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INTRODUCTION 

Up to this point in the Gospel of John, Jesus’ ministry has enjoyed the lack of opposition and 
relative peace.  His ministry has been a success and his fame has spread.  In chapters 1 to 4, 
we’ve watched as his ministry expanded and he added to the number who truly believed in him. 

His ministry now spanned across Israel.  He called disciples in Judea and baptized along the 
Jordan River.  He brought salvation to the town of Sychar in Samaria.  He brought salvation to 
the whole household of one of the king’s officials in Galilee.  In his ministry travels, he has 
journeyed to the smallest villages, like Cana, to the most important cities in Israel, like 
Jerusalem. 

He has engaged Nicodemus, one of the most prominent Jewish teachers, and he has engaged the 
woman at the well, a notorious sinner.  He’s received the praise of the last of the old covenant 
prophets, John the Baptist, and the praise of his new disciples, Peter, John, Philip, and Nathanael.  
Throughout his ministry he has performed many miracles, including turning water into wine and 
healing a sick child located a day’s journey away.  He has even cleared the temple in Jerusalem 
of the moneychangers and animals for sale. 

But up to this point in John’s Gospel, he hasn’t been openly opposed. No one has sought to arrest 
him or kill him.  The Jewish authorities, the Pharisees, and the Sadducees have all been in the 
background and haven’t featured prominently in the story.  But all that is about to change. 

In the chapters ahead, rejection and opposition to Jesus is the dominating theme. The Jewish 
authorities begin to openly oppose him.  A brief survey will show how much different the 
chapters to come are compared to what we’ve studied so far: 

John 5:16: "And this was why the Jews were persecuting Jesus, because he was doing these 
things on the Sabbath." 

John 5:18: "This was why the Jews were seeking all the more to kill him, because not only was he 
breaking the Sabbath, but he was even calling God his own Father, making himself equal with 
God." 

John 6:41: "So the Jews grumbled about him, because he said, “I am the bread that came down 
from heaven.”" 
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John 7:1: "After this Jesus went about in Galilee. He would not go about in Judea, because the 
Jews were seeking to kill him." 

John 7:11: "The Jews were looking for him at the feast, and saying, “Where is he?”" 

John 7:25–26: "Some of the people of Jerusalem therefore said, “Is not this the man whom they 
seek to kill?” 

John 7:30: "So they were seeking to arrest him, but no one laid a hand on him, because his hour 
had not yet come." 

John 7:32: "The Pharisees heard the crowd muttering these things about him, and the chief priests 
and Pharisees sent officers to arrest him." 

John 7:44: "Some of them wanted to arrest him, but no one laid hands on him." 

John 8:20: "These words he spoke in the treasury, as he taught in the temple; but no one arrested 
him, because his hour had not yet come." 

John 8:22: "So the Jews said, “Will he kill himself, since he says, ‘Where I am going, you cannot 
come’?”" 

John 8:48: "The Jews answered him, “Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan and 
have a demon?”" 

John 8:52: "The Jews said to him, “Now we know that you have a demon! Abraham died, as did 
the prophets, yet you say, ‘If anyone keeps my word, he will never taste death.’" 

John 8:59: "So they picked up stones to throw at him, but Jesus hid himself and went out of the 
temple." 

John 9:24: "So for the second time they called the man who had been blind and said to him, 
“Give glory to God. We know that this man is a sinner.”" 

John 10:19–20: "There was again a division among the Jews because of these words. Many of 
them said, “He has a demon, and is insane; why listen to him?”" 

John 10:31: "The Jews picked up stones again to stone him." 

John 10:39: "Again they sought to arrest him, but he escaped from their hands." 

And so it goes. 

Eventually, as we know, the Jewish authorities were successful in capturing Jesus, trying him, 
and then killing him.   
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How did all this opposition start? What is the beginning of the conflict?  In John’s Gospel, it all 
begins in chapter 5 on the day Jesus healed the lame man at the pool.  The trigger that launches 
the Jewish authorities’ hostility and murderous intent is the healing that Jesus performs in this 
chapter.   

Why? What did they hate about Jesus healing this man?  That’s what we’ll find out in this 
passage. 

As we learn about what started the Jews opposition to Jesus, we’ll also observe the damning 
power of unbelief and its consequences. 

Read John 5:1-16  

John 5:1-16  After this there was a feast of the Jews, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 
2 Now there is in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate a pool, in Aramaic called Bethesda, which has five 
roofed colonnades. 3 In these lay a multitude of invalids—blind, lame, and paralyzed. 5 One man 
was there who had been an invalid for thirty-eight years. 6 When Jesus saw him lying there and 
knew that he had already been there a long time, he said to him, “Do you want to be 
healed?” 7 The sick man answered him, “Sir, I have no one to put me into the pool when the water 
is stirred up, and while I am going another steps down before me.” 8 Jesus said to him, “Get up, 
take up your bed, and walk.” 9 And at once the man was healed, and he took up his bed and 
walked. 
Now that day was the Sabbath. 10 So the Jews said to the man who had been healed, “It is the 
Sabbath, and it is not lawful for you to take up your bed.” 11 But he answered them, “The man 
who healed me, that man said to me, ‘Take up your bed, and walk.’” 12 They asked him, “Who is 
the man who said to you, ‘Take up your bed and walk’?” 13 Now the man who had been healed 
did not know who it was, for Jesus had withdrawn, as there was a crowd in the place. 14 Afterward 
Jesus found him in the temple and said to him, “See, you are well! Sin no more, that nothing 
worse may happen to you.” 15 The man went away and told the Jews that it was Jesus who had 
healed him. 16 And this was why the Jews were persecuting Jesus, because he was doing these 
things on the Sabbath. 
 

The story proceeds in three scenes. In this first scene of the story, Jesus heals the lame man. 

I. JESUS HEALS THE LAME MAN 

John 5:1: "After this there was a feast of the Jews, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem."  

“After this” comes from a Greek phrase that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s the very next thing 
that happened, but just that it happened sometime after.  Sometime after Jesus healed the 
official’s son, Jesus went up to Jerusalem for a feast.  He had been in Galilee after healing the 
official’s son, but at some point, he left Galilee for Jerusalem in order to attend a feast.  He’ll 
come back to Galilee at the beginning of chapter 6. 

Now, the Old Testament prescribed that Jewish men attend three feasts in Jerusalem each year: 
Passover, Pentecost, and the Feast of Booths or Tabernacles. 
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There were other traditional feasts as well that the Jews celebrated.  John doesn’t tell us which 
feast this was and so it won’t be helpful to speculate.  He tells us this detail mainly so that we 
know why he left his ministry in Galilee.  When Jesus arrived, he made his way to a known 
gathering place just north of the temple mount and within the walls of Jerusalem: 

John 5:2: "Now there is in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate a pool, in Aramaic called Bethesda, 
which has five roofed colonnades."  

The pool was called Bethesda in the native tongue and was apparently located near the northern 
wall of Jerusalem known as the Sheep Gate.  The Sheep Gate was so-named because that’s 
where the sheep were led into the walls of Jerusalem on their way to be sacrificed at the temple.  
The Gate had its origin back to the days of Nehemiah when he rebuilt the wall (Neh. 3:1). 

This Bethesda pool had five-roofed colonnades surrounding it.  A colonnade is a covered 
walkway and resting area where visitors to the pool could escape from the elements.  The 
colonnades were open on the sides toward the pool and somewhat closed off to the outside.  
Archeological digs in this area have uncovered at least what appears to be the remains of the 
pool underneath layers of building projects over the centuries.   

The pool was arranged north and south and was roughly the size of a football field, except this 
pool was shaped like a trapezoid—wider at one end than the other.  On all four sides were the 
colonnades (the covered walkways).  A fifth walkway split the pool in two, so that it was 
actually two pools in one complex.   

It seems that the pools were fed by an underground spring.  This wasn’t the kind of pool you 
came to for a swim. 

John 5:3: "In these [colonnades] lay a multitude of invalids—blind, lame, and paralyzed."  

Because the pool structure was so large, it could fit “a multitude” of invalids.  This was a popular 
spot for those handicapped.  To be handicapped in Jerusalem would be a difficult experience.   
The cultural assumption was that if you were blind lame, or paralyzed, you got that way as God’s 
punishment for some sin you committed.  The Jewish authorities, therefore, kept their distance.  
To be handicapped made you to some degree an outcast.  To the outcasts is where Jesus went on 
this day. 

Now just a little aside: you’ll notice if you have the ESV translation or most others that it’s 
missing verse 4.  That’s not a misprint. That’s because verse 4 shouldn’t be there.  In the past, 
there was the thought that a short bit at the end of verse 3 and all of verse 4 was part of the text 
that John wrote. You can see the language in the footnote.  But as more and more ancient copies 
of John have been found, scholars realized that a scribe at some point added these words because 
they could compare earlier copies with later copies and the language wasn’t in the earlier copies 
(meaning someone added it later on).  The added words say that occasionally an angel of the 
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Lord would visit the pool, stir up the waters, and the first one in the pool got healed.  That seems 
to be a superstition of the day, as we’ll see later in verse 7, and a scribe probably added it as a 
way to explain the situation.  But at any rate, scholars today agree that this language isn’t 
original. So you can completely disregard that language. John didn’t write it. At best, it’s an 
interesting historical footnote. 

But, again, the superstition that the pool could heal explains why there were so many invalids 
there each day.  They hoped to be healed.  In fact, on this particular day, the one who truly could 
heal visited the pool. 

John 5:5: "One man was there who had been an invalid for thirty-eight years."  

Thirty-eight years is a long time considering the average lifespan of a man in those days was 
early 40s.  He had been an invalid longer than Jesus had been on earth.  But God had preserved 
this man’s life for this very moment. 

John 5:6: "When Jesus saw him lying there and knew that he had already been there a long time, 
he said to him, “Do you want to be healed?”"  

The man was lying under one of the colonnades. He couldn’t walk.  Without having met the 
man, Jesus already knew that he had been there a long time.  This is another instance when Jesus 
knows a person even though he’s never met them before.  In his divine omniscience, he knew the 
man already.  Jesus’ question gets right to the man’s immediate need.  He is probing whether the 
man had any hope left after 38 years.  Do you still want to get healed?  Jesus was showing this 
man compassion and at the same time preparing him for the miracle. 

John 5:7: "The sick man answered him, “Sir, I have no one to put me into the pool when the 
water is stirred up, and while I am going another steps down before me.”"  

From time to time, apparently the waters stirred, likely because of the gush of the underground 
springs.  When the waters stirred, the invalids all tried to get in the pool first.  This man had no 
one to help him.  Each time, others pushed their way in front of him and got in the pool before 
him.  It must have been a pitiful sight to watch.  The waters stir and all at once a mass of 
humanity lurches to the waters amid screams, cries, and groans.  Who knows how long he had 
been coming to the pool.  Had it been decades?  Each time the pool stirred, someone beat him to 
it. But he kept trying.  All his hope was in the pool. His faith was in the waters. 

Perhaps this man thought Jesus’ question a silly one.  “Of course I want to get healed! Why do 
you think I’m here and I keep trying to get in the pool?” 

Saying nothing else, Jesus said to him (v. 8), “Get up, take up your bed, and walk.”  Three 
commands. In speaking the three commands, the man is healed.   
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John 5:9: "And at once the man was healed, and he took up his bed and walked.” 

The healing was complete.  The tenses of the verbs in Jesus’ commands are: do it, do it, and keep 
on doing it.  Get up. Take up your bed. And keep on walking.  The healing was permanent.  The 
man proved the healing was complete by doing exactly what Jesus said to do. After lying lame 
for 38 years, his legs must have been incredibly atrophied.  Yet, once Jesus spoke his words of 
healing, his legs were strong enough to walk. Strength came into his muscles and he got up and 
could walk well enough to carry his bed mat.  For the first time in 38 years, he was walking 
home. 

It sounds like a success story. It sounds like a story with a happy ending.  And then John adds (v. 
9): “Now that day was the Sabbath.”  It was a Saturday and the Jews had rules about Saturdays. 

That leads us to the second scene and the Jews’ confrontation with the man. 

II. THE JEWS CONFRONT THE MAN 

John 5:10: "So the Jews said to the man who had been healed, “It is the Sabbath, and it is not 
lawful for you to take up your bed.”"  

The main focus of this story is not the healing. The focus is on the Sabbath controversy.  Notice 
the flow of the story: “Now that day was the Sabbath. So the Jews said to the man. . .”  The 
phrase “the Jews” means the Jewish religious authorities.  Their hearts are exposed here.  

Before them was a man who for 38 years was lame and is now walking, yet rather than 
celebrating his healing, all they want to do is to confront him over carrying his bed mat.  They 
ignore the cure as they condemn him for breaking their rules.  And make no mistake: he was 
only breaking their rules. 

The 4th commandment in Exodus 20 states that the seventh day of the week is a Sabbath to the 
Lord and on it you shall not do any work.  The work that God meant was the work that you 
normally do. Doing your vocation was prohibited.  You didn’t open your store on the Sabbath. 
You don’t farm on the Sabbath. You don’t go into Jerusalem and sell your goods on the Sabbath.                                                      

Instead, you rested.  It wasn’t to be just another business day.  It was God’s day and meant to be 
kept free from worldly pursuits—a day of honoring, trusting, and obeying God.  The Sabbath 
was a gift to Israel. He gave them a day of rest out of his compassion and kindness to them.  It 
was God’s way of reminding them weekly that he would provide for them.  Rest on the seventh 
day so that you can run on the other six.  This command was a command of grace.  It was to be a 
day of joy not of burden.   

But over time, the Jews began to ask: what is work?  Since God forbids work on the Sabbath, 
what is work?   So they began to define work and make rules about what is and is not work. 
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No doubt the intention at first was noble. They wanted to keep God’s law and to safeguard the 
day.  But, as one commentator notes, “in time [the rules] became so many and drew so many 
absurd distinctions, that the true character of the day was lost.” (Morris?)  What should have 
been the best day of the week was made for many the worst with so many regulations.  This is 
the trajectory of man-made religious rules.  However noble the initial intentions, the natural 
tendency of man is toward fanaticism—more rules. 

The Sabbath should have been a day full of joy when burdens were lifted, but the Jewish 
authorities—the priests and the Pharisees—only added burdens on the people.  Regarding the 
Sabbath, they prohibited 39 categories of work. 

Within these categories were hundreds of rules about what kind of work was prohibited.  One of 
the rules was that a man couldn’t carry anything from one domain to another on the Sabbath, 
except in cases of compassion.  So you could carry a paralytic on a bed, but the healed paralytic 
couldn’t carry his bed mat.  That’s what the Jews condemned this man for. The Jews said he was 
breaking the Sabbath. 

He wasn’t actually breaking the 4th commandment.  God’s law didn’t prohibit him from carrying 
his mat.  If so, Jesus wouldn’t have told him to pick up his bed.  But it did violate one of their 
man-made rules they placed on top of God’s law and treated it as God’s law.  The punishment 
for breaking the Sabbath could even be death, depending on the severity of the lawbreaking.  So 
the man was in trouble with the authorities. The charge was serious. So the healed man blame 
shifts: 

John 5:11: “But he answered them, “The man who healed me, that man said to me, ‘Take up your 
bed, and walk.’ ””  

He’s saying, “It’s not my fault! The one who healed me is to blame.”  In the mind of the 
authorities, it was one thing to violate the rules, but it was a far worse thing for someone going 
around telling others to violate the rules.  So they ask the man who told him to pick up his mat: 

John 5:12: "They asked him, “Who is the man who said to you, ‘Take up your bed and walk’?”"  

They still don’t care who healed him, just who told him he could walk around with his mat on 
the Sabbath. 

John 5:13: "Now the man who had been healed did not know who it was, for Jesus had 
withdrawn, as there was a crowd in the place."  

The man didn’t know who healed him.  You get the idea that the man didn’t even seem to care, 
except that now that he’s in trouble he cares in order to shift blame.  Nowhere in this story does 
the man ever express gratitude for his healing. Nowhere does he give Jesus praise.   He’s the 
complete opposite of the man born blind that Jesus heals in chapter 9. 
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The Jews came after that man too and at first the man didn’t know who Jesus was. But that man 
gave praise to Jesus.  He says in John 9:25: “Whether he is a sinner I do not know. One thing I 
do know, that though I was blind, now I see.”"  And later, when Jesus visits him again, the man 
says, “Lord, I believe.”  The healed blind man’s faith came at great personal cost. The Jews 
“agreed that if anyone should confess Jesus to be Christ, he was to be put out of the synagogue” 
(9:22).  That’s what they did to the healed blind man. They cast him out. 

But the healed lame man in this chapter has no allegiance to Jesus, and we’ll see more of that in 
just a bit.  To be fair, the main reason the healed lame man didn’t know much about Jesus was 
that after Jesus healed him, “Jesus had withdrawn, as there was a crowd in the place.”  Jesus 
wasn’t there to heal everybody. As soon as one was healed, the crowd would have pressed Jesus 
to be healed just as they lurched to the pool when it stirred. 

But Jesus picked out this man to heal and did so on the Sabbath for a reason.  He knew the 
authorities would be offended.  He knew about their rules on carrying things on the Sabbath, but 
he commanded the man to carry his bed anyway.  Once Jesus accomplished his goal at the pool, 
he left so that the rest of God’s plan would be done. 

And that’s what we see in the final part of the story. 

III. THE MAN REJECTS JESUS 

Some period of time passed. How long? John doesn’t say. But not very long.  John writes (v. 14): 
“Afterward Jesus found him in the temple.”  Again, Jesus was in Jerusalem for a feast. The feast 
would have drawn 10s of thousands of people to the temple.  Just as Jesus sought this man out at 
the pool, he sought him out at the temple amid the crowds.  Jesus wasn’t done with the man. 

He said to him, “See, you are well! Sin no more, that nothing worse may happen to you.”  More 
important than the man’s healing was the man’s holiness.  The man needed to turn from his life 
of sin.  Jesus’ phrasing tells us that somehow this man’s 38 years of not being able to walk was 
in fact caused by his sin.  “Sin no more, that nothing worse may happen to you.”  He got this way 
because of sin. 

However, we should be quick to point out from the Scriptures that just because someone is 
physically debilitated doesn’t mean that it was caused by their sin.  We already mentioned the 
blind man in John 9 and the assumptions of the Jews that all physical infirmities were the cause 
of sin.  In John 9, Jesus passes by a blind man and “his disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, 
this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” Jesus answered, “It was not that this man 
sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be displayed in him." (9:1-3).  In other 
words, his blindness didn’t have anything to do with sin.  We can also think of Job, who was 
blameless, yet was afflicted by Satan with “loathsome sores from the sole of his foot to the 
crown of his head” (Job 2:7).  His friends insisted that he was sick because he had committed 
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some secret sin and refused to confess it, even though Job protested that he hadn’t.  So we ought 
not pretend we have the mind of God on these things and are able to judge others.  Nevertheless, 
the Scriptures do teach that some physical sicknesses are the result of sin. 

“Sometimes you’re sick and it’s not a direct punishment for sin. But sometimes sickness is a 
direct punishment for sin.” (MacArthur) 

God threatens Israel in: 

Deuteronomy 28:58–61: "“If you are not careful to do all the words of this law that are written in 
this book, that you may fear this glorious and awesome name, the LORD your God, then the LORD 
will bring on you and your offspring extraordinary afflictions, afflictions severe and lasting, and 
sicknesses grievous and lasting. And he will bring upon you again all the diseases of Egypt, of 
which you were afraid, and they shall cling to you. Every sickness also and every affliction that is 
not recorded in the book of this law, the LORD will bring upon you, until you are destroyed."  

When David was silent about his sin, refusing to confess it and repent of it, he says that God 
afflicted him: 

Psalm 32:3–4: “For when I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. 
For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was dried up as by the heat of 
summer.” 

Paul says that those who take communion unworthily have become sick and even died: 

1 Corinthians 11:28–30: "Let a person examine himself, then, and so eat of the bread and drink of 
the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks judgment on 
himself. That is why many of you are weak and ill, and some have died."  

Let me be clear: These passages don’t teach that everyone who sins will inevitably become sick 
or suffer a physical malady.  And these passages don’t teach that when someone is sick or 
physically suffers, it is necessarily the result of sin and God’s judgment. 

But some instances of suffering are the result of sin.  Live a life of confession and repentance 
and don’t worry about it. Leave it up to God. Don’t make judgments. You don’t know. There’s a 
danger here of being overly simplistic. “Jesus himself rejected simplistic cause-and-effect 
explanations” (Kostenberger). We should do the same while we acknowledge all that the 
Scriptures teach on a subject. 

But for this man, his 38 years of illness was a result of sin and Jesus warns him, “Sin no more.” 
Jesus was concerned for this man’s eternal destiny.  Stop the pattern of sin. Walk away from the 
sin that marked your life.  Otherwise, there is a judgment to come that’s worse than 38 years of 
not being able to walk.  The wrath of God will come upon you unless you turn.  Does he turn?  
No. This is the most surprising part of the story.  What does he do? 
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He doesn’t turn from his sin, he turns on Jesus , goes to the Jews, and turns Jesus in. 

John 5:15: "The man went away and told the Jews that it was Jesus who had healed him."  

What hard-heartedness! He’s a Judas.  He had been healed. He had been warned to move away 
from his life of sin.  And he goes right back to the Jews to tell them it was Jesus who healed him 
so that he can clear his own name. 

And then John adds this comment: 

John 5:16: "And this was why the Jews were persecuting Jesus, because he was doing these 
things on the Sabbath."  

“Doing these things” means Jesus was doing other things like this on the Sabbath too. 

CONCLUSION 

Next week, we’ll learn why Jesus chose the Sabbath as his battle-field with the Jews.  But let’s 
conclude by stepping back from the story and standing in awe of the damning power of unbelief. 

A man was healed. Undeniably healed. Healed from a lifetime of disease.  Jesus demonstrates his 
divine nature by turning the curse of sin into blessing and healing.  But neither the Jews nor the 
man healed acknowledge him. 

Jesus also came into the world and proved his divine nature by turning the curse of sin into 
blessing on the cross.  Those who do not acknowledge him as Savior and Lord will perish, but 
those who trust him as their Lord and Savior will have everlasting life.  There’s only one hope 
for salvation—one hope to be rescued from the curse of sin.  His name is Jesus. 
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