Sunday 11 September 2011 : John 5 : 1-9a   [p. 1068]
The open-air pool at Bethesda was a well-known landmark in 1st century Jerusalem, a forerunner of the spa resorts that prospered in Victorian times at places like Bath, Cheltenham and Harrogate. The waters of Bethesda came from a salt spring, and the minerals were reputed to have health-giving qualities. For this reason, people with diseases and disabilities flocked there, hoping to get into the water at precisely the right moment, just as the spring bubbled up, to get the full benefit of these chemicals.

Some were luckier than others, it seems. Or perhaps there was more to it than luck. When Jesus paid a visit to this alfresco A & E waiting room, he made a beeline for a man who had been there for 38 years. We hear a lot about NHS waiting lists, but no-one’s had to wait since 1973 for an operation. Do you remember 1973 – the year Britain joined the Common Market, Watergate entered our vocabulary, Sunderland won the FA Cup … and the World Trade Centre in New York was opened.

That’s how long this guy had been lying there. And, out of all the people waiting for their turn, this was the man Jesus was drawn to. They got into conversation, which on one side would be a dose of the poor-old-me’s, as the man rehearsed at great length and in painstaking detail his litany of woe. We know about these organ recitals.

When we have a long-standing health problem, if we’re not careful, it can become a part of who we are. We develop ownership of it – my arthritis, my heart condition – and the way most people cope with chronic disease is to accept it and learn to live with it – though not, usually, to suffer in silence! In some circles, especially religious circles, stoical acceptance of misfortune is commended as a virtue, even spiritualised – it’s the cross you have to bear, it’s your thorn in the flesh. 
If that’s what you believe, then, at risk of offending you and taking a baseball bat to your whole system of belief, I must tell you I cannot emphasise strongly enough how wrong, how unbiblical, and how insulting to Jesus that defeatist, fatalist, attitude is.  It is a lie of the devil, holding many of God’s people captive way short of the quality of life they should be enjoying, the quality of life Jesus died for them to enjoy.
Time and time again the scriptures tell us that it is God’s revealed will for all of us to live in good health. In Exodus 15.26, God reveals his nature to his people as they head out of Egypt toward the Promised Land  :  I am the Lord your healer. What part of that is hard to understand? 3 John 2 : the same author as this gospel, the beloved disciple of Jesus, states : I want you to prosper and be in good health, even as your soul prospers. Surely John knew the heart of Jesus, and Jesus the heart of the Father?

In John 10.10, Amplified Bible, we find Jesus saying : The thief comes only in order to steal and kill and destroy. I came that you may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. How much clearer does it have to be before we accept that disease and disability are part of that stealing, killing, destroying work of the devil, whilst health and healing are part that enjoyable, abundant life that Jesus came to bring us – as demonstrated by the healing miracles he performed?
That it is God’s will to heal his people, by every means including the supernatural, in the present day, is so obvious, both from the scriptures and from sheer commonsense, that you need guidance from theological experts not to see it! God is your Father, who loves you and wants nothing but the best for you. Of course that means He wants you to enjoy good health. Illness and injury are never, ever, God’s will for you.

But the biggest single obstacle to God’s people enjoying good health, as God intends, is wrong thinking. The way we think is the main determining factor of how we live. What we believe about God sets the limits for what we receive from God, and I want to encourage us today to take a crowbar and smash that glass ceiling to pieces.

This man in Jerusalem, who’d been on his back for 38 years, typifies wrong thinking. Although he had a vague idea that some people got lucky on the healing lottery from the waters of the pool, he did not believe that he was destined to be one of them. Long ago he had resigned himself to remaining a cripple all his days. His expectation level was rock-bottom. Other people might benefit, but not him. Over the years he had come to settle for existence rather than life, subsisting out of the begging bowl.

So when we see Jesus cut him off in the midst of a weary rehearsal of his misfortune with the seemingly crass and insensitive question : Look, buster, do you want to get well or are you just going to lie there like a beached whale? – please understand that this isn’t an outburst of ill-natured impatience but a serious enquiry that went right to the heart of the problem. The truth is that there are some people who enjoy ill-health.

Their ailment gets them attention and sympathy. They’ve learned to manipulate other people by playing on their symptoms. They dump responsibility for their own lives on the shoulders of those who care for them. If Jesus were to offer them healing, on the basis that they would then have to stop whinging and get on with life, it would scare them stiff. Healing would kick away their crutch. There are people like that.
For what it’s worth, I actually don’t think this man at the pool was in that category. Rather do I see him as being part of that much bigger group of people who genuinely would welcome God’s healing touch, but who just don’t think they’re worthy of God’s attention. Yes, some people do get healed, God can do that, but he wouldn’t do it for me, because I’m just a plain old sinner, I’m not good enough to earn God’s favour, my faith’s not strong enough, I still think wicked thoughts, or whatever.

I believe that’s the wrong thinking this man at the pool suffered from, and I believe it’s the wrong thinking most church people today suffer from. The essence of our faith must be the grace of God in Jesus Christ, in other words the totally undeserved forgiveness, goodness, kindness and blessing that God brings to his people just because he is Our Father and He loves us. The Bible is full of the promises of God’s love and mercy, and they’re all bought and paid for by the cross and resurrection.

The extent to which God pours out upon us his salvation, his healing, his deliverance, his prosperity has absolutely nothing to do with how good or otherwise we are, and everything to do with how good he is, and how complete is Christ’s sacrifice for us. 
Thank God that our prayers are not tied in any way to our performance. We are told to pray in the name of Jesus, and that’s not just a neat little formula like “yours faithfully” at the end of a letter. It means that when we come to God to ask him to heal someone we love, or to heal us if we’re not well, we don’t back up our case by telling God what a wonderful person it is we’re praying for and how much that person derives to be healed. Truth to tell, in the flesh, we deserve nothing but judgement – for the word says that all have sinned and fallen short of God’s glory.

And if it was human virtue we depended on, for anything, we’d be in trouble. But it’s not. Instead, we are to come to God giving thanks for, and trusting in, all that Jesus is and all that Jesus has done for us. The good news we proclaim is how much God delights in blessing, by his grace, by the power of Jesus’ death and resurrection, people who have absolutely no claim, no right, no merit of our own, to be blessed.

I believe Jesus was drawn to this guy at the pool precisely because he’d nothing to offer – for 38 years he’d done nothing but lie on his back and feel sorry for himself, he hadn’t even tried to roly-poly his way into the water and take his chance on it. 
From a human point of view, bluntly, he was a waste of space – but Jesus healed him, just to show that God longs to reach out and do miracles even in the most unlikely, undeserving candidates. If He can break 38 years of self-centred doubt and unbelief, if He can restore the years the locusts have eaten – as the prophet Joel so graphically describes God’s miraculous power – then truly there is hope for all of us.
So what are the lessons we can draw from this story? First and foremost, that the will of God is always, without exception and without precondition, that all his people enjoy good health. It is always, invariably, 100% of the time, God’s revealed will to heal us, and if we’ve been taught differently, we’ve been taught wrongly. 

Second, the extent to which God blesses us in any way, including physical healing, is determined entirely by our willingness to believe and receive. If we choose to hold on to our aches and pains as a means to get attention and sympathy, or if we choose not to believe that miracles happen today, or if we accept that they might happen, but not to us because we’re not worthy, and anyway we’re Presbyterians, then we really have no-one else to blame – certainly not God – for our failure to be healed.

God’s will is crystal clear from scripture, and if our stinkin’ thinking gets in the way of his perfect purpose, more fool us. Finally, we don’t have to buy, earn or deserve the healing power of God. The price has been paid in full, by Jesus, and that’s just as well because it’s a price we could never have afforded to pay ourselves. The man at the pool had nothing to offer for his healing, and he knew it, and that was exactly what enabled Jesus to carry out such a wonderful miracle in his life.

All we have to offer is the promise of God’s Word : 1 Peter 2.24 : Jesus Himself bore our sins in his own body on the tree that we might die to sin and live for righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. All bought, all paid for, all freely available – at Bethesda then, at Lilliesleaf tonight. Come, believe, and receive. 
