GOSPEL OF JOHN – SESSION 11
STUDY HELPS FOR JOHN 5:1-15
MAIN POINT

Jesus’ lordship and redemption lead us to tell others about Him.

INTRODUCTION

It’s easy to become “checked out” in our spiritual life. Although we begin with good intentions, many of us quickly get used to things being the way they are. Our prayers become less frequent. But God doesn’t want us to be complacent, and He doesn’t want us to be reluctant to share the gospel with others. He wants to motivate us to tell others about Him.
COMMENTARY

John 5:1-4

One can only imagine the desperation of the people coming to the pool of Bethesda each day. These were people with, as John told us, a multitude of infirmities. They were sick or blind or lame or paralyzed. They’d nearly given up all hope—but they believed an angel stirred the water of the pool each day at a certain time, and when it did, those who got into the pool first would be healed. Whether this was actually happening or not, we don’t know. But it does tell us the state of mind of many people there.

This man had been ill for 38 years. We don’t know what exactly was wrong with him or how long he’d been coming to this pool. But he seemed to have all but given up hope that he’d ever be healed. He knew he couldn’t get into the pool on his own, and there was no one there willing to help him. He seemed resigned to his chronic illness, even when offered assistance by the Son of God Himself.

5:1–4. The story of the very weak or paralyzed man begins with a typical statement of the setting. Verse 2, however, is a little confusing because there seems to be a word missing in the Greek text associated with the word “Sheep.” As a result translators and commentators have made a number of guesses from “gate” to “town” or have made “sheep” modify “pool” and left open what was there. The “Sheep Gate” of the NIV is at least an acceptable solution. “The Sheep Gate” was a small entrance to the city in the northeast segment of the wall near the temple.
John 5:5-9

Just as it’s easy for us to become complacent and assume that our situations are never going to change, it’s also easy for us to be content with a response to the thing we think we wanted. The man at the pool wanted to be healed and Jesus did so. But physical healing wasn’t all Jesus wanted for this man. Jesus wanted to repair his heart.
5:5-9 In this story Jesus visited the pool below the temple where the helpless dregs of society lay in a pathetic state. Most “proper” people probably avoided places where they had to pass among the sick and suffering both because it was an uncomfortable setting and because of the potential for violation of ritual purity rules. But Jesus went out of his way to visit such a place, and he found there a paralytic, helpless man, who had experienced the wilderness of abandonment for what seemed to have been an eternity: thirty-eight years (5:5).
The man’s response to Jesus’ question, “Do you want to get well?” (v. 6), revealed both his poor understanding of God and his sense of hopelessness. Instead of answering the question, he gave his gloomy testimony and his perception of how God works. The only hope evident in his testimony was his commitment to a myth of a periodic miraculous troubling of the pool, which allegedly brought healing to the first person able to jump in. The reader should recognize that vv. 3b–4 (present in the KJV) are a later scribal addition to the story, probably inserted into the text by an early copyist who believed in such mythical manifestations and who sought to support the man’s belief pattern by such a statement. In terms of an explanation it is possible that the man’s theory here may have been based on the occurrence of an interesting natural phenomenon in which at high water times the pool apparently was infused by a periodic influx of spring water that stirred the pool with excess water. The question here is not one of the possibility of miracle but of the message of the text.
The important thing to notice first is the man’s poor view of God’s grace. Over the long period of time of living with his problem the man had seemingly become convinced that God operated on the basis of “first come, first served.” Another of his problems was that he undoubtedly felt a sense of abandonment because of his helpless condition and his lack of support from others, particularly in times when he thought healing might be possible. He apparently had become negative, as some sick people do, and he was ready to blame others. This attitude did not change after his healing and was likely part of the reason for Jesus’ later warning (5:14). In response to the man’s perception of God and of God’s grace, it is interesting that Jesus is not portrayed here as a theological logician or debater. Jesus did not dispute the man’s poor theology or his view of angelic visitation. He simply told him to get up and take his mattress or bedroll (krabbaton) out of that place (5:8). Surely amazed and overjoyed, the man followed Jesus’ orders (5:9a), but that was not the end of the story.
John 5:10-15
The Sabbath was intended as a day of rest—it was a gift for man, made by God. On this day, God’s people were to do no work, but there were no restrictions in the Law about caring for the sick or helping others. The Pharisees had added their own traditions to God’s Law, declaring even the tiniest violation a flagrant disregard for the Lord. By healing this man and calling him to walk and carry a mat on the Sabbath, Jesus was declaring His authority, and the Pharisees were incensed. 
5:9b–15. The opponents of Jesus, here designated purposely as “the Jews,” pounced on the helpless man who had just experienced the incredible joy of entering the promised land of a new existence. But these Jews were not interested in the man’s joy. The term “the Jews,” when used by the evangelist, defines Jesus’ religious opponents in the Gospel (cf. also 1:19 concerning the Baptizer). The term is not used merely as a racial designation because the man here was also a Jew. The Jews in this story were not interested in the well-being of people but merely in their rules and traditions. They serve the author’s literary art as symbols or flat literary figures representing a certain perspective (namely rigid, doctrinaire, noncaring, religious leaders). These doctrinaire religious figures are the ones who were responsible for the death of Jesus, and this chapter defines their role. All they could see was a man carrying a bedroll and breaking the Sabbath law, which was formulated to support their understanding of the Torah principle in Exodus 31:12–14.
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