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What a neat study of John we’ve had so far, rereading some familiar passages and 

allowing God to peel back our preconceived notions and speak to us afresh. I 

thought Ben did a great job last week laying out the context for the story of the 

woman at the well, connecting it to our day, and pointing out some things that I 

had never seen before.  

I hope you’ve been able to hear from God in this series. I hope too that these 

messages are challenging you to dig into God’s word for yourself at home, to 

ponder these questions and applications throughout your day, and allow God to 

work in your lives even when you’re not at church. 

Here’s a question I want to start off with tonight: have you ever gone to the 

doctor for one health issue and discovered there’s actually a bigger, different 

health concern you didn’t know about?  

A few years ago, I was at the E.R. and happened to witness a young woman 

receive a diagnosis that changed her life. She’d been complaining of persistent 

cramping in her abdomen, but was fairly calm when she checked in. Coming out 

of the doctor’s office there was a visible shift in her demeanor for she had 

discovered that the persistent cramping wasn’t a stomach bug but stemmed from 

the pregnancy she was not prepared for.  

That would be great news for someone trying to get pregnant, but for this young 

woman who thought she knew what the problem was and found out it was 

something totally different, the shock was too much. Not only was she surprised 

by the news, she realized how much her life would be affected by it.  

Well this evening we’re in John 5, a passage where Jesus uses the healing of a 

lame man to show him a larger concern in his life, one that he’s completely 

unaware of. The healing itself is pretty straightforward, but we find more depth in 

the passage when we read how Jesus speaks to him and when we recognize that 

this man who was lame for 38 years has a bigger problem—he’s spiritually blind.  
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This is an interesting passage for me because it’s one I’ve pondered for several 

years without understanding what Jesus says. I thought I did, but I was content to 

read some parts of the story at a superficial level without stopping to ask the hard 

questions and apply it to my life.  

I don’t want us to make that same mistake tonight, being blind to what Jesus says 

and who He is. Instead let’s understand Jesus’ purpose behind the miracle and 

understand why John includes it in his gospel for us who read it today. 

Just as we’ve been emphasizing context throughout the series, we’ll start there 

tonight.  

There are different types of context, right? There’s the historical context, there’s 

the social context, but there’s also the literary context. Both how the book is 

placed in the complete story of the Bible, and how a certain passage fits in the 

narrative or arc of the rest of the book are important considerations.  

Think about Star Wars. Is there anyone out there like my wife who discovered Star 

Wars in your adulthood, and didn’t have a clue what was going on? Everyone 

around you is on track and you’re trying to figure out who’s on what side. You 

need to know the order of the episodes and what happened at the end of the last 

episode, for you to understand what’s going on, right? It’s even more true with 

the Bible. 

Looking at the gospel of John, the first chapter included an introduction, the story 

of John the Baptist, and the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry. John identifies 

Jesus as “the word of God” and God himself, while John the Baptist testifies that 

Jesus is the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”  

In chapter 2 Jesus identifies Himself with messianic prophecies by turning water 

to wine. In chapter 3 he meets with an inquisitive Pharisee and reveals himself as 

the Son of God given and sent by God to save the world.  

In chapter 4, as we heard last week, Jesus breaks with tradition to talk with a 

promiscuous woman from a culture Jews didn’t associate with, the Samaritans, 
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making plain to her that He is the Messiah, the Savior for both Jews and 

Samaritans. Also in chapter 4, Jesus performs the first healing in the book, 

reviving a boy from the brink of death. In that passage He tells the father, “unless 

you people see signs and wonders, you simply will not believe.” 

Signs—John always uses that word rather than the more common “miracle” used 

throughout Matthew, Mark, and Luke. And as we saw with the water turned to 

wine, there’s a purpose behind the sign, something Jesus wants us to see about 

Himself. So when we arrive at chapter 5, there’s been more discussion about who 

Jesus is than physical miracles he’s performed.  

It’s also interesting in both these stories how Jesus performs these miracles 

simply by His word, He doesn’t even need to be in the place where the miracle 

occurs. That’s a reassurance for us who live today. And, whether the signs at Cana 

or the healing of the sick boy, it’s important to note that both stories conclude 

with the people involved believing in Jesus, not simply marveling at what He’s 

done. 

Now the setting for this story is developed in the first few verses, 

1 After these things there was a feast of the Jews, and Jesus went up to 

Jerusalem. 2 Now there is in Jerusalem by the sheep gate a pool, which is 

called in Hebrew Bethesda, having five porticoes. 3 In these lay a multitude 

of those who were sick, blind, lame, and withered,  

As we read, the story takes place in Jerusalem, and there’s a specific pool where a 

crowd of people are assembled regularly: the sick, blind, lame, and withered.  

Now in your bibles you may see brackets around the next part of verse 3 and 

verse 4, which indicate that there’s a few lines that were not present in earlier 

manuscripts. As throughout the rest of the Bible, there can be some added 

context from these insertions, thought they should not shift our focus away from 

the main point of the passage read in their absence. According to these few lines 

these people: the sick, blind, lame and withered were… 
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[waiting for the moving of the waters; 4 for an angel of the Lord went down 

at certain seasons into the pool and stirred up the water; whoever then first, 

after the stirring up of the water, stepped in was made well from whatever 

disease with which he was afflicted.]  

Now the rest of the passage makes no reference to the angel, but we can see 

later that the man in question describes the stirring and the healing in a similar 

manner. These lines may have been added as notes reflecting popular belief, but 

it’s evident that lame man shares this belief, and is lying there hoping that the 

water will be stirred and he will be healed. 

We could spend a lot of time hypothesizing about the name of the place, the 

symbolism of the five porticoes if any, the possibility of an angel and a healing 

pool, but instead let’s follow the example of Jesus who has a much more direct 

approach. 

5 A man was there who had been ill for thirty-eight years. 6 When Jesus saw 

him lying there, and knew that he had already been a long time in that 

condition, He said to him, “Do you wish to get well?” 

“Do you wish to get well?” He asks. His statement is so penetrating and so direct 

in addressing the man’s desire that it seems insensitive—almost like a taunt. Of 

course the man wants to be healed, right? Why would Jesus ask a question like 

that? How would you feel if He asked you that?  

But let’s look at the response of the man: 

7 The sick man answered Him, “Sir, I have no man to put me into the pool 

when the water is stirred up, but while I am coming, another steps down 

before me.” 

Instead of saying “yes sir” or “brother please” or even asking if Jesus knows how 

he can be healed, or anything affirmative at all, he tells Jesus the reason why he 

can’t be healed. There’s three parts to that reason, parts which reflect the man’s 

outlook on his situation and which sum up the solution he’s looking for.  
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The first is “I have no man to put me into the pool.” He’s focused on his need and 

his lack of human help. This sounds a lot like, ‘But I’m all alone,’ ‘No one really 

cares,’ ‘I just can’t find the right doctor.’ Or If it’s other areas of life, not just a 

health issue, this could be ‘I just can’t find the right guy or girl,’ ‘I just can’t find 

the church that’s right for me,’ ‘my friends or my boss just don’t understand.’ 

These statements take a personal problem and put the responsibility on another 

human being. 

The second part is “when the water is stirred.” The man has identified both the 

means and the timing by which he expects to be healed, in this case some 

supernatural (or potentially superstitious) event that seems to happen at random. 

It’s interesting that the event which is attributed to an angel, is so far removed 

from God himself. It’s as though the man doesn’t need God, or an angel sent by 

Him, he just wants the water to be stirred. 

The third part is “but while I am coming, another steps down before me.” Here, 

the combination of the lack of help and bad luck makes it seem like the world is 

against him and that he’s never in the right place at the right time. He makes it 

seem like no one else ever has a problem, like everyone is getting healed but him.  

Does his response seem outrageous to you? Or does it seem familiar? Here’s what 

I mean: when you look at the lame man’s response, do you criticize him as 

someone who’s making excuses? Would you be more direct in asking Jesus for 

help? Or do you look at the lame man’s response and see yourself on the mat? 

Can’t we do the same thing? Whether we’ve been dealing with a health issue for 

a long time or we’re having relationship problems, or trying to change a habit, it’s 

easy for us to answer that probing question with all the obstacles we face or all 

the things we’ve already tried, rather than saying “yes, I want to change.” Maybe 

it hasn’t been 38 years for us, but it’s been long enough that we’re more familiar 

with the problem and the excuses than we are with our desire for change.  

Whether to the lame man or to us today, I believe Jesus asks those probing 

questions to see if we’re ready to surrender to Him, to turn our eyes away from 

our excuses and from the solution we’re counting on. I believe Jesus asks those 
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probing questions so that we’ll look to Him instead. Can you hear Jesus ask those 

questions, showing you the thing you’re trusting in other than him? He asks 

because He wants you to see.  

The other problem with the man’s response is that he doesn’t recognize who’s 

asking the question. It’s one thing if an acquaintance asks if you wish to get well, 

but if it’s the Son of God, the one through whom the world was created, then the 

response should be a little different, don’t you think?  

But suffice it to say, the lame man doesn’t see who Jesus is or what he offers him. 

You see the lame man’s biggest problem is that he’s blind, not that we in our lives 

always see much better. The lame man’s biggest problem is that he’s spiritually 

blind, just like you and me. Think about how we view God when we pray, or 

when we don’t want to pray, or when we feel like it won’t change anything. These 

are indicators of the condition of our spiritual eyesight. Sadness and struggle will 

happen, but hopelessness and despair reflect how we see God in the midst of our 

circumstances. 

It doesn’t take any imagination for my wife and I to think of examples of this. 

We’ve been living this the past three years as my wife struggles with chronic pain. 

There’s been moments when our despair about her pain has loomed so large that 

it’s difficult to see who God is. Even these past two weeks we’ve been seeing 

ourselves in the lame man, and asking God to not only heal our bodies but heal us 

of unbelief. We’ve also been learning the balance between confidently hoping in 

God, and being patient—having faith God can heal, but not acting like we earn it, 

and trusting Him even when the problem remains. 

One thing to interject here: some people read Jesus’ inquiry and think it’s an 

indication that we must have faith to be healed, that Jesus is laying the basis for 

the power of positive thinking. While well-founded hope in God is of great value, 

the idea that the man is healed because of his positive thinking is a misreading of 

the text. If anything, Jesus heals the man despite his hopeless attitude, despite 

the obstacles the man sees, despite his blindness.  
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7 The sick man answered Him, “Sir, I have no man to put me into the pool 

when the water is stirred up, but while I am coming, another steps down 

before me.” 8 Jesus said to him, “Get up, pick up your pallet and walk.” 9 

Immediately the man became well, and picked up his pallet and began to 

walk. 

Jesus heals the man despite his hopeless attitude, despite the obstacles the man 

sees, despite his blindness. He comes to the man and gives him what he has not 

earned—grace. Moreover, Jesus does all the work here, not the last 5%. He 

doesn’t heal by giving him the human or superstitious solution the man was 

looking for. Jesus doesn’t just give the man the missing piece he needs to fulfill 

his plan, and He doesn’t do that for us either. Jesus does all the work, and here in 

John 5 He does it simply by His word.  

Here though, the story seems to move on, following the now-healed man walking 

home. 

Now it was the Sabbath on that day. 10 So the Jews were saying to the man 

who was cured, “It is the Sabbath, and it is not permissible for you to carry 

your pallet.” 11 But he answered them, “He who made me well was the one 

who said to me, ‘Pick up your pallet and walk.’” 12 They asked him, “Who is 

the man who said to you, ‘Pick up your pallet and walk’?” 13 But the man 

who was healed did not know who it was, for Jesus had slipped away while 

there was a crowd in that place.  

Other than the conflict with the Jewish leaders over his breaking of their 

interpretation of the law, it seems like everything is going well for him. He got 

what he went to the pool for. But based on the man’s response to the Jewish 

leaders, he still doesn’t know who Jesus is. Don’t you think that you would 

remember who it was who healed you? Or at least stop and ask him his name, 

maybe thank him, right? 

But can’t we also do the same thing when we ask Jesus to simply fill in the final 

piece of our plan? How many times have I had the flu and asked for God to heal 

me, and when I wake up recovered a few days later, completely forget to thank 
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God? It’s easy to do when we’re having money problems too. “God I need your 

help, I can’t make it on my own, I am completely dependent on you!” Then after 

our need is met we don’t feel the need to stay surrendered to God in our 

finances, and we say by our actions, “God I can handle it from here.” 

Jesus isn’t content with performing a miracle though. Let’s read on. 

14 Afterward Jesus found him in the temple and said to him, “Behold, you 

have become well; do not sin anymore, so that nothing worse happens to 

you.” 15 The man went away, and told the Jews that it was Jesus who had 

made him well. 16 For this reason the Jews were persecuting Jesus, because 

He was doing these things on the Sabbath. 17 But He answered them, “My 

Father is working until now, and I Myself am working.” 18 For this reason 

therefore the Jews were seeking all the more to kill Him, because He not 

only was breaking the Sabbath, but also was calling God His own Father, 

making Himself equal with God.  

Jesus finds the man in the temple and speaks in a somewhat cryptic manner. 

“Behold, you have become well; do not sin anymore, so that nothing worse 

happens to you.” Some read this and think that Jesus is making a connection with 

the man’s former condition and some evil he must have committed. Elsewhere 

however Jesus counters that way of thinking, which supposes that some are 

effectively cursed because of “greater sins.” This is another way of looking down 

on the lame man, and not seeing ourselves. Romans 3:23-24 says “For all have 

sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified as a gift by his grace 

through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus.” Like the lame man, you and I 

have nothing to add to God’s salvation. Our legs can’t move until He says “walk”, 

our soul is not saved until He says “forgiven.”  

Jesus isn’t telling to avoid sin so he won’t get sick again, He warns the man of the 

greater issue at hand: the health of his soul. More than healing a man 38 years 

lame, Jesus wants him to know who He is and the abundant eternal life He offers. 

Jesus wants the man to be transformed, to see and not just to walk. Likewise 

Jesus is not content to simply give you all the world has to offer. All the world has 
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to offer is not enough. Health, happiness, security, sex, accolades, experiences, 

and possessions are gifts of God, but a life is not fulfilled by them. Jesus is not 

willing to be the final piece that helps you accomplish your plan. Please hear this: 

Jesus is not willing to be the final piece that helps you accomplish your plan, 

whether yours is a plan of hedonism or religious self-righteousness. For just as 

he makes himself known to the healed man, we see others in the story who are 

blind: the religious leaders of the day. They find fault with a lame man who’s 

walking home with his mat, because it’s the Sabbath. Meanwhile they cover their 

eyes and refuse to acknowledge that Jesus is both Christ and equal with God. Let 

us not be the church people who find their confidence in their morality, instead 

of in Christ. 

The gospels are filled with people looking for something, a little hole in their plan 

that they try to fit Jesus into. The Jewish people were looking for a political savior 

to free them from Roman occupation, Herod wanted Jesus to entertain him with a 

sign, others want this miracle worker to heal a dying family member. Like these 

people who lived 2000 years before us, we can focus so much on one desire, even 

a very legitimate one, that we lose sight of the biggest question of our life. We 

can be the modern crowd that looks to Jesus for a meal, a healing, a dispute 

answered, and fail to recognize who He is and why He came. 

Maybe you’ve been dealing with a dysfunctional relationship, an illness, a 

character flaw, or a bad habit for so long that you’re defined by it, that you’ve lost 

hope that anything could ever change. Maybe you’ve been dealing with 

something for a long time and you’re so focused on the immediate problem that 

you can’t see who Jesus is and His concern with your soul. Maybe you can look 

past your immediate problems, you see your need for Jesus, but you’re held back 

by fear about your unworthiness, whether God will accept you, whether your sin 

is too much. In the same way that Jesus heals a lame man and raises a boy from 

the brink of death, Jesus invites us to new life. He doesn’t call us to meet Him 

halfway, He calls us to surrender completely as He opens our eyes to who He 

really is. In this life we may labor continually, asking God for Him to work in some 

area of our life, but let us do so as people who know Him, as people who see. 


