
Take Up Your Bed and Walk
John 5:1-15

I have had the opportunity to to on a short term missions trip 
once in my ministry.  I led a group of nine people from the church 
I pastored, and we spent a week in Merida, Mexico, on the 
Yucatan peninsula.  We helped to build a  concrete roof for a 
seminary building during the day, and led a vacation Bible school 
as the beginning of a new church at a rural village in the 
evenings.  The contrasts were so striking to me on that trip, from 
the bare concrete block, dirt floor house in a genuinely third-world 
village in which we held our Bible school, to the modern mall in 
the big city which we visited the last evening of our trip, a mall as 
big as you would find in any large city in our country.  

And then there were the beggars.  The poor, begging for 
money.  Especially the women and the children.  And the crippled.  
The lame.  It was the only experience that I have ever had that 
would come close to the sight which Jesus saw as he went by 
that pool of Bethesda in Jerusalem.

v.1-3

The picture is one of helplessness.  Hopeless helplessness.  
And Jesus makes a point of addressing that situation.  And with 
his appearance at this pool with five porches,

I. JESUS RECOGNIZES THE TOTAL HELPLESSNESS OF 
ALL MEN.

Those porches no doubt were filled with the multitude of those 
seeking physical cures.  There were the sick, the blind, the lame, 
and the paralyzed.  There were no rehabilitation hospitals.  No 
physical therapy available.  No medical insurance and no medical 
services.  Nothing.  Nothing but helplessness.

And Jesus personalized it.
v.5

This was the man in whom the Lord would choose to work.  
And there is no mention of faith on his part.  Nothing at all about 
him is known, except for his pitiful helplessness.  His total inability 
to be healed of his devastating condition, one which had enslaved 
him in his own body for 38 years.  38 years of not being able to 
move himself.

Notice how Jesus exposes that helplessness.  Notice how his 
seemingly offensive and insulting question magnifies this man’s 
horrible condition.

v.6

What a silly question, from a human point of view.  What an 
obvious question.  An insulting question.  Of course he wants to 
get well.  But Jesus knows the answer, and wanted the man to 
articulate it.

v.7
“Yes, I want to get well, but I can’t!”  “Yes, I want to get well, 

but there is nothing I can do about it.”

So it is with us, for all our vaunted pride in medical 
achievements and accomplishments, ultimately, there is nothing 
we can do to bring about physical health.  And why is that?  
Because we are all mortal.  By God’s decree.  By God’s curse.  
Corruptible.  Subject to sickness and to death.  And helpless to do 
anything about it!  Like this man,

A.  We are totally unable to bring about physical health 
ourselves.

But we try, don’t we?  We try in the worst way.  But the simple, 
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inescapable truth is that our physical well being, our physical 
condition, is ultimately a matter of God’s sovereign power. 

There are certainly things you can do on a human level to take 
care of your body and to preserve your health, but ultimately, it is 
up to God.  Some people eat all the bad food with all the wrong 
ingredients, and live to a ripe old age.  And some people take 
meticulous care of their bodies and die young.

Ultimately, we’re helpless.  Ever since the fall of man.  For 
God had spoken,

Gen.2:16  “Of every tree of the garden you may freely eat; 17 
but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, 
for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.”

And so the curse.
Gen.3:19  “In the sweat of your face you shall eat bread Till 

you return to the ground, For out of it you were taken; For dust 
you are, And to dust you shall return.”

This man at the pool of Bethesda had a particularly obvious 
manifestation of his own mortality.  He couldn’t walk.  And notice 
what he was expecting to happen.

v.7

Apparently, there was a popular and commonly believed 
superstition about healing at this place, and that superstition is 
recorded for us in the King James Translation of, 

v.4

A need to get a little bit technical here, because there is an 
important issue of biblical texts.  If you have a NASB, the words of 
verse 4 are put in brackets, indicating as the note says, that many 
Greek manuscripts simply do not contain those words.  Many 

English Bibles simply leave them out, including the ESV and the 
NIV.  For good reason.  There is little evidence among the best 
Greek manuscripts for the words of verse 4.  Evidently, they were 
a commonly held superstition, and probably written in as a note in 
a Bible that would be copied.  And the note, the commentary, the 
humanly superstition, then became included in a few of the later 
texts that still exist.  But the language is not John’s, words are 
used that John never used, and are actually never used 
elsewhere in the Bible.  There are a variety of actual possibilities 
among different texts, and it seems obvious to most scholars that 
the words were added.  The earliest and most accurate 
manuscripts have none of the words you find in verse 4.

But those words do seem to represent the commonly held 
idea, as the man himself declares in,

v.7

This sick man does what we nearly all do.  He limits God’s 
help to his own ideas and does not dare to promise himself more 
than he conceives in his own mind.  And Christ will certainly show 
that his goodness far exceeds the narrowness of this man’s faith.

I want you to understand that this was a superstition.  There 
was no legitimate idea of an angel of God stirring the water and 
causing healing to the first man who could get himself into the 
water.  That’s not how God works, provoking jealous and selfish 
posturing among men so as to be first in line to get his help.  
That’s just superstition, and it’s empty, isn’t it?  Religious or 
spiritual power, that is merely the product of the over-active 
imagination of a man, is useless.  Isn’t it?

These crippled and lame people were desperate.  So they 
believed a foolish idea.  An idea not based in the eternal truth and 
power of God, but based in the religious superstitions of man.  
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And, to be sure,

B.  Foolish superstitions are totally unable to to bring 
about physical health.

We need to be careful to avoid these sorts of things, for all to 
often, all too easily, our faith is reduced to superstition.  We treat 
God as if he were a good luck charm.  If a preacher on television 
prays over a prayer cloth then mails it to us for a $20 donation, 
we think there is some sort of power in it.    We reduce God to 
external formulas.  We reduce him to the pretense of magical 
powers.  

Or we think there is particular value in the human expressions 
of the words we pray, as if just the right words will bring about the 
desired response from God.  If we speak, “In Jesus name,” we 
expect anything to happen.  The name it and claim it mentality, of 
emphasizing the proper means of claiming what we want.  And 
we speak about a higher power without any personal 
identification, as if an unnamed god could get us out of any fix 
that we manage to get ourselves into.  

For an example of religious superstition, consider how foolish 
the people of Israel were in the OT, when they so foolishly thought 
that the mere presence of the ark of the covenant would 
guarantee them victory.

So beware of religious superstitions, and recognize the 
powerless of such human ideas.  As this man at the pool so 
painfully demonstrates, there is no healing power in man-made 
ideas.  Foolish superstitions are totally unable to to bring about 
physical health.

So where does that leave us?  Where does that leave this 
man crippled for 38 years?  I hope the answer is obvious.  If we 

are totally helpless, totally unable to help ourselves, then 
someone else has to help.  Not a mere superstition, but one who 
is called the truth.  And in this account, in the face of such 
absolute human helplessness and complete lack of ability 
particularly with the example of physical health, 

II. JESUS DISPLAYS PERFECT ABILITY TO CURE OUR 
INFIRMITIES.

Notice what Jesus does.  
v.8

Those words were spoken to a man who hadn’t walked in 38 
years!  “Take up your bed and walk.”

What a contrast!  No waiting around for the water to be stirred.  
No foolish scene of trying large numbers of men trying to 
scramble into the water first, to get that limited degree of power 
as defined by their own superstitions.  No frustration of waiting for 
a period of recovery and therapy.  Instead, in this case among 
others,

A. Jesus performs complete and immediate miracles of 
physical healing.

There would be all sorts of medical issues to consider.  First, 
the cure of the disease which had crippled the man in the first 
place.  Then, of course, there would be issues of muscle tone.  
There would be no functioning muscles after all those years.  
There would be much needed physical therapy, and clearly a 
process of re-learning how to walk.

But there was none of that here.  Jesus doesn’t begin a 
process of healing, he offers no therapy.  Instead, he commands 
and brings forth an instantaneous healing.  A full and perfect 
healing.  This man was made whole.  Completely and 
immediately.
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Now, to say a word about so called modern day healings, I 
should say that they have little in common with what is described 
here.  Jesus spoke, and it came to pass.  Immediately.  Infallibly.  
And permanently.  There is no other explanation.  

There was no showmanship, no self-glorying, for Jesus 
actually slips away into the crowd.  And there was no 
manipulation, no attempt to get the man to send in a donation for 
receiving this miracle.  Just a miracle, a supernatural 
demonstration of power that was magnified by the physical 
inabilities of man.

And notice that Jesus takes the initiative, with his question of 
the man.  The general truth is that,

B.  Jesus takes the initiative in offering his works of grace 
to us.

v.6

He does not wait for this man to approach him.  He begins by 
inquiring as to his willingness to be cured.  He asks.  And he asks 
for a response.

We must never allow our understanding of reformed theology 
in general and predestination in particular to obscure this point.  
Jesus does help people against their will, healing them or saving 
them while they remain hardened and kicking and screaming.  
Nor does he refuse those who seek him, who desire his help.

And so the outward presentation of the gospel is given in this 
context, “Do you want to be made well?”  Do you want to be 
saved?  Do you want to receive Christ, and rest upon him alone 
for salvation?  Do you want to?  We should be asking people that 
question, and if they answer “no,” we should, of course, seek to 

teach them why they should want to!  In other words, teach them 
about the wrath of God and about his eternal punishment, 
teaching them about the eternal justice which all can expect who 
do not know God.

But the truth of the Scripture is that God takes that initiative 
with us!  In fact, we read in 1 John 4 that, “this is love, not that we 
loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the 
propitiation for our sins.”  Further down, in verse 19, we read that, 
“We love Him because He first loved us.”

God takes the initiative.  In a greater, theological sense, we 
read that,

Rom. 5:6  “For when we were still without strength, in due time 
Christ died for the ungodly. 7 For scarcely for a righteous man will 
one die; yet perhaps for a good man someone would even dare to 
die. 8 But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while 
we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”

God takes the initiative, according to purpose of his own will.  
All of you who have been saved by grace through faith in Jesus 
Christ, I can say confidently to you, that God saved you.  God 
came to you, while you were still dead in your sins, and saved 
you.  And he chose to love you, he chose to save you, in the 
secret counsel of his own will which he determined before the 
creation of the world, as we read in,

Eph.1:4  “Just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of 
the world, that we should be holy and without blame before Him in 
love, 5 having predestined us to adoption as sons by Jesus Christ 
to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His will.”

God takes the initiate to love us.  And God took the initiative 
with this man at the pool of Bethesda.
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Let me answer the question of “why” rather briefly.  Why this 
miracle?  Why the miracles?  What was the purpose of Jesus?  
What was his reason for performing them?  Especially a miracle 
such as this?  Turn with me to,

Mat. 9:1  “And getting into a boat he crossed over and came to 
his own city. 2 And behold, some people brought to him a 
paralytic, lying on a bed. And when Jesus saw their faith, he said 
to the paralytic, “Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven.” 3 
And behold, some of the scribes said to themselves, “This man is 
blaspheming.” 4 But Jesus, knowing their thoughts, said, “Why do 
you think evil in your hearts? 5 For which is easier, to say, ‘Your 
sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise and walk’? 6 But that you may 
know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—
he then said to the paralytic—“Rise, pick up your bed and go 
home.” 7 And he rose and went home. 8 When the crowds saw it, 
they were afraid, and they glorified God, who had given such 
authority to men.”

You see, there was something more than a physical healing in 
Jesus’ miracles.  There was a stunning display of spiritual power, 
most especially, the power to forgive sins.  And there is an 
obvious answer to the question, “Which is easier, to say, ‘Your 
sins are forgiven you,’ or to say, ‘Arise and walk’?”

Though both are impossible for us, the answer is that it is far 
easier to say “Arise and walk,” for that speaks only to physical 
matters.  But Jesus also speaks with authority over spiritual 
matters.  And Jesus displays his power over physical matters in 
order to demonstrate and prove his authority over spiritual 
matters.   And so he says, “Take up your bed and walk,” so that 
you may know that he has power on earth to forgive sins.”

And that spiritual ministry is at the heart of all of Jesus 
outward and physical actions.  It certainly was here, for,

III. JESUS ADDRESSES THE SPIRITUAL ISSUES OF A 
MAN’S HEART.

He addresses both the man and the Jewish leaders, with the 
immediate emphasis on the latter.  How sad it is, how horribly 
grievous, to read about the response of the Jews.

v.9-10

Jesus  had healed a man, one of their own.  He enable a man 
to walk who, for 38 years, had been totally crippled.  And what is 
the response?  “You can’t do that on the Sabbath.”

How totally and completely they missed the whole point.  And,

A.  Jesus exposes the legalistic foolishness of the Jews.
Legalistic foolishness.  That is, taking the law of God, which is 

good and true, and abusing it, misusing, perverting it, to castigate 
Jesus for performing this act of healing, this ministry of mercy.

Legalism basically refers to those who take the law of God 
and make it oppressive by misuse!  Legalism applies to those to 
go beyond the law.  And let me assure you, there is nothing in the 
law of the sabbath which would forbid Jesus from healing a man 
paralyzed for 38 years.  At least, nothing in the law of God.

There were, no doubt, such prohibitions in the laws of the 
Rabbi’s, the Jewish traditions that clearly went far beyond the 
demands of God’s revealed will.  And Jesus exposes that 
legalism.  In fact, by performing this miracle on the sabbath, he 
provokes their response, to reveal their foolishness.

These Jews also rebuked the man who had been cured.
v.10

Talk about a bad reaction.  You would think they would rejoice 
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with this man at the goodness of God upon him.  Instead, they 
accuse him of violating the fourth commandment, for carrying his 
bed.  And they pressed him further.

v.11-13

And after he was able to identify Jesus, he did so!  And Jesus 
was persecuted, he faced opposition even unto death, for doing 
that which was so profoundly good.

v.15-16  

Let me assure you again.  There was nothing in the law of 
God that prohibited a man healed of his infirmity to take up his 
bed and walk away!  Though the law as it is found in Jeremiah 17 
did forbidding a man to bear a burden, or to carry a heavy item 
out of your houses on the sabbath, but the obvious context is that 
of the labor of gainful employment, the carrying of items 
necessary for ordinary labor and profit, in other words for buying 
and selling.  But this man was doing nothing of the sort!  He was 
celebrating the fact that he could walk, and God’s law certainly 
did not require him to wait until after the sabbath to take up his 
bed and walk!  A crippled man healed of his disease picking up 
his bedding has nothing in common with a man carrying an item 
to market to sell at a profit.

How foolish.  But how human!  How common, for do such 
things all the time.  Failing to rejoice in the abundant evidence of 
the work of God in the lives of his people, we give our attention to 
legalistic matters.  We make judgments of people based upon 
their outward appearance, and we miss the matters of the heart. 

Jesus doesn’t.  And he doesn’t miss the matters of the heart of 
this man whom he healed, for,

B. Jesus calls the man to the repentance of faith.

v.14

Again,
Mat.9:6  “But that you may know that the Son of Man has 

power on earth to forgive sins” --then He said to the paralytic, 
“Arise, take up your bed, and go to your house.”

Jesus centers in quickly on the issues of the heart, for his 
gospel was no mere social gospel.  His purpose in performing 
these great miracles was not merely for the sake of man’s 
physical gain.  There was a deeper issue.  A far deeper issue.  It 
is the issue of salvation.  The issue of repentance, and the issue 
of the forgiveness of sins.

And though Jesus performed this miracle in the absence of 
any display of faith on this man’s part, still he wasn’t finished 
when he healed him of his infirmity!  He went back for the real 
healing, the healing of the heart.

And that healing came not with the authoritative proclamation 
of a supernatural miracle, but with a warning.  A warning unto 
repentance.

v.14

Let me emphasize, that there is no implication there that this 
man had done something sinful 38 years earlier, and had been 
stricken as the direct consequence of that sin, only to be warned 
that if he blew his second chance, something even worse would 
happen.  What Jesus is saying, in the present tense, is to 
continue in sin no longer.  He urges the man to turn from his sin, 
his present sin.  Right at this point this man is still unreconciled 
with God, and Jesus warns him not to remain in that condition.  
Otherwise, there would be something in store for him that would 
be far worse than the 38 years of his physical affliction.  Namely, 
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the eternal judgment of God’s wrathful condemnation.  

This warning is the invitation of the gospel, and we cheapen 
the gospel drastically when we fail to give such a call to genuine 
repentance, that which I have called the repentance of faith.  
Because, you see, you can’t have faith, saving faith, without the 
existence of repentance.  Because turning to God in faith 
necessarily involves turning away from sin in repentance.  They 
are inseparably joined together in the closest of relation.

And so the call of the gospel is so crystal clear.  “Sin no more.”

We’re not told exactly how the man responded, except that he 
did freely tell of Jesus who had made him well.  

v.15

And so the gospel must be preached today as it is in the Bible, 
as it is proclaimed by Jesus himself.  We must call sin, sin, and 
we must call people to turn from their sin in repentance.  And we 
must do so with the sober and serious warning that if they fail to 
repent, if they fail to turn from their sin and trust in God with 
saving faith, then they will be condemned to the everlasting 
torment of fire and burning sulfur.

And so we read of the invitation of the gospel in terms of 
blessings and curses.  Blessings to those who demonstrate the 
reality of their faith by walking in devoted obedience.  And curses 
to those who demonstrate the hardness of their hearts by 
stubbornly remaining in their own sin.

And woe to those preachers who fail to give such a warning.  
Woe to those preachers who dare to say that God would look 
upon evil and call it good.  Woe to those who proclaim that a man 
can obtain salvation without the brokenhearted humility 

repentance of sin.  Woe to those who believe that a man can 
claim the gift of salvation without giving any heed to the warning, 
“Sin no more, lest a worse thing come upon you.”

And woe to you, if you think that the outward trappings of 
religion will save you, in the absence of repentance.  Woe to you 
if the law of God becomes a tool by which you trap and destroy 
those caught in your own webs of hypocritical and self-righteous 
legalism.

Beware both errors, of imposing upon those who would 
profess to be Christians demands which go beyond the Scripture.  
And the opposite error of glossing over the reality of genuine sin 
that exists in a man’s heart in opposition to the law of God.  Sin 
no more, Jesus tells all those who would follow turn.  Turn from 
him.

And so the apostolic invitation of the gospel is this,
Acts 3:19  “Repent therefore and be converted, that your sins 

may be blotted out, so that times of refreshing may come from the 
presence of the Lord.”

Dear friends, realize your own helplessness.  Especially when 
it comes to physical matters.  Ultimately, you are helpless to keep 
your own body in good health.  You are helpless to deny the 
working of your own mortality.  You are helpless to resist the 
power of death.  But there is something far more important than 
your physical health.  Something far more important than your 
physical life.  And is the condition of your soul.

And so I ask this morning, “How is it with your soul?”

Jesus may well have worked many good things in you, things 
even comparable to this great miracle.  When it comes to physical 
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infirmities, Jesus may say to you, “Take up your bed and walk.”  
He may free you from those infirmities.  And he may not.  But in 
either case, the application and exhortation is made clear.  Turn 
from sin.  Heed the call to repentance, lest you subject yourself to 
God’s judgment. 

If there are any of you without Christ this morning, any who 
don’t have this relationship with God reconciled by the blood of 
Christ, then I ask you, “Do you wish to be well?”  I say to you, be 
warned.  Repent, and turn from your sins, that your sins may be 
blotted out.  “That times of refreshing may come from the 
presence of the Lord.”

And to all of you who know Christ, search your own hearts.  
Clear yourselves of self-righteous legalism and foolish religious 
superstitions, and devote yourselves to the God who has 
revealed his glory with such a marvelous sign as this one.  And 
praise him.  

As you study the working of this great miracle, sing his praise.  
“All hail the power of Jesus’ name.  Let ANGELS prostrate fall.  
And crown him, crown Jesus, the Lord of all.”
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