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Part 18 – The Third Sign  
 

John 5:1-18    
At the end of his gospel, the Apostle John states that had all of the 
actions of Jesus been committed to writing it would require more books 
than the whole world could possibly hold (21:25). Therefore, there is 
something quite deliberate about the selection of those events which 
are recorded by John. Such is the case with each of the seven signs 
recorded in the first ten chapters. This event is the sharpest conflict thus 

far recorded by John and involves the first mention of the religious leaders’ desire to kill Jesus.   
  
1. The Comprehensive Neediness of Mankind   
Vs. 1 – The Festival Jesus traveled to Jerusalem to observe is not mentioned though part of the festival 
took place over the Sabbath. It must be kept in mind that Jesus was a pious Jew who properly observed 
the law of God. He faithfully observed the very ceremonies and festivals of which he came as the fulfillment. 
Vs. 2 – Set in the northern wall, the Sheep Gate is an ancient entry way into the temple precinct of the city 
(Nehemiah 3:1, 32; 12:39). In the late 19th century archaeologists uncovered the pool of Bethesda and its 
five colonnades. Such spring fed pools were often believed to possess healing properties.  
Vs. 3 – John’s description, though brief, is nevertheless powerfully affecting. The sick and disabled gathered 
at the pool of Bethesda in multitudinous numbers hoping to be healed. They had adopted a belief that an 
angel would periodically grant the waters healing properties available only to the one first into the pool.  

 Verse 4 is not present in the oldest and majority of the NT manuscripts. Also, where verse 4 is found in 
the few later manuscripts, the wording varies widely in the few places it is present.1 It is widely held that 
verse 4 was a late edition meant to offer some explanation as to why so many sick and suffering would 
gather at the pool. Their belief was that the spring fed pools were periodically “stirred” by an angel, thus 
imparting healing power to the first who would enter the water. 

Vv. 5 – The narrative now focuses on a single man in the great crowd of those sick and suffering souls. For 
38 years he had been unable to walk. As a result he could not work and had to subsist on the charity of 
family and strangers. He also had invested his hope in a futile attempt to access supposedly magical water. 

 We inhabit a world filled with superstition and confusion about God. This confusion was on full display 
each day around the pool of Bethesda as sick people waited for an angel to stir the waters in hopes of 
being healed. Of course our world is no less filled with confusion. In the face of this falsehood Jesus 
stands as the perfect reflection of God and the embodiment of his redemptive purposes. 

  
2. The Compassionate Power of Jesus  
Vs. 6 – “Do you want to be healed?” – The Greek construction of the question includes the word “made” 
or, “become” (genesthai) so that it may literally be read, “Do you want to be made (or “become”) well?” The 
word “made” or “become” (genesthai) is a key word in John beginning in the Prologue in reference to all 
things being “made” by the Word, the Son of God. It may well be that Jesus is posing the question in such 
a way as to point to the fact that Jesus desires to do far more than heal his body. The question is not 
whether the man wants to be well but whether he wants to be “made” well.  
Vs. 7 –  For most, if not all of the man’s adult life, his hope was tied to the superstition of the healing waters.  
Vs. 8 – Jesus’ threefold command to the man is spoken with the same power that brought about the whole 
cosmos. The superstition invested in the waters of the pool served to separate God from his power. In 
essence, it served to make God’s power an impersonal force to be accessed by force of will. But now, in 
Jesus Christ it is made clear that the experience of God’s power is never separated from knowledge of his 
Person.  
Vs. 9 – “At once the man was healed (“became well”) – In the man’s healing we are given a glimpse into 
the redemptive plans of God which will include a restoration of the wholeness and health which was lost in 
the fall. The man now triumphantly picked up and carried the mat that once served to carry him. That the 
man “became well” is not a reflection on the man’s faith. There is no indication that he believed in Jesus as 
the Christ. Rather, the focus is on the One who made him well.  

                                                           
1 Edward W. Klink, John, ECNT (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016) p. 269  
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3. The Demanding Holiness of Jesus    
Vs. 14 – “Sin no more…” – The Lord’s call to cease sinning is never popular among people who desire to 
be a law unto themselves. The holiness of God is uncompromising. He never lowers the standard of his 
holiness in order to fit the sins of his people. That Jesus came to “take away the sin of the world” (1:29) is 
not limited to the forgiveness of sinners for which he died but includes his purpose of bringing a final end 
to all sin. The Lord’s call to holiness is one of lovingkindness. The call to sin no more is a call to health and 
peace. It is a call to a clean conscience and joy in God.  
“…that nothing worse may happen to you.” – It is possible that Jesus is attributing the man’s condition of 
38 years to sins he had committed. We know elsewhere from Scripture that some illnesses and even deaths 
are directly attributable to specific sins (1 Corinthians 11:29-30). On the other hand, Jesus may be warning 
the man to stop sinning lest a fate worse than his former condition befall him. However, suffering and 
sickness are often not the consequence of specific sins. Indeed, at times Jesus corrected those sorts of 
assumptions (John 9:3; Luke 13:1-5). The Scriptures include examples of “the righteous sufferer,” the godly 
man or woman who suffers for reasons that may not be readily apparent. 

 William Temple observes: “That is the danger of escape from the result of sin. If we are not vigilant, we 
relapse into a repetition of the sin; and the next time the resulting impotence is greater and the process 
of cure is harder.” 

 Commenting on these verses, Calvin observes: “First, then, we must acknowledge that it is God’s hand 
that strikes us and not imagine that our ills come from blind fortune. Next, we should ascribe this honor 
to God, that as He is indeed a good Father He has no pleasure in our sufferings and therefore does not 
treat us harshly unless He is displeased with our sins.”2 

 
4. The Divine Authority of Jesus    
Vv. 9c-10 – That Jesus healed a man and instructed him to move his mat placed him in direct conflict with 
the temple’s religious authorities.  
Vs. 11 – The man testifies to the fact that Jesus did in fact make him well.  It is likely that the man realizes 
that he has broken traditional Sabbath law (a serious offense). That likely explains why he quickly shifts 
“blame” to Jesus for his violation. “The man was not of the stuff of which heroes are made. He put the whole 
blame on the shoulders of the man who had healed him.”3 The religious authorities begin to plot Jesus’ 
death on the basis of two claims found within Jesus words and actions. 
 
a) He is the Lord of the Sabbath. 
Vv. 15-17 – “My Father is working until now” – Even when the Sabbath was instituted by God at creation, 
he never actually ceased all activity. Though he “rested” from creating the cosmos he most certainly did not 
stop upholding and governing it. The Father is always “working” and therefore it should not surprise that 
even on the Sabbath, the Lord Jesus is working. So by working as God continues to work on the Sabbath, 
Jesus was stating his Divinity.  

 At no point in his ministry does Jesus call for an end to proper Sabbath observance. But Jesus most 
certainly does demand an end to the unnecessary and, in some cases, cruelly legalistic distortions of 
Sabbath observance. Jewish tradition added 39 categories of regulations surrounding Sabbath 
observance. These regulations carried with them the force of holy law.  

 
b) He is the Son of the Father. 
Vs. 18 – Ultimately the religious authorities will charge Jesus with blasphemy which will be the formal 
justification for his crucifixion.  

 Like all of the signs performed by Jesus, the healing of the lame man at the pool of Bethesda points to 
both our Lord's divine authority and his purpose to redeem the world from sin. True to form, the religious 
authorities miss the meaning and significance of Jesus’ sign and instead respond with murderous anger 
over what they believed to be a violation of the Sabbath. But Jesus reveals – as he will repeatedly – that 
manmade regulations must never supplant God’s good design. They had displaced the generous 
blessings of the weekly Sabbath with a burdensome weight.  

                                                           
2 John Calvin, The Gospel According to Saint John 1-10, CNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995) p. 122 
3 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971) p. 306 


