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December 3rd 2025 was a day I had been anticipating for weeks.  Several months earlier I had bought two tickets for the 2025 Hospice Dream Home lottery.  My dad died at hospice a year ago, and so this felt like a meaningful way to support an incredible organization, and at the same time give God an opportunity to bless my family with a new house.  

I mean wouldn’t He just love to do that?  After all, who could possibly deserve this house more than me?  And I even had a sneaky plan.  I know better than to pray for stuff like this, but I told my kids that while they didn’t have to pray for our family to win, if they wanted to they could.  And if God answered, they’d each get their own bedroom.  It seemed foolproof.

Well on December 3rd at 2pm they did the draw, and somebody made a mistake because Karly Comeau – bless her soul – won my house.  
…
This winter we are continuing our journey through the book of John and looking at what John calls the signs of Jesus.  Now Jesus performed countless miracles.  So many that John later says the world wouldn’t have room for all the books if they were written down.  But John records 7 specific miracles because they most clearly point beyond themselves to who Jesus is.

And that’s what John wants for us – not just that we see Jesus, but that we believe in Him and through this experience abundant life in His name.

Today we are looking at another one of those signs.  If you’ve got a Bible, open it up to John 5.  We are going to start in verse 1.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read John 5:1-18]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

There are three aspects of this story that point beyond the miracle to Jesus Himself.  First, the problem of the pool.  Then how the miracle meets the man.  And finally the sign of the Sabbath.[footnoteRef:1]  That’s where we’re going. [1:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/the-pool/ (Accessed January 9, 2026).  Other words consulted: “The Gospel of John” by Dale Bruner] 


So the story begins with Jesus entering Jerusalem and instead of heading to a palace or temple, He goes to a pool surrounded by sick people.  And it’s here we find a problem.
Actually there are two problems here.  The first has to do with the supposed miracle of the pool itself.  So if you’re using an older translation, you might have a verse 4 in this chapter, but all modern translations have put this verse in the footnotes.  Why?  Because the earliest manuscripts don’t contain it.  

So, John wrote what we know as verses 3 and 5.  But later some scribe, trying to explain why people were gathered around the pool, added a marginal note describing a local tradition – that an angel stirred the water and the first person in would be healed.   Then a later scribe copied that explanation directly into the text.  

Now that’s problematic, and it raises a question often brought up by skeptics – isn’t the Bible unreliable because it has been copied and changed over time?  Isn’t it impossible to even know what the originals said?  

Well that argument might sound convincing, but it’s not what the evidence shows.  Instead what happened is that as more earlier manuscripts were discovered – and there are thousands of them – scholars realized that verse 4 wasn’t original.  So it was removed – not hidden, not erased – but honestly inserted in the footnotes.  

And the process of doing stuff like this is called textual criticism which refers to the careful study of ancient manuscripts in order to determine the wording closest to the original.  And all sorts of documents have been studied using this method, but none have been as carefully scrutinized as the Bible.  And that’s because many people have tried to show that the Bible has been changed, but what scholars have actually concluded is just the opposite.  The words of scripture that we read today are an incredibly accurate copy of the original.  

If you’re interested in knowing more about how textual criticism works come and talk to me.  We aren’t going to do that now.

And that’s because this leads to the second problem of the pool which is found in verse 2.  John writes:
Now there is in Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate a pool, which in Aramaic is called Bethesda and which is surrounded by five covered colonnades. (John 5:2)

So a colonnade is like a covered deck where you can hide from the sun.  And to have five would require a five-sided pool.  However, for centuries, critics claimed a pool like this was impossible because archaeologists had found lots of Roman pools and none had 5 sides – this just wasn’t how people built.  And so this passage was held up as proof that John’s Gospel must have been written much later by someone unfamiliar with the city.  And people believed this until archaeologists found the pool near the Sheep Gate.
…

In 2018 Nikki and I were fortunate enough to go to Israel, and we visited this site.  And it turns out it’s not a five-sided pool – it’s two rectangular pools separated by a dam.  And the dam was covered by a colonnade.  So it had four decks around the outside and one through the middle.  

Now here is where this gets interesting.  In 70AD Jerusalem was destroyed and this pool was buried and built over.  And this means anyone writing later than John wouldn’t have known it existed.  So the very detail critics used to discredit the story turned out to be evidence that it had to be written by someone who was actually there.  
…
Now is this all just interesting – or boring – history?  Why do I tell you this?  It’s because Christianity is fundamentally different from every other religion.  See every other philosophy is about becoming good enough to reach the goal – heaven, enlightenment, whatever.  And in those systems, the historicity of the stories doesn’t really matter.

So for example there is a famous story about a time someone insulted the Buddha attempting to provoke him to anger.  But Buddha calmly refused to join the person in their anger proving we can control our response to the way people act.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Traditional Buddhist anecdote; cf. Dhammapada 3–5.] 


Well it turns out this story never actually happened.  It was made up later to teach the moral.  But in Buddhism that doesn’t matter because you save yourself through moral improvement – that’s what matters. 

But that’s not how Christianity works.  We aren’t saved by living like Jesus lived.  We are saved by how Jesus lived on our behalf.  So, Paul writes:
But God demonstrates His own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. (Romans 5:6)

And this is why it matters that the scripture is historically true.  If Jesus didn’t actually live the life you should have lived and die the death you deserved to die then His life and death can’t save yours.  So Christianity stands or falls on whether what the Bible says about Jesus actually happened.  

And the astonishing reality is that Scripture has been scrutinized like no other text on earth – and it has stood firm.  The problem of the pool is just one example of why we can trust that when John shows us Jesus, he’s showing us the real thing.
…
Alright, let’s move from here to how the miracle meets this man.  Look at verse 5:
One who was there had been an invalid for thirty-eight years. When Jesus saw him lying there and learned that he had been in this condition for a long time, He asked him, “Do you want to get well?” (John 5:5-6)

So we don’t know much about this man.  We don’t know his name or his age.  We don’t know whether he was born this way or injured later in life.  All we know is that he has been sick, and on this mat, a long time.

But this story isn’t really about him, it’s about Jesus.  So notice how it all begins.  The man doesn’t call out to Jesus.  Jesus sees him, learns his story, and asks whether he wants to be healed.  Jesus goes looking for him.  And this is the pattern of scripture.  If you ever see God, it’s because God came looking for you.  Or, put negatively, Paul says:
There is no one righteous… there is no one who seeks God. (Romans 3:10-11)
	
Now I’ve often wondered about this and maybe you have too.  I mean one of my best friends has been curious about God for years.  He’s explored Christianity and attended ALPHA, and yet he’s done all this without faith.  So hasn’t he been seeking God?  And isn’t what Paul says here an overstatement at best?

Well no.  Paul doesn’t mean that no one is interested in the idea of God – that’s obviously not true – rather he means that no one actually seeks the God of scripture.  What do I mean?

Well, years ago this friend and I both attended a church that talked a lot about how if you follow God then He would bless you.  And usually the implied blessing was financial.  So they would bring in wealthy speakers who would tell their stories.  And it was an appealing message.  If you are faithful, then you will get rich.  And a lot of people sought this god.

But when you are seeking that god you aren’t seeking the God of the Bible.  The God of scripture can’t be used or managed.  He’s not interested in scratching your back so you will scratch His.  He has no needs.  And this makes Him dangerous.  

It’s like C.S. Lewis describes Aslan in the Chronicles of Narnia.  When the children find out He is a lion they ask – “Is He safe?  And the answer is, “of course He’s not safe.  But He’s good.”  

But this kind of God is terrifying to us so we don’t seek Him.  We want a powerful God, but not one so powerful that we can’t control Him.  We want a safe God who will help us get what we already think we need.

And this is the lie the serpent whispered in the garden.  “God is holding out on you.  He doesn’t have your best interests in mind.  You won’t be happy unless you take control for yourself.”  And every sin we commit grows out of this suspicion – I know what will make me happy – and I’m not sure God can be trusted with that.  

And this is the exact posture of the man at the pool.  So Jesus asks him a simple question: “Do you want to get well?”  But look how he responds in verse 7:
“Sir,… I have no one to help me into the pool when the water is stirred. While I am trying to get in, someone else goes down ahead of me.” (John 5:7)

Notice what he doesn’t say.  He doesn’t say “Yes, I want to be healed.”  Instead he explains his strategy.  He has his own plan for getting what he wants, and he would love Jesus’ help.  And this is us.  We come to Jesus with a list.  If only I weren’t lonely.  If only I weren’t sick.  If only my circumstances would change.  Then I’d be okay.  Jesus, please get me what I want.

But Jesus isn’t interested in helping us chase our version of happiness.  He wants to give us what we actually need.  He wants us to recover the abundant life He calls us into.  So instead of helping the man into the pool, in verse 9 we read:
Jesus said to him, “Get up! Pick up your mat and walk.” At once the man was cured; he picked up his mat and walked.  The day on which this took place was a Sabbath.
 (John 5:8-9)
	  
Now here we come to the sign of the Sabbath – and the controversy it ignites.  See this story isn’t about new legs, it’s about recovering the abundant life Jesus offers.
…
So by Jesus’ day, the Sabbath had been surrounded by thirty-nine rules about how to keep it, including one that forbade carrying stuff.  And the religious leaders believed that if you kept the rules, God would owe you His blessing.  Obedience became leverage.  

Now if you were about to die you were allowed to get medical help on the Sabbath, but if you were just sick you were expected to wait.  And by waiting you would show God how serious you were.  The Sabbath had become a system of earning.  But that was never God’s intention.  Sabbath wasn’t about earning God’s blessing.  It was about resting in God – sharing in His rest and His completed work.  But look how Jesus references this.  In verse 17 we read:
In His defense Jesus said to them, “My Father is always at His work to this very day, and I too am working.” (John 5:17)

So the conversation was about work that wasn’t supposed to happen on the Sabbath, but Jesus says He’s just doing what His Father is doing.  And of course what He’s referencing is that God holds the universe together even on the Sabbath.  

But in making this statement Jesus is saying something a lot more significant and the Jewish leaders get it right away.  Jesus is claiming God as His unique Father; Jesus is claiming to be God.  But notice how Jesus makes this claim – it’s by connecting His heart for the sick and His work to heal with the work the Father is doing.  So what is this work that the Father does on the Sabbath?
…
Well remember back to creation and that 7th day when God rested?  There are two things that are significant about that day.  The first is that obviously God didn’t rest because He was tired, it was because His work was complete.  
It’s like when you finish a project and then stick your thumbs in your suspenders and admire it – that’s what God is doing on the 7th day.  We should bring back suspenders just for this purpose.

But that aside, the second significant thing about this day is that it hasn’t ended yet.  See at the end of each of the previous six days of creation the text ends with a verse like:
And there was evening, and there was morning—the first day. (Genesis 1:5)

But the 7th day doesn’t have this refrain because it was meant to last forever.  We were meant to live in God’s rest.  

But when Adam and Eve chose not to trust God and instead pursue happiness on their own terms – God began to work to bring things back to the beginning.  And since that day this is the primary work God has been doing.  God has been chasing us down and pursuing us in our rebellion – and this is the work Jesus came to complete.  He came to recover the abundant life – rest in God – that God had intended us to live into in the first place.
…
Now if the story ended here, the only thing it would be missing would be a Disney Princess.  But that is not this story.  Instead this story ends sadly in two ways.

So first, the religious leaders, when they see this man carrying his mat, they don’t even notice the miracle at all.  All they see is the rule-breaking and they completely miss that someone made a paralyzed man walk.  How is that even possible?!  
…
It is.  Here’s the reality – God is moving right now in Prince George.  This is His world and He’s working here.  And yet church attending [ep[;e ;ole is cam completely miss it.  Jesus is working in your life – are you paying attention?  Or has your heart grown cold?  Don’t be half-healed.
…
But the second ending may be even sadder.  The healed man himself never seems to enter the life Jesus offers him.  Where do I get this?  Well when he gets questioned about carrying his mat, he immediately deflects blame.  He says:
	“The man who made me well said to me, ‘Pick up your mat and walk.’ ” (John 5:10)

Do you hear the echo of the garden?  This is fear over faith.  It’s like when God asks Adam if he ate the fruit and his response is “The woman You gave me made me do it.”  And Eve blames the snake.  No one trusts that God is good.  
…
And this faithless blaming continues.  A little later in verse 15 Jesus finds the man and challenges him to leave his life of sin and in response the man immediately throws his healer under the bus.  
The man went away and told the Jewish leaders that it was Jesus who had made him well. (John 5:15)

So after 38 years this man finally got new legs, but there’s no evidence he ever got what Jesus actually wanted for him which was new life – abundant life – the kind that starts now and lasts forever.

See the salvation God offers is not about giving you what you think will make you happy, what He wants for you is life with Him.  And He knows this is what we are actually hungry for.  And sadly many people experience a real encounter with Jesus and yet miss the best of what He has.
…
Now maybe that feels like the wrong ending.  I mean shouldn’t encountering Jesus result in worship and faith?  But scripture tells us that’s often not how it works.  

Instead throughout it’s pages we find story after story of people encountering God and missing the point.  God calls Abraham and Abraham turns around and lies about his wife.  Jacob, God’s chosen, cheats his own brother out of his birthright.  God raises David up to be king only to have him kill one of his troops and steal his wife.  Chapter after chapter, no one earns anything good.  But that’s not a mistake, that’s the point.

See the gospel isn’t that you get saved by following the rules.  The gospel is that you get saved by God’s grace.  And so it’s always people who don’t deserve it who get it.

But it’s also true that many people who are offered it don’t end up tasting it in the end.  And one of the big reasons is because we can get caught up trying to use God to get the happiness we want instead of letting Him lead us into the happiness He knows we need.  See the kind of salvation Jesus offers is not health, wealth or winning the hospice house.  It’s abundant life that starts now and lasts forever.  

And the simple fact is that you don’t receive that life by merely seeing Jesus.  You receive it by trusting Him.  And that means letting go of our own plans to get what it is we think is going to make us happy, and believing that what He calls us into is better.  And if you miss this you end up only half-healed, and its not enough.  It’s not the rest God has for you.
…
See when Jesus died on the cross, one of the last things He said was “it is finished.”  And what He meant was His work was complete.  He had lived the life you should have lived.  He died the death you deserved to die.  And in doing so, He secured the rest God intended for you from the beginning.  And this means He alone can give you what your soul longs for.  So are you taking what He offers?

And His invitation stands: “Come to Me, all who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  The question is, are you trusting your pool, or are you trusting Jesus?

