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Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy upon us sinners. Amen. 
 
The Book of Nehemiah tells us about the rebuilding of Jerusalem’s walls after the return from exile in Babylon. Chapter 
three gives us the actual account of the building, and the first thing mentioned in that chapter is the building and 
consecrating of the Sheep Gate. The only other mention of this gate in the Bible besides John chapter 5. Nehemiah goes 
on to speak of five other gates built into the repaired walls, but only the Sheep Gate is said to be consecrated, made holy, 
that means, it’s set apart.  
 
The natural question is, “Set apart for what?” This gate was on the northern side of the city, and let right into the Temple 
Mount. It is thought by many that this name was given because this is where the sheep for the temple sacrifices were 
brought into the temple area. That makes sense then, that this gate is set aside for the entry of the sacrificial animals, the 
sacrifices which would themselves be holy, set apart for God. How fitting then, that He who is the Lamb of God, He who 
will put an end to all animal sacrifices by His perfect sacrifice, comes there. 
 
The Lamb comes as the Shepherd of His flock, and it is by the sheep gate that He beholds His poor sheep. He comes not 
to sacrifice them, they do not serve Him at their expense. It is He who comes in mercy. That is what Bethesda means, 
“house of mercy.” He sees a man who has been an invalid for 38 years. He is unable to make himself get into the water 
and there is none to bring him. You are to see in this, as in pretty much every sick person Jesus encounters, a lesson of 
how we are to see ourselves. Before faith we are blind, deaf, mute, crippled, dead. And totally unable to address and 
correct that problem.  
 
I believe that I can not by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to Him. But here you see as we see so 
often, it is Jesus who comes to us. We see that already in His taking on our flesh, being born as one of us. That is how 
salvation happens. Not by our clambering up to God, but by His condescension, His coming to us. So He comes to this 
poor man. 
 
Many of the readings we are hearing from John’s Gospel this Lent were used in ancient times as the final basis of 
instruction for adult converts who would be baptized at Easter. In the first centuries of the church, in the Roman world, 
you had all sorts of horrid practices and ways of living. It was a time quite similar to our own. People were caught up in 
awful, unspeakable lifestyles. What do you do to prepare such people for baptism? How do you even begin to speak to 
such people, in hopes that they would one day come to desire baptism?  
 
Last week’s text, of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well, was often used in the early church. It shows beautifully 
how Jesus engages someone so different from Himself, so in need of what He has come to give. This week’s reading is 
not one of those pre-baptismal texts, but it is quite fitting. Because we again see Jesus come in mercy. What stands out in 
this text is Jesus’ interesting question: “Do you want to be healed?”  
 
That question could be taken two ways. It can be understood as an exciting offer. But especially in these days, I wonder if 
it isn’t a question of if this man actually desires Jesus’ aid. Oh, he knows his problem, as do each of us. And yet how often 
do we just accept whatever our struggle with sin and fallenness is and embrace it, make excuses for it, use it as the reason 
for our living? People are generally skeptical of the genuineness of the people who stand at intersections and off ramps 
with signs that proclaim their hardship and asking for money. We often hear how, at least for some, such begging is quite 
productive and essentially serves as a day job. So for us to take Jesus’ question the way I think it can, would be like rolling 
your window down, and asking, “Don’t you want a better life than this? Are you desiring something different?” 
 
And perhaps this is instructive for how we can talk to those who do not yet know, who are caught up in a way of living 
that clearly is not good for them, does not make them happy, leaves them lying helpless, broken, and in shame, and yet 
they see no way out, no one coming to their aid. This ought to resonate with us. We were each there too. We were unable 
to fix our most fundamental problem. And as much as your mom and dad loved you, despite all their desire for your 
good, they themselves were unable to fix your biggest problem. But they brought you to the One who can and did. They 
brought you to baptism.  
 



There, despite your blindness and enmity towards God, you were called by the Gospel, enlightened, sanctified by the 
working of the Holy Spirit, brought in through the gate of the font as a sheep, not to be sacrificed, but to be gathered into 
the flock of the One who laid His life down for you. He is the One who is constantly at work reaching out to sinners, and 
calling them to walk in the way after Him. That’s why He heals on the Sabbath. He’s God, the One who is always at work, 
creating, upholding by His power, and acting to save sinners. 
 
 
 
  


