Believing Is Seeing #12

“Victor or Victim?”

John 5:1-15

“Winning isn’t everything; it’s the only thing.”

You know who’s famous for that line?  Vince Lombardi, legendary football coach for the Green Bay Packers.  His single-minded determination to win infected those who played for him, and the Lombardi Packers have gone down as one of the most successful teams in sports history.

Many would argue that such an attitude made America great, striving to be the best at whatever we put our mind to.  At one time we had the strongest military, the best education, the most technological advances, and the most robust economy in the world.  We were first to the moon, first in atomic and then nuclear weapons, first in agricultural breakthroughs.  

In recent years, however, that mindset has changed.  Winning isn’t the only thing anymore; it’s not even a good thing.  Many schools have changed gym class from games where there is a winner and a loser to games where “everybody wins” and “nobody loses.”  Some politicians seem to apologize for the preeminence of America, and openly long for the rest of the world to catch up or even surpass us.  Professional sports have strive for parity—more equality between teams—so that the same teams don’t win year after year (though I’m not sure how well that’s really working!)

But the trend I have noticed most of all in our society is that being a victim is better than being a victor.  This is illustrated in the lyrics of a song recorded by the Eagles several years ago:

Turn on the tube, and what do I see?

A whole lot of people crying, “Don’t blame me!”

They’ve point their crooked little fingers at everybody else

Spend all their time feeling sorry for themselves

A victim of this, a victim of that—

Your mama’s too thin and your daddy’s too fat…

While I cannot endorse everything found in that song, I must admit that I agree with its chorus (and title): “Get over it!”  

This same trend can be seen in the spiritual realm as well.  Some people—even Christians within the church—when presented an opportunity of victory in Jesus Christ choose instead to remain as victims. 

Turn with me to the fifth chapter of the gospel of John.  In these early chapters of the fourth gospel, John recounts a number of “signs”—miraculous acts that signify who Jesus Christ is.  In the opening verses of this chapter we witness yet another of these miracles, but there is a different twist in this account that addresses this very question of being a victor or a victim.

The Unusual Challenge

John introduces this event in the first five verses of chapter five:

Some time later, Jesus went up to Jerusalem for a feast of the Jews. Now there is in Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate a pool, which in Aramaic is called Bethesda and which is surrounded by five covered colonnades. Here a great number of disabled people used to lie—the blind, the lame, the paralyzed. One who was there had been an invalid for thirty-eight years.

Some of your Bibles may include a fourth verse that describes why the disabled people would lie at this pool—the superstitious belief that an angel at times moved the water, and the first one in the pool when that happened would have whatever illness they had cured.  While this is no doubt the reason why these folks were here (the man in question implies as much in verse 7), verse four does not appear in the oldest and most reliable manuscripts of John; it was added later.

At any rate, this is a bleak setting Jesus finds Himself in.  All these pitiful folks gathered in one area, hoping against hope that they might see the water bubble up and that they can be the first one in the pool.  By the way, John does not record if anyone ever was cured in this way—it may have just been an urban legend that desperate people bought into.

While He is there, Jesus encounters a man who has been paralyzed for 38 years.  We read of an unusual challenge in verse six, “When Jesus saw him lying there and learned that he had been in this condition for a long time, he asked him, ‘Do you want to get well?’”  

When I was young, I used to read Mad magazine.  One of the recurring cartoons in that publication was called “Snappy Answers to Stupid Questions,” and I recall getting a chuckle out of those.  Here are a few real-life examples that I’ve heard, along with their witty responses:

· A 6’11” basketball player was asked at an airport, “Do you play basketball?”  His answer was, “No, I clean giraffe ears.”

· A man had his car off to the side of the road, jacked up, struggling to get a deflated tire off the wheel, when a passerby rolled down his window and asked, “Got a flat?”  His answer was, “No, I’m knitting a Navajo rug.”

· [My all-time favorite] A man had taken a Sunday newspaper onto a crowded airplane.  When he was done reading it, he had nowhere to put the paper, so he put in on his seat and sat on it.  A stewardess came by and asked, “Are you reading that paper?”  To which the man replied, “No, ma’am, I don’t read that way.”

If it were anyone else asking this question in our text, we might wonder if it would fall into the same category.  But this is Jesus we are talking about, and there is no way He would ask something so inane as that.  There must be something more to it, and indeed there is.  Upon closer inspection we will discover that Jesus’ inquiry was actually very insightful.

The question seems simple and straight forward enough: “Do you want to get better?”  But, as Marvin Vincent points out, in the Greek this question is not merely, do you wish, but are you in earnest?
 The first essential towards receiving the power of Jesus is to have intense desire for it. Jesus says: “﻿Do you really want to be changed?﻿” If in our inmost hearts we are well content to stay as we are, there can be no change for us.

Jesus asked this man if he wanted to be healed. You would think that he would have responded with an enthusiastic, “Yes! I want to be healed!” But, instead, he began to give excuses!
  What we find is, in the words of Donald Carson, “the crotchety grumblings of an old and not very perceptive man who thinks he is answering a stupid question.”

Beyond that, though, is the fact that many people in similar circumstances—whether suffering from physical, emotional, or even spiritual disabilities—would rather not get better.  Why?  For one, people are often happy, for a while at least, in their sins.
  They simply refuse to give up their old, miserable way of life!  Others are content to remain an invalid because, if they are cured, they would have to be responsible for themselves. There are invalids for whom invalidism is not unpleasant, because someone else does all the working and all the worrying.
  Someone once remarked, “An eastern beggar often loses a good living by being cured” (Finlay).
  Finally, some choose to remain in their pitiful state because they are pitied.  They get more from the support they receive (physical, financial, or emotional) than they are willing to give up if they were made whole.

This man faced an unusual challenge by Jesus—”Do you want to get better?”  Yet in fact it is a question every person must answer if they are to find victory over the one infirmity we all deal with: our sin nature.

The Universal Cure

The excuse the man uses in light of Jesus’ question is found in verse 7: “Sir,” the invalid replied, “I have no one to help me into the pool when the water is stirred. While I am trying to get in, someone else goes down ahead of me.”  The whole reason these disabled people were gathered at the pool was to try to be the first one in the water when it bubbled.  Only one person could be that lucky soul and receive the healing.

Some folks are still in that same boat today.  They are relying on some gimmick to heal them or save them.  They’ve been told that if they have enough faith, they’ll get better.  If they will go to the faith healer, or if they will do certain things, or say certain words, they will be healed.   Of course, the catch is that if it doesn’t work, then the person didn’t have enough faith or didn’t do the right thing—it’s not the faith healer’s fault!

What Jesus gave the man was a universal cure.  No gimmicks, no magic words or magic deeds: He simply said, “Get up! Pick up your mat and walk.”  This cure was not based on anything about the man himself, as Leon Morris points out,

This healing differs from many others in that, not only is there no mention of faith on the part of the man, but there seems to be no room for it. He did not even know Jesus’ name (v. 13). Moreover, until Jesus uttered the critical words his thoughts were centered on healing through getting into the pool (v. 7). We must feel that, while faith was commonly the prerequisite of healing, it was not absolutely necessary. Jesus is not limited by human frailty as he works the works of God.

The only requirement on the man to be healed was to, in the words of that well-known hymn, “Trust and Obey.”  He had to believe what Jesus said, and then he had to do it.  The same is true for everyone who wants to find healing in their lives.  The cure is available to all, not just a few; in the words of Scripture, “Whosoever will may come” (Rev. 22:17).

We know the story—we know that the man did indeed get up, pick up his mat, and walk.  But he could have just as easily have whined to Jesus, “But I can’t!  You don’t understand—I’ve been like this for 38 years!  How can you expect me to just get up and walk?”  He could have thought to himself, “I’m not going to try to get up.  What if I fall back down?  All these people around me will laugh!”  He could have come up with 101 excuses not to do what Jesus said, and he would have remained in that paralyzed state.  Like Howard Hendricks likes to say, “If you want to do something, you’ll find a way; if you don’t you’ll find an excuse.”  Many people fall into that latter category today.

Turn back to the Old Testament book of Jeremiah.  This (along with the companion book of Lamentations at the end) is one of the saddest books in all the Bible.  Jeremiah is sometimes called “the weeping prophet,” for his heart broke as he watched the people of his nation turn away from God and refuse to do what was right.  He knew that judgment was coming, and he lived to see it come to pass.

We read in Jeremiah 8:21-22,

Since my people are crushed, I am crushed; I mourn, and horror grips me.  Is there no balm in Gilead?  Is there no physician there? Why then is there no healing for the wound of my people? 

Jeremiah sees the hopeless condition of his people and cries out, “Where is the hope?”  He asks the rhetorical question, “Is there no balm in Gilead?”  Balm of Gilead was a popular remedy for all kinds of ailments in the ancient world.  The land of Gilead was famous for its medicines and for its physicians.  So when Jeremiah asks the questions, “Is there no balm in Gilead?  Is there no physician there?” the implied answer is “yes.”  But then he goes on to ask, “Why then is there no healing for the wound of my people?”  The problem was not a lack of medicine or health care providers; the problem lie deeper.  Charles Stanley comments,

God offered hope and healing to His spiritually diseased people—but they had to come to Him and accept His prescription to find life. We will never find life anywhere else.
 

Imagine that you go to your doctor, and he tells you that you have a disease that is fatal if left untreated.  He goes on to tell you that there is a cure, and he even gives you samples of the medicine free of charge.  “Take two of these every day for the next ten days and you’ll be fine.”  Ten days later your neighbors or your family find you—dead.  There on your nightstand is the doctor’s bottle with twenty little pills inside.

Would that be the doctor’s fault?  The medicine maker’s fault?  Of course not—it would be your fault!  (Although I’m sure there are some lawyers out there who would still try to sue the doctor and medicine manufacturer on some basis!)

The same is true for those who reject Christ.  Although God had made adequate provision for their restoration, they refused the remedy.
  The only truly incurable disease is the one where the sick will not take the medicine!  There are cures for all illnesses—we just haven’t discovered all of them yet—but when there is unwillingness to take the cure, there will be no healing.

Just as medical producers and practitioners are targets for frivolous lawsuits, so God often gets blamed for the choices of people.  When people choose to act in certain ways, and the natural consequences of those actions bring about illness, injury, or death, whose fault is that?  When people choose to reject God’s way and are determined to go their own way, whose responsibility is it when their world comes crashing in?  Try and blame God all you want, but the fact of the matter points back to the person as responsible for their own choices and actions!

This man chose to take the universal cure.  He trusted the words of Jesus and obeyed them.  He chose—in the power Christ supplied—to rise out of the condition he had been in for so long.  

The Ultimate Caution

Some time later, verse 14 informs us, Jesus found him at the temple and said to him, “See, you are well again. Stop sinning or something worse may happen to you.”  Many commentators suggest that this verse indicates that the man’s infirmity was a direct cause of sin, and that if he didn’t stop sinning, things would get worse.

I don’t think John was making this connection, though.  As Carson points out, 

It is a commonplace in many strands of Jewish and Christian theology that suffering and tragedy are the [effect] of the fall, the corollary of life lived in a fallen and rebellious universe. In that sense, all sickness is the result of sin, but not necessarily of some specific, individual sin…. This does not mean that everyone who commits these sins will inevitably fall ill or die; it does mean that some instances of suffering are the direct results of specific sin.


I believe that Jesus was giving this man the ultimate caution.  Yes, he had suffered for many years, and, yes, that suffering was now over.  But he had an even greater need than the physical disability, and unless he dealt with that, he would face even worse suffering throughout eternity.


Physical healing is not enough; there must be spiritual healing as well.  We may find victory over some disease or illness, or perhaps we are successful in breaking a bad habit we’d been addicted to for years.  But unless we deal with the real issue—the problem of sin—we will become victims again, and ultimately be victimized for all eternity.  As Wiersbe writes, “It is possible to experience an exciting miracle and still not be saved and go to heaven!”


Jesus taught in Luke 11:24-26,

“When an evil spirit comes out of a man, it goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it. Then it says, ‘I will return to the house I left.’ When it arrives, it finds the house swept clean and put in order. Then it goes and takes seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of that man is worse than the first.” 

The problem here is that the man had emptied his “house” of the bad things, but he left it empty.  He did not replace the bad with the good.  And in the end “something worse” did happen to him!

The first step in the process of gaining victory instead of being a victim is to realize our need.  Can you imagine the paralyzed man in our story, being asked by Jesus, “Do you want to get better?” looking up at Him and saying, “What do you mean, ‘better’?  There’s nothing wrong with me!”  Absurd, right?  Yet that is exactly what people do today when confronted with the challenge to be freed from their addiction to sin.  Some people say, “Christianity is a crutch!”  But if you’re crippled, that’s not a bad thing!

The next step is to take the cure Jesus offers to us.  Victory is ours if we will trust and obey.  In the words of Barclay,

Here is the road to achievement. There are so many things in this world which defeat us. When we have intensity of desire and determination to make the effort, hopeless though it may seem, the power of Christ gets its opportunity, and with him we can conquer what for long has conquered us.


The question we face is simply this: Will I be a victor or a victim?  I will only be a victim if I choose to be, for the route to victory has been made available through Jesus Christ.  Whatever you suffer from this day, Jesus asks you as he did the man long ago, “Do you want to get better?”


What is your answer to Him?
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