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1 “That You Might believe”
Studies in the Gospel of John
Study #13
 John 5:9b-16

2
“… The day on which this took place was a Sabbath, and so the Jews said to

the man who had been healed, ‘It is the Sabbath; the law forbids you to carry
your mat.’”                 John 5:9b-10

3
• “When you read verses 1-18, you have the feeling that the real issue is keeping

the Sabbath. But that’s not the issue of John 5. The real issue is the healing of
the man who had been sick! But the legalists in the passage come to Jesus so
forcefully that the reader begins to fall for it and ask, ‘Why did Jesus violate the
Sabbath?’” - Charles Swindol

4

“And that because of false brethren unawares brought in, who came
in privily to spy out our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, that
they might bring us into bondage …”  
Galatians 2:4

5
“John’s seemingly incidental note that healing took place on the Sabbath is in

reality the key to this incident. It sets the stage for the open hostility that the
Jewish authorities manifested toward Christ. The fury of their opposition, fueled
at this pool, would only escalate throughout the remainder of His earthly
ministry, finally culminating in His death.”      John MacArthur

6 The growing seeds of opposition
During Jesus’ 3 1/2 year ministry He performed miraculous works unlike anything ever seen

before:
  John 15:24  - “If I had not done among them what no one else did, they would not be guilty

of sin. But now they have seen these miracles, and yet they have hated both me and my
Father.”

 Matthew 9:33 - “And when the demon was driven out, the man who had been mute spoke.
The crowd was amazed and said, ‘Nothing like this has ever been seen in Israel.’”

 Mark 2:12 - “He got up, took his mat and walked out in full view of them all. This amazed
everyone and they praised God, saying, ‘We have never seen anything like this!’”

7 Jesus’ teaching was also extraordinary and unlike anything the people
had heard before:
• Matthew 7:28-29 - “When Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were amazed at

his teaching, because he taught as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of the
law.”

• Luke 19:47-48 - “Every day he was teaching at the temple. But the chief priests, the teachers
of the law and the leaders among the people were trying to kill him. Yet they could not find any
way to do it, because all the people hung on his words.”

• John 7:46 - Even His enemies said:“ ‘No one ever spoke the way this man does,’ the guards
declared.”

8 As a result of such miraculous works and such powerful teaching, great
crowds of people began to flock to Jesus wherever He went!
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•  Matthew 4:25 - “Large crowds from Galilee, the Decapolis, Jerusalem, Judea and the region
across the Jordan followed him.”

• Matthew 8 - After the Sermon on the Mount … “When he came down from the mountainside,
large crowds followed him.”

9 As a result of such miraculous works and such powerful teaching, great
crowds of people began to flock to Jesus wherever He went!
• Matthew 13:2 - “Such large crowds gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat in it,

while all the people stood on the shore.”
• Matthew 19:2 - Across the Jordan, in the region of Perea, “Large crowds followed him, and he

healed them there.”
• Luke 12:1 - “Meanwhile, when a crowd of many thousands had gathered, so that they were

trampling on one another, Jesus began to speak …”
10 Jewish leaders reacted to Jesus’       success and growing popularity out of envy,

jealousy and hatred
• Matt. 27:17-18 - “So when the crowd had gathered, Pilate asked them, ‘Which one do you want

me to release to you: Barabbas, or Jesus who is called Christ?’ For he knew it was out of
envy that they had handed Jesus over to him.”

11 John MacArthur
“Ultimately, the fickle crowds rejected Jesus (6:66), following the example of their religious leaders,

especially the Pharisees (the most influential religious sect of Judaism), mounted an unrelenting
campaign of lies against Jesus, falsely accusing Him of being a demon-possessed Samaritan (8:48)
of illegitimate birth (8:41). … they even attributed His miraculous signs to the power of Satan (Matt.
9:34; 10:25; 12:24; Mark 3:22; Luke 11:15). The nation’s ultimate rejection came at Jesus’ trial before
Pilate when, urged on by the religious leaders, the crowd screamed, “Crucify Him! … His blood shall
be on us and on our children!” (Matt. 27:23, 25) …”

12 John MacArthur
“The outbreak of hostility toward Christ was triggered by an incident at the pool in Jerusalem known

as Bethesda. Jesus cleansing of the temple had stirred up antagonism (2:13-22), which only grew as
His ministry gained popularity (4:1-3). His rejection of self-righteous Jews and His violation of the
Jewish traditional regulations concerning the Sabbath fanned the flames of resentment into open
opposition.”

13 Legalism: the Greatest Enemy of Christ, … Then and Now!!!
• The response of the Pharisees to Jesus’ healing of the man at the pool of Bethesda

demonstrates the utter depravity of legalism and its incompatibility with the Savior of the
world

• “It is the Sabbath; the law forbids you to carry your mat.” … Verse 10
• Can you believe that???

14 The curse of legalism
• It is an eternal killjoy which acts like a wet blanket thrown on the fire produced

by God’s Holy Spirit! It’s primary focus is always on the negative and it is
oblivious to the miracles of God’s grace!

15 Some important insights into legalism:
•  If we are to understand John 5 (and the chapters which follow), we must

understand legalism!

• Legalism was the leading force behind the opposition to Jesus which led to His
crucifixion!

16 Legalism can be defined in many ways:
• Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary defines it as: “Strict, literal, or excessive conformity to the law or to a religious or

moral code.”
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• Legalism is a religion of lists! Legalists love “lists”! For the legalist, the ‘list’ is a code used for the purpose of
glorifying self. (i.e. - If you do this and don’t do that, you are spiritual!)

• Legalism is an open denial of grace!
• Legalism comes from man
• Legalism is a fleshly counterfeit of Christianity which is not based on grace, but upon performance and self-

exhaltation!
• Legalism’s chief characteristic is ‘criticism’! (i.e. a critical attitude toward other believers!)

17 Quote regarding legalism                     from Jess Moody:
“Personal ego is the legalist’s roam, and his every utterance is excathedra. His only close friend is a mirror.

His judgmental attitude eliminates understanding love. To divulge your deepest secret to the legalist is like
having communion with a hydrogen bomb. He is the president of the royal order of back stabbers. The legalist
looks for the appropriate moment, that is when other professionals are looking away, and he steps on the heads
of the helpless. His favorite verse is: ‘Now abideth faith, hope and charity: and the greatest of these is criticism.’

18 Quote regarding legalism                     from Jess Moody:
“One has the feeling that holy Joe does not really want sinners to repent. Like the elder

brother in the story of the prodigal, while the happy father is killing the fatted calf, putting the
ring of sonship on the returnee’s finger, and draping the robe of acceptance on his back, ahh
… that elder brother pouted and fumed in jealousy.

19
“The flip side application of Jesus’ point in the story is this: There is rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who

repents, and therefore there should be equal rejoicing on earth, … because one of the Lord’s wayward ones  has
staggered home! … This sanctified scab cannot rejoice when an obvious sinner repents because he has used
that person as the backdrop to highlight the contrast of his own self-righteousness.”

20 Therefore, legalism is wrong because:
• It is an open denial of grace

• It is so damnably self-righteous!

• It is extremely painful and destructive for those who, as the victims of legalism, feel the sting
of its unjustified accusations and condemnation!

21 The importance of ‘balance’ when it comes to the subject of legalism
• Romans 6:1-2  “What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?

By no means! We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?”

• Romans 5:21  “… so that, just as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through
righteousness to bring eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”

22 The importance of ‘balance’ when it comes to the subject of legalism
• Titus 2:11-15 “ … For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It

teaches us to say "No" to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled,
upright and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious
appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us
from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what
is good. These, then, are the things you should teach. Encourage and rebuke with all authority.
Do not let anyone despise you.”

• In other words, our position should be that we have been given grace that righteousness
might come from the Spirit of God, not from the ‘lists’ of men!

23 The legalism of the Pharisees:
• In the text of John 5, the legalists are the Pharisees!
• This religious party had its origin in the inter-testamental period!
• There was a band of men called “the separatists”! (They were a brotherhood of rigid, narrow-

minded legalists, who never once in their lives appreciated the sovereign, sheer grace of
God!!!)

• Their lives were marked by the same characteristic of those legalists Paul described in
Galatians 2:4 - KJV -  “… false brethren unawares brought in, who come in privately to spy out
our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, that they might bring us into bondage.”
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24 The specific issue in question with these Pharisees was the observance
of the Sabbath
• John 5:16 - “… because Jesus was doing these things on the Sabbath, the Jews

persecuted him.”
25 Some facts about the Sabbath

• It is God Who originated the Sabbath!
• We are told in Scripture that after the work of creation, God ‘rested’ on the seventh day! But

this does not mean He wasn’t doing anything!               John 5:17 - “Jesus said to them, ‘My
Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.’”

•  Mark 2:27 -“The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.”
• Matthew 12:7 - “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.”

26 Some facts about the Sabbath
• Matthew 12:8 - “… the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.”
• Matthew 12:11-12 -“He said to them, "If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the

Sabbath, will you not take hold of it and lift it out? How much more valuable is a man than a
sheep! Therefore it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath."

• Mark 3:1-6 -Then Jesus asked them, "Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil,
to save life or to kill?" But they remained silent.  He looked around at them in anger and,
deeply distressed at their stubborn hearts, said to the man, "Stretch out your hand." He
stretched it out, and his hand was completely restored.

27
• The Sabbath was put into law in Exodus 20. Both John MacArthur and James Boice point out that the primary

application of rest on the Sabbath seems to be for the Jew not to do the work of his employment or his
profession. It was a day off from work to devote ones self to worshiping God!

• However, the Pharisees came along during the inter-testamental  period and added to this Sabbath law some 39
other requirements
 You couldn’t wear a needle in your robe!
 You could not wear a broach around your neck, or on your person.
 You could not wear artificial teeth.
 You could not wear an artificial limb.
 You couldn’t spit on the ground (soil)

28 Three applications of the truth in John 5
1.   To expose the darkness of legalism, the light of the truth must be set forth

clearly and boldly!

29 Three applications of the truth in John 5
2.   One must have solid conviction to combat legalism!

30 Three applications of the truth in John 5
3.   In order to overcome legalism in one’s personal life, there must be a thorough

commitment to the gospel of God’s Grace!

31 John Piper
• “Paul says, serve Jesus not the law. Romans 7:6. “But now we are released from the law, having died to that which held us

captive, so that we serve not under the old written code but in the new life of the Spirit.” Paul contrasts serving under the old
written code with serving in the new life of the Spirit. Once we focused on the demands of the law for justification, and our
service was deadly. No one is justified by works of the law (Romans 3:20). But now that Christ has come we have died to this
focus on the law and its demands and we focus on Christ and his life-giving Spirit (Romans 7:4).

• … serving Christ, and not the law, means believing who He is, the Messiah and Son of God, and believing what He has done,
provided my perfect pardon and perfect righteousness, and then seeking with all our might to become in practice what we are
in Him. This service is a great liberty. This slavery to Christ our righteousness is freedom and joy.”


