
 

A New Freedom 
Read John 5:1-9. After Jesus heals the royal official’s son in Cana, he travels to Jerusalem to attend a “festival 
of the Jews.” The text does not specify which festival. Rather, we learn that Jesus’ first stop in Jerusalem is at a 
healing pool known as Bethesda. At Bethesda, Jesus encounters a man who for thirty-eight years has suffered a 
debilitating illness. 
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Do You Want To Get Well?
Jesus’ question, “Do you want to get well?” brings with it the hope that we can live beyond our current 
condition, the hope that we can be set free from whatever holds us captive. Some people today are 
immobilized by fear or depression or despair. Some are trapped in destructive and addictive patterns of 
behavior. Some go through all the familiar motions of believing (praying, reading the Bible, going to church) 
but somehow feel stuck in their relationship with God. As a result…they become paralyzed. They long for a 
new freedom. They have wings but do not fly. They have a voice but do not sing. Perhaps you know what I 
mean. 

[If these feelings resonate with you] there is some wonderful good news in the Bible. God wants to free you 
and me. However, an important precondition accompanies this freedom. We need to be willing to embark 
on a journey of change, risk, and obedience. This is the message of that healing story in the fifth chapter of 
John’s Gospel. One sabbath day, Jesus came to the pool of Bethesda in Jerusalem. Those who were sick, 
blind, and lame gathered there in hopes of a miraculous healing. Jesus noticed a paralyzed man who had 
been lying there for thirty-eight years. But instead of healing him immediately, as he had done with so many 
others, Jesus asked him a question, “Do you want to get well?” 

This is the same question God asks us when we find ourselves paralyzed in one way or another. Do we really 
want to be well? It is an unexpected, provocative, and challenging question. It catches our attention right 
away. Do we really want to live beyond paralysis? Before we answer too quickly, let us look at some of its 
possible meanings. 

Excerpt from Questions God Asks Us, pp. 98-99



The pool had a tradition of healing. People who were blind, lame, and paralyzed gathered around its five 
sections, and many experienced healing in the pool prior to the paralyzed man’s tenure of disappointment. 
Apparently enough people found healing in the pool to keep the paralyzed man waiting at poolside and 
crawling somehow toward the water’s edge time after time. The waters would stir, and upon immersion one or 
more needy people would receive their desired cure. Each stirring had some quota on healings; however, the 
paralyzed man never managed to drag himself soon enough to the pool before one or more got ahead of him. 
The paralyzed man had never been first, or soon enough, into the water, and therefore he remained unhealed. 

Unlike the previous healing account in John’s Gospel, where the royal official recognizes Jesus and asks him to 
heal his son, in this story Jesus approaches the afflicted man and asks, “Do you want to be made well?” (v. 6). 
The man does not answer Jesus in the way we might expect. The issue is with his ability—or the lack thereof. 
When the waters are stirred, the man had no one to help him into the pool, and even when he attempts to crawl 
or drag himself into the pool, someone stepped down ahead of him.  

When Jesus looks at the man who has spent years of his life beside this pool, he sees more than sickness. He 
sees defeat. He sees psychological and spiritual resignation. He sees a man whose hope has dwindled. A man 
whose hope has atrophied to such a point that he can’t even articulate what he wants for his body, his soul, or 
his future. Of course the man wants to be healed, but his desire to be healthy is not an admission of faith. 
Instead, the man does not possess the ability to find health. Hence, the story’s emphasis shifts from the man’s 
will to Jesus’ ability.  

“Do you want to get well?” Jesus asked the man—and he asks us the same question today. It is a question that 
brings “the hope that we can live beyond paralysis—the hope that we can be set free from whatever holds us 
captive.” If we’re honest with ourselves, we all know that we have burdens and strongholds that bind us and 
keep us from walking in the freedom that Christ has won and longs for us to experience. None of us can take up 
the path to freedom without first addressing whatever might stand in our way — whether that’s a wound from 
the past; something unforgiven; sin that needs confession; an unhealthy relationship; or beliefs that harm our 
relationship with God and others. 

The Challenge of  Change 
“Was he really willing to let go of his old way of life?…To be healed would mean having to get up and take hold 
of life again.” Hudson writes that Jesus’ question confronts the man with “the challenge of change.” And it 
confronts us with the same challenge today. 

When we enter into the man’s situation and see the world through his eyes, we begin to understand his sense of 
hopelessness, his inability to imagine a way forward, his response to the seeming absurdity of this stranger’s 
question, and yet his need for outside input to rekindle hope. We see this as the man responds to Jesus in terms 
of set ideas about how things happen and how he has been consistently frustrated (v. 7); he can see no other 
way. 

Jesus opens the man to new possibilities in a way that fully engages him rather than leaving him in his long 
state of helplessness. With respect to opening the man to new possibilities, we might see Jesus’ question in verse 
6 as directed to that end. Here lies a man whose hopes have been so thwarted that he can scarcely find energy 
even to desire a different future; it costs too much actively to expect something that appears to have been 
permanently denied. Even the idea that healing really can come must be introduced anew. 
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The Risk of  Obedience 
If there’s anything more remarkable in this Gospel story than Jesus’s question, it’s what happens after he asks it. 
“Stand up, take your mat and walk,” Jesus tells the man. And the man does exactly that. "At once,” John tells us, 
“the man was made well, and he took up his mat and began to walk.”  

Notice that the man never asks for healing. There’s no indication in the story that he even knows who Jesus is. 
Notice that Jesus makes no reference to belief, as he often does when he performs a healing miracle. Notice that 
Jesus doesn’t dwell on the man’s past; he doesn’t dredge up the loss and waste of the thirty-eight years the man 
can’t get back. And notice that he doesn’t heal the man on the man’s terms — by helping him into the pool 
when the angel stirs the water. Jesus simply tells the man to get up and walk. And he does. 

Given the man’s initial response to Jesus, the fact that he actually responds to Jesus’ healing command (vv. 8–9) 
is an impressive demonstration of renewed life, given, received, and acted upon. Jesus gives what he demands, 
but he does not do so without engaging the recipient as a whole person. 

What we can take away from this story is that Jesus is always and everywhere in the business of making new 
and making well. His desire to heal is intrinsic to his character. In other words, “Do you want to be made well?” 
is a question he will never stop asking, because his heart’s desire is for our wholeness, our freedom, and our 
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There are some striking parallels between the paralytic and ourselves. Like him, we also sometimes avoid 
changing those aspects that would help us to live more freely. We battle to let go of old patterns of 
destructive behavior in order to move into healthier ways of relating. We don’t really want to take 
responsibility for living life fully again. We also sometimes play the “blame game” rather than take 
responsibility for the mess we are in.  

These are just a few of the ways that we, like the paralytic, resist the challenge of change. Perhaps you are 
feeling paralyzed in some way right now. Today God asks you, “Do you want to get well?” How are you 
going to respond? 

Excerpt from Questions God Asks Us, pg. 102-03

Jesus’ question points to the risk of obedience. Despite the paralytic’s initial resistance toward the 
challenge of change, Jesus yearned to liberate him. Immediately after Jesus had asked the man whether he 
wanted to be well, he gave him the direct command, “Get up! Pick up your mat and walk.” Notice how this 
instruction was specifically aimed at encouraging the paralytic to live more freely and fully beyond his 
paralysis. 

The paralytic immediately obeyed Jesus’ command. It must have taken immense faith and courage. 
Imagine some of his thoughts when Jesus told him to get up. What happens if I fall? How will I cope not 
begging for a living? Can I trust this man’s word? Will he help me? Whatever he may have been thinking, 
the paralytic did what he was told to do. He picked up his mat, and he walked. Consider what would have 
happened if he had not taken this risk of obedience. Most probably, he would have come to the end of his 
life still sitting beside the pool, still paralyzed. 

Excerpt from Questions God Asks Us, pg. 104



thriving, and he understands that there is power in the question itself. Confronting the question of what we 
want—what we really want—is how the work of healing begins.  

One final point worth observing is the fact that we are told that Jesus knew this man had been sick for a very 
long time (v. 6), underscoring a theme of John’s Gospel: Jesus’ extraordinary knowledge of people. We are also 
known by Jesus; like the disabled man we may lack the will or energy necessary to pursue healing, but 
nourishment is offered by caring communities of faith. Part of our growing in freedom is identifying what 
hinders freedom in us, but sometimes our answers can be so hidden or painful that we can’t name them or face 
them alone. We need the presence and encouragement of others who can take the healing journey with us — 
those who can help us see and overcome whatever restricts freedom in our lives.  

As the body of Christ, the church should be a place where people not only learn what it means to be free, but 
also help one another to be free. Throughout scripture we’re not just invited but commanded to confess to one 
another, to repent of our sin, to restore each another, to carry one other’s burdens, and to help each other be 
free (Matt 18:19-20; Galatians 6:2; James 5:16; 1 John 1:7, 9). 

Throughout his letters, Paul insists that the church is to be a community in which believers share responsibility 
for one another’s lives. Our common welfare depends on the spiritual health of each person, and we have a 
stake in helping one another walk faithfully. This is what we long for in our church: to be a family of believers 
who have been radically set free from all the things that bind us, that we may run in the power of intimacy with 
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

Today Jesus asks each of us, “Do you want to get well?” How will you respond? 

Answering God’s Question  1
Do you want to get well? Do you really want to be free to live and love more deeply? Are you wanting to be 
released from the blockages that stop God’s love from flowing through you? Do you want to be set free from the 
bondages in your life? God wants to free you for these possibilities, but you need to be willing to get up and to 
begin to walk again. 

1. As we have already seen, you would think that the answer to this question would be quite obvious. However, 
this is not the case. There is always a cost in the journey toward freedom. There are some things that you 
may need to give up. There are destructive patterns from which you may need to turn away. There are some 
difficult situations for which you may need to take responsibility. Take some time to share with God your 
thoughts and feelings about these possible changes. Seek to be as honest and open as you can in your 
communication with God about these things.  

2. Once you have spoken with God, take some time to listen to what God may be saying to you, 
especially with regard to that area of life in which you feel paralyzed. What risk of obedience does God 
want you to take? You may want to remember that God’s word often takes the shape of a certain kind of 
thought. This thought usually sheds light on the next step in your path toward freedom. Take some time to 
write down what you think God may be saying to you, and speak to God about it.  

 Excerpted from Questions God Asks Us, pp. 106-071
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Discussion 
1. Name someone who you can go to whenever you are “stuck” or struggling and share honestly the things that 

are happening in your life. What difference has this made in your life? How have your experiences with this 
person rekindled hope within you? 

2. What is your reaction to the way the man answered Jesus’ question? As the man describes all the reasons 
why he has not been healed, what feelings or beliefs do you hear in his response? 

3. From your own life experience, can you relate to his outlook on his situation? Have you ever answered Jesus’ 
question in a similar way—and if so, what reasons have you given Jesus? What have been the obstacles to 
your own healing and experience of new possibilities? 

4. If the man did want to be healed, how would his healing affect his life? What kind of changes would he have 
to make as a result of being healed? 

5. Describe one experience of freedom/healing that God has brought into your life or your relationships over 
time. How did this gift of freedom come to you? 

6. Where do you experience “paralysis” (or feeling “stuck”) at the moment? What do you sense Jesus saying to 
you about it? 
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