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JESUS’ EQUALITY WITH GOD, PART I 
John 5:17-24 (No. 29) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
April 2, 2017 

INTRODUCTION 

Read 5:1-24  

John 5:1-24 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did not know who it was, for Jesus had withdrawn, as there was a crowd in the place. 14 Afterward 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. 17 But Jesus answered them, “My Father is working until now, and I am 
working.” 
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. 
19 So Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of his own accord, but 
only what he sees the Father doing. For whatever the Father does, that the Son does 
likewise. 20 For the Father loves the Son and shows him all that he himself is doing. And greater 
works than these will he show him, so that you may marvel. 21 For as the Father raises the dead 
and gives them life, so also the Son gives life to whom he will. 22 For the Father judges no one, 
but has given all judgment to the Son, 23 that all may honor the Son, just as they honor the 
Father. Whoever does not honor the Son does not honor the Father who sent him. 24 Truly, truly, I 
say to you, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life. He does not 
come into judgment, but has passed from death to life. 
 

This morning, we begin studying one of Jesus’ lengthy teachings in the Gospel of John.  It’s 
been said that in these verses, Jesus makes the most astonishing claim he ever made.  One pastor 
calls this passage, the Holy of Holies in the Gospel of John.  Another considers this like a 
systematic theology of Jesus’ relationship with the Father.  In John 5:19-47, we have the very 
words of Jesus, who was responding to his Jewish critics about working on the Sabbath.  The 
historical context for Jesus’ speech was his healing of the lame man. 
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Jesus went to the pool of Bethesda, located in Jerusalem in the shadow of the temple, and he 
found a man at the pool who had been unable to walk for 38 years.  Jesus healed him and 
commanded him to pick up his bed mat and walk.  In that moment, the man was healed and he 
did just that.  It should have been a cause for celebration. But there was a problem.  The day was 
a Saturday. 

The day was the Sabbath and the Jews had invented rules about what kinds of physical effort was 
allowable on the Sabbath.  They had taken the fourth commandment, which forbids doing one’s 
work on the Sabbath and created hundreds of rules outside the Scriptures about what kind of 
work beyond your vocation was allowable.  One of their rules was that you couldn’t carry an 
object from one domain to another.  This healed man violated the rules because he carried his 
bed mat on the Sabbath as Jesus commanded him.  The Jews questioned him about why he was 
carrying his mat.  The healed man shifted the blame to Jesus, saying essentially, “I just did what 
I was told.”  When they pressed him on who told him he could carry his bed, initially the man 
didn’t know Jesus’ name.  But later on, he found out Jesus’ name and went back to the Jews to 
betray Jesus.  The story ends with this sad outcome: 

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

This is the moment in John’s Gospel that the Jews begin to openly oppose Jesus, doing what they 
could to undermine and destroy his ministry.  From this point on, their opposition intensifies and 
culminates in Jesus’ arrest, trial, and death.  So the Jews attacked Jesus because he healed a lame 
man on the Sabbath and that broke their rules.  There’s no physical reason why Jesus had to heal 
him on the Sabbath.  The man had been lame for 38 years—longer than Jesus had been on earth 
as a man. The man would have been lame the next day too. 

Jesus healed him on the Sabbath because it was the Sabbath.  He told the man to pick up his bed 
and walk, knowing full well it was against the Jews’ invented rules.  Jesus did all this on the 
Sabbath for the purpose of provoking the Jews.  Healing the man wasn’t the only thing he did on 
the Sabbath either.  Verse 16 says he was doing “these things” on the Sabbath, indicating he did 
other things like this healing on the Sabbath.  The Jews took notice.  

Jesus’ healing of the lame man on the Sabbath was designed by Jesus to get a response from the 
Jews.  They did respond. To them, Jesus was a law-breaker.  Since they considered their rules to 
be God’s rules (even though their Sabbath rules were built on top of God’s law), they counted 
Jesus a sinner and one who must be stopped lest others follow after him.  Jesus knew that he 
would be rejected by them and that they would seek his death.  This would expose the hardness 
of their heart. It would show that they didn’t truly trust God because they rejected the One he 
sent, their Messiah, their Lord, the Savior of the world.  By provoking them on the Sabbath issue, 
Jesus knew they would seek his crucifixion.  Did Jesus want to die?  Not only did he want to, 
that’s what he came to do. 
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He was sent into the world for this purpose: to be the one who stood in the place of sinners and 
took the wrath of God in the place of all who believe.   He came to die.  But not yet. 

Not yet. For now, there was ministry yet to be done.  On this particular Sabbath day, the reason 
he provoked the Jews on the Sabbath was so that he could disclose to them exactly who he was.  
Healing the lame man became an occasion for Jesus to reveal his true nature. 

You might think that now that he has the Jewish leaders’ attention, he would use the opportunity 
to teach them about what God’s law really says about the Sabbath.  Perhaps he’d use the time to 
correct them and show that the Sabbath was God’s gift to Israel and meant to free them from 
burdens and deepen their trust in God, who would provide for them even when they weren’t 
working.  But Jesus doesn’t do that. He has something more important to teach them. 

He uses the Sabbath controversy as a launching point to tell the Jews exactly who he is.  He goes 
deeper to more precious truths.  He moves the debate from what is lawful to do on a Saturday to 
his own true identity.  He focuses on Christology rather than views on the Sabbath.  You can see 
the switch in: 

John 5:17: “But Jesus answered them, “My Father is working until now, and I am working.”“  

The word “answered” was used in those days for responding to a legal dispute.  Even today in 
our legal system, when someone files a lawsuit against you, they file a complaint and you are 
required to respond by filing a legal document called an answer.  The following verses constitute 
Jesus’ answer to their charge that he was breaking the Sabbath. 

The way he responds is that God, his Father, works on the Sabbath and so does he.  The Jews 
didn’t dispute that God worked on the Sabbath.  Yes, the fourth commandment was part of God’s 
law, but even they knew it couldn’t apply to him.  People were born on the Sabbath. People died 
on the Sabbath.  Who holds the power of life and death? God does.  So it’s evident that God is 
active every Sabbath.  Every single day, including every Sabbath the sun rises, the earth stays in 
orbit, rains fall, and so on.  God is always at work.  The promise of rest for Israel on the Sabbath 
depended upon God being active on that day because God was the one who would provide for 
them. 

So Jesus said, “My Father is working until now, and I am working.”  Jesus’ defense is 
summarized in this sentence.  The implication is that Jesus in his deity works on the Sabbath 
because that’s what God does and he is equal with God.  “I am working” because I’m equal with 
God and therefore I have the right to work even as the Father works. 

So Jesus chooses the Sabbath as the launching point of controversy with the Jews because the 
controversy reveals two things: First, it reveals that the Jewish leaders had constructed a false 
religion on top of the Old Testament law.   
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It exposed them as a people whose hearts were dead. They lacked compassion. They lacked love 
for God and love for man.  They cared about the appearance of holiness rather than true holiness.  
They didn’t care that the man was healed. They cared that he carried his mat. 

Second, the Sabbath controversy reveals Jesus’ true nature—that he isn’t only a man—because 
as a Jew he does what only God has the right to do on the Sabbath.  He continued to work and 
minister on the Sabbath, just as God does.   

Now Jesus came to fulfill the law (Matthew 5:17).  He never broke God’s law.  He fulfilled the 
law perfectly so that his righteousness could become our righteousness.  In his humanity, he did 
what the law required of all Jews.  But in his deity, he was always working. 

If Jesus’ vocation before his public ministry was carpentry, I’m sure he didn’t do carpentry on 
the Sabbath.  He fulfilled the fourth commandment.  But in another sense, he was always 
working on the Sabbath.  How all that gets sorted out—in his humanity fulfilling the law and yet 
in his deity he is Lord of the Sabbath and continues to work—I don’t know.  This is part of the 
wonder of the nature of Christ.  One person, two natures. 1 

But what’s important here is that the Jews knew he was working on the Sabbath. That’s what the 
Jews condemned him for.  Jesus acknowledged that he worked on the Sabbath. He didn’t deny it.  
And the reason he says he works on the Sabbath is that he is equal with God. He even calls God 
“my Father.” 

That certainly wasn’t a common way for the Jews to address God.  They might say “our Father” 
or, more dangerously, “my Father in heaven,” but not “my Father.”  To say “my Father” would 
express too close a relationship.  They sought ways in their language to put some distance 
between themselves and God. 

They didn’t understand DNA and heredity, but they did understand that to say you were the son 
of some man and that he was your father was to say that you had the same nature, the same 
makeup.  The Jews didn’t want to say that about themselves in relation to Father God lest 
someone think they were calling themselves a god like the true God.  They understood that God 
is God and has a fundamentally different nature than man. So they avoided calling him “my 
Father.”  But Jesus calls God “my Father” and in verse 19 calls himself “the Son.”  

Jesus was using their cultural thinking and their language to clearly affirm that he and the Father 
had the same nature, the same essence.  When the Jews heard him, they understood him 
                                                      

1 Chalcedonian Definition of the two natures of Christ: “acknowledged in Two Natures unconfusedly, 
unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; the difference of the Natures being in no way removed because of the 
Union, but rather the properties of each Nature being preserved, and (both) concurring into One Person and One 
Hypostasis; not as though He were parted or divided into Two Persons, but One and the Self-same Son and Only-
begotten God, Word, Lord, Jesus Christ” 
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correctly.  They knew he was making himself equal with God.  If you are equal with God then 
you are either God yourself or, at least, another God.  They couldn’t conceive of God becoming a 
man, so they interpreted Jesus as claiming to be another god.  Either way, they thought it 
blasphemy because they knew from the Old Testament that God is spirit and that God is one, not 
one of a number of gods (Deuteronomy 6:4: ““Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is 
one.”)  We would affirm much of what they thought.  God is spirit. Jesus says so in John 4:24: 
“God is spirit. . .”  There is only one God. Jesus isn’t another God or a competing God. He is 
God, the Second Person of the Trinity. One God, three Persons. 

But the Jews thought Jesus was a blasphemer and a Sabbath breaker, so they looked to put him to 
death. 

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.”  

We can’t believe that the Jews were somehow morally neutral and that the reason they wanted to 
kill Jesus was all due to a misunderstanding.  Jesus doesn’t speak of them as men misled, but 
men whose hearts were hardened and who were influenced by the devil.  He says that their true 
father is not God, but the devil.  Because Jesus teaches the truth, they do not believe in him 
because they believe only the lies of their father, the devil (8:45).  They were morally culpable 
for their hatred and their actions.  Once they understood Jesus’ claims about himself, they 
increased their persecution of him. They sought all the more to kill him.  They knew exactly who 
Jesus was claiming to be.  They knew he was claiming deity. 

If anyone ever tells you that Jesus never claimed to be God, here is one of many proofs that he 
did.  Just ask the Jews of his day.  They understood full well the implications of what Jesus said 
in verse 17.  They even said in John 10:33: “It is not for a good work that we are going to stone 
you but for blasphemy, because you, being a man, make yourself God.”“  

If Jesus was telling the truth, he was truly God.  If Jesus was lying, then he certainly wasn’t God 
and had to be a messenger of Satan.  Only two options were available.  Now, as I said, in the 
verses that follow, Jesus tells the Jews that he is co-equal with God—that is, that he is truly God.  
He proves this by his unique relationship with the Father. 

In 5:19-24, Jesus reveals his equality with the Father by demonstrating his unity with the Father 
in five ways.  We’ll cover just the first one and finish the passage next week. 

I. JESUS IS UNITED WITH THE FATHER IN WORKS 

Jesus is united with the Father in works and, therefore, Jesus is co-equal with the Father.  Verse 
19 begins, “So Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you. . .”  This is the way Jesus begins 
when he says something with particular solemnity. 
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Hear these next words because they have a kind of seriousness and gravity and earnestness that 
you should not miss.  What he says in the following verses stretches our understanding. It dives 
into the depths of the workings of the Trinity.  But we do well to pay attention. 

He says, “the Son can do nothing of his own accord.”  Jesus refers to himself in a way not 
common in this Gospel.  He often calls himself the Son of Man or the Son of God, but here just 
“Son.”  Jesus wants to emphasize his relationship with the Father, the first person of the Trinity, 
so he simply calls himself “Son.”  

As the Son, Jesus is subordinate to the Father in his role, yet he is equal.  “The Son can do 
nothing of his own accord. . .”  That means that Jesus does nothing apart from the Father.  Jesus 
is dependent on the Father, not independent.  He does nothing on his own initiative.  Everything 
Jesus does is coordinate with the Father.  It’s not that he does nothing on his own accord, but he 
cannot do anything of his own accord.  He is unable to act or speak apart from the Father’s will 
because of his perfect union with the Father.  They have a perfect, harmonious unity of purpose, 
will, and desire.  He says later on in this Gospel, “I and the Father are one.”“ (10:30).  In fact, the 
works of Jesus are so united with the Father’s will that Jesus’ works are called the Father’s 
works. 

John 14:10: “The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own authority, but the Father who 
dwells in me does his works.” 

Jesus does “only what he sees the Father doing.”  In some way, what Jesus is doing acts out the 
Father’s will.  The Father continually revealed his will to Jesus and he did it.  As we learned in 
1:18, Jesus exposits the Father: “Jesus has made [the Father] known.”  That’s why Jesus could 
say in 14:9: “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.”   

Jesus is not the Father, but to see Jesus fully reveals God.  “For whatever the Father does, that 
the Son does likewise.”  Jesus didn’t copy the Father or imitate him so much as that by virtue 
that they had the same nature, they had the same works.  Jesus didn’t do something other than 
what the Father did. Otherwise, Jesus would be another God. 

Rather, the things Jesus does are the things that the Father does.  All this is to stress that absolute 
unity of the Father and the Son.  They are one God, not two Gods.  One God, two Persons. 

And think of this: if the Father is God and the Son can do what the Father does, what does that 
make the Son?  He must also be God because only God can do what God the Father does.  So 
Jesus must be God as the Son of God. 

Finally, look at the first part of verse 20: “For the Father loves the Son and shows him all that he 
himself is doing.”  This beautiful unity of the Father and Son is rooted in love between the Father 



www.tccathens.org 

7 

 

and Son.  Here, it says that the Father loves the Son. Surely, the Son also loves the Father.  There 
is perfect, mutual love between the Father and Son and in this they take great delight. 

And then their love for each other and eternal joy gushes over into the world with the Father 
lovingly sending his Son, and the Son lovingly willing to go to the cross to die, and the Holy 
Spirit lovingly sent to dwell inside those who believe and love the Son. 

O Christian, know that not one member of the Trinity does this begrudgingly. Not one does this 
with indifference. Not one does this with regret.  If they love you with so great a love not 
begrudgingly, not with indifference, and not with regret, then in what manner do they perform 
the act of salvation?  They do this out of pleasure.  The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit all 
worked to save man because it pleased them. 

Psalm 115:3: "Our God is in the heavens; he does all that he pleases." 

Jesus’ death on the cross is not only the supreme act of love, it is the supreme act of joy.  
Hebrews 12:2 says that Jesus “for the joy that was set before him endured the cross.”  He died on 
the cross “for the joy” set before him.  He took great pleasure, great happiness, great delight, 
great satisfaction in accomplishing the Father’s will and saving the ones he loved. 

And now we know that if he went to the cross with joy, then it must have been the Father’s joy 
that sent him there too because Jesus only does what the Father does.  The theological foundation 
for the happiness of God is the love within the Godhead for each other. 

How could you not be happy as the Son, if you are loved by the Father perfectly and you receive 
the Father’s love perfectly?  The Father’s love for Jesus is profusive and Jesus’ love for the 
Father is profusive.  Love abundantly and perfectly abounds between them. 

And this overflow to save humanity is joyful love and they do it to for God’s glory and we gain 
the benefit.  So the gospel is rooted in the intra-trinitarian joyful love that they have for each 
other (“the Father loves the Son”). 

CONCLUSION 

What, then, have we seen?  Jesus must be equal with the Father because he is perfectly united 
with the Father in his works. 

Next week, we’ll see that Jesus is also united with the Father in power, in judgment, in worship, 
and in salvation. 
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