“Stand Up, Take Your Mat and Walk”

John 5:1-16
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John 5:1-16

How would you describe your spiritual life? What would be the visual image of your faith? Would you be a body builder? A runner? A by-stander? Or, would the image of the man waiting beside the pool feel like it fit?

Last week, we talked about the themes of faith and life. This week, the themes are the same, but the encounter is in the reverse order: life, then faith. But before we get to those themes, we need to go through a little background. 


Background

We have moved into a new section in John. Remember, John is not so much interested in providing a chronological narrative of Jesus’ life – that is, simply a biography – rather, he is interested in telling us things “so that [we] may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing [we] may have life in his name.” (John 20:31). 

John has been very deliberate in structuring the material. The gospel began with the prologue and introduction, which served like the overture to a great symphony announcing the themes. Then, John gave illustrations of Jesus’ power, demonstrated through signs. The signs revealed his glory: water into wine; the cleansing of the temple; telling the Samaritan woman all she ever did; and healing the royal official’s son. 

Now, in chapters 5-10, John moves into a section where the focus is on Jesus’ interaction with the religious authorities during major feasts in the lives of the Jews. There were three times during the year when Jews were required to go to Jerusalem for religious purposes. Jesus’ presence and activity at these events raised the stakes for the religious leaders, and ultimately caused the leaders to develop the plot to have him crucified. Though John does not specify in our passage this morning, it does seem as if it were Pentecost, which was the celebration of the first fruits of the harvest.



1. Sabbath

For the purpose of the larger gospel, this story sets up the confrontation between Jesus and the religious authorities regarding Sabbath obedience. We looked at this extensively last year as we were going through the gospel of Mark. I am only going to touch briefly upon this topic this morning.

Why was breaking the Sabbath such a big deal? It is important to remember the context in which Jesus was walking. Here are God’s chosen people who have endured the judgment of the Lord – taken into captivity from the Promised Land – for their disobedience to the covenant established with Moses at Sinai. The Jews had gone from being a powerful kingdom to an exiled and oppressed people. Granted, the Romans allowed them to exercise their religion; the Jews viewed this as an opportunity to be actively faithful to the covenant restrictions. One of the Big Ten – the Ten Commandments – was to observe the Sabbath. The Sabbath was a time of rest, because God rested on the Seventh Day. It was a sign by which the Jews were distinguished from all the peoples of the nations, those who did not observe the Sabbath.  The Sabbath is the setting for our passage today. 

Just one other note before we get into what it means: this story is one of the biblical passages that archaeology has aided our understanding. In the last century, the pool described in John 5 was discovered. It was a trapezoid shape (meaning, it had four straight sides, only two of which are parallel – I had to look it up). It was 315 feet long. It was 165 feet wide at the narrow point, 220 at the wide point. It was a pool fed by underground streams. The interesting thing is that the streams were not constant; that is, sometimes there was underground water filling the pool, other times not. 

There was a legend that surrounded the pool. According to tradition, an angel of the Lord used to come down to use the pool. The water would get stirred up and the first one in the pool after the water was stirred up would be healed of whatever ailed them.

All of that is background for what happens. 


Do You Want To Be Made Well?

Jesus went in and saw this man waiting by the pool. Jesus knew he had been there a long time and asked, “Do you want to be made well?”

What a question! How could the man not want to be made well? Yet is it not a rhetorical question at all. Jesus is really asking.

The man’s response shows that it was a question worth asking. The sketch John gives us makes it appear that his disease had become his identity. When Jesus asks if he wants to be made well, the man responds with an angry statement of the injustice done to him at the pool. He was so in tune with his identity as a victim of his own circumstances that he did not hear the question Jesus posed to him. “Be made well? I would, but all these other people are not letting me…”

How incredibly self-absorbed! How incredibly naïve! How incredibly human! 

Yes, he is very much like you and me. Do we want to get well? We are abundantly aware of our limitations, deficiencies and failures; yet the idea of getting better often strikes fear into us. We feel safer in our current situation – no matter how painful – and often choose to deny that there is a problem, rather than deal with the possibility of change.

One of the favorite television shows in my house is “What Not To Wear.” The premise of the show is that an unsuspecting person’s friends have written to the show seeking help. The person wears ill-fitting or inappropriately-styled clothes and the friends are writing for a style-intervention. The hosts come, offer to take the person to New York for a week to shop with $5,000 – if the person agrees to get rid of their entire current wardrobe. 

Tears are common on the show. Often, it comes at the point where the person has been stripped of their previous wardrobe and has been sent out shopping for new clothes with a set of new rules. It is only at that point that the prior façade is broken down. The person struggles with the unknown of a new look – their new life and new identity. The “face” that they previously had is now gone – and now they have a choice: go back or begin to move towards a new “life.” Of course, because this is “reality” television, people talk in phrases like, “a whole new life,” and that this is their salvation. But the point is that our self-perception and identity are deeply personal.  Even when there is an awareness of helplessness, it is not necessarily the case that we “want to be healed.”

Such is the case in our spiritual lives, too. Many of us know that we need to be made well in our Christian walk. We know that we have been tagging along at a distance, trying to make sure that Jesus is still in sight, but not too close. We are afraid that if we really are healed, things will change in our lives. 

They will.

We are afraid that we will find ourselves doing things differently than we do them now.

We will.


We are afraid that we will get deeper and deeper involved and that people we know now might not recognize us any more.

That is likely.

We are afraid that if we change and experience new life, we will not be able to complain about things like we do now.

That is true. And, on this count, Jesus is unsympathetic. To the man he said, “Stand up, take your mat and walk.” Thirty-eight years the man had thought of himself as an invalid. Thirty-eight years he thought of himself as a victim or a needy person who would never know anything different. Suddenly, things are very different.


Obeying the Command, but Forgetting the Commander

Because when Jesus commanded the man to “Stand up, take your mat and walk,” the man did. John does not give us any indication that the man had any idea who Jesus was, but he did what Jesus said. He obeyed Jesus’ command. Amazingly, miraculously, he was healed. He was able to stand up, take his mat and walk. After thirty-eight years – but then he paid no attention to the one who had healed him. 

Can you imagine? 

Actually, I can imagine. It would be difficult to grasp what had happened. It would be difficult to comprehend that it actually did happen – healing had actually occurred and it was not just a dream. Things that are too good to be true are often fake – what was the catch? I can picture the man lost in his own thoughts trying to figure out, “What just happened?”

Suddenly thrust into a new reality, the man took his mat and walked. Away. Away from Jesus.

Now, here’s the truth about mountaintop experiences with God. The moment we enter back into the regular world, we experience the crash. After thirty-eight years, Jesus told the man, “Stand up, take your mat and walk,” and he takes his mat and walks. It is a miracle – and then, among the first things that happens, the religious leaders tell him to stop doing that! Can you feel the wet blanket?

Most new believers have this kind of experience. There is the euphoria and wonder of experiencing God’s grace and salvation. There is a joy that overflows and they cannot help themselves; they want to share their happiness with everyone around. When they do, they are met with the look: “oh, you are one of them.” You are one of those annoying people who does not recognize the hardness of life, you are one of the frivolous people who denies the troubles that the rest of us face. They are dismissed, shunned, or ignored. Their friends tell them, “That’s great – just keep it to yourself. Don’t change.”

Do you remember the parable of the sower? This is a classic example of the seed sown on rocky soil. “It sprang up quickly, since it had no depth of soil. When the sun rose, it was scorched; and since it had no root, it withered away.” (Mark 4:6) 

Fortunately, Jesus did not let this happen to the man. John tells us, “Jesus found him in the temple.” The shepherd went looking for the lost sheep. Jesus searched him out and re-connected with him. He addresses the man, “See, you have been made well.” You are alive; once you were dead but that is no longer true. “Do not sin any more, so that nothing worse happens to you.” In other words, you are alive – choose life from now on. Have faith in the one who has given you life.

For us, this part of the story should be a great consolation. It means that Jesus does not give up on us. So many people believe that God set the world in motion and then – considering all the troubles and horrible things that happen – left us to fend for ourselves. Jesus’ seeking out the man shows us differently: God continues to pursue us and draw us to himself. 

It is the second encounter that marks the real transformation in the healed man. The man’s reaction is interesting. On first glance, it looks like he went to betray Jesus; however, the opposite is true. 

The man went to the Jews to tell them that it was Jesus who made him well. Instead of marveling at his own condition, he went to testify to what Jesus had done. The man with new life went to bear witness to those who were still blind and unwilling to receive him. 

Don’t miss the point of what John is telling us here: yes, Jesus healed the man from paralysis. But more important, he took a man whose identity was dead and he gave him life. No longer did the man define himself by what he was unable to do; he now defined himself by the one who had made him able. 

How would you describe your spiritual life? Are you thirty-eight years in and not moving? Are you waiting for someone else, somewhere else, to do something to make you better? If so, hear Jesus this morning, “Stand up, take your mat, and walk.” Hear Jesus say, “See you have been made well.” There is none other who can do these things for you. 

Life and Faith. Marvel at the miracle of life. Remember the one who is the author of life. 


Communion

So we gather here today. We come to this table because it is the Lord’s table. In this meal we celebrate the life we have in Jesus Christ. It is life he has given us at the cost of his own. It is life we receive as a gift. It is life that makes us well. 

And, we come to this table because Jesus commanded us to remember. We do not take his gift for granted. We do not assume that we deserve it, have earned it, or are worthy of our own accord. We remember that Jesus is the one who has given himself to us. 

Life and Faith. Stand up, take your mat, and walk.

8:45 communion

10:00 Hymn #399 We Walk By Faith and Not By Sight

� Information about the pool was found in Anchor Bible Commentary, Gospel of John, p. 207.
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