HOW WOULD YOU RESPOND?

Text: John 5:1-16
Readings: Psalm 116
Theme: The invalid healed by Jesus does not respond with gratitude or faith in Jesus.
Purpose: To urge you to respond to Jesus in faith in him as God's Son and in much gratitude. 

*************************************

New Zealand has a very long and accessible coastline. That makes it ideal for a variety of water sports - swimming, sailing, surfing and fishing. During the summer months many people are out enjoying the water. Sometimes they get into trouble. Swimmers and surfers can get trapped in severe rips, and fisherman can get caught in a wave that washes them out to sea. Often these people have been saved from drowning by others who have come to their rescue. 

When that happens the natural response of the person who has been saved is to be thankful. They usually express their gratitude for their rescue. That is a normal and appropriate response. 

That is the response of the believer to God's salvation. We read of that in Psalm 116:12f;
"How can I repay the Lord for all his goodness to me? I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the Lord. I will fulfil my vows to the Lord in the presence of all his people." 

Unfortunately not everyone who is rescued responds with gratitude or thanks. Some people are indifferent, some are ungrateful, some are sour and grumpy. 

Today we will consider how Jesus helped a man who had been an invalid for a long time. We will consider the response of Jesus to this man, then the response of those around him when they saw this miracle, and then we will consider the response of the man himself to his healing. 
As we go through this ask yourself; "How am I responding to the Lord Jesus in my life?"

Let's first consider the situation.
The end of chapter 4 described the healing of the son of the royal official. That happened in Galilee, in the north of Israel. 
Some time later - we don't know how much later - Jesus went down south to Jerusalem for one of the Jewish feasts. John has much more to say about the ministry of Jesus in Judea and Jerusalem than do the other three gospel writers who concentrate primarily on the ministry of Jesus in Galilee.

Jerusalem, like most of the cities of that time had a wall built around it to protect the people from enemies. People went into the city through gates set in the wall. In the north west corner of the city there was a gate known as the Sheep Gate, presumably because it was near the temple and people brought their animals for sacrifice through this gate. 
Near this gate was a pool known as Bethesda. A number of hospitals have been given this name because it means "house of mercy" - a good name for a place of help and healing. 

Notice that John gave specific information here. He described what actually happened in these particular places. He did not just make up these stories but wrote this down as history.
We can confirm this because archaeologists have found this pool in Jerusalem and have excavated it. It was made up of two pools and was surrounded by four colonnades or porches that went around the outside and then another fifth colonnade that went through the middle of the pools.

If you visit Rotorua you can go into a large and beautiful building set in the government gardens that used to be a bath house but is now a museum. Many people went to those baths because the waters of that area were known to be good for their health and well-being. That is also true of the hot pools in Hanmer Springs in the South Island. 

It was the same back then in Jesus' day; the pool of Bethesda was thought to have medicinal properties. This is why many sick and disabled people lay there - the blind, the lame and the paralysed. Verse 7 mentions that at times the water in the pool would be "stirred". The stirring of the water could have been the result of the bubbling of a spring feeding into the pool or a supernatural work of God. There was a popular belief that when that happened the first person into the pool would be made well.  

Among the many people by the pool was one man who had been an invalid for 38 years. That doesn't mean he had lain by the pool all those years, nor does it mean he had been like this from birth, but he had been in this condition for a long time. 

Jesus found out about his situation, either by asking him, or because others told him, or because of his insight and knowledge as God's Son. 

1.	HOW DID JESUS RESPOND?	

He showed him compassion. He felt sorry for this man who had been in this condition for so long. He went up to him and talked to him. He took the initiative. 
What made him speak to this man rather than all the others who were there? What made him single him out? We don't know except that this was his divine wisdom, his choice and his compassion.

He then appealed to his will. He asked him a question; "Do you want to get well?" You might think that was a strange question to ask someone who was ill. Of course he wanted to be well! 
But this man may have lost the motivation to be cured. People like him survived by begging for their food and many made an easy living out of that. Being made well would carry with it a massive change of lifestyle and many new responsibilities: he would have to work and be busy and take responsibility for himself. 
Think of those in our own society who have been on welfare or sickness benefits for a long time. Many of them lose the will to work. They lose the motivation to look for employment. Some don't even want to change their lifestyle. 
The question Jesus asked this man offered a new possibility. 

Jesus then healed him and so demonstrated his power.
This man was in an unenviable situation. He had an incurable illness, he had been in this condition for 38 years, he was waiting in vain for a miracle, and he had no family or friends to assist him. He focused only on the healing power of the water but knew that he would never get there. He saw his situation as hopeless and, humanly speaking, it was.

But Jesus said to him; "Get up! Pick up your mat and walk." Jesus asked him to do what was impossible, but he gave him the ability and power to do it. He made him healthy and well. The man suddenly felt strong and vigorous and he stood up, rolled up his straw mat, and walked! This bed used to carry this powerless man; now, with new power, he carried his bed. 

This act of powerful healing by Jesus demonstrated again that Jesus was the Son of God and he had this power given to him by his Father. This is why John selected this miracle to include in his gospel, a miracle not mentioned by the other gospel writers. Here is more evidence that "Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God." And this was written so that you may believe in him, "and that by believing you may have life in his name." (John 20:31). 

2. THE RESPONSE OF THE JEWS. 

When John wrote about "the Jews" in this story he had in mind the Jewish religious leaders, especially the Scribes and Pharisees. How did they respond to this remarkable miracle?  

In verses 9 and 10 we read; "The day on which this took place was the 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.'" They were not interested in his healing; their focus was on his disobedience to the law.

The Jews took the Sabbath very seriously and that was commendable. God had commanded; "Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. Six days you shall labour and do all you work but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall not do any work..." (Ex 20:8ff).

The Scribes and Pharisees wanted to protect this law and so they added extra commandments; they built a "fence around the law". Their motive was good but their method was bad. The scribes asked; "what is work?" and they answered this by developing 39 categories of work. One of these categories included carrying anything from one place to another. 

Much earlier Jeremiah and Nehemiah had condemned the people of Israel for continuing with their business on the Sabbath and carrying their loads, as they did on the six working days (Jer 17:21, Neh 13:15). 
But this former invalid was not a furniture removalist and carrying his mat could hardly be regarded as work! But that is exactly how the Jews saw it. 
They bogged this command down in detailed rules and minor regulations. They were so busy griping about this man breaking their man-made laws that they could not rejoice in his healing after 38 long years!

This is not to say that the fourth commandment about the Sabbath is unimportant. Today we are more inclined to go to the other extreme in this matter and we don't take the Lord's Day seriously enough. We easily justify to ourselves all sorts of travel and work and activity as if this day was like any other. 
The challenge we face is to keep the letter and the spirit of the law; to combine obedience to God with a deep interest in other people. These two concerns go together, they complement each other. But the Jews had made them opposites. They ignored this man's healing and focused on their law.

They asked this man (verse 12); "Who is this fellow who told you to pick it up and walk?" 
Perhaps they suspected that Jesus was the man behind this because he had been in Jerusalem before and had done many miracles (4:45). 

They also realised that a man telling people to break the Sabbath laws was more dangerous than the occasional person who broke them. So they wanted to get to the bottom of this. 

Later on they found out it was indeed Jesus who had done this. As a result "the Jews persecuted him" (v 16) and planned to kill him (v 18). So much for their pious concern about keeping the law! That began a conflict between Jesus and the Jews that went on through the rest of this gospel. 
Eventually it led to Jesus' death on the cross. That was no accident of history. Jesus had come as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. That was why he had come - to pay the price for sin. This was the plan of God; but the human instruments of this were the Jews motivated by their intense hatred of Jesus.

Jesus did miracles so that people might believe that he was the Son of God. Some saw those miracles and believed. Others saw the same miracles and did not believe. 

What about you? What is your response to Jesus? Will you respond in belief or unbelief? Will you kneel before him in worship or will you turn away and ignore him?

3. THE RESPONSE OF THE INVALID. People interpret the actions and responses of this man in various ways, but taken as a whole his response is not encouraging. 

In verse 11 when the Jews first told him off for carrying his mat he passed the buck; "The man who made me well said to me, 'Pick up your mat and walk.'" This man was not going to join the ranks of heroes! He did not want to be a martyr. He did not want to take the blame for this, so he passed the blame to Jesus; "He told me to do it! I'm just following orders!"

In verse 12 the Jews asked who told him to pick up his mat but he had no idea who it was. We can't blame him for this because Jesus, not wanting to draw attention to himself, had slipped away through the crowd. We sometimes hear of this today; of someone who saved the life of another person but who then, in all the commotion, had quietly gone away.

The ignorance of this man about Jesus reminds us of all the people in the world today who receive countless benefits and blessings but who do not realise that they come from God. Every day they enjoy health, strength, food, clothing, shelter, rain and sunshine, family and friends, but they do not realise that all of these are gifts from our heavenly Father, and they never thank him.   

Later on Jesus went looking for this man and found him in the temple. He reminded him that he had been made well, and then said; "Stop sinning or something worse may happen to you." (vs 14). 

"Stop sinning" may refer to a specific sin in his life, or it may refer to his lack of faith and trust in God. There was a danger that he would be content with his physical healing and not do anything about his ignorance of God. 
He had been healed in his body; now he needed to seek healing for his soul. Jesus had made him whole physically; now he needed to seek spiritual wholeness.

The "something worse" Jesus spoke of was the final judgement. If he did not repent and stop sinning then he would suffer the punishment of hell. 

Again there are countless numbers of people today who are healed by God - either directly in some miraculous way, or through the agency of doctors and surgeons. God heals atheists and agnostics and muslims and hindus. Each one needs to hear these words; "Stop sinning or something worse may happen to you."  

How did this man respond? We can't be 100% sure but the next verse is not positive (vs 15); "The man went away and told the Jews that it was Jesus who had made him well."

The best construction you can put on this is that the man was naive and did not know that the Jews hated Jesus and he wanted to give Jesus the credit for healing him. That seems unlikely.

A more plausible reading is that here is a rare individual who was greatly helped by another and who was not grateful. He was healed after a long illness but gave no clear expression of gratitude.
He did not worship Jesus but got him into trouble.
He did not join the kingdom of Christ but remained with the Jews.

What about you?
At the beginning of this sermon I asked you to ponder this question: "How am I responding to the Lord Jesus in my life?"

Do you believe that he is God's Son?
Do you believe that he died on the cross for your sin?
Are you responding to your rescue with gratitude?
Are you expressing that gratitude by devoting your life to serving, worshipping and following him?

"How can I repay the Lord for all his goodness to me? I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the Lord. I will fulfil my vows to the Lord in the presence of all his people." (Psalm 116:12f)

The appropriate response to Jesus consists of faith and thanks.

Amen. 



