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Today I want to talk about the Jesus and expectations. I want to start by asking you a question: 
When was the last time that Jesus did something unexpected in your life? When was the last 
time he surprised you? Amazed you? Maybe even disturbed you by what he was doing in your 
life? 
 
Gilbert Imbiri was back helping us today in worship. Gilbert is a wild-man from an island called 
Papua in Indonesia who married Amber, a small-town girl from Nebraska! You can see their two 
daughters, Mae, who is 2 and Ole, who is 1 in this picture. Jesus has done something 
unexpected in Gilbert’s life! Several months ago Gilbert and Amber decided to sell their lovely 
home in the Kansas City area, pack up their family and move to North Carolina, so Gilbert could 
attend Southeastern Baptist Seminary. About 12 weeks ago, they moved into their two 
bedroom campus housing apartment and started living on their new shoestring budget. Four 
weeks after that Amber found out she was unexpectedly expecting. Two weeks after that at 
their second doctor’s appointment the doctor heard something unusual in the heartbeat and 
Gilbert and Amber found out that they’re not just expecting they are expecting twins, in their 
two bedroom campus apartment with their shoestring budget! 
 
Bet you didn’t see that coming! I asked Amber how Gilbert responded. She said “For the first 
several hours, he mostly just walked around with his mouth agape.” He told me had to call 
Amber later, and say “I-I-I am h-happy.” Jesus did something unexpected in Gilbert’s life (and 
Ambers!) 
 
What has Jesus done? What is he doing that is unexpected in your life? Has Jesus maybe given 
you an unexpected blessing, something really generous that you didn’t know was coming? Or 
has Jesus given you an unexpected challenge, something you just didn’t think you were going to 
have to be dealing with and now you are? Or has he exposed you to an unexpected 
circumstance? Maybe you have a situation around you where Jesus doesn’t seem to be doing it 
by the numbers! Maybe right now, he doesn’t seem to be rewarding the obedient and 
punishing the wicked, and you’re a little confused by that. What is Jesus doing in your life that is 
unexpected? 
 
Today we are going to look at a passage that is in almost every way unexpected! It’s a fairly 
well-known story, the story of Jesus healing the lame man at the pool of Bethesda. many 
people know it or know of it. It’s a story with a lot of unanswered questions. There are so many 
things we don’t really know about the details of this story! We don’t know exactly when it 
happened. We don’t know whether the pool of Bethesda really healed people or, if it did, how 
it did that. Jesus talks about sin in this story. We don’t know what specific sin he’s talking about. 
There are a lot of questions in this passage! In fact, I made a list, and I still have 12 unanswered 



questions about this passage! But I have to preach it anyway, because we’re going through the 
book of John! 
 
So I sat down last Sunday afternoon and just said “What do we actually know about this 
passage?” What we do know is this: To the people involved in this story, everything about 
Jesus, everything he did, everything he revealed was unexpected. He heals an unexpected 
person. He does it in an unexpected way, and it leads to Jesus making an unexpected claim. 
Jesus is simply not who we expect him to be. Not in this story. Not in our lives. He does things 
and is things that we would never expect. 
 
So today, as we look at this story, we are just going to do three things. We’re going to: 
1) Walk through this story together  
2) See three things that are unexpected in the story  
3) Talk about how we should respond to the unexpected things that Jesus does in our lives 
 
My prayer today for each of you is that you would recognize that Jesus often does the 
unexpected in our lives. It is his way, so I want you to expect the unexpected. My prayer is that 
you would ask yourselves how you are responding to the unexpected things he is doing right 
now. That’s my prayer. In fact, let’s just stop and pray now. 
 
We are going to start with the story today, so turn in your bibles to John 5:1-18.  
 
  



The Story is that Jesus heals a disabled man 
 
Let’s jump right into it. John starts our story with these words: 
 
Some time later, Jesus went up to Jerusalem for a feast of the Jews. 
- John 5:1 
 
You may remember in the last two stories Jesus left Jerusalem, went north through Samaria 
(where he met the woman at the well) and on to Cana in Galilee (where he healed the 
nobleman’s son the story we looked at last week). Now he has gone south once again to 
observe one of the Jewish religious feasts. We’re not sure which one, but he is now back in 
Jerusalem. Jerusalem is the city where the Temple is at, where Jesus would observe the feast. 
Jerusalem is also home to something else. Look at: 
 
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. Here a great number of disabled people used to 
lie the blind, the lame, the paralyzed.  
- John 5:2-3 
 
So in Jerusalem, just north of the temple, on the east side of the city there was a pool whose 
Hebrew name was Bethesda. Archaeologists have found the ruins of the pool. Here’s what it 
would have looked like. There’s the temple. There’s Herod’s fortress for his soldiers. The thing 
with the red roof is the pool. You can see it was actually two pools, one that flowed into 
another. John tells us that a great number of disabled people, blind people, people that 
couldn’t walk, people that were paralyzed or weak used to lay near this pool. 
 
The reason they used to lay near it is that at certain times the water of the pool would be 
stirred or agitated and they believed that when that happened the first person who entered the 
pool would receive healing from their disability. Some other translations have an extra verse 
between verses 3 and 5 that says an angel used to stir the water, and that that is what cause 
people to be healed. Most modern translations don’t have that verse because it’s not in the 
oldest Greek MSS of John. It’s probably not part of the original.  
 
So we don’t know why the water was stirred. Some scholars think there was an underground 
spring in the pool. Maybe it was an angel captive manatee?  We don’t know. And we don’t 
know whether people were truly, consistently healed when the water was stirred. But we know 
that they believed that they would be healed. So they gathered there. 
 
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 
 



Jesus is probably on his way to the temple. He passes the pool, and he sees a man there that 
had been disabled for 38 years. That’s a long time, longer than Jesus had been on earth (since 
disco). This guy probably laid by this pool day after day begging and waiting for the water to be 
stirred, so he could be the first one in win the Bethesda healing lottery and be cured of his 
sickness. When Jesus sees this guy and learns of his situation, he asks him an obvious question: 
“Do you want to get well?” 
 
“Sir,” the invalid replied, “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.” Then 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.  
- John 5:7-9 
 
Jesus asks the guy if he wants to walk. Rather than answering Jesus’ question, this guy just tells 
him why he can’t be healed. He says “Nobody will help me! Every time the water gets stirred, 
someone else beats me to it so I can’t be healed.” He doesn’t respond to Jesus’ question. But 
Jesus responds to the man’s situation. Notice Jesus doesn’t touch the man. He doesn’t pray 
over the man. He doesn’t do anything. He just tells the man to do three things: (1) Get up, (2) 
Pick up your mat, and (3) walk. Jesus tells the man to do that and it happens! This man is 
miraculously healed!  This guy who has been so severely impaired that he can’t even drag 
himself to the pool ahead of other people even when he’s waiting. This guy who has been 
disabled for 38 years is set free and is able to walk. 
 
Now you would think that would be cause for great rejoicing, wouldn’t you? Don’t you think 
you would be a little bit excited? Some of you have loved ones with serious disabilities. some of 
you have friends with illnesses. Don’t you think you would be excited? In our own church, we 
have our friend Jeff who had a stroke three years ago. We were so excited the first time Jeff 
walked through the communion line! Can you imagine what would happen if a guy named Jesus 
came in here and Jeff not only threw away his cane, but picked up like the communion table? 
This place would go wild! We would be giving Jeff a Gatorade bath! And Jeff would be hoisting 
Jesus onto his shoulders. Don’t you think? That’s kind of the way we expect the story to end, 
but look at: 
 
The day on which this took place was a Sabbath,  
- John 5:9b 
 
Uh oh! It’s a Sabbath. The seventh day of the Jewish week, the day of rest. That was a problem, 
because the Pharisees and Saducees were the self-appointed Hall Monitors of Israel. They were 
the guys who minded everyone else’s religious business. Of all the 10 commandments on the 
stone tablets, of all the 613 commands and prohibitions in the Old Testament Law, the Sabbath 
was their favorite. They had 39 categories of things that they had said you couldn’t do on the 
Sabbath, and one of those 39 categories was carrying household stuff. It was against their 
interpretation of the Law. I don’t mean carry stuff like tables and chairs. I mean they had said 
you couldn’t carry anything. It was against their law for a woman to wear a brooch on the 
Sabbath, because she was carrying it! It was against their law for a person to stick a needle into 



their clothes. Some of them thought it was wrong to put on a wooden leg or wear dentures, 
because you were carrying something. So when they saw this guy carrying his mat around there 
was going to be trouble.  
 
and so the Jews said to the man who had been healed, “It is the Sabbath; the law forbids you to 
carry your mat.” But he replied, “The man who made me well said to me, ‘Pick up your mat and 
walk.’ ” So they asked him, “Who is this fellow who told you to pick it up and walk?” The man 
who was healed had no idea who it was, for Jesus had slipped away into the crowd that was 
there.  
- John 5:10-13 
 
I reckon if someone healed me from 38 years of disability I would be finding out who that was, 
but this guy apparently doesn’t know! 
 
Later Jesus found him at the temple and said to him, “See, you are well again. Stop sinning or 
something worse may happen to you.” The man went away and told the Jews that it was Jesus 
who had made him well.  
- John 5:14-15 
 
I would love to understand exactly what that little conversation meant, but I don’t. There’s still 
a lot of questions we don’t have answers to. We don’t know what sin Jesus is referring to, 
whether it’s just a general command to avoid sin or whether he is sinning by blaming Jesus for 
making him walk on the Sabbath or whether there was a sin that originally led to him being 
lame, and he is doing it again. We don’t know what the sin is. We don’t know for sure what the 
worst thing that might happen to him is. Is it more paralysis? Is it some other kind of 
punishment in the guy’s life? It seems more likely that Jesus is warning him that if he doesn’t 
turn from sin he’s going to face eternal punishment, but Jesus doesn’t go into detail about it. 
 
There’s a lot we don’t know for sure. John doesn’t explain. What John does explain is that this 
healing occurred on a Sabbath and now the Jewish Religious Authorities know that Jesus was 
the one who did it. John tells us how they responded:  
 
So, because Jesus was doing these things on the Sabbath, the Jews persecuted him. Jesus said to 
them, “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.”  
- John 5:16-18 
 
Whoa! In a move that was surely unexpected by the Religious Authorities, Jesus didn’t try to 
deny that he was working on the Sabbath. Rather, he explained to them that God was his 
Father. He explained that God was apparently working on the Sabbath, because He had healed 
this man. Then Jesus boldly stated that just like God he had work to do on the Sabbath, so yes 
he too was working. Their response was immediate: 
 
For this reason the Jews tried all the harder to kill him; not only was he breaking the Sabbath, 
but he was even calling God his own Father, making himself equal with God. 



- John 5:18 
 
So that’s the story of the healing of this disabled man. Now as you can see there’s a lot in this 
story that we don’t understand. We don’t understand why the man was disabled. We don’t 
understand whether the pool actually healed people. We don’t understand the exact sin Jesus 
is rebuking in the man. There’s lots that we don’t understand. But we do understand one thing: 
Everything Jesus does in this story is unexpected! Jesus doesn’t do anything that people expect 
him to do. Let me show you what I mean. Let me show you three unexpected things about this 
story. First of all, Jesus’ healing has: 
  



An Unexpected Recipient 
 
When I think about this guy, I have to say if I were Jesus this is not the guy I would choose to 
heal! I can’t help but think that there were better people at that pool! Think about it in contrast 
to most of the other people that Jesus heals in the gospels. This guy doesn’t do hardly anything! 
He doesn’t initiate contact with Jesus. He doesn’t answer Jesus’ question about whether he 
wants to be healed. He doesn’t say “thank you.” He doesn’t hide Jesus’ identity from the 
Religious Authorities. He doesn’t defend Jesus once they know who he is. He doesn’t believe in 
Jesus. In fact, he doesn’t even bother to find out who Jesus is! 
 
What he does do is blame people. He blames the people who won’t help him into the pool. He 
blames those who get in ahead of him. He blames Jesus for making him walk on the Sabbath! 
This is not a likeable guy. He’s kind of a Mr. Grumpy-pants! Of all the people at the pool, this is 
the guy Jesus chooses to heal! Can I tell you something? Jesus is not just going to show mercy 
to the people we think he should show mercy to. He’s going to show mercy to unexpected 
recipients.  
 
Think about it. If it were up to us, how would we do this healing? We would go to the pool, look 
at all the qualified recipients and pick the best one, maybe the nicest person or the one who 
prayed the most or the one who is going to testify most powerfully (get good ROI). This guy was 
none of that. But he’s the one Jesus chose. 
 
Why? I don’t know. I was thinking about it this week, and I was thinking he’s kind of like a 
picture of the nation of Israel. Sometimes I’m like “Why was Israel God’s chosen nation?” He 
chooses them, rescues them, literally parts the Red Sea for them, and then what happens? The 
complaining starts, and the resistance and the disobedience. It goes on all throughout the Old 
Testament. It’s still happening in this story! In fact, do you know what the name “Israel” literally 
means? “He who wrestles with God!” I think “This is the people you chose? This is the best you 
could do? It kind of seems like a ridiculous choice one I would never make.”   
 
Until I think about myself. When God got hold of my heart, I wasn’t looking for him. I wasn’t 
nice. I didn’t pray a lot. I was running away from God. Kelley reminded me this morning that if 
you know her story when God got hold of her heart, she was literally pursuing other gods 
thinking about become Zoroastrian, but Jesus reached out to her. He shares his mercy with 
unexpected recipients. 
 
I want to speak this word to some of you today. If you’re serving Jesus, chances are there is 
someone that he has placed in your path that is difficult to serve. Maybe they’re resistant. 
Maybe they’re ungrateful. Maybe they never seem to change. We wonder from time to time “Is 
this really who Jesus wants me to serve? Is this really who he is choosing to receive his mercy?”  
Just know that Jesus chooses the unexpected. This is an unexpected recipient. 
  



This is An Unexpected Deed 
 
Not only does Jesus not work on the people we think he should, we also see in this story that he 
doesn’t work the way we think he should. He works in unexpected ways! Think about it: Jesus 
could have healed this man on any other day of the week, and there would have been no 
problem! M-T-W it’s fine! Instead, what does Jesus do? He picks a guy that everyone will know 
in a spot near the Temple right in the epicenter of the Religious Authorities’ power. He heals 
the guy on a Sabbath, and he tells the guy to carry his mat around just so no one can miss him. 
Now, I’ve got to tell you that is NOT the way I would do it! 
 
Why on earth does Jesus do it that way? He’s exposing the heart of the Religious Authorities. 
Look at their response! How did they respond to the healing of this man who had been in 
bondage for 38 years? Did they respond with Joy? Amazement? Reverent awe? Worship? Did 
they celebrate the good thing that God had done? Did they respond by asking themselves if 
Jesus might be the Messiah? Because one thing we see in John is that everyone is looking for 
the Messiah. Nathaniel is looking for him. The Samaritans are looking for him. Even the 
Pharisees are looking. In chapter 1, they sent some people to John the Baptist to see if he was 
the Messiah. Do they respond by asking if Jesus could be the Messiah? 
 
No! What’s their response? Their response is this: “You’re doing it wrong, Jesus! You’re 
violating the Law!” And it wasn’t even the Law! Do you really think that God wrote “Remember 
the Sabbath to keep it holy” so that people wouldn’t wear brooches and false teeth on the 
Sabbath? Do you really think for one minute that God wrote this to keep people from carrying 
their beds home when they were healed? No Way! 
 
What’s going on here? Their hearts are full of fear and darkness. They are so afraid of losing 
religious control, so afraid that Jesus is going to knock down their legalistic house of cards that 
they can’t even rejoice in a healing because Jesus didn’t do it the way they expected! And Jesus 
exposes them! 
 
Can I tell you something? Jesus almost never works the way we expect him to work. In my own 
life, I find that Jesus rarely works the way I want him to. He’s constantly nudging me into the 
deep end of the pool, doing things I didn’t think he would do, exposing me to unexpected 
circumstances and bringing me face to face with my fear, because he loves me too much to not 
expose my brokenness. He wants me to know that it’s not about my goodness, my strength of 
character. He wants me to know it’s not about the correctness of the rules I’ve set down. It’s 
about his grace. 
 
Jesus (1) worked on an unexpected recipient (2) with an unexpected deed. Now one last way in 
which this was unexpected. It led to: 
  



An Unexpected Claim 
 
Near the end of our passage Jesus makes a claim that would have been most unexpected for 
anyone who was there at the time to hear it. The crowd was not expecting Jesus to make this 
claim. The Religious Authorities definitely were not expecting it. Even the Disciples would not 
have expected Jesus to say this at this time. 
 
Having done this on a Sabbath and especially having told the man to carry his mat on a Sabbath, 
the average person in this story would be thinking only one thing. Jesus is in big trouble! He’s in 
danger of being charged with Sa bath breaking! So I’m sure they would have expected him to 
try and escape that charge by any means possible. The Pharisees probably expected Jesus to 
claim that he didn’t actually work on the Sabbath, maybe say all he did was speak. The Disciples 
probably expected Jesus to say that the Religious Authorities had misinterpreted the Law, that 
this wasn’t the kind of thing God was prohibiting in the Sabbath Law because it wasn’t right.  
 
But Jesus didn’t do that! Instead of running from the claim that he had worked on a Sabbath, he 
made a counter-claim, a claim that was unexpected and shocking and would have been 
blasphemy for anyone else. Look at: 
 
Jesus said to them, “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.” 
- John 5:17 
 
See the Jews understood that in some sense God worked on the Sabbath. The sun still rose on 
the Sabbath. Rain still fell on the Sabbath. Babies were still born on the Sabbath. They knew 
God worked on the Sabbath, but they figured that was his prerogative, not man’s! For a man to 
work, for a man to claim that he had the authority to choose to work, was blasphemy. You were 
putting yourself in the place of God making the rules. Jesus responds to the Religious 
Authorities by saying this: God is at work on this Sabbath day. In this healing (as anyone can 
see), I am not just a man, I am the divine Son of God and as God’s Son. I am taking the 
prerogative of God and choosing to work on the Sabbath. 
 
It was a bold, divine, unexpected claim. In making this claim, Jesus is telling us something very 
important. Not only does he show mercy to people we don’t expect and do it in ways we don’t 
expect, but he is more than we expect. He’s more than just a nice guy, more than just a 
prophet, more than just a healer, more than just a miracle worker, He’s divine. He is of the 
same kind as the Father. He is God every bit as much as the Father is God. And as God, he has 
the authority to violate our expectations and to do things we never thought he would do. To 
amaze and surprise and even frustrate us in the people, he shows mercy to and the way he 
goes about it and even in the things he reveals about who he is. 
 
He is God. We are not. The point of this passage is that unlike the Pharisees, and Saducees, and 
Religious Authorities we need to yield to Jesus’ unexpected ways. We need to respond not with 
the fear of what it’s going to cost us when God violates our little expectations and preferences 
and formulas, but with faith, a faith that rejoices in the good that we can already see that God 



is doing and a faith that expects him to do more so much more than we could ever ask or think. 
We need to respond to Jesus’ unexpected ways with faith, not fear. How are you responding 
today? 


