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Gospel of John  
Part 19 – The Third Sign (2)  

 
John 5:1-18      
Having focused previously on the significance of Jesus’ healing of the 
man at the Pool of Bethesda, we now turn our attention to its aftermath. 
Following the healing of the lame man, the religious leaders and temple 
authorities are scandalized that Jesus would command someone to 

break Sabbath law by directing him to carry his mat. In fact, neither Jesus’ healing nor the man carrying his 
mat were violations of the Sabbath but only those regulations later added by rabbinical tradition. Jesus was 
a pious man who had the highest regard for God’s law, including the law to hallow the Lord’s Day. The 
healing of the lame man and Jesus’ activities on the Sabbath are linked because in both instances he 
demonstrates his Lordship and that he is indeed “equal with God” for he is God in the flesh.  
 
1. A Defining Conflict  
Vs 9c – The final clause of verse 9 informs us of the fact that the lame man was healed by Jesus on the 
Sabbath, the weekly festival of covenant renewal. This is no small detail for it introduces us to the sharp 
conflict between Jesus and the Jewish religious authorities; a conflict that will lead all the way to the cross. 
This is the first usage of the word Sabbath in John’s gospel and introduces what will become a major point 
of conflict between Jesus and the Jewish religious authorities. From this point on, Jesus will be accused of 
being a Sabbath-breaker. Of course, Jesus never once violated the Sabbath. Indeed, no one ever kept the 
Sabbath holy to the degree that Jesus did. Rather, it was the religious authorities who violated the Sabbath 
with their unbiblical demands. Their religious traditions turned what was given to mankind as a blessing into 
a crushing burden.  

 
2. A Deadly Plot     
Vv. 17-18 – This is the first time we see an active conspiracy against Jesus by the religious authorities. As 
we see elsewhere in the gospel accounts, this passage has something of a legal motif. There are crimes 
(violating the Sabbath and blasphemy), a criminal (Jesus), and prosecutors (the religious authorities). But 
even in the wickedness of those who plotted against Jesus we see the gracious providence of God who will 
use their sin to bring about atonement for sinners.  
 
 

Christians and Sabbath Observance: We should not appeal to this passage to argue against the Christian 
responsibility to keep the Sabbath holy. It is true that Sabbath observance became laden with extra-biblical 
regulations. But the abuse does not negate the principle. Sabbath observance is, like marriage and 
procreation, a creation ordinance. That is, God gave man the Sabbath as a part of what is normative within 
the creation order, meaning that it was not abrogated by Christ’s redemptive work. Being of the creation 
order, the Sabbath remains. 
Later, Sabbath observance was encoded in God’s moral law in the form of the Fourth Commandment 
(Exodus 20:8-11). All of this means, we are not free to simply disregard the Sabbath nor are we free to 
observe the Sabbath in any way that may seem right to us personally. We must avoid extra-biblical 
regulations. We must also avoid making Sabbath observance strictly a matter of burdensome prohibitions. 
From its inception, the Sabbath was a means by which God blesses his creation, particularly his human 
creatures. Therefore, we ought to primarily conceive of Sabbath observance in terms of a gift wherein we 
experience a foretaste of that eternal rest which awaits us all in the presence of God. For that reason the 
biblical witness concerning Sabbath observance emphasizes covenant renewal through gathered worship, 
restful contemplation of God’s goodness, acts of mercy, and physical rest.  
The Sabbath links us each week to God’s past works of creation and to his eternal works of consummation 
when, in the age to come we will know that great everlasting rest (Hebrews 4:1-10). “The Sabbath keeps 
us navigationally fixed to these two points – what is built into creation (Alpha) and what is still awaiting us 
in the future in the new creation (Omega). It gives us the tempo of belonging to the One by whom we exist 
and for whom our existence is directed” (Michael Horton, A Better Way, p. 197). 
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3. A Divine Authority     
Vv. 9c-10 – Some religious authorities in the temple noticed that this man was carrying his mat, a violation 
of their Sabbath legal tradition. It was a serious infraction.  

 Every miracle (sign) performed by Jesus demonstrated his divine authority. Quite often when Jesus 
healed someone he connected the healing in some measure to their faith. But not so at the Pool of 
Bethesda. There is never any indication that the man Jesus healed believed in him in any saving way. 
Indeed, when Jesus healed him, the man had no idea who he was so faith, at that point, was not even 
possible. In healing this way, Jesus demonstrates that his power and authority are never hemmed in by 
the belief or unbelief of his human creatures. His authority is absolute and never contingent on conditions 
outside himself. This same authority is demonstrated in his words concerning him and his Father’s work 
on the Sabbath.  

Vs. 11 – The man testifies to the fact that Jesus did in fact make him well. 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.”1  

 That said, what the healed man said was completely true. Jesus gave him a command which directly 
violated long-held Sabbath regulations. In so doing Jesus was demonstrating (as he will time-and-again) 
that he is the One with authority over the ceremonies and festivals of God’s people for he is the grand 
designer of it all. He is even Lord over the creation ordinance of Sabbath for he is the Lord of creation.  

 This is the first place where a plot to kill Jesus is mentioned. The religious authorities believe they are 
justified in seeking his death because they believe Jesus is guilty of blasphemy, which was about as 
serious a violation of law as was possible.  

 
a) He is the King of humanity.  
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 also to 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. At times, Jesus corrected those sorts of 
assumptions (John 9:3; Luke 13:1-5). Indeed, the Scriptures have a clear category of “the righteous 
sufferer,” the godly man or woman who suffers for reasons that may not be readily apparent. Nevertheless, 
Jesus’ words to the healed man serve as a warning.  

 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.”2 

 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.”3 

 
b) He is the Lord of the Sabbath. 
Vv. 15-17 – Why the man reported Jesus to the religious authorities is not entirely clear. But it stands to 
reason that he was motivated by a desire to keep himself out of their line of fire. Jewish tradition added 39 
categories of regulations surrounding Sabbath observance. These regulations carried with them the force 
of holy law. Among those traditions was the prohibition against moving anything on the Sabbath such as a 

                                                           
1 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971) p. 306 
2 William Temple, Readings in John’s Gospel   p. 109  
3 John Calvin, The Gospel According to Saint John 1-10, CNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995) p. 122 
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bed. Jesus’ violation of these traditions explains, in part, the fury against him. But Jesus’ statement about 
he and his Father “working until now,” is what unleashes their determination to kill him. In that brief 
statement Jesus asserts his divine authority over the Sabbath which nullifies their traditions.  

 “My Father is working until now” – Even when the Sabbath was instituted by God at creation, he never 
actually ceased all activity. God is never inactive. He is “always working.” Though he “rested” from 
creating the cosmos he most certainly did not stop upholding and governing all things. The Father is 
always “working” and therefore it makes sense 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, his Lordship over 
creation.  

 At no point in his ministry – including here, by the pool – 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. “The Jews had built such restrictions around the 
Sabbath that they eventually had to deal with whether God himself through His works of providence was 
violating the Sabbath!”4  

 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 gifts.  

 
c) He is the Son of the Father. 
Vs. 18 – The religious authorities understood the significance of Jesus’ words. They knew that in claiming 
to be God’s Son, Jesus was claiming to be equal with God. They did not understand the intricacies of proper 
Trinitarian doctrine. But they knew that Jesus was claiming deity. The clause “his own Father,” indicates 
clearly that Jesus is not teaching the idea of the universal fatherhood of God. As Scripture will make clear, 
God is the Father of those who believe. Here, Jesus “was claiming that God was His Father in a special 
sense. He was claiming that He partook of the same nature as His Father. This involved equality.”5 

 The Jewish religious authorities would now seek to kill Jesus for his claiming of equality with God both by 
practicing Lordship over the Sabbath and by referring to God as his Father. Ultimately the religious 
authorities will charge Jesus with blasphemy which will be the formal justification for his crucifixion.  

 

                                                           
4 Anthony Selvaggio, The Seven Signs (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2010) p. 56   
5 Leon Morris, p. 310  


