year 
from the gospel of Mark where another paralyzed man was healed. In this other 
story, people carried the man on his mat to Jesus and when the crowd prevented 
them from getting in the house where he was teaching, they dug a hole through the 
roof and lowered the man into the room.  

I am always moved by the communal aspect of that story. I appreciate their 
compassion to carry him, their creativity to get on the roof, and their persistence to 
dig through the roof to lower this man into the presence of Jesus.  

In stark contrast to that story, today we find this paralyzed man without a 
community.  He is alone and has no one to put him into the pool when it is stirred 
up which is the only way he believes healing can occur.   

We might say he has tunnel vision. He can only see one way to be made well 
which is to be first into the pool, to win a competition if you will. Being made well 
in his understanding requires action on his part and is dependent on what he does. 
It is as if he can only see the profile of one woman in the picture. 

Do you want to be made well? 

In his book, Gospel of John, William Barclay says, “The first essential 
{step} toward receiving the power of Jesus is to have intense desire for it. Jesus 
says: ‘Do you really want to be changed?’ If in our inmost hearts we are well 
content to stay as we are, there can be no change for us.”1 

Jesus knows that the man must want to be made well. He knows how the 
man will be received by the Jewish leaders. Jesus also knows that being made well 
goes much beyond being able to walk. He needs to know the man is willing to be 
part of the journey to change his story. 

Jesus seeks out this man and initiates the conversation. This is in direct 
contrast to the story just prior in John’s gospel where a royal official begs Jesus to 
heal his son. By placing these stories in order, John is emphasizing his lack of 
community. This paralyzed man didn’t have a single person willing to seek out 
Jesus on his behalf and beg for healing.   

                                                           
1 Barclay, William. The Gospel of John. Westminster John Knox Press, 2017. p. 209. 
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As James Martin says in Jesus: A Pilgrimage, “He had no one to help him in 
[the pool], and Jesus was always the friend to the friendless, and the helper of the 
person who has no earthly help.”2 Jesus truly sees this man as a child of God and 
not just another invalid waiting day after day for the water to stir.  Jesus listens 
with his heart as the man responds to this question, “Do you want to be made 
well?”   

When we listen with our ears, we hear excuses, but when Jesus listens with 
his heart, he hears a “Yes.”  Jesus hears a man who is telling his story the only way 
he knows how, the story that has been on repeat in his head for years and years and 
years. Jesus hears a man who only sees one way to be made well, and this tunnel 
vision strengthens his story that his physical limitations and lack of community 
have prevented him from being made well for over three decades. 

Not until we are halfway through the passage do we learn that this is all 
happening on the sabbath. John clearly wants the focus to be on the healing. He 
wants us to recognize that the central issue is how Jesus is working and not when 
he is working. 

When Jesus heals the man, he says, “Stand up, take your mat and walk.” The 
man is miraculously made well, but it isn’t the healing on the sabbath that the 
Jewish leaders initially question. Instead, they question him about carrying his mat 
on the sabbath. Without the man picking up his mat and carrying it with him, the 
Jewish leaders would never have even known about the healing. 

In a commentary on this gospel Gail O’Day explains that “First-century 
Judaism defined community identity around three religious practices: circumcision, 
food laws, and Sabbath observance. A challenge to the Sabbath was seen as a 
challenge to the definition of the community in Jesus’ time...”3 

To the Jewish leaders, the act of carrying his mat on the Sabbath was a 
challenge of community identity while in our view, his being made well, standing, 
and carrying his mat showed he was finally part of a community. After years of 

                                                           
2Martin, James. Jesus: A Pilgrimage. HerperOne, 2016. p. 281. 

  

3 O’Day, Gail. John. Westminster John Knox Press, 2006. p. 64. 
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being alone on a mat without anyone to even carry him the short distance to the 
pool, he was now part of Christ’s community. 

Jesus chooses to heal on the sabbath. He knows the Jewish leaders must 
learn of the sabbath healing which will result in persecution. He knows all of this 
will lead to Jesus responding to them with these powerful words, “My Father is 
still working, and I am also working.” This statement, which equates him to God, 
makes the Jewish leaders seek to kill him even more, but Jesus already knows the 
path he must take so we will all be made well. 

Whether it be physical, emotional, or spiritual healing, being made well isn’t 
always easy, and it often involves fear of the unknown. As much as we recognize 
our need for healing, our current situation is always a known identity. For good or 
bad, we know what to expect. When we say “Yes,” we are agreeing to be part of 
the change, part of the transformation. 

After being made well, it can sometimes be tempting to turn around and 
return to living as we did before. Maybe this is another reason Jesus had the man 
take up his mat.  By carrying his mat, the man is saying “Yes” and showing his 
intense desire to change.  He is showing that he is ready to move forward and not 
turn back. He is ready to venture out into the unknown where Jesus is leading him 
trusting that he is no longer alone.  

“Do you want to be made well?” 

Jesus is asking this question of us today. How are you answering? Are you 
offering excuses or are you saying “Yes”?  What are the places in your life where 
you are so sure that healing can only come in a certain way that you are blind to 
another way Jesus may be at work? In those moments when you doubt if you are 
ready to be made well remember that our Father is still working and that Jesus is 
still working.  

Being part of a faith community helps to shift our focus and allow our 
limited vision to expand as we grow together.  Being part of a faith community 
helps us learn to see and listen with our hearts. It helps us see those around us and 
really listen to their story which can allow us to shift our focus just enough to 
finally see the other profile.  
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I recently read where many American Christians are being described as 
“functional atheists” meaning while they believe in God, they function as if God 
were still resting. They don’t expect God to be at work in their lives or in the 
world.  

This is certainly not my experience here. After reading that, I found myself 
making a list of ways God is at work in our faith community as we respond to 
God’s grace through worship, study, and service. This list is way too long to share 
today, but I will end by sharing just one. 

Earlier this month we had five guests join us for our Inquirer Lunch to learn 
more about our faith community. Together we gathered around the table breaking 
bread, sharing how God is at work, and getting to know one another. Then that 
following Saturday, each one of them participated in our 2NDSAT for mission 
where we gathered around tables bagging green beans, sharing how God is at 
work, and getting to know one another.  

Friends, our Father is still working, and Christ is still working. Christ is 
working through us, his willing instruments, to bring God’s healing and wholeness 
to our world. 

May we be cheerful participants in God’s work each and every day. Amen. 

 


