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Dear congregation,

Some time after the miraculous healing of the official’s son, Jesus and his disciples were back in Jerusalem once more, to attend a Jewish festival.  In those days, God-fearing Jews from all over Judea, Galilee and beyond made it a point to attend such feasts whenever possible.  Jesus appears to have followed this practice as well.

THE MIRACLE

While in Jerusalem, for reasons unexplained, Jesus made his way to a place called Bethesda (House of Mercy: Morris; House of Outpouring(s): Carson).  It was located near what was called the ‘Sheep Gate’, a small opening in the north wall of the city.

That place, and the twin pools, are still there in Jerusalem even today.  You will find them near the St Anne’s Church.  Four colonnades surrounded the pools,  with a fifth between them.

In Jesus’ day Bethesda was a popular gathering place for the chronically ill, people who were blind, lame, paralysed and therefore unable to work.  These sufferers went to Bethesda because they believed that from time to time an angel of the Lord would come down from heaven and stir up the waters.  When this happened there would be a mad scramble to jump or be lowered into the waters because it was believed that the first person to do so would be cured of whatever disease he had.

An explanation for this ‘stirring’ might well have been that the pool was spring fed.  At times there might be a powerful surging of the water from the subterranean springs, thus causing a special ‘stirring’ of the surface.  It seems very likely that the pool was called ‘Bethesda’ because, through the years, various people had indeed experienced God’s mercy, outpourings of his healing love at Bethesda.  

When Jesus and his disciples visited this famous place, there was one man there who attracted our Lord’s attention.  John doesn’t tell us why Jesus went to this particular man.  Nevertheless, here was someone who had a million reasons to feel bitter, cynical and even angry with God.   There had been thirty-eight years of endless, unremitting suffering from his condition, probably lameness or paralysis.  Whether or not he had spent most of those years at Bethesda day in day out is not clear.  What is clear is that he had seen many of these supernatural stirrings of the water, people lowered into it, and come out healed.  But it had never been him. There had always been someone else ahead of him or healed instead of him.

No experience of mercy, no outpouring of God’s healing love for him.  Sure, other people may receive mercy, but never him.  Why he is still there after 38 years is not clear.  Maybe he was so deeply caught in the rut that there was no where else to go! 

When Jesus, a total stranger to the paralysed man, asked him the question, ‘Do you want to be healed?’ you can sense his bitterness and cynicism.  Yes of course!  That’s why he is at Bethesda.  But does he expect to get well?  His only hope for healing depended on the supernatural power of the stirred water of the pool.  

 “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.” John 5:7

Note well.  The very last thing the invalid expected was to receive help from God via the strange man who was standing before him at Bethesda.  As far as he was concerned, if he Lord God would stretch out his merciful hand, it could only be by means of the pool.

Then Jesus said to the man:  Get up, take up your bed, and walk. John 5:8

He did!  The healing was complete, immediate and permanent!  The man was cured! He took up his mat as he had been told to do, and walked.

Imagine the amazed stares of all the other sick people at Bethesda!  Look who’s walking!  Look who’s carrying his bed mat!  Cries of amazement.  Another miracle at Bethesda – and this time without the stirring of the water or even getting into it.  Amazing!  How did it happen?  Who did this to you?

There can, at best, only have been very limited communication between the man and the Lord Jesus.  By the time things quietened down somewhat and the newly healed man started thinking about and looking for this stranger who had told him to get up, pick up his mat and walk, the stranger was gone.  He had slipped away during the furore.  The man who had been healed knew nothing about who his benefactor was or where he had gone.  It may have been an angel from God!  But at any rate, from the man’s perspective, all that really mattered was that he was healed.

THE IMPACT AND MESSAGE OF THIS MIRACLE

When you starting thinking about and trying to work out the meaning/message of this miraculous sign, all kinds of questions come up.

· Why did the apostle John chose to mention this particular miracle in his list of seven?

· Is there anything special and noteworthy about it?

· How does it function as a sign, as something to make us who read/hear about this event sit up and think more deeply about Jesus?

5.9b provides the vital clue.  John informs us that the Lord Jesus healed this man on the Jewish Sabbath,  the seventh, the holy day God has called his covenant children to keep as holy by not doing any work on it.   

Now that bit of information might not seem especially important to you or me – but it was for the original hearers/readers of John’s gospel, in particular Jewish people!

In Jesus’ day, observing the Sabbath (Shabbat) was of extreme importance to faithful Jews,  in particular to their religious leaders.  You see, in those days (as in ours!) the religious leaders had good reason to worry about the lack of living faith and holiness of God’s people.  People often lacked holy and reverent fear/awe of God.  Generation after generation, the religious leaders found that the Ten Commandments were not been treated with the seriousness God calls for.  Therefore, in order to keep people on the ‘straight and narrow’, Jewish religious teachers  (the rabbis) had studied the law and, through the years, written endless studies interpreting how each of the Ten Commandments and the books of Moses should be kept and how they could be broken!  This collection of interpretations was called Mishnah.  

Sabbath-observance, the fourth commandment, had come in for special scrutiny.  In Jesus’ day the Mishnah contained thirty-nine classes of work forbidden on the Sabbath.
   The rabbis taught and policed their interpretations and applications of Sabbath laws with great fervour.   No Jew, in particular no Jew in Jerusalem, could expect to get away with breaking the Fourth Commandment openly.  There were eyes and spies everywhere.
Therefore, imagine the surprise and consternation of the Jewish authorities when they saw this man walking around carrying his sleeping mat on the Shabbat!   Why, this fellow was busy putting God’s curse on his own head!  God is likely to strike down such a blatant sinner!    No wonder the Jews (John’s term for Jewish authorities) said, ‘It is the Sabbath, and it is not lawful for you to take up your bed (mat).’ (5.10)
  Carrying you bed mat was considered work!

The newly healed man isn’t about to take responsibility for his own actions.  He had just been healed and the last thing he wanted was to have the wrath of the rabbis, and that of God, falling on his head.

Like Adam in the Garden of Eden, he pointed beyond himself: ‘The man who healed me said to me, ‘Take up your bed and walk.’ (5.11). In no way was he responsible.  He was just following orders.  He didn’t want to mess with God! No sir!!
Who was this man?  Who is this person who claimed the authority to tell you to do what is not permissible?  The healed man didn’t have a clue. A man? An angel?  He had no idea of the name or the authority of the person who had healed him.  

Some time later, it is not clear if it was the same day or some time after that, Jesus, who was still in Jerusalem, found this man at the temple.  What he was doing there, or even why he was there is no explained.  Some suggest that he was there to praise and thank God for being healed.  While that is possible, there is nothing that points on that direction.  The way Jesus addresses him, and the way in which the healed man reacts suggests otherwise.

Jesus said, ‘See, you are well!  Sin no more, that nothing worse may happen to you.’ (5.14.). Whatever else, the man’s healing was permanent.  He had been completely cured from his former condition and was now free to pursue a living.  He was fit and well.   He faced a choice.   He could make something of the rest of his life, learn for the first time to earn his own keep.   Above all, after all of those years of increasing cynicism and scepticism about the mercy of power of God, he could now start serving God.  Match your spirit, your heart with your healed body!   If you don’t, what use is being physically well if you use hands and feet to serve yourself and not God?  It is surely worse to be spiritually dead, an unrepentant sinner than to be physically paralysed.

One wonders if this man took on board what the Lord Jesus told him.  All we are told that this ungrateful creature went and told the Jews (the religious authorities) that is was Jesus who had made him well!

It was, as 5.16 tells us, because Jesus was doing these things on the Sabbath, that the Jewish authorities began to persecute him and even try to kill him. (5.16,19)

FOCUS ON JESUS

The importance of this third miraculous sign in John’s gospel is that it marks a very noteworthy turning point in Jesus’ public ministry.   Up until now there had been considerable curiosity about him. 

Great claims had been made about Jesus by John the Baptist; by Jesus’ disciples; some Samaritans from Sychar and the official from Capernaum.   But, as far as ordinary Jewish people were concerned, the final arbiters of what is from God and what is not, was their religious leadership in Jerusalem: the Pharisees, Sadducees and the scholars.  What would they, as Israel’s spiritual shepherds, say about Jesus?

1. Their suspicions were aroused when Jesus challenged their own authority and understanding of God’s law by deliberately doing things on the Sabbath, things such as healing the man from Bethesda, which they expressly banned and forbade!   Jesus was challenging and undermining their rabbinical authority, the authority of the Mishnah.  He claimed to have greater wisdom and insight into God’s will than they did!  He was encouraging people to follow and listen to himself rather than to them!  

Here’s the challenge: The wisdom, the truth and guidance of Jesus, Jesus’ way to God is not the same as that offered by the Jewish leaders.  There is conflict!  To follow Jesus’ way is to be drawn into taking sides, with huge consequences.  It will mean conflict, opposition, persecution and even attempts on your life.  It did then and it will now.

Jesus’ way will make you enemies.  It did in those days.  Witness the countless Christians who followed Jesus without compromise and were persecuted and put to death, first by the Jewish authorities and then by the Roman.  

It still does in ours.  

I offer you one example: Ours in an age where there are really only a few sins in the minds of our community: racism, sexism and intolerance!  The universal creed demanded is that every man, woman and child on this planet is equal and God, in whatever shape or form you chose to worship him/her/them, loves them all.  We must tolerate different beliefs, ideas.  They are all roads to the same end. Religions must live and let live.  Celebrate and overcome differences by tolerating them.   But Jesus claims greater and higher wisdom than the Jews and their Mishnah. He alone is Lord. He alone is the way and the truth and life.  Jesus is before, over and above all other wisdom!  That belief brands you a fundamentalist, a bigot and as being one-eyed and intolerant.  It earns you scorn, hatred and persecution.
Are you prepared to accept those outcomes in order to follow Jesus?

2. But there is still more.  It is this conflict over the Sabbath that led Jesus to say: ‘My Father is working until now, and I am working.’ (5.17)  God’s work did not stop after sixth day.   Although he rested on the seventh/Sabbath day, his work of caring for, loving, being merciful and providing for his people, had never stopped.  God didn’t stop ‘working’ – caring for and looking after, renewing and healing his people, after he had finished creation as described in Genesis 1&2.   
Jesus points out that he imitates, does the will of the Father who sent him.  But there is even more than that.  He refers to God as ‘My Father’.  Although the Jews were willing to speak of God as ‘our Father’ speaking of ‘my Father would have offended them mightily.  This man Jesus makes himself equal with God!  Blasphemy!  Jesus of Nazareth, a human being, equal with God?  Not even the holiest and most pious of men – no one in the entire Scriptures – even begins to make that kind of claim about himself!   Jesus equal with GOD?   He must be out of his mind!   He’s a menace!  He’s dangerous.  He could lead people astray, straight into hell!   
CONCLUDING COMMENTS

From this miracle story and what happened as a result of it, two major challenges confront you in your relationship to Jesus.

1. If you want to follow Jesus, believe what he believed, do as he did, be as he was, expect opposition, violent persecution, even to the point of your life being at risk.   To go where Jesus went is to be driven to be forced to belong to the minority; be at odds with popular opinion, and be treated accordingly.

Are you prepared to accept that?

2. If you want to follow Jesus you must hear him make claims about himself that make him equal with God!  You are going to have to consider the possibility of needing to believe and convince others that God, the Lord and creator of heaven and earth – the entire universe – chose planet earth to be special and sent his eternal Son to live here as a human being – some 2,000 years ago.   That’s what Jesus taught according to John’s gospel.  Jesus – the one and only (only begotten) Son of God – the Word of God the Father made flesh!
Are you prepared to do and to believe that?

� Morris (John, p 305, footnote 25 cites some interesting/entertaining examples: “(On the Sabbath) a man may borrow of his fellow jars or wine or jars of oil, provided he does not say to him, ‘Lend me them’’ (Shab. 23.1). This would imply a transaction, and a transaction might involve writing and writing was forbidden.


Or again: “If a man put out the lamp (on the night of the Sabbath) from fear of the gentiles or of thieves or of an evil spirit, or to suffer one that was sick to sleep, he is not culpable; (but if he did it with a mind) to spare the lamp or to spare the oil or to spare the wick, he is culpable.” (Shab. 2.5)


� NASB: “It is the Sabbath, and it is not permissible for you to carry your pallet.” 
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