
The 6th Sunday of Easter 
     26 May AD 2019  

St Michael’s Episcopal Church, O’Fallon, IL 

Proper: Acts 16:9-15; Psalm 67; Revelation 21:10, 22—22:5; John 14:23-29  

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

Beth-zatha, the name of the pool mentioned in today’s gospel, aka 

Bethesda, is a Hebrew word meaning ‘house of mercy/grace.’ But 

the same word can also mean ‘house of shame/disgrace.’ It seems 

to have been given intentionally to that pool because of this 

double meaning. It really was a place of grace and mercy for those 

who were healed there; but it was also viewed as a place of shame 

because of all the invalids who hung out there. That’s because the 

ancient Jews believed that diseases and disabilities were God’s 

judgment for some sin committed either by that person or their 

parents (cf Jn 9.1-7). The springs that supplied the water to this pool 

also supplied the water used to wash the sacrificial lambs as they 

were taken to the temple by way of the nearby Sheep Gate. So 

there was this connection at the pool between the sacrifices 

offered up to God and his healing mercy; and those who went 

there saw themselves as participating in the sacrifices in an 

indirect way. 

Now, if your Bible of choice is the King James Version, the one 

most Protestant Christians read up until the 1950s or so, and some 

still do, it’s got an extra verse that we didn’t read today. In our 

version it says, “In these lay many invalids—blind, lame, and 

paralyzed. One man was there who had been ill for thirty-eight 

years.” But in the older English translations it says,  

In these lay many invalids—blind, lame, and paralyzed—

waiting for the stirring of the water, for an angel of the Lord went 

down at certain seasons into the pool, and stirred up the water; 

whoever stepped in first after the stirring of the water was made 

well from whatever disease that person had. 

You know that song, “Wade in the water. God’s gonna trouble the 

water”—that’s where it comes from.  



At confirmation class the other night we talked about the sources 

of Greek texts that various versions of the Bible are translated 

from. It’s TMI for a sermon, way Too Much Information to get 

into here. Suffice to say that the majority of copies of the Greek 

scriptures that were available 400 years ago when the King James 

Version was produced included that bit about the angel stirring 

the water. But since then, archaeologists and scholars have 

discovered that that verse is missing from all the earliest Greek 

manuscripts, meaning that John almost certainly did not write it 

into his gospel in the first place. Besides that, it’s totally 

inconsistent with what we know about God to think that he would 

only heal the one person who could beat everybody else in to the 

pool. God never intended that his people should compete against 

one another. How that story most likely developed was that 

whenever good things happened, faithful Jews naturally gave God 

the credit, kind of like how some Christians will give God the 

credit for helping them win the lottery or find a parking space. 

But to think that God would only heal the fastest invalid into the 

pool, contrary to all that God has revealed about his character—

to paraphrase Ebenezer Scrooge, there’s more of superstition than 

of supernatural about it. 

But John isn’t really concerned with the technical aspects of what 

went on there. What he really wants to do is show how what Jesus 

has to offer is so much bigger and better and more permanent than 

anything God’s people had known before. From the beginning 

God’s plan was to use a small number of people– the children of 

Abraham– to prepare the world for what he was going to do for 

all people. Throughout the history of the chosen people, God did 

certain things among them, and revealed certain things to them 

that, when we look at them through the lens of Good Friday and 

Easter, we can see how they all point to Jesus, and to God’s desire 

to redeem the whole world. 

This little incident at the pool of Bethesda is one of those 

significant events that shows how Jesus is the one who has come 

to open the gates of God’s kingdom to all comers, not just the 

quickest, not just the chosen people. God has the power, and the 



desire, to restore all people to wholeness, to heal all of us of all 

our afflictions. Up until the coming of Jesus, he mainly exercised 

that power on the chosen few; and even then he didn’t heal every 

Jew of every affliction. Besides, his ultimate goal for his people 

in this life was not to eradicate sickness and suffering, but to give 

them spiritual wholeness, with the promise of complete healing in 

the life to come. 

The scene at the pool shows that the people of Israel had come to 

understand that healing was somehow related to sacrifice. The 

same water that was used to wash the animals about to be 

sacrificed was also believed to have healing properties for people 

who washed themselves in it—it was sacramental. St John wants 

his readers to get that point so that we can see the bigger thing 

that it points to. That is the fact that baptism has the very same 

connection with the cross of Jesus, the Lamb of God who was 

sacrificed for the sin of the whole world. Through the water of 

baptism, Paul teaches, we have died with Christ, “in order that, 

just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, 

we too might walk in newness of life” (Rom 6:4). That’s the 

beginning of our being healed of the effects of sin. That’s where 

we’re washed clean from sin, and begin our journey into eternal 

life. The baptismal font is the new pool of Bethesda, and the 

Church is the new house of mercy and grace. But it’s not until 

we’ve come to the end of that journey, when we’ve passed 

through the grave and gate of death (BCP 480), that we’ll experience 

the total and complete healing of all sins and sickness (Rev 21.4). 

But once we’ve been baptized and welcomed into the Church, we 

know that God has set us on our way. 

That’s the vision John sets before us in the second lesson today. 

The “holy city Jerusalem” he describes is the ultimate destination 

of all God’s people, of all people who earnestly seek the truth. In 

the same way that the pool of Beth-zatha/Bethesda is an image of 

Christian baptism, the ancient Jerusalem with its temple at the 

center is only an image of the greater thing that God has waiting 

for us, the holy city where he will gather all his children around 

him.  In the center of it is the throne of God and of the Lamb, with 



the river of life flowing out of it, through the tree of life. Notice 

the imagery. John says the tree stands on either side of the river, 

but there’s only one tree. It would seem that the river of life flows 

right through the tree of life.  

It’s all baptismal imagery, you see. The water of life flows out of 

God himself– the water that flowed out of the side of Jesus on the 

cross. And it waters the tree of life which continually bears fruit, 

and whose leaves are full of healing for all our ills. The tree itself 

is the cross on which Jesus died in order to give life to the world. 

So like the water in the pool of Beth-zatha, where healing and 

sacrifice are tied together, the water of baptism is the stuff that 

washes away our sin and binds us to Jesus on the cross.  

To borrow a phrase from Paul, this is a profound mystery (Eph 

5.32), one that we can’t fully comprehend. But we can appreciate 

it none the less, and rejoice in it, knowing that it’s key to our 

salvation and our healing. And while we wait for its fulfilment, 

we continue to celebrate what the Lord has done for us already, 

gathering at his altar in thanksgiving every Lord’s Day, rejoicing 

in the power of his resurrection and the share in it that he has given 

us through baptism, celebrating with one another the life we share 

in Christ Jesus. And we make sure that this ongoing celebration 

of ours is always open, always welcoming to others who are 

drawn, in whatever way, to come and see what it’s all about. So 

with the psalmist we pray, 

Let your ways be known upon earth, * 

 your saving health among all nations. 

Let the peoples praise you, O God; * 

 let all the peoples praise you. 

In the Name of… 
a.m.d.g. 

Ian C. Wetmore+ 


