
Rest in Motion   
John 4:43-54; 5:1-17 

 
Last time in John’s gospel, we saw Jesus return to Galilee from Judea, and John gave as a reason 
for Jesus’ return that “a prophet has no honor in his own country.”  So it appears that the 
Apostle John sees Jesus’ visit to Jerusalem and to his Father’s house as Jesus returning home to 
“his own country.”  
  
So Jesus might have grown up in Nazareth, but, in John’s gospel, his home was really his 
Father’s house in Jerusalem. The point being that Jesus had started his ministry in Galilee, 
Israel’s most remote province, with a sign.  He had turned water into wine in Cana of Galilee 
which John counted as Jesus’ first sign, and then, after a visit to his Father’s house which fizzled 
and failed, Jesus went back to Cana and performed a second sign.  Jesus saved the life of the son 
of one of Herod’s courtesans. 
  
And what the Apostle seems to be hinting at is that Isaiah was right when he prophesied that the 
coastlands of Galilee would be the place where people would see “a great light”  and where “a 
child…a son”  would be “given…Wonderful Counselor…Prince of Peace”. And so here in 
John’s gospel already history has moved on from old Israel’s temple and old Israel’s holy city. In 
John’s gospel, people are being saved and healed elsewhere.  What had Jesus said to the 
Samaritan woman? “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor 
in Jerusalem will you worship the Father.” 
  
So Jesus was listened to by the Samaritans, he was welcomed in Galilee, but what he did and 
said in Jerusalem and Judea puzzled and infuriated the Jews. And we should also note that John 
has begun counting signs.  Jesus, John tells us, performed many signs in Jerusalem, but the ones 
that count so far, the first sign and the second sign John numbers were both performed out in 
Cana of Galilee.  And John has started us counting signs because in his gospel, there are going to 
be seven signs, each one accompanied with one of seven discourses where Jesus testifies about 
what he’s done and what it means. 
  
So the water has been turned to wine, and the son of Herod’s noble has been healed, both in 
Cana of Galilee, and both signs evoked faith in the Galilean who were there. But now those signs 
and the faith of the Galileans are immediately and abruptly followed by a third sign, which found 
Jesus back in Jerusalem observing “a feast of the Jews”.  The gospel describes an elaborate 
setting for this miracle. John tells us: “...there is in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate a pool, in 
Aramaic, called Bethesda, which has five roofed colonnades.  In these there lay a multitude of 
invalids - blind, lame, and paralyzed.”  
  



The detailed description of the setting seems designed to emphasize the desperation that 
propelled lame and paralyzed people to gather in places where some measure of healing seemed 
possible.  Later manuscripts of John’s gospel contained a scribal addition, a kind of footnote, 
which claimed that Bethesda was a live spring which was occasionally “stirred” by an “angel” 
and was reputed to provide healing for the first person into the pool while the water was in 
motion.  This would explain the invalid’s answer when Jesus asked him, “Do you want to 
become well?” “I have no man,” the cripple tells us, “to put me in the pool while the water is 
stirred, but another always goes in before me.” 
  
The fact that the man had been “an invalid for thirty eight years” is offered without explanation, 
but we are told that Jesus “saw the man lying there and knew that he had already been there a 
long time.”  After elaborately setting this desperate scene, the gospel simply shows us Jesus 
commanding this one man, “Get up! Take your bed and walk!”, followed by the man’s simple 
obedience to what Jesus told him to do: “At once the man became well, and he took up his bed 
and walked.”  
  
My commentator, Leon Morris, notes that no mention is made in the text of any faith on the part 
of the invalid.  To the contrary, when confronted by the authorities about violating the Sabbath in 
obedience to Jesus’ command, the man is unable to tell them who had healed him.  So this third 
sign is an echo of the second in that the emphasis is on the sovereign power of Christ’s command 
rather than on any compassion Jesus feels or on any prior faith exercised by the people he heals. 
The signs can and often do evoke faith from people, but they don’t typically depend on our faith. 

 
Later, we are informed, Jesus located the man he had healed, in the temple it says, and there 
Jesus confronted him with a stern warning: “See, you have become well! Sin no more that 
nothing worse may happen to you!”  Now, these are not really warm, comforting words! And, 
oddly, the man’s first act after learning Jesus’ identity was to inform the authorities that it was 
Jesus who had healed him and told him to carry his pallet from Bethesda.  So, was it betrayal or 
evangelism? Was he sinfully turning Christ in to his enemies?  Or was he joyfully proclaiming 
Christ as his healer and Savior? 
  
John never clarifies that for us, I think, because the quality of the man’s faith and character is 
typical of the response Jesus evoked in his “home country”, ambivalent at best and hostile at 
worst. “A prophet is without honor in his own country.” Jesus has already warned us. Old Israel 
was outraged that an invalid had been healed, in defiance of what the rabbi’s supposed Moses 
had taught about Sabbath rest. Some four centuries before, a devout Israelite ruler, Nehemiah 
had closed the gates of the holy city to keep the food carts and trinket wagons out of the temple 
square on Sabbath day. 
  



But what Nehemiah had begun after the exile as a noble attempt to discourage commerce and 
common labor on the Sabbath had now become under the Pharisees a prohibition against activity 
in general, even activity that healed and helped and redeemed people. In Mark’s gospel, chapter 
three, there’s a story about Jesus in synagogue on the Sabbath where the rabbi’s: “watched Jesus 
on the Sabbath to see whether he would heal…so that they might accuse him…And he said to 
them, ‘Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to so harm. To save life or to kill?’  But they 
were silent.  And [Jesus] looked around at them with anger, grieved at their hardness of 
heart…”. 
  
Faced with the same hardness of heart here in the holy city, Jesus’ response was to lay false the 
notion that resting on the Sabbath was to cease even from activity that healed and helped and 
redeemed. So Jesus said to the rabbi’s and priests, “My Father is at work till now, and I, myself, 
am working.”  
  
Jesus’ point here was that the original Sabbath in Genesis did not picture God the Father as an 
exhausted workman who had reached the limits of his energy and endurance at Creation. But 
rather that God took the throne on the Seventh Day as a triumphant Suzerain, an architect and 
emperor who had made a beautiful and complex realm whose rule he would share with the 
angels and with human princes and princesses.  So we remember the Sabbath and keep it holy as 
a day to express awe and gratitude for God’s creative work and to recognize him as the 
beginning and the end of all reality.  
  
Ironically, the response of “the Jews” to the creative work of Jesus at Bethesda was to 
“persecute” him about as regularly and persistently as he was “doing these things on the 
Sabbath.”  And Jesus’ defense against their hatred and opposition was to point out that God’s 
entrance into Sabbath rest after the six days of Creation was not to end all divine activity as I’ve 
just said. The original Sabbath marked the beginning of God’s work, the beginning of his rule 
over what he made.  
  
So God “rested” on a throne to rule and we are commanded to rest from our common, worldly 
activities each week to worship the Father for the power and wisdom and goodness of his rule.  It 
follows that Jesus saw his own healing of the invalid as an expression of his Father’s sovereign 
right to redeem and heal people from the consequences of the Fall anywhere and anyhow and 
anytime he chooses.  
  
And not just his Father! John tells us that the leaders of old Israel were determined to “kill 
him…not only because he was breaking the Sabbath, but he was even calling God his own 
Father, making himself equal with God.”  The rabbis and priests correctly understood but could 
not bring themselves to believe the message of the sign, that Christ’s ability to do these things 
identified him as God’s own Son, in human flesh, dressed as a provincial carpenter, but 



nevertheless every bit as divine as his Father. Years later, Paul would assert three things about 
Christ, “…all things were created through him and for him…he is before all things…in him all 
things hold together.” 

 
The point being that from the Seventh Day of the original creation, God the Son has ruled the 
universe as co-regent alongside his Father.  It follows that he is not just our Savior.  He was sent 
not only to help and redeem and forgive and save, but also and ultimately to rule, first in our 
hearts as we seek him and learn to know and love him, but then his rule will extend to the 
horizon in every direction.  The whole world will be made new, and the whole world will be his 
and to fit there then, we will have to obey him now. And that is the fact that old Israel wasn’t 
able to swallow.  
  
And we, in our turn, should beware of any gospel that doesn’t allow Jesus to rule in our hearts 
and in the church.  Paul goes on to say of Christ in Colossians, chapter one, that Christ “… is the 
head of the body, the church.  He is…the firstborn of all creation…the firstborn from dead, that 
in everything he might be preeminent…”.  What that means is that to be born again is to start on 
a journey which brings us more and more on our knees to Christ, first, for healing and 
forgiveness, but more and more over time for a sort of guidance and direction that will bend us to 
turn from self and entrust our wants and needs and desires to him. 
  
Jesus put it this way, he said, “Come all you who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you 
rest. [Sabbath!]  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble of heart 
and you shall find rest for your souls.”  We never really rest till we let God be God and let him 
rule us. 
 


