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Easter 6 YrC 2016  Eucharistic Homily   Gregory Wilde 

Acts 16:9-15; Ps 67; Rev 21:10,22-22:5; John 5:1-9   

 

 

 What an interesting Gospel reading we have today.  Jesus goes to 

Jerusalem for one of the festivals - we are not told which one - and 

while he is there he visits one of the many pools around the city - and 

this particular pool was known to have healing properties.  Our reading 

calls this pool the pool of Beth Zeta (which is the name of the valley in 

which it had been constructed) - but it is more commonly known as the 

pool of Bethesda.  

 About 800 years before Jesus was born - so, in old Jerusalem, be-

fore Israel and Judah were carried off to Assyria in the North, and Baby-

lon in the East - the rather insignificant valley of Beth Zeta on the north 

side of the city was dammed up to hold rainwater as a reservoir for the 

city.  Over the centuries it was subdivided into a number of pools for 

various reasons, and the main pool ended up being very nice, having 

five porticos around it (that is five porches with stone columns holding 

up protective roofs).  There were beautiful stone staircases that led from 

level to level and down into the water, where, by the time of Jesus, peo-
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ple would swim in order to improve their health.  

 All of this fancy architecture around the pool had taken place dur-

ing the three hundred years or so that the Greeks were in control of the 

Middle East, so in the first century, this pool and the porches around it, 

functioned as a kind of temple/clinic for the god Asclepias.  Asclepias 

was honored as a god of healing, of medicine, of rejuvenation, and of 

physicians, and his temples were known as asclepieions.  At these tem-

ples people seeking healing could buy a token or talisman or small stat-

ue representing the body part they needed healing for, and when they 

left the asclepieion, they would leave the small model body part behind.  

 The pool of Bethesda was an asclepieion.  Later in the New Tes-

tament we find Paul addressing people near an asclepieion outside of 

Philippi, in Macedonia, perhaps one of his inspirations for speaking of 

the Body of Christ as a living collection of body parts. 

 This asclepieion thing may seem odd to us, since Jerusalem was a 

Jewish city, but the pool of Bethesda lies outside the city wall, so it was 

tolerated by the Jews, and since the Romans were now in control, and 

since they also honored the god Asclepias, the temple and its pools re-
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mained intact and in use.  But the Jews had their own ideas about the 

healing properties of the water in the pool there.  Every so often the wa-

ter would become agitated, and the Jews attributed this to an angel stir-

ring up the water and imbuing it with healing power.  In reality, the agi-

tation of the water was probably caused by the occasional earth tremors 

common to the region, which sometimes allowed trapped underground 

gases to bubble up through cracks in the stone beneath it. 

 So the pool of Bethesda and its porches were filled with people 

who were ill or crippled and who sought healing.  People of all kinds - 

both Jews and Gentiles.  And this pool is at the north end of the city near 

the Sheep Gate.  Well, the Sheep Gate brings another dimension into 

this story.  You see, when people of Israel who had been held in Baby-

lon were released and allowed to return to their homeland, they found 

Jerusalem in ruins.  The book of Nehemiah recounts the efforts that Ne-

hemiah himself led to rebuild the city and to make it a Jewish stronghold 

and holy place once again. 

 As this rebuilding was going on, the first gate of the city that was 

rebuilt was the Sheep Gate on the north end.  The gate was actually con-
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structed by the high priest himself, and by his fellow priests, (see, priests 

could be contractors back then, too), and the reason it was the first to be 

rebuilt was because it was through the Sheep Gate that all the sheep and 

goats would come to be slaughtered for the sins of the people in the 

temple on the altar there.  The Sheep Gate was the only gate to the city 

that was consecrated as sacred by the priesthood, and its doors were 

never locked.  Re-establishing a working temple was of utmost im-

portance.  Traffic only moved one direction through the Sheep Gate.  

Sheep went in, but they never came out. 

 This is significant, because Jesus describes himself as the Sheep 

Gate, doesn't he.  He says, "I am the gate for the sheep - it is through me 

and only through me that the sheep will be able to come and go to be 

one with God."  Now, we often preach about how Jesus is the gate for 

the sheep using the image of sheep huddled in a cave at night surround-

ed on the open side by a make-shift fence, where the shepherd lays 

across the gate opening to protect the sheep from animals trying to enter 

and harm them - and this is a valid illustration, because Jesus certainly 

functions in that way.  But today's story sheds a whole new light on 
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things.  Jesus as the Sheep Gate also means he is giving his sheep free 

access to the temple, the Holy of Holies, where God dwells among his 

people - and they no longer are going there to be slaughtered - now they 

are welcome there to be with God and to come and go as they please - to 

live forever in his presence. 

 The plot thickens. 

 So Jesus, the giver of free access to God, and the great healer, is 

now walking around this pagan temple that surrounds the pool of Be-

thesda - this temple that is dedicated to healing, but only counterfeit 

healing based on superstition, and he looks around at all the needy peo-

ple there - people whose hope is almost gone - who come to this magical 

pool as a last ditch effort to get better, when they've tried everything 

else.  And Jesus - the genuine healer, walks up to this man who is laying 

on his mat, or his cot, waiting for an opportunity to get to that water, so 

that maybe, just maybe he will be healed.  This man has been brought 

there by his friends or family members faithfully, or maybe he managed 

to hobble there himself somehow, day after day for years in the hopes 

that he might receive some healing. 
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 Have you ever been that dedicated, that determined, that desperate 

to be touched by God that you go to him day after day after day for 

years and years, and you don't give up, because you know God IS your 

hope?  That's where this man was coming from.  Thirty-eight years this 

man had been sick or disabled - and it had to be something debilitating 

that he suffered from or else he would have been working.  He wasn't 

there because he had acne or acid reflux.  His whole life was on the 

rocks because of his condition - his life WAS his condition.  Thirty-

eight years. 

 Jesus knew this, of course.  It must have made Jesus both sad and 

sick to his stomach that all these people with real needs were going to a 

place and to a god that falsely promised to help them, when he himself 

is the true source of all healing.  But even though Jesus knows this man 

and his years of struggles, and his battle with his own helplessness, and 

his desperation, he still asks the man a question. 

 "Do you want to be made well?"  If I was the man I would have 

looked up at Jesus and thought to himself, "Excuse me?  Duh!!  What do 

you think?"  But he didn't, because he was focused.  He didn't have an 
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attitude, because he really did want to get well and be restored to normal 

life.  So, why do you think Jesus asked him that question, anyhow? 

 I think it's because Jesus knew very well that many people who 

have been that sick, or suffered that long, begin identifying themselves 

with their sickness - getting their identity from their problems - seeing 

that other people care about them because of their condition, and not be-

cause of who they are and who they were made to be.  It's the perpetual 

"poor me" syndrome.  (We shouldn't sneer, because we are all prone to 

it).  Now that doesn't mean we should lie to people and say we are fine 

when we are not, but it also doesn't mean that we should constantly lean 

on our problems as a way to get attention.  We deserve attention for who 

we are, with or without problems.  I think Jesus just wanted to make 

sure that the man on the mat was not so fond of his problem because of 

the attention that it got him that he did not really want to get well and be 

returned to society, where he would have to work and be responsible 

again.  The man passed the test.  He really wanted his healthy life back. 

 Jesus healed him.  He said, in essence, "Stop wasting your time 

here.  You don't need that stupid water.  You only need to know me.  
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Get up, take your mat home, and get back to living." 

 Interesting story.  Jesus loves us, but he's not a sucker.  He wants 

to heal us but he probably won't waste his effort on somebody who real-

ly doesn't want to be healed.  Some of us treasure our sickness and our 

problems because it's all we know, and as terrible as those things are, 

they have become our friends.  We need always to keep our eyes on Je-

sus, and not on ourselves.  He is our healer, he is our savior, he releases 

us from captivity - even captivity to ourselves. 

 Jesus comes to us today and says, "you don't have to be a victim. 

Being a victim is not what gives you life.  I am the new Sheep Gate, and 

I have taken into myself all victimization - you are now free to meet 

with God, to sit at his feet, to speak freely with him, and to come and go 

as you please from the Holy of Holies. 

 We should all stop laying around in our pagan temples - whatever 

they are dedicated to - (usually they are dedicated to our own self-

interests).  When Jesus asks us, "Do you want to be made well?"  Our 

answer should never be, "Why?  I am just fine like I am."  It should be, 

"Yes, please - I know I can't heal myself.  I want a real life." 


