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4th Sunday of Easter Byzantine 2013 

John 5:1-15 (Gospel) : Sunday of the Paralytic 

Christ is risen! 

Isn’t it amazing how quickly in the Paschal season, the Church in the Sunday Lectionary 

directs our attention once again to the conflict and controversy that were inherent in 

Jesus’ work and ministry.  Our attention in today’s gospel is focused on how what is 

obviously good- bringing another human being healing and wholeness- becomes a 

problem, a real problem, for religious people.  But that’s getting a little ahead of the 

story.  Let’s begin with the more general stuff and work our way towards the 

particularities of this gospel narrative. 

John’s gospel, in both East and West, has long had a certain pre-eminence within the 

paschal cycle of readings.  And one of the most important components of the Gospel of 

John is the presence of signs, such as we saw today- the healing of the paralytic  . John 

himself tells us  that he has included these signs  in his gospel purposefully.  He has put 

them there in order to build our faith and to lead us to eternal life in Jesus as the Christ, 

the Son of God. 

The purpose of these signs  in John’s gospel  is not simply to show Jesus as a wonder-

worker, as someone who can do really neat stuff- there were lots of “wonder-workers”  

in that 1st-century Mediterranean world.  Nor was it to try to convince us that all you 

have to do is to pray hard enough and miracles will take place.  John includes in his 

gospel all the signs that he does for both a theological purpose and a polemic purpose.  

Jesus’ healings and exorcisms and wonders are, as NT Wright argues, moments when 
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the heavenly reality becomes earthly reality, when heaven and earth are connected. In 

other words, what the Jews believed happened primarily in the Temple, the connection 

of heaven and earth,  John is telling us, Jesus brings in his person. He is now the 

connection point between men and God.  Within Judaism, the Temple was the strongest 

incarnational symbol of God’s presence on earth, and Jesus is now replacing that 

symbol with Himself.  Jerusalem will eventually not be big enough for both Jesus and 

the Temple. 

When we understand this, we begin to understand why John’s gospel is the pre-eminent 

paschal gospel- remember, we even read the beginning of John’s gospel, the so-called 

Prologue- “In the beginning as the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was 

God”- at the Liturgy on Easter night.  We read that text rather than one of the 

resurrection narratives.  What all these readings during the Paschal season, including 

today’s story of the healing of the paralytic, are celebrating and trying to get us to see is 

that Jesus of Nazareth, crucified and risen from the dead, is  indeed that Word made 

flesh, the One where heaven and earth interlock and meet.  The signs that Jesus did 

are signs of that!  The story in today’s gospel marks the beginning of what will be a 

major motif in the rest of John’s Gospel- conflict between Jesus and His fellow Jews- 

their non-acceptance of Jesus’ claim about who and what He is.   

The pool of Bethzatha, in today’s reading, was located to the northeast of Jerusalem 

just outside the walls.  By Jesus’ day, it had acquired a reputation for healing qualities.  

Sick people would have gathered there, not only to seek healing, but also to beg.  
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These were the people who were socially expendable; they were the unclean, the 

“throwaways” who were part and parcel of most cities in that society.   

People like this would have lived just outside the city walls or along the hedgerows of 

nearby fields.  How the man in today’s story got to and from the pool we’re not told, but 

it’s clear that he has no family or friends willing to help him.  He’s been left to his own 

devices.  This is very much in accord with what we know about sickness in that world.  

Illness was not just a malfunctioning of some organ, as we tend to view it.  It meant a 

disruption of relationships and social interaction with family members and friends and 

neighbors. And so to be healed was to be restored to one’s social network, to be 

restored to community life. 

Gathered around this healing pool of Bethzatha, there were lots of “unwhole”, “cut-off” 

people- invalids, blind, lame, paralyzed- and to be “unwhole” in that world of 1st-century 

Judaism was also to be “unclean”.  John makes the point that after Jesus has healed 

the man, he goes off to the Temple- the place where you must be whole and clean in 

order to be there.  The dramatic effect of this is a movement from a place of 

unwholeness and uncleanness- the pool- to a place of wholeness and purity and 

community life- the Temple.  And it was there in the Temple that Torah-observant Jews 

confronted this newly-healed man, still carrying the bed on which he had been lying for 

years while he was sick and impure and cut-off. 

And rather than rejoicing and celebrating and accepting the return of this invalid from 

unwholeness to wholeness, and so a return to community life- what amounted to his 

salvation- they respond  with a concern, not for the man, but for that other great symbol 
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and marker of Jewish identity- Sabbath observance.  The man is carrying his mat on the 

Sabbath, and so he has broken the Sabbath law.  Their response to the healing of this 

broken man is dominated by their concern for a breach of the Torah.    

The healing of the man should also have brought respect and honor to Jesus.  But 

instead, it precipitates a controversy with Him.  The Torah-observant Jews in the 

Temple want to know who healed the man.  They want to be able to pin the blame and 

the shame for breaking the Sabbath on someone, because not only did the man himself 

sin by carrying his mat on the Sabbath, but whoever healed the man had done so on 

the Sabbath and also was a sinner and a Torah-breaker. 

What they cannot, or will not see, is the powerful healing presence of God in what has 

just happened to this man- a sign that God’s Kingdom was now in their midst.  They 

can’t see that God’s concern is for the healing and the wholeness of His human 

creatures, and not simply for the laws and practices that identify Israel as God’s 

covenant people distinct from the people around them.  And do we not also as 

Christians at times fall in the very same attitude-preferring obedience to laws and 

disciplines over what is genuinely salvific and healing for people? 

For scribal Jews- Jews committed to a kind of literalist reading of the Torah- God had 

rested from His works of creation on the 7th Day, and that was what God always did on 

the Sabbath- He rested- and so should all God’s people, in celebration of their status as 

free persons, devoted to the service of God alone.  Jesus’ response to this- later on in 

verse 17- is to deny such an idea that God somehow needs to rest.  “My Father”, Jesus 

said, “is working still, and I am working.”   That’s why healing on the Sabbath was 
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possible and took precedence over any other kind of Sabbath observance- because 

healing and restoration of people is at the heart of God’s concern.  

This, together with Jesus’ talking about God as His “Father” was why, according to 

John, His enemies finally decide to kill Jesus, because He not only broke the Sabbath, 

but also called God His Father, making Himself equal to God” (v. 18).  This, then, brings 

us back to John’s point throughout his gospel- this unconventional, disruptive, Law-

breaking rabbi is indeed “equal to God” because He is the eternal Word made flesh.  

To be orthodox in what we believe about Jesus is important.  Throughout his gospel, 

John is trying to get us to accept that Jesus is indeed the Christ, the Son of God and 

that believing we may have life in His name (20:31).  This orthodoxy of faith implies at 

the same time an orthodoxy of living.   

We are called to a Jesus-like orthopraxis- a right way of acting by treating people like 

He did.  We are called away from meanness and narrowness of spirit, away from 

preoccupation with our own boundary-setting laws and disciplines.  We are called to 

an.openness of heart towards others, to an acceptance of them in their brokenness and 

impurity, to a concern for their wholeness and restoration, and we are called to that 

evangelical kind of life which embodies the very hospitality and mercy of God which we 

see shining in the face of Jesus of Nazareth, crucified and risen from the dead.   

Christ is risen! 
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