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When It All Goes Wrong 
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Delivered on May 26, 2019 at Northminster Presbyterian Church   
 

It is a place called Bethzada, it is also called Bethsaida, but it may sound more familiar to 

you if we call it Bethesda, from which we get names like Bethesda, Maryland and the Bethesda 

Naval Hospital. But in this story Bethesda is not the name of a hospital or a city. It is the name 

of a pool, and not just any pool. It is the name of pool where people bring the blind, the lame 

and even those who are completely paralyzed, because it is said that when the waters of the 

pool get stirred up, it has healing properties and can cure anything that ails you. And in our 

story from the Gospel of John today, there is a man who is lying by the pool who has been 

unable to walk for thirty eight years. Now, we don’t know that he had been lying at the pool for 

thirty eight years, but we are told that he has been there a long time, and so one day as Jesus 

comes out to the pool, he sees him and he begins talking to him. He says “Do you want to be 

made well?” And the man answers “Sir I have no one to put me in the pool when the water is 

stirred up, and whenever I start to make my way to the pool, someone else jumps in ahead of 

me.” Now, I am sure there is no way to hear those words without us saying to ourselves, “How 

awful! How awful that after years and years people would simply pass by this man day after day 

and ignore him when he is in as much dire need of help as anybody. After all, it wouldn’t cost 

anything to help this man, and so how awful it is that he has been neglected like this.” But, on 

the other hand, I am sure you know what human nature is like. I am sure you know that there 

are certain people in our society whom almost everyone passes by without even seeing. Years 

ago, the mayor of Atlanta along with a local Atlanta news personality wanted to know first-

hand what it is like to be homeless in a big city like theirs and so they dressed up as homeless 
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people and went to all the soup kitchens and shelters and walked the downtown streets 

dressed in the old and tattered clothes that are typical of the homeless population. The mayor 

and this newscaster had two of the most recognizable faces you would ever find in the city of 

Atlanta. They were in the living rooms of every Atlantan on the local news nearly every night. 

But not one person recognized them. And not one person recognized them because when is the 

last time you looked directly at a homeless person. When is the last time you looked one in the 

eye? And when is the last time you looked directly at someone like this man in our story? There 

are just certain people in our society whose needs we ignore because we do our best not to 

even look at them.  

But we can’t say that about Jesus. Jesus not only looks to this man but he talks to him and 

asks him if he wants to be made well. We can imagine he notices him and cares for him more 

than he is ever been noticed and cared for in years. And if you have ever known what it means 

to be ignored, then you know that when Jesus talks to this man it is not just to get information 

about what kind of healing he needs and whether he wants to be healed, you know that his 

talking to him is itself an act of healing, it is itself part of his healing, because here is someone 

who refuses to ignore this man and treat him as if he doesn’t exist. And then Jesus commands 

him to take up his mat and walk, so that on top of this emotional healing of being spoken to 

and being given a sense of dignity there is a physical healing, even after the man has been 

unable to walk for almost forty years.  

Now surely this is amazing. And surely this is something to be grateful to Jesus for. This 

invalid has not only been given a sense of dignity but he has been physically healed and made 

able to walk after thirty eight years. I don’t know about you, but I can barely remember thirty 
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eight years ago. Thirty eight years ago would have been 1981. I doubt many of you remember a 

whole lot about 1981. And so this is a cause for rejoicing if anything is. It is a cause for being 

grateful to Jesus if anything is. But you see, our story does not end there. Because the day in 

which Jesus spoke to this man and said “Take up your mat and walk” happened to be the 

Sabbath day, and so the next thing that happens is that this guy who was healed runs into the 

Jewish leaders who see him carrying his mat on the Sabbath. Now, as you are probably already 

aware the Sabbath is the one day a week when you aren’t supposed to do any work according 

to Jewish law. And so when the Jewish leaders see this man carrying his mat they shake their 

fingers at him and said “Shame on you! (Shame on you for doing work on the Sabbath).” And 

here’s where our story gets interesting, because what do we hear that this man say in reply? He 

says “That’s a silly law that says I shouldn’t take up my mat and walk.” No, he doesn’t say that. 

He says “I’m sorry, I shoudn’t be doing that on the Sabbath.” No, he doesn’t say that either. He 

says “It’s Jesus’ fault that I am doing this.” He said “The man who made me well told me to pick 

up my mat and carry it.” Yes, you heard right. This man for whom Jesus just did the nicest thing 

that had ever been done for him, by not only healing his body but by even noticing that he was 

a human being with feelings and needs just like everyone else, when confronted about carrying 

his mat didn’t take responsibility for what he was doing but said “Blame Jesus. Blame the guy 

who helped me.”  

You know at times people say to me “I don’t believe the bible, because the bible to me is 

just like any other fairy tale.” And whenever anyone says that, I want to say “Have you actually 

read the bible?” Because to me, there is nothing in the bible that resembles a fairy tale at all. 

This is real life. And I say that because what this story reminds us of is that even though yes, we 
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are called to feed the hungry, and to medicate the sick, and to visit the lonely, sometimes the 

hungry and the sick and the lonely that we help, sometimes they turn out not to be the nicest 

people in the world. Sometimes they just aren’t. Often times they are. But sometimes they’re 

not. Years ago, I was in a church that built a home for a couple who was living in substandard 

housing through the nonprofit Habitat for Humanity. We teamed up with another church down 

the street and Saturday after Saturday for I think at least six weeks if memory serves, about 

thirty of us got on our t-shirts and jeans and came out to build this house as the North Carolina 

sun beat down upon us and sometimes we got splinters and other times we hit our thumbs 

with a hammer and still other times, some of our bodies just wore out long before the day was 

done. Finally we finished the house, we saw the fruit of our labor that started out as nothing 

more than a dirt lot, and ended up being a beautiful new home with windows and a chimney 

and paint and we had a big celebration. Well, a year went by and I thought it would be a good 

idea to invite the couple that we built the home for to come to our church for our first 

anniversary celebration. So I drove by and knocked on the door. I said “We’re having this one 

year celebration, can you come by the church that day.”  

“Oh sure, sure we’ll be there.”  

But then the day came for the celebration, we had a big banner ready, we had a 

photographer ready, and yet no couple. Did they call? Did they email? Did they text? They just 

didn’t show up. I was standing there like a fool. Now maybe you say to me, “Pastor Rich, I don’t 

understand why you would preach a sermon like this. I don’t understand do you want us to be 

discouraged. Why do you have to be so negative? Can’t you tell us some happy stories about 

people you helped?” Sure I can, and the last thing I ever want to do is discourage anyone. But I 
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also want to tell you that in my experience and probably in the experience of many people 

here, people in need are people just like everyone else. There are good ones and there are bad 

ones, there are nice ones and there are mean ones. There are thoughtful considerate ones and 

there are thoughtless inconsiderate ones. And we help those who are in need not because they 

are nice, or they will be grateful to us, or because they will appreciate us, but we help those 

who are in need because they are in need. Jesus said “Whatever you do for the least of these 

you do for me” but he never said “The least of these will always act like me.” Sometimes they 

will, but sometimes they will not.  

And when you help people in need who are like this man at the pool of Bethesda, when 

you help people in need who aren’t exactly appreciative of the help we give, instead of getting 

discouraged here’s what we can do. Instead of getting discouraged what we can do instead is 

say “Now I understand what God feels when we don’t appreciate what he does for us.”  

Now I am going to tell you something that is going to strike you at first as completely silly 

and completely ridiculous, but I also hope you’ll think about it. You know, I was looking on 

social media the other day and if you are on social media you know these funny things you see 

sometimes, and well, this was something about the differences or the stereotypical differences 

between men and women, and there was a color spectrum, you know with all the great variety 

of colors in the world, and the woman was pointing at all the colors and naming things like teal, 

rose, fuschia, periwinkle, chartreuse, turquoise, and so forth, but what do you think the guy 

was saying? The guy was saying “red, green, blue” that was all he knew. You know what, I will 

admit to you that I am that guy. I am that guy. I don’t know that I can tell you the difference 

between turquoise and teal or hunter green and forest green. And I know these are gender 
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stereotypes. There are guys who know every name of every color in the world and there are 

women who only know the colors they learned when they were four. But here’s what I want to 

say about that. If you are like me, if you are like me and your knowledge of colors has not 

progressed beyond what you knew when you were four, then I think that is something you 

need to change. I think that is something that I need to change. Because God did not give us a 

boring world of just green, yellow, blue and red. God made all these brilliant colors and gave 

you eyes to see them, he gave you vision to see them that millions of people in this world do 

not have. And these colors have names. I should learn them. And so should all of us. Because 

here’s what I think, I think it is nothing less than ungrateful not to. It is ungrateful not to. I will 

tell you something else. In these past two weeks while it’s been warm out over on McKinley 

Avenue we’ve been sleeping with the windows open and in the morning around five in the 

morning you can hear all the bird calls. Now, again, I don’t know if I’m hearing bluejays or 

blackbirds or robins or nightingales. I just call them birds. But didn’t God give us ears to hear 

the different calls? Isn’t it ungrateful not to bother to learn something about what they all are? 

Now, many of you are saying “Pastor Rich you sure have given us a lot of homework, not only 

do we now have to learn all the colors but we even have to learn all the bird calls too. When is 

the test on all this?” But that’s not quite my point. My point is that we should at least try to 

learn these things. My point is that it is ungrateful to say “Who cares?” My point is that it is 

ungrateful to say “Why bother?” And that may strike you as silly, and that may strike you as 

ridiculous, but if it is so silly and ridiculous, then tell me, what does gratitude to God mean to 

you? What does gratitude to God look like to you?   
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This Tuesday, of course, is the last Tuesday of May, and as the last Tuesday of the month, it 

is the day when we at Northminster volunteer to help serve meals down at Reedurban in Perry. 

I hope you will join us in that volunteer effort, and I hope that this effort as well as every effort 

we take part in as a church to help our brothers and sisters in need is rewarded with smiles and 

words of thanks, and gestures of appreciation. I hope there is never a time when anyone should 

treat us the way this invalid in Bethesda treated Jesus. But if they should, then I hope, I 

sincerely hope that we will remember how God feels when we are ungrateful, and that would 

make us better disciples.  


