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6th Sunday of Easter; May 5th, 2013

John 5:1-18

“The Main Thing”

~~~~~~~~

A few notes to share before the reading...

*The term “the Jews” that is used in this passage and throughout 

the Gospel of John needs to be thought of as –  the religious  

authorities.  The phrase does not refer to all Jews because, 

remember, Jesus himself was a Jew and all his early followers 

were Jews.  John was using that phrase “the Jews” to point to the 

authorities in the Jewish practice of religion who, for the most 

part – at least as John tells the story, were against Jesus.  The 

phrase “the Jews” is not meant to be a pejorative of the Jewish 

faith or of the Jewish faith community.

* A second note for this passage – the commonly held belief at 

the time about the pool of water mentioned in this passage was 

that at certain seasons an angel of the Lord went down to the 

water and stirred it and whoever stepped first into the water after 

the stirring was made well from whatever disease that person 

had.  This explains the number of people who camped out near 

the pool of water, and it explains why the man who was healed 

gave the excuse he gave (this will make a little sense in a 

moment). 

Listen now for the Word of God in John 5:1-18

(This is The Message – a rendering by Eugene Peterson)

EVEN ON THE SABBATH

Soon another Feast came around and Jesus was back in 

Jerusalem.  Near the Sheep Gate in Jerusalem there was a pool,  
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in Hebrew called “Bethesda,” with five alcoves.  Hundreds of  

sick people – blind, crippled, paralyzed – were in these alcoves.  

One man had been an invalid there for thirty-eight years.  When 

Jesus saw him stretched out by the pool and knew how long he  

had been there, he said, “Do you want to get well?” 

The sick man said, “Sir, when the water is stirred, I don’t  

have anybody to put me in the pool.  By the time I get there,  

somebody else is already in.”  

Jesus said, “Get up, take your bedroll, start walking.”  The 

man was healed on the spot.  He picked up his bedroll and 

walked off.

That day happened to be the Sabbath.  The Jews stopped 

the healed man and said, “It’s the Sabbath.  You can’t carry  

your bedroll around.  It’s against the rules.”

But he told them, “The man who made me well told me to.  

He said, ‘Take your bedroll and start walking.’”

They asked, “Who gave you the order to take it up and 

start walking?”  But the healed man didn’t know, for Jesus had 

slipped away into the crowd.

A little later Jesus found him in the Temple and said, “You 

look wonderful!  You’re well!  Don’t return to a sinning life or  

something worse might happen.”

The man went back and told the Jews that it was Jesus who 

had made him well.  That is why the Jews were out to get Jesus 

– because he did this kind of thing on the Sabbath.  

But Jesus defended himself.  “My father is working straight  

through, even on the Sabbath.  So am I.” 

That really set them off.  The Jews were now not only out to  

expose him; they were out to kill him.  Not only was he breaking 
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the Sabbath, but he was calling God his own Father, putting 

himself on a level with God. 

The Gospel of the Lord.

Praise to you, O Christ. 

~~~~~~~~

I have tried to like this guy who Jesus heals at the pool of 

Bethesda.  My head tells me to stay away from “blaming the 

victim” and to see, as Jesus did, a human being trapped in a 

situation that kept him down.  He was, after all, an invalid for 

thirty-eight years.  He was, after all, someone who was living in 

a situation that was, at least to hear him tell it, hopeless.  He 

was, after all, a broken man.  My head warns me to avoid being 

judgmental about this invalid, but, strangely, my heart tells me 

this guy was a fellow who nursed his grievances and tended in 

the direction of self-pity and victimization. 

The commentaries are mixed on the man.  Some take a dim view 

of his responses to Jesus, as I do, but one of the scholars did 

point out that the word the man uses when he goes back to the 

Jewish leaders to tell them that it was Jesus who healed him, the 

word for “told,” is the word for “to announce”  and this word is 

used three other times in John and all in the positive.  I tried to 

take this as an indicator that the man was someone who came to 

faith in Jesus.  But the overarching tone of the story just does not 

support thinking of this man in a positive way.  

The man who was healed utters not one word of thanks to Jesus; 

rather, he simply takes what is given and walks away.  The man, 

when confronted by the authorities, points away from himself to 
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the one who told him to take up his bedroll and walk.  This is the 

classic line of self defense for the mealy mouthed.  Why not say 

– “Hey, man, I was an invalid and now I’m walking; let’s have a 

party!  Rules are meant to be broken in times like these!  Get out 

of my face!”  But instead he cowers – “The guy who healed me 

told me to do it, so I did it; blame him.  I am just a former 

invalid.”  

And then when he sees Jesus again in the Temple and realizes 

that it was Jesus who healed him, yet again there is not one 

word of thanks – no falling down at his feet, no hug, no tears of 

gratitude – rather, he goes to the authorities and tells them it was 

Jesus.  He might have seen it as an announcement but one that 

would put him in good stead with the powers in the Temple.  

I just do not see much of a man to be emulated in this invalid 

healed by the pool at Bethesda.  I see, rather, a story of 

indiscriminate grace that goes without acknowledgment.  Once 

again Jesus is casting pearls before swine. That is how I see it.

~~~~~~~~

Once in another city, another state, I worked to help a young 

woman stay in a home built for and with her by Habitat for 

Humanity.  The woman was a single mother with a little girl. 

She had been in the home for only six months when she lost her 

job.  In the church where I was a pastor I went to a business man 

who owned a fairly large business and asked if he had a job for 

her.  He did.  She went to work, but after six months she began 

to be late to work and then she just missed days without telling 

anyone.  The end of this progression was that she lost her job 
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and that local chapter of Habitat for Humanity had to do 

something it had never done before –  foreclose on her home.  It 

was a very painful time for all involved, and latter it became 

clear that the woman was addicted to drugs and was in a 

downward spiral that none of us could stop.  

And here’s the thing, that young woman failed to appreciate the 

many things people were doing for her to help her find her way. 

We helped her stand up and walk and to have a place for her 

bedroll but she just tossed it all away.  Not a word of thanks. 

Not a smidgen of gratitude.  It was grace indiscriminately given. 

One could even say it was pearls cast into a drug-pin.  

~~~~~~~~

Jesus’ question was exactly the right one for the man at the 

Bathesda pool –  Do you want to get well?  The problem was 

Jesus didn’t wait for an answer.  Jesus listened to the excuse and 

then healed the man straight away – Get up, take your bedroll,  

start walking.  Who am I, but Jesus might have wanted to check 

this man’s attitude before he healed him.  Jesus might have 

wanted to give the man a pledge card or something.  Jesus might 

have wanted to find out if the man had any intention of being a 

good steward of his blessings.  Jesus, however, did not wait for 

any kind of guarantee; he just tossed the pearls right out into sea 

of broken humanity.  

~~~~~~~~

The keepers of the rules were equally unimpressed by the grace 

Jesus was sharing.  The authorities focused on the minor 

infraction and missed the glorious blossoming of redemption... 

or the possibility of it anyway.  The religious authorities were 
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equally blind to the grace of the moment.  Here was a man 

walking after being on a mat for thirty-eight years and the great 

religious truth those religious men saw in the event was that the 

man was carrying his bedroll on the Sabbath!  Talk about 

majoring in minors!  The man had been healed and the 

religionists wanted to saddle him up with guilt and shame.  

~~~~~~~~ 

Everyone in the story, save Jesus, missed the moment.  The way 

into the grace of the story; the way into the grace of our lives, 

the way into the grace of Jesus Christ for all the world, is the 

way of having eyes to see the blessings of this life. It’s not about 

keeping rules and therefore being holy.  It’s not about being in 

good stead with the powers of the world or the church.  It’s not 

about anything else but the grace of God and having eyes to see, 

hearts to appreciate, minds to embrace the blessings of God’s 

love embodied for the world in Jesus.

Here’s a Yiddish poem entitled “Der Ikker” (The Main Thing).

If your outlook

on things has changed – 

this is not the main thing.  

If you feel like laughing 

at old dreams – 

this is not the main thing.

If you recall errors 

of which you are ashamed – 

this is not the main thing. 
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Even if you know 

that, what you are doing now,

you’ll regret some other time – 

this is not the main thing either.

But beware lightheartedly

to conclude from this

that there is no such thing

as a main thing – 

this is the main thing. 

(Hirsch Oscherovitch)

The main thing for us is gratitude. (The poem and the idea that the main thing is gratitude is from a 

sermon somewhere by Fred Craddock.)  A lack of gratitude for grace and blessings is 

the great flaw in the character of the invalid at the pool.  A lack 

of gratitude for the grace embodied in Jesus of Nazareth, a 

backwater Jew, was the flaw in the character of the religious 

authorities.  The main thing for us is gratitude!

~~~~~~~~

But here’s the glorious good news – Jesus’ main thing is 

different from ours! Jesus’ main thing was and is the grace and 

love of God, and he cannot help but toss it around without 

discretion.  Jesus’ main thing is to share God’s love, and he will 

do so whether we say thank you or not.  The grace just keeps 

coming.  The Word just keeps coming – take up your bed and 

walk!  We have wonderful places to go!  

Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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