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John 5:1-19 

Sometime later, Jesus went up to Jerusalem for one of the Jewish festivals.  Now 

there is in Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate a pool, which in Aramaic is called 

Bethesda and which is surrounded by five covered colonnades.  Here a great 

number of disabled people used to lie—the blind, the lame, the paralyzed.   One 

who was there had been an invalid for thirty-eight years.  When Jesus saw him lying 

there and learned that he had been in this condition for a long time, he asked 

him, “Do you want to get well?” 

“Sir,” the invalid replied, “I have no one to help me into the pool when the water is 

stirred. While I am trying to get in, someone else goes down ahead of me.” 

Then Jesus said to him, “Get up! Pick up your mat and walk.”  At once the man was 

cured; he picked up his mat and walked. 

The day on which this took place was a Sabbath, and so the Jewish leaders said to 

the man who had been healed, “It is the Sabbath; the law forbids you to carry your 

mat.” 

But he replied, “The man who made me well said to me, ‘Pick up your mat and 

walk.’ ” 

So, they asked him, “Who is this fellow who told you to pick it up and walk?” 

The man who was healed had no idea who it was, for Jesus had slipped away into the 

crowd that was there. 

Later Jesus found him at the temple and said to him, “See, you are well again. Stop 

sinning or something worse may happen to you.”  The man went away and told the 

Jewish leaders that it was Jesus who had made him well. 

So, because Jesus was doing these things on the Sabbath, the Jewish leaders began to 

persecute him.  In his defense Jesus said to them, “My Father is always at his work to 

this very day, and I too am working.”  For this reason they tried all the more to kill 

him; not only was he breaking the Sabbath, but he was even calling God his own 

Father, making himself equal with God. 

Jesus gave them this answer: “Very truly I tell you, the Son can do nothing by 

himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father 

does the Son also does. 
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Meditation: 

It was a feast day that brought Jesus to Jerusalem.  The rhythms of Jewish life were 

regulated by such days. Passover. Pentecost. Rhythms of feasting and fasting, of 

lamentation and celebration. The yearly Yom Kippur. The weekly Sabbath. 

The Sabbath was instituted as a sign of God’s covenant with his people. Just as God 

rested from his work on the seventh day of creation and set aside that day to reflect 

on the previous six, so each Jew was to mirror that example. Working six days. 

Resting the seventh. 

The Mosaic instruction to observe the Sabbath was simple: “You shall not do any 

work.” Over the years, though, a Great Barrier Reef of interpretations so encrusted 

the command that its original purpose was  obscured. The rabbis established a 

system of thirty-nine categories of work, which, if violated, carried the penalty of 

death. Each  category was further divided into subcategories. Reaping, for example, 

was one of the main categories, which in turn was divided into a number of lesser 

works that were in some way related to reaping, such as picking a  grain of wheat or 

pulling a follicle of hair. The regulations became so restrictive that it was forbidden 

for a woman to even look  in a mirror on the Sabbath  for fear she might discover a 

gray hair and be tempted to pluck it, thereby violating the prohibition against 

reaping. 

The ritual of the Sabbath was regulated by the rhythms of the natural world, 

beginning on sundown Friday and continuing until sundown Saturday. Food for the 

Sabbath was prepared ahead of time. No cooking was allowed, not even the starting 

of a fire. No dishes were washed. No floors were swept. No work of any kind was 

done. Even what a person could carry was restricted. “Carrying a burden” was clearly 

forbidden. It wasn’t so clear, though, what constituted a burden. Debates ensued, 

resulting in a hairsplitting definition of terms. To walk on a crutch, for example, was 

permitted. To walk on stilts was not. The reasoning? The crutch carried the man, 

but the man carried the stilts, therefore the stilts constituted a burden. 

The healing at Bethesda happened on the Sabbath.  Because of the Byzantine 

complexity of restrictions regulating that day, the Jews saw only the burden the man 

lifted and not the one God lifted from him. It should come as no surprise. Legalism 

is always shortsighted. Focusing on the foreground of external things, it blurs 

everything else. That’s why the Jews couldn’t envision God working outside the 

rhythms of established religious ritual. 
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But the Savior’s life moved to a different set of rhythms. There is a set of rhythms we 

are all affected by because we are all surrounded by them from the earliest stages in 

our development. In the womb we are surrounded by the surge of our mother’s 

heart. We hear the blood coursing through her veins, the air moving through her 

lungs, the cadence of her voice muffled through her body. After we are born, we 

experience other rhythms. The rising and setting of the sun. The ebb and flow of the 

tides. The coming and going of the seasons. From the life cycle of the mayfly to the 

lunar cycle of the moon, the rhythms of life regulate our world. 

But there are other rhythms at work in the world. Spiritual rhythms. Pulsing from 

the heart of our heavenly Father. Jesus listened for those rhythms the way a 

migrating animal listens to a seasonal change in temperature or the steady signal of 

the earth’s magnetic field. Jesus sensed the movements of the Father the way the 

tides sense the movements of the moon. Those movements determined his. “I tell 

you the truth,” Jesus said, “the Son of Man can do nothing by himself; he can do 

only what he sees his Father doing.” The Father not only determined the course of 

his Son’s actions but also the course of his conversations. “For I do not speak of my 

own accord,” Jesus said, “but the Father who sent me commanded me what to say 

and how to say it.” 

The fourth and fifth chapters of John reveal an insight into what regulated the 

rhythms  of Jesus’ life.  In  John 4 we see him drawn, almost gravitationally, to a well 

outside the town of Sychar. There he meets a Samaritan woman. Because of her, 

many of the people in the town become believers. In the next chapter Jesus comes 

to Jerusalem, to a pool with five covered colonnades and people with all sorts of 

infirmities surrounding it. 

Oddly, Jesus does not heal everyone there. He heals only an invalid. In one chapter, 

a multitude of people are touched by Christ. In the very next chapter, only one.  

Which raises a question. 

Why didn’t Jesus heal everyone around that pool? They had waited so long for the 

angel, prayed so hard for their miracle. Jesus was already there. How much more 

trouble could it have been? He had the power to heal them. Why didn’t he? 

Because that was not what the Father was doing on that day. That day in Samaria, it 

was the Father’s will to do a very big thing. That day in Jerusalem, it was his will to 

do a very small thing. Why? Who can say? His ways are mystery. We, along with 

Solomon, can only wonder: “Just as we do not know the path of the wind or how 
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bones are formed in the womb so we do not understand the activity of God who 

makes these things.” 

This much we can say. If numbers are a measure of success, the poolside ministry at 

Bethesda was a failure. But success was not the Son’s ambition. Submission to his 

Father was. “My food,” Jesus said, “is to do the will of him who sent me.” 

Jesus’ life flowed out of his relationship with the Father. It was lived listening to his 

Father and being obedient to his leading. If the Father was leading him into the 

wilderness, he went. If the Father wanted him to go to a well in Samaria or to the 

pool of Bethesda, he went. And if his heavenly Father willed him to go where no 

earthly father could ever conceive sending a son—to a shameful cross on a brutal 

hill—he would go there too. 

He would go there to die as he had lived, his heart still beating with that one 

passion—“Not my will be done but thine.” 

Until at last it beat no longer. 

 

 

Questions: 

1. When you are unwell, what/who do you turn to first?  Share any handed-down 

“cures” for ailments that you might remember from your parents/grand-parents. 

2. If you grew up in a Christian home did you have any “do not do’s” for Sundays? 

If so, what ones. 

3. After healing the paralytic man, why did Jesus just “disappear into the crowd.” 

4. Why do you suppose the paralytic man told the Jewish leaders it was Jesus who 

healed him – after first not telling them? 

5.  What did you find interesting or insightful in this scripture or meditation? 
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Prayer: 

Dear Father, someone once said there are two kinds of people in the world: those 

who say to God, “Thy will be done,” and those to whom God says, “Okay, go ahead 

and have it your way.” Help me, father, to live more like the former kind and less 

like the latter. 

But I have lived so much like the latter. So much of my life has been just that—my 

life. My needs. My desires. My plans. My hopes. My dreams. by career. My car. My 

ministry. My time off. I confess that my will has been the driving influence in so 

many of my thoughts, my actions, my conversations. Even when I pray, “my” has 

been on my lips so much more than “thy.” So often I come for you to bless my 

plans . . . instead of for me to bow to yours. 

Lord. How casually I use that word. I call you “Lord” in my prayers. I refer to you as 

“Lord” in my conversations. Are you? Are you Lord of my life? If you are, I am the 

servant. Yet so often it is I who am telling you what to do instead of you telling me. 

Please, Lord, take the selfishly possessive pronoun out of my life. And make it 

yours. Your life. Your plans. Your dreams. Your will be done on this earth. Not 

mine. For thine—not mine—is the kingdom and the power and the glory, forever and 

ever. . . . 

 

 


