
Wade Street Church 01.09.19 am 
“WHAT DO YOU WANT” 

John 5:1-15 
 

It seems a long time ago now that we moved up here to Lichfield after twelve years in North London.  I 

do remember, though, that it soon became apparent that life was going to be very different.  The frenetic 

pace of life in a big city was replaced by a somewhat calmer lifestyle.  There was more space, the air was 

cleaner, shopping was cheaper.  As the months went by, we became used to things here – but there were 

still occasions when we were surprised.  One evening our son Erik had an attack of croup and we had to 

take him to the A&E department at the Vic, before they moved it all up to the Samuel Johnson Hospital.  

We went down there, saw a nurse and a doctor, were given some sweets because he’d been a good boy – 

and were back home within twenty minutes.  When we got in, Sally assumed that we’d got lost and 

hadn’t been able to find the hospital. 

 

Down in London, at our nearest hospital, the North Middlesex, if you were going to go to the A&E you’d 

stop and make some sandwiches before leaving home.  It often took longer to communicate with the 

receptionist behind the armoured glass screen than it does to get treated here.  Having finally shouted out 

your problem to the receptionist (often to the amusement of the other people crowded around – but that’s 

another story) you’d settle down with a long novel, aware that there would probably be several hours to 

wait.  I was never seen in less than two hours, and that was having resorted to the trick of carrying a child 

in and then ensuring that he was sick on the floor.  (The best way to get seen quickly is to make a mess, 

I’ve found.  When I damaged my arm in Wales, I’m convinced that it was only because I bled profusely 

over the appointments book that I was seen so fast!)  You could wait up to eight hours to be seen down 

there. 

 

But even eight hours pales into insignificance beside the story of the man we’ve just read about.  He’d 

been waiting thirty eight years for help.  He was among the group of people who went down to a pool by 

the Sheep Gate in Jerusalem in the belief that the waters there would cure their illnesses.  Popular 

superstition had it that every now and then the waters would bubble up because an angel stirred them, and 

the first one into the pool after that would be cured of whatever was wrong with him or her.  The man at 

the centre of the story had been an invalid for thirty eight years and we get the impression that for most, if 

not all, that time he had been coming to the pool, probably aided by some friends. 

 

On the particular day John tells us about here, Jesus was going past the Sheep Gate and he saw this man 

lying there.  Why him, we do not know.  But Jesus singled him out and went to speak with him.  His 

initial question seems at first to be a rather stupid query – “Do you want to get well?”  Of course the man 

wanted to get well, didn’t he?  That’s why he was there.  But did he?  I believe Jesus’ question goes much 



deeper than a simple conversation opener.  Do you really want to get well?  Do you really want me to 

work in your life?  Are you actually prepared for the change I’m about to bring? 

 

Now, as we read that story together, we could stick with that surface question.  But I believe this is here 

to challenge all of us, whatever our state of physical health.  It’s a question we all have to grapple with 

when we encounter Jesus through God’s word or through the Holy Spirit.  Do you really want Jesus to 

work?  It’s a question that can stimulate our thinking and praying as we consider what God might be 

saying to us as a church at the moment.  We are having to look hard at where we are going as a church.  

Things have reached a point where we really do need clear guidance from God as to the way forward and, 

if you are a regular worshipper here, you will know that we are grappling with issues of direction, 

resources, staffing and mission and hoping to discover God’s will together through prayer over these next 

couple of months and a special church weekend in October when we hope to have an idea of what God 

wants us to do, which new direction he might be taking us in. 

 

But do we really want that?  Are we prepared for the changes that might mean?  You may have been 

coming along to church – this one or another – for thirty eight years: maybe longer, maybe shorter.  Why 

are we here?  Do we actually expect anything to happen?  Do we really want Jesus to work?  You’re a 

Christian alright – but in a bit of a rut: your life doesn’t seem to be going anywhere – do you really want 

Jesus to work?  You’re looking for guidance personally maybe, but there’s a lot of unknown ground – do 

you really want Jesus to work?  Maybe you’ve never really committed yourself to Christ: you like 

coming to church nevertheless, but you’re not too sure about the idea of any real commitment – do you 

really want Jesus to work in your life? 

 

Well, let’s spend a few minutes looking at this story and pray that God will speak to us as we consider the 

situation of this man at the pool.  He was no doubt surprised that Jesus suddenly spoke to him on this 

occasion – and you may have come along this morning not really expecting to hear God speaking to you, 

but listen anyway.  We need to hear God’ words to us as we move further along this path of seeking his 

will for us.  You never know … 

 

 

1. THERE WAS COMFORT IN HIS ROUTINE 

 

This man had been coming to the Pool for thirty eight years.  It was his life.  We assume that someone 

brought him there, and someone took him home.  He met other regular visitors to the Pool, had a chat, did 

a bit of begging, enjoyed the sunshine.  In some ways, it wasn’t too bad a life.  He’d got used to it.  In 

fact, if he’d been fully fit, he’d have to find a job, earn his money, put himself out to help other people.  I 



don’t want to minimise the effects of his illness, whatever that might have been, but I suspect that, deep 

down, he found his routine very comforting.  It was a source of stability. 

 

And into that stable, perhaps comfortable, routine came Jesus.  This man probably had no idea who Jesus 

was, but he had a sneaking suspicion that things might get a bit stirred up by the stranger.  As we shall 

see, he was a little wary. 

 

Are you comfortable in your routine?  Your life is all mapped out; you know just where you are.  Maybe 

you’ve spent years getting yourself into a situation where everything happens just as you want it.  You 

know where you stand, and people know where they stand with you.  It may even be that your problems, 

hard as they sometimes are to bear, provide you with a certain stability, even a sense of identity or an 

excuse for certain patterns of behaviour. 

 

It’s the same for all of us, I’m sure.  There’s a certain security in doing what you’ve always done.  We 

come along on Sunday, sing the same choruses, listen to the same sorts of prayer, put our offering in the 

bag at the right time – just so long as it doesn’t affect what happens the rest of the week.  You’ve come to 

terms with your sin – you know you should do something, but you can’t be bothered because that sin is 

such a part of your life: it would cost too much to be done with it, it would cause other people to ask too 

many questions.. 

 

And as a church we are trundling along quite nicely, thank you.  Everything seems to be going OK and 

people are still joining us, so we’re quite satisfied.  That’s what I find scary about this story.  That’s 

where it touches me.  Here we are, doing what we think God wants us to – and it’s very comfortable.  I 

love it like this.  I’m one of those people who likes to know what’s going on, when it’s all going to 

happen, and to be in control of it.  At the moment, that’s the way it is.  And we – I – like to pay lip 

service, at least, to finding out what God’s will is, to say that we are trying to follow Jesus.  But the idea 

that God might speak to us, might lead us into other ways of doing things, might upset what we’re doing 

here, actually fills me with a certain amount of anxiety. 

 

And into that comfortable and comforting routine comes Jesus.  “Hey, do you want me to work in your 

life?  Are you serious about following me?”  Maybe he’s saying that to you this morning.  He’s been 

saying that to us as a church for a little while now.  The presence of Jesus and his words can became as 

disturbing to us, as they were to this invalid.  It’s not that we don’t believe he can do anything: it’s that 

we’re not sure we want him to do anything.  It might take a bit of getting g used to.  It might disturb our 

comfortable routines, it might make us think a bit more carefully not only about what we’re doing, but 

why. 



 

 

2. THERE WAS COMPLAINT IN HIS EXCUSES 

 

“Well, yes, I’d quite like to be well – but no-one want to help.  And people keep pushing in in front of 

me.”  To safeguard his comfortable routine, he blamed other people, he made excuses.  There was no-one 

to carry him down to the pool when the waters bubbled: other people pushed in front of him: it wasn’t his 

fault: he couldn’t really do anything.  Had he ever asked for help?  Had he ever thought about getting his 

friends to lay him down at the edge of the pool?  Had he ever tried recently? 

 

Jesus calls to us – “Do you really want me to work?”  And to hide the truth of our answer – which is 

basically, “No, not at the moment, thank you” – we concoct all kinds of excuses, which usually involve 

blaming other people – often “the church”, which in such a context includes everyone but ourselves.  

You’d love to be healed, but people are always too busy to pray for you.  You’d love to become a 

Christian but no-one can convince you intellectually.  You’d love to see God at work here in this church, 

but no-one else is quite spiritual enough.  You’d love to see things take off here, but not if it means any 

change to the way things are done at the moment because other people will only take advantage of the 

situation.  I’d love to see God doing things here, but it might mean further changes in my role and, quite 

frankly, I don’t want to change that role: I’m an old dog and these could be new tricks.  People might stop 

liking me.  People might leave this church. 

 

Don’t make excuses to Jesus!  He, more than anyone else, can see right through them.  He knows the real 

reasons – the pride, the jealousy, the selfishness, the arrogance, the rut you’re in and don’t want to climb 

out of.  I suppose the bottom line is that if we really do want Jesus to work in our lives, in our church, we 

need to be completely open to him – to forget about our own petty concerns, to forget about what other 

people might think, to forget about the good things that are happening and look for the best things that 

God wants to happen.  It may call for repentance.  It may call for renewal.  It certainly calls for a response 

of some kind that is positive. 

 

Jesus could see what was going on and spoke into the disabled man’s situation with clarity and authority 

– “Get up!  And get out of here!”  The man got up, rolled up his mat and walked out, his life transformed.  

I don’t think it’s reading too much into the story to suggest that he had no idea what was going to happen 

next.  His whole way of looking at life had been changed.  His plans for the future – if he had any, other 

than sitting by the pool – were now in disarray.  But Jesus had spoken and he could not deny it. 

 



Jesus is shouting at some of us, “Come on!  Get up out of your comfortable conformity!  Climb out of the 

rut.  You’ve lounged around long enough wallowing in your own self-absorption, your own narcissistic 

intellectualising.  I’ve got something for you to do.”  And when Jesus calls, you get on and do it!  This is 

not easy stuff to say: I’ve preached on this in other places and at other times, but now it’s time to hear it 

here.  But God has, in the language of the pious, “laid it in my heart” and even if it’s only for me, at least 

you’ve been able to listen in.  But even if you’re someone who is really on the ball and you know the 

reality of all this, remember that this isn’t the end of the story.  There’s a very interesting ending to it in 

v14. 

 

 

3. THERE NEEDED TO BE CONTINUING COMMITMENT IN HIS LIFE 

 

A bit later on, Jesus meets the man again somewhere in the Temple courts.  And he says something that is 

highly intriguing – “See, you are well again.  Stop sinning or something worse will happen to you.”  

Now, I don’t want to get bogged down tonight in a debate over the links between sin and sickness.   I 

suspect that what Jesus meant was that the eternal consequences of sin are far worse than any physical 

disability or illness could ever be.  What we do need to emphasise, though, is that Jesus wants those he 

has spoken to to keep up their commitment. 

 

Just because you responded to God at Spring Harvest this year, or at Keswick a few years back, or at 

Villa Park in 1989, or at ACTS ’86 doesn’t mean that you can now sit back and feel you’ve done your bit.  

It doesn’t mean you can now take the spiritual high ground over those who haven’t responded.  And that 

goes for us as a church.  God has done some remarkable things here over the past years and we have 

really experienced his blessings.  But we still need to keep moving on in his purposes. 

  

The commitment to which Jesus calls us is a continuing and demanding one.  Never, ever believe that 

you’ve arrived.  That’s the temptation that faces us as a church.  Things appear to be going well.  It’s 

great to be asked the reasons for our “success” (although I never have anything to say other than it must 

be God).  Wade Street Church appears, from many perspectives, to be going great guns – but that’s not 

necessarily the case, and I believe that God is calling us to be far more effective for him in this city than 

we’ve ever really thought possible.  We need to keep on asking Jesus to work in us and through us, to 

keep on reading and responding to his word, to keep on listening for his voice, to keep on praying to him 

with real fervour, to continually build up our fellowship with one another and with other churches. 

 

Perhaps that’s a message you need to receive personally, too.  It’s very easy to assent to it happening as a 

church, because, again, the responsibility doesn’t fall too heavily on your own shoulders.  This story is on 



the surface about a physical healing, but you may feel that part of your response this morning is to ask for 

God to heal your attitudes, your reticence, your fear, your selfishness – to help you to “stop sinning”.  If 

that’s the case, then pray that Jesus really will touch your life through his Holy Spirit.  But it’s also really 

about our attitudes to change and to God’s work in our lives through Jesus and his Holy Spirit.  We have 

some big decisions to make here as a church in the next couple of months.  If we listen to God and 

respond with obedience as he wants then we could see even greater things happening here – the ministry 

and mission of this church could move forward in leaps and bounds. 

 

Do we really want Jesus to work in our church?  Please pray that he will, that we will hear his voice and 

respond.  Pray on your own.  Join us to pray in the various meetings that will take place over the next few 

weeks.  Please come and get involved in the process – through the Church Meeting, if you’re a member, 

and through the Church Weekend in October.  I believe we stand at a crossroads in the life of this church 

and we need to make sure we take the right road forward and so look forward to all the blessings God has 

for us in the future. 

 

  



“WHAT DO YOU WANT” 
John 5:1-15 

 
The man in this story was among the group of people who went down to a pool by the Sheep Gate in 
Jerusalem in the belief that the waters there would cure their illnesses.  Popular superstition had it that 
every now and then the waters would bubble up because an angel stirred them, and the first one into 
the pool after that would be cured of whatever was wrong with him or her.  He had been an invalid for 
thirty eight years and we get the impression that for most, if not all, that time he had been coming to 
the pool, probably aided by some friends. 
 
On the particular day John tells us about here, Jesus was going past the Sheep Gate and he saw this 
man lying there.  Why him, we do not know.  But Jesus singled him out and went to speak with him.  
His initial question seems at first to be a rather stupid query – “Do you want to get well?”   Jesus’ 
question goes much deeper than a simple conversation opener.  Do you really want to get well?  Do 
you really want me to work in your life?  Are you actually prepared for the change I’m about to bring? 
 
This is a question we all have to grapple with when we encounter Jesus through God’s word or through 
the Holy Spirit.  Do you really want Jesus to work?  It’s a question that can stimulate our thinking and 
praying as we consider what God might be saying to us as a church at the moment.  Why are we here?  
Do we actually expect anything to happen?  Do we really want Jesus to work?  We need to hear God’ 
words to us as we move further along this path of seeking his will for us. 
 
1. THERE WAS COMFORT IN HIS ROUTINE 
This man had been coming to the Pool for thirty eight years.  It was his life.  He’d got used to it.  And 
into that stable, perhaps comfortable, routine came Jesus.  This man probably had no idea who Jesus 
was, but he had a sneaking suspicion that things might get a bit stirred up by the stranger. 
 
It’s the same for all of us, I’m sure.  There’s a certain security in doing what you’ve always done.  The 
presence of Jesus and his words can became as disturbing to us, as they were to this invalid.  It’s not 
that we don’t believe he can do anything: it’s that we’re not sure we want him to do anything.   
 
2. THERE WAS COMPLAINT IN HIS EXCUSES 
“Well, yes, I’d quite like to be well – but no-one want to help.  And people keep pushing in in front of 
me.”  To safeguard his comfortable routine, he blamed other people, he made excuses.  Jesus calls to us 
– “Do you really want me to work?”  And to hide the truth of our answer – which is basically, “No, not 
at the moment, thank you” – we concoct all kinds of excuses. 
 
Don’t make excuses to Jesus!  He, more than anyone else, can see right through them.  The bottom line 
is that if we really do want Jesus to work in our lives, in our church, we need to be completely open to 
him – to forget about the good things that are happening and look for the best things that God wants 
to happen.  It may call for repentance.  It may call for renewal.  It certainly calls for a response of some 
kind that is positive. 
 
3. THERE NEEDED TO BE CONTINUING COMMITMENT IN HIS LIFE 
A bit later on, Jesus meets the man again somewhere in the Temple courts.  And he says something 
that is highly intriguing – “See, you are well again.  Stop sinning or something worse will happen to 
you.”  Jesus wants those he has spoken to to keep up their commitment. 
 
The commitment to which Jesus calls us is a continuing and demanding one.  Never, ever believe that 
you’ve arrived.  That’s the temptation that faces us as a church.  Things appear to be going well.  We 
need to keep on asking Jesus to work in us and through us, to keep on reading and responding to his 
word, to keep on listening for his voice, to keep on praying to him with real fervour, to continually build 
up our fellowship with one another and with other churches. 
 
If we listen to God and respond with obedience as he wants then we could see even greater things 
happening here – the ministry and mission of this church could move forward in leaps and bounds.  Do 



we really want Jesus to work in our church?  Please pray that he will, that we will hear his voice and 
respond.  Pray on your own.  Join us to pray in the various meetings that will take place over the next 
few weeks.  Please come and get involved in the process – through the Church Meeting, if you’re a 
member, and through the Church Weekend in October.  I believe we stand at a crossroads in the life of 
this church and we need to make sure we take the right road forward and so look forward to all the 
blessings God has for us in the future. 
 
 

For reflection and discussion 
 

1) Why do most of us find routine so comforting?  What are our fears about disturbing it?  Think about 
that on a personal level and as a church. 

 
2) What excuses do we make for not following where Jesus calls us to go?  How can we overcome such 

attitudes? 
 
3) How can we keep the balance between continuing as we’ve always been and seeking change for 

change’s sake? 
 
4) Do Jesus’ words in v14 imply a link between sin and suffering?  Why/why not? 
 
5) Have you started to think about what God might be saying to us as a church?  Do you have anything 

to suggest? 
 
6) Take some time to pray together about the process of refreshing the church’s vision. 
 
 
 


