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Do You Want to Be Well? 
Peter Hiett @ The Sanctuary Downtown 

March 5-6, 2010 
 
[Song: “Fly Away” – Lenny Kravitz] 
 
(prayer) 
We sing that we want to be free.   
We say that we want to be free. 
So help us know what freedom is. 
Help us preach Your Gospel. 
 
[Video Clip – “Life of Brian”] 
 
I love that clip.  [That man is] an “ex-leper” who is mad at Jesus.    
He says:   

“I was hopping along, minding my own business.  All of a sudden, up he 
comes … cures me!  One minute, I’m a leper with a trade, next minute, my 
livelihood’s gone!  Bloody do-gooder.” 

 
So Brian suggests a solution, and the man says, “Well, I was gonna ask him if he 
could make me a bit lame in one leg, during the middle of the week.  Ya know, 
something beggable.”   
 
See, Jesus healed him, but he didn’t want to be well.  So he’s gonna ask Jesus to make 
him lame … a little bit … in one leg. 
 
Who would ask to be lame?!  That’s crazy.  Scripture says, “You ask and do not 
receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your own wants.” 
 
Maybe what we want is lame? 
 
Well, that’s ridiculous … right?   
Who would ever want their own destruction?   
Who would ever want a self-imposed prison of disease? 
 
Excuse me. 
 
[Peter lights up and begins smoking a cigarette] 
 
Excuse me.  I’ve been through a lot in the last few years, and now preaching really 
stresses me out.  So a smoke calms me down. 
 
Like I was saying, that movie clip was ridiculous, and so obviously it has nothing to 
do with us.  So, let’s look at our text for the day: 
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[John 5:1] 
After this, there was a feast of the Jews, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 
 
… For a feast, like a Sabbath.1 
 
Now, there is in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate a pool, in Aramaic called Bethesda, which 
has five roofed colonnades.   
 
This is what archaeologists believe is actually that pool.  It’s actually 2 sections 
surrounded by 5 porches – 5 roofed colonnades.   
 
In these lay a multitude of invalids – blind, lame, and paralyzed.  2 
 
Verse 4 is missing in many translations, for it’s missing in most reliable ancient 
texts.  It explains the practice of waiting for the angel …   
 
This is a horrid scene:  They would wait for an angel to stir the water, for they 
believed the first into that water would be healed.  That was their “health care 
system”:  The first were first, and the last were last.   
 
Imagine that. 
 
But Love is the first serving the last.   
 
So, if you did get in first, it demonstrated you were last at Love.  So your body might 
be saved, but your heart would sink ever deeper into hell.   
 
Well, it was “survival of the fittest” under the 5 roofed colonnades.  And just desiring 
to be the “fittest” demonstrated that your heart was least fit – least worthy – to 
survive.  It was at the edge of hell, and who would want that? 
 
[ verse 5 ] 
One man was there who had been an invalid for thirty-eight years.  When Jesus saw 
him lying there and knew that he had already been there a long time, he said to him, 
“Do you want to be healed?”  The sick man answered him, “Sir, I have no one to put me 
into the pool when the water is stirred up, and while I am going another steps down 
before me.”   
 
Jesus did say unto him, “I’m so sorry.  Excuse me.  For those are very valid excuses.  
It’s obvious that you are a victim of a repressive health care system, and I apologize 

                                                
1 Once, I calculated that there were 80 days of commanded feasting in old Israel, and one day of 

commanded fasting called Yom Kippur – the Day of Atonement – which we now celebrate with a feast 

called Easter.  Every Sabbath was a feast day, plus 28 more = 80 days of feasting.  You see?  God wants 

good things for us. 
2 Paralyzed is “xeros” in Greek.  Literally, “dried up,” like an empty well. 
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for my insensitive question… For my insensitive question about your desire to be 
made whole, as if you were not fully self-actualized already.  Surely you are not an 
invalid – you are only differently-abled.”   
 
So Jesus left the man under the 5 roofed colonnades. 
 
See?  I can offend everybody with just one sermon.  Liberal and conservative, 
Democrat and Republican. 
 
Well, Jesus didn’t validate their health care industry, and he certainly did not 
apologize for the question.   
 
Actually, he didn’t (??) that … but asked a question:  “Do you want to be healed?” 
 
John doesn’t really reveal this man’s answer, but I think he wants us to ponder our 
answer.  And it must be a valid question, or I doubt Jesus would have asked it.  Why 
would you not want to be healed?   
 
Who would not WANT to be healed? 
 
Me. 
 
In 2nd grade, I wanted to be sick… probably prayed to be sick … cause if I was sick, 
mom would write me an excuse, and then I wouldn’t have to deal with the bullies at 
the bus stop.  Oh, I could say, “I wanted to, but I couldn’t!  I was a victim of the flu, so 
I had to stay home and watch Gilligan’s Island!” 
 
It wasn’t just 2nd grade.  Sometimes I still pray that way: “God, I’ve been hurt, so 
don’t expect me to walk again.  Don’t make me hope again, try again, love again, get 
vulnerable again.  Just let me lie here and die … a bitter old man.  For surely I have 
an excuse.  I’m a victim. 
 
Maybe this guy wanted to be a victim.  Later on, in verse 11, he blames Jesus when 
the Jews accuse Him.  If you’re a victim then nothing is your fault, and everybody 
owes you. 3 
 
And yet, you can’t really be fixed, for you did nothing wrong. 

                                                
3
 Someone once said, “Once you’re a victim, you can justify anything.”   

They were talking about the middle east. 

Germany was a victim at the treaty of Versailles, at the end of World War I. 

The Jews were a victim of German resentment and shame. 
The Palestinians and Arabs claim to be victims of Israel. 

Now we claim to be victims of them. 

Judaism and Islam are both religions of Law, and what are we? 
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Well, if you’re a Christian, you’re not a victim.  “The day you eat of it, you will surely 
die,” said God.  See, if you’re a Christian, you confess your guilt, and you believe none 
is innocent … well, except one.  And that one is this One … talking to the invalid.   
 
He was innocent, but chose to be a victim (that’s a strange victim). 
He was first, but chose to be last, so the last could be first.   
He was first to the side of the pool, but chose to let everyone else go first. 
He chose to bear our infirmity that we might be made whole. 
 
And that’s how he conquered the world.  That’s Love. 
 
So now, if I find myself suffering, I’m not a victim.  I’m a disciple enrolled in my 
Lord’s school of Love, learning the eternal song of Mercy.   
 
And “these slight momentary afflictions prepare me for an eternal weight of glory.”  
My time in the pit grows Faith, Hope, and Love.  My time in this prison is to teach me 
the eternal song of Heaven… the music of Grace. 
 
So, no Christian is a victim.  But maybe this fellow wanted to be a victim.  Maybe he 
wanted to be excused.  Jesus said, “Do you want to be healed?” and immediately, he 
starts making excuses.  (Now, excuses have their place.  Not everything is your 
fault.)  But perhaps this man has excused himself to death. 
 
Do you want to be well?  “Actually, I’d rather be excused.” 
 
You know, if you’re excused, you can’t be forgiven; for if you’re excused, there’s 
nothing to be forgiven for.  Only the inexcusable are forgivable.   
 
When you excuse a person, you say: “I thought you did wrong, but you didn’t.”  
When you forgive a person, you say: “You did wrong, for which there is no excuse … 
but I will suffer the wrong and refuse to retaliate.” 
 
To be a Christian is to admit you’re not a victim, which is to admit you are 
inexcusable, which is to likewise admit you are forgivable.   
 
Now, you might say: “What on earth would this man need to be forgiven for?  He’s 
an invalid, for gosh sakes!”  
 
Well, I don’t know, but in verse 14, Jesus finds him in the temple and says, “Sin no 
more that nothing worse befall you.”  Now, that kind of troubles us, and yet we know 
we all deserve death, and are all dying or dead already.   
 
All sickness, calamity, infirmity, and disease are the result of sin.  The real shock is 
that anyone is well, or thinks they’re well.  As Jesus will soon reveal (John 9, Luke 5), 
it’s those who think they’re well that are the most sick, and those who know that 
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they are sick that are the closest to being well.  The seeing are blind, and the blind 
see. 
 
And in John 9, Jesus reveals that particular infirmities are not necessarily the result 
of particular sins.  Yet Jesus did say to this man, “Stop sinning,” and the verb tense 
implies that this man has been sinning until now.  For thirty-eight years, he’s been 
an invalid.  What sin could he possibly be committing? 
 
Well, maybe sickness isn’t a punishment for sin, so much as sin is its own sickness. 
So, sin is choosing to not be well.   
Sin is its own punishment. 
 
Perhaps sin itself is the greatest suffering, the very worst disease … and if we 
weren’t so sick already, we’d know it. 
 
Sin is to want what God does not want. 
Sin is to will what God does not will. 
Sin is to walk out of God’s will and into nowhere and nothingness. 
 
And perhaps hell is that nowhere and that nothingness = the abyss.  C.S. Lewis also 
wrote, “The doors of hell are locked on the inside.”  That is, people suffer there, for 
they continually choose to.   
 
So to choose sin is to choose sickness… is to choose hell.   
 
Well perhaps this man wanted to be excused rather than forgiven.   
For when you excuse sin, you keep the sin and call it something else. 
When you forgive sin, you name it and kill it. 
 
When you claim to be a victim, and you want to be excused, you call a lawyer and 
lust for law.  When you want to be forgiven, you long for Mercy. 
 
And maybe he wanted to pay for his sin.  We try to pay for sin by punishing 
ourselves with shame … even more sin … and that itself is sickness.  If you pay for 
your sin, you can’t be forgiven your sin.  You can’t see Grace, believe Grace, or 
receive Grace. 
 
In Hebrew “Khesed” – Steadfast Love, Grace, Mercy. 
 
Most scholars argue that Bethesda comes from two Hebrew words.  “Beth” and 
“Khesed” – Bethesda … meaning “House of Mercy.”   
 
Well, perhaps he didn’t want it – the pool of Mercy … God’s ocean of Mercy.   
 
Perhaps he had learned to be content in hell. 
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Perhaps he had no Faith in Mercy. 
 
Perhaps he had no Hope.  He was afraid to Hope.  Hope is like a hole in your heart.  It 
hurts.   No faith, hope, or love (that is, mercy.) 
 
Perhaps he couldn’t even conceive of anything beyond the survival of the fittest, 
under the 5 roofed colonnades. 
 
Perhaps he couldn’t even conceive of a world of Mercy … that is, a world of freedom. 
For Mercy is necessarily free … it’s Grace. 
 
Thirty-eight years.  He knew how to navigate his prison of shame and despair.  But 
freedom … perhaps that was too terrifying. 
 
In the movie The Shawshank Redemption, there’s an old prisoner who threatens to 
kill a man, just so he can avoid the freedom of parole, and stay in prison.  His name is 
Brooks.  A young prisoner, named Andy, doesn’t get it.  So another old Prisoner, 
named Red, explains: 
 
[Movie Clip – Shawshank Redemption #1] 
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Maybe that invalid had become “institutionalized.”   
Maybe we’re “institutionalized” by the principalities and powers, the world rulers of 
this present darkness. 
Maybe we’re born into prison, and it’s all we know. 
 
According to Scripture, this world (even our hearts) are like a prison:  A dark bubble 
of death floating in a sea of life, called the Kingdom of Heaven.  Heaven is Faith, 
Hope, and Love.  Heaven is the song of Grace that never ends.  Sin is choosing to shut 
our ears to that music. 
 
In The Shawshank Redemption, there’s only one prisoner who is innocent.  He is a 
victim, but chooses not to live like one (a strange victim).  He refuses to give up 
Faith, Hope, and Love.  He refuses to be “institutionalized.”   
 
One day, he locks a guard in the toilet, so that he can play music over the 
loudspeakers – if only for a moment, to set the prisoners free.   His name is Andy.   
 
[Movie Clip – Shawshank Redemption #2] 
 
You see, when the old man Brooks was released, He got a job bagging groceries;  but 
he was so afraid of freedom that he hung himself in his room.  He didn’t want to be 
well.  He didn’t want to be free.  Because bondage was all he knew. 
 
And so maybe the old man under the 5 roofed colonnades really didn’t want to be 
well, because bondage was all he knew … and he couldn’t even conceive of “well,” 
when and where everything is good.  So maybe he really was a victim – a victim of 
wanting to be a victim. 
 
I mean, he had a lame “wanter,” a lame “chooser” – like a stone heart.  He didn’t want 
to be well, and couldn’t simply decide to want to be well.  He didn’t want to be well, 
and not wanting to be well is a sin.  And sin is a prison. 
 
Ever since Adam and Eve, we are born into this prison, and choose this prison.   
So maybe all we can choose is sin.   
 
“Do you want to be well?”  And I can only choose to not be well.  I can only choose 
the prison of myself.  I have a lame heart: “Astheneia” in Greek.  Literally “weak.”  Yet 
when I am weak, he is strong.  When I am invalid, he is valid.   
 
Jesus doesn’t wait for the man’s answer.  He chooses for him. 
 
[verse 8] 
Jesus said to him, “Get up, take up your bed, and walk.”  And at once, the man was 
healed, and he took up his bed and walked.   
 
The obedience of Faith: 
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It may look like the man’s choice, 
It may feel like his choice, 
But it’s God’s choice. 
Faith, Hope, and Love – the music of Heaven. 
It’s God’s choice – Jesus: His life … in the lame man. 
 
That man didn’t get to the Mercy, but Mercy got to him… and made him His house … 
Bethesda … House of Mercy.   
 
[verse 9] 
Now that day was the Sabbath.  So the Jews said to the man who had been healed, “It is 
the Sabbath, and it is not lawful for you to take up your bed.” 
 
You see, carrying your bed on the Sabbath was against the law.  Not God’s law, but 
Jewish law.  In Scripture, God commands that we do no work on the Sabbath.  So the 
Jews set out to define “work.” 
 
They came up with 39 different classifications for “work,” one of which consisted of 
carrying a “burden.”  But then they had to define a “burden,” and so they produced 
reams of laws defining “burdens.”   That law became the Mishnah. 
 
Most people think my job is to write Mishnah.  They think my job is to take the Word 
of God, and turn it into rules and practical application points for you to follow.  That 
is exactly what the scribes and Pharisees did.   
 
So, if you say: “Preacher, tell us exactly what we have to do… and be practical!” … 
you are saying, “Be more of a Pharisee, and give us some Mishnah.”   
 
Mishnah, like: 
-Memorize 5 verses a day 
-Keep a journal 
-Pray for 20 minutes each morning 
-Give 10% to the church before taxes 
-Write your mother 
-Don’t drink, and definitely don’t smoke 
-You can say “pee-pee,” “poo-poo,” “bottom,” and “fornication,” but not the words I 
edit out of the movie clips … words I edit out for your very own protection! 
 
That’s Mishnah.   
 
And Jesus seems to almost go out of his way to break Mishnah… as if he were 
breaking down a prison wall.  He violates Mishnah and commands this invalid to do 
the same: “Pick up your bed (don’t leave it ‘till later) … Pick up your bed and walk!” 
 
And now, I ought to tell you:  this is the first cigarette I ever smoked in my life.   
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Now, I’ve chewed quite a bit of tobacco, and I’ve eaten lots of donuts at church … 
donuts that can kill you quicker than tobacco… but I’ve never smoked a cigarette.  
Why?  Because it violates God’s Law?  No!  Because it violates 20th-Century 
Evangelical, Protestant Mishnah.  So I thought I oughta break some Mishna right here 
at church this morning. 
 
But now, please don’t miss my point:   
 
#1.  Don’t smoke.  (except perhaps for sermon illustrations)  Don’t smoke.  Not 
because it’s against some law… Don’t smoke because it’s choosing to not be well.  It’s 
choosing to make yourself an invalid.  And yet there’s something far more 
dangerous.   
 
#2.  Don’t make laws about smoking, and then live by those laws, judging yourself 
and others with those laws.  For then, you’re not only a physical invalid, you are a 
spiritual invalid. 
 
The entire law is fulfilled in one word: Love.  (Galatians 5:14)  So whenever we seek 
Love (even God’s Law, which is perfect), we admit that we don’t know Love or don’t 
want to love.  We admit that we need the constraint of Love, because we are not 
constrained by Love.  You see, an addiction to Love is ignorance of Love, or even 
hatred of Love: Bethesda, the house of Mercy. 
 
And please hear me, Law has its place in a society short of Love… just like prisons 
have their place when hearts are hard.  But the Sabbath is not a prison, and no one 
worries about Laws in Heaven, for no one there ever wants to break one. 
 
Hey, do you remember the original sin?  It was lust … lust for Law: the fruit of the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  And then with that law, they built 
themselves a prison: covered themselves in fig leaves and hit in the trees.  See?  
They didn’t want out, for their hearts were already dead.   
 
[verse 10] 
So the Jews said to the man who had been healed, “It is the Sabbath, and it is not lawful 
for you to take up your bed.”  But he answered them, “The man who healed me, that 
man said to me, ‘Take up your bed and walk’.”  They asked him, “Who is the man who 
said to you, ‘Take up your bed and walk’?”  Now the man who had been healed did not 
know who it was, for Jesus had withdrawn, as there was a crowd in the place.   
 
Afterward, Jesus found him in the temple and said to him, “See, you are well!  Sin no 
more, that nothing worse may happen to you.”  The man went away and told the Jews 
that it was Jesus who had healed him.  And this was why the Jews were persecuting 
Jesus, because he was doing these things on the Sabbath.  But Jesus answered them, 
“My Father is working until now, and I am working.”   
 
“My Father is working and He hasn’t stopped working.”   
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The Sabbath is to stop working.  So, if the Father is still working, the true Sabbath 
hasn’t happened “until now,” says Jesus.  That is, the 7th day isn’t here and now in 
your reality.  God’s 7th day, when and where everything is good, and it is finished.   
 
In order words, every Sabbath anticipates the true Sabbath.  But these Jews have not 
yet even seen the true Sabbath.  Indeed, they can’t even conceive of God’s Sabbath.  
They can’t even conceive of being well.  So now, they judge the Lord of the Sabbath 
with this law about Sabbath, and seek to put him to death. 
 
[verse 18] 
This was why the Jews were seeking all the more to kill him, because not only was he 
breaking the Sabbath, but he was even calling God his own Father, making himself 
equal with God. 
 
So now, we need to ask ourselves:  Who was the real invalid?  The Invalid, or the 
religious folks?   
 
The invalids all lay under the 5 roofed colonnades.  John mentions numbers on 
purpose.  There are 5 books in Moses’ Law – The Pentateuch.  And please 
understand, the Law is important: it protects invalids.  But it can’t make them well, 
or want to be well. 
 
The invalid had been there 38 years.  The Jews were in the wilderness for 40 years, 
but they wandered 38 years from the time they chose not to enter.  They chose not 
to enter the promised land due to fear. 
 
They were a nation of slaves, and scared to be free.  The promised land was across 
the water of the Jordan.  It was to be a House of Mercy, and a Sabbath rest.  Joshua 
finally leads them there.  Joshua is a Hebrew name … in Greek, it’s pronounced Jesus.  
He leads them there, and He leads you there. 
 
He leads you from the prison of Law to the House of Mercy; 
From human religion to the kingdom of Heaven; 
From this world to the New Creation – God’s Sabbath Rest. 
 
But first, he asks you a question: “Do you want to be well?” 
 
“I’m a victim, and I want to excuse myself, pay for myself, justify myself, and protect 
myself.”  You see, that’s why we make laws and hire lawyers – we want to protect 
our self from sin.  But our self is sin.   
 
So really, we want to protect our self from our self.  That is, we try to repress 
ourselves with ourselves.  That is, we turn ourselves into our own prison.  And that’s 
why most folks go to church:  “Pastor, I’m scaring myself.  Give me some rules, and 
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help me repress myself.  Build a prison for my invalid self.  Cause you see, I really 
don’t want to Love.  I really don’t want to be well.”   
 
Do you want to be well?  No … I don’t think so.   
 
But that’s why Jesus came:  To reveal that you don’t want to be well.  It’s called sin. 
He came to reveal that you don’t want to be well, and He came to give you a new 
“wanter” – a new heart.   
He came to write the law on your heart.   
He came to give you His heart.   
He came to fill you with Faith, Hope, and Love – His Life. 
He came to make you want to be well. 
He descended into your prison to make you want to leave. 
 
Andy Dufresne was the only innocent man in Shawshank Prison, and he wouldn’t 
give up hope.  He dreamed of a place by the water in Sewateneo, Mexico.  He told 
Red and made Red promise to join him if he ever got out.  One day, because of his 
innocence, Andy was beaten to within an inch of his life.  Soon after, he escaped … 
the only man ever to do so.   
 
Much later, Red was paroled, just like old Banks (who hung himself).  Red even went 
to the same halfway house as Banks, stayed in the same room, and got the same job 
bagging groceries … just like Banks. 
 
[movie clip – Shawshank Redemption #3] 
 
And so, Jesus came to your prison… the only innocent man that ever walked the face 
of this earth.  He came to give you His Faith, Hope, and Love.  So when you come to 
church, don’t come looking for a bunch of rules… that’s death.  Come looking for 
Jesus.  He is life. 
 
And so, He took bread and broke it, saying, “This is my Body, broken (made lame) 
for you.  This is my blood of the Covenant.” 
 
Do you want to be well?   
 
Pray, “Jesus, come to my prison, and set me free.”  Now, get up and come to the table. 
 

 
This sermon could very easily be misunderstood.  So, having listened to it, if you 
think, “Hey, I should sin, that Grace may abound!” … then I want you to forget the 
sermon.  For you didn’t really hear it.  And you don’t love Love.    So you need the 
Law.  You need some more time in prison. 
 
But if you’re sick of this prison, believe the Gospel.  Amen. 
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