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Gospels class 24: To Fast or not to Fast; Parables of the Garments and Wineskins, 
Jesus Heals a Man at the Pool of Bethesda




Dec. 20, 2014
Good morning/afternoon.

We’re continuing today with our study of the Gospels. Last time we left off with the calling and background of Matthew, the tax collector, and the historical and cultural background of that. Jesus Christ called Matthew to be a disciple, a talmid, a student, one who would strive to be like his rabbi and teacher and master in every way. This was the goal of every talmid. It is our goal as well as followers of Jesus Christ whom He has called. That is why we are here, and that is why we are going through this in-depth study of the Gospels—to learn more about Him and His teaching so that we may become like Him in every way.
And now we come to the bottom of page 21 in the Harmony of the Gospels, with the section under the heading “Jesus defends His disciples for feasting rather than fasting.” Although it appears that this is a continuation of the same events we covered last time, I think this is a different occasion for several reasons. 

Notice that the cast of characters is now a bit different. Now we have the disciples of John the baptizer being introduced in Matthew 9:14 and Mark 2:18. They are nowhere mentioned in the section above about the calling of Matthew and Matthew’s feast in honor of Jesus. And now the other tax collectors and sinners are gone from the story. So the characters are different, indicating that this is a different occasion. Notice also that the disciples of John the baptizer “came to Jesus” as it says in Matthew. The disciples of John clearly weren’t part of the discussion earlier. This also indicates we’re at a different occasion. Also, Mark says the Pharisees “came to Him” in Mark. But they were already there in the earlier account, so why would Mark then say that they “came to Him”? That doesn't make sense—Mark would only say that if this is a different occasion.
So if this is a different event, why do Matthew, Mark and Luke all put it in the same sequence here? I think it’s for two reasons. I think that chronologically, this is likely what happens next. But I also think they put it here for reasons of theme and story flow. Because what’s the theme of the section above about the calling of Matthew? Obviously it’s about the calling of Matthew, but it’s also about Jesus calling disciples in the larger sense and who He calls and what He is calling them to and to become. 

The section above ends with Matthew, Mark and Luke all quoting Jesus as saying, “I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners, to repentance.” In other words, He is not calling those whom the Pharisees and religious authorities of that day would’ve considered the righteous. He’s dealing with another kind of people, and that’s the theme of the next two sections we’ll talk about today. So let’s pick it up in Mark 2:18-20—
18 The disciples of John and of the Pharisees were fasting. Then they came and said to Him, “Why do the disciples of John and of the Pharisees fast, but Your disciples do not fast?”
Where does this comment come from? Is this saying that Jesus’ disciples never fasted? No, that’s not what this is saying. Jesus did clearly teach His followers to fast. Notice Matthew 6:16-18—
16  “Moreover, when you fast, do not be like the hypocrites, with a sad countenance. For they disfigure their faces that they may appear to men to be fasting. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward.

17  “But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face,

18  “so that you do not appear to men to be fasting, but to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you openly. 

So Jesus clearly taught His followers—including us—to fast. But to do it in a right spirit of humility and not for show as other people did.
To understand what’s going on here, we need to understand the historical and cultural context. In the first century, it was common for the very strict religious Jews like the Pharisees to fast two days a week, on Monday and Thursday. It wasn’t a full 24-hour fast, because it was only during the daylight hours. But still, it was referred to as fasting twice a week. Does this sound familiar? It should, because this practice is mentioned in Luke 18:10-12 where the Pharisee and the tax collector go to the temple to pray:

10  “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.

11  “The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, ‘God, I thank You that I am not like other men—extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this tax collector.

12  ‘I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I possess.’
So here we see Jesus in a parable talking about a Pharisee referring to the fact that he fasted twice a week. Jesus was using a real-life example that people were familiar with. So this is what the Pharisees—at least some of them—did, and apparently the disciples of John the baptizer were likewise fasting twice a week. So their question to Jesus is, since He is gaining stature as a great rabbi and teacher, why doesn’t He command His followers to fast two days in week so His disciples can be as righteous as they are?
And Jesus responds with His answer back here in Mark 2:19—
19 And Jesus said to them, “Can the friends of the bridegroom fast while the bridegroom is with them? As long as they have the bridegroom with them they cannot fast.

20 “But the days will come when the bridegroom will be taken away from them, and then they will fast in those days.
There are a couple of interesting things here in His response. His response doesn’t put them down or criticize them, but simply points out that there are appropriate and inappropriate times to fast. In the first century, it was well understood by everyone that nobody fasted during the weeklong wedding feast. After all, this was a time for rejoicing and being happy, and fasting would take away from the joy of that occasion. 
So Jesus is saying is that this is a time for celebration, not a time for fasting. Fasting was often associated with mourning, and this is the association Jesus is drawing here—contrasting the celebration of a groom and his friends with mourning. Nobody would mourn at a wedding just as nobody would fast at a wedding. It just wasn’t done. 
As for the symbolism of Jesus being the bridegroom and other allusions to marriage in the Bible, I gave a sermon in November 2012 that’s on the Denver.ucg.org website that goes into detail on this and a lot more, so you can listen to that if you want to get the bigger picture of what that means and its implications for us. I don't’ have time to cover all that now. 
However, I would point out one thing Jesus mentions in verse 20: “the days will come when the bridegroom will be taken away.” Jesus here hints exactly how His ministry is going to end—that He is going to be “taken away”—by force—and then His followers would fast and mourn. Of course, this is a reference to His crucifixion. 

But what is His overall point about fasting? Why do we fast? We fast to humble ourselves and draw nearer to God. What was the situation with Jesus’ disciples? They were with God in the flesh 24/7. God was right there with them in the person of Jesus Christ, so there wasn’t the need to fast to draw closer to God. You couldn’t get much closer to God than living with God in the flesh 24/7. So there wasn’t a great need for them to fast at that time. But later He would be taken away, and then they would fast. 
Then this segues into a deeper discussion of what it means to be a follower or disciple or talmid of Jesus Christ with the parables of the new and old garments and new and old wineskins. Let’s read from Luke, which has the most detail:
Luke 5:36-39
36 Then He spoke a parable to them: “No one puts a piece from a new garment on an old one; oth​erwise the new makes a tear, and also the piece that was taken out of the new does not match the old.

37 “And no one puts new wine into old wineskins; or else the new wine will burst the wineskins and be spilled, and the wineskins will be ruined.

38 “But new wine must be put into new wineskins, and both are preserved.

39 “And no one, having drunk old wine, immediately desires new; for he says, ‘The old is better.’”
One of the study questions I sent out was, “What is the common “Christian” explanation of the parables of the old and new garments and old and new wineskins?” Anyone want to answer that?
The common explanation of this is that to be a Christian, we have to throw away all of that obsolete old law and obsolete Old Testament, because to be a Christian you just can’t mix the two. But Jesus’ own words blow that idea out of the water, because His whole point about the old garment isn’t to throw the old garment away, but to preserve it. And as He says in verse 38 here and in Matthew 9:17, the point is to preserve both the old and the new wineskins, not to throw the old wineskin away. So with just the minimum of thought we see that the common interpretation of these parables is way off the mark.

So what is the point? Let’s explore what He says here. He first talks about repairing an old garment, and says you don’t take a piece from a new garment and sew it on the old garment, because it won’t match and as the new piece shrinks with washing it will make a tear in the old garment. 
Then He uses a similar comparison with wineskins. Here’s what a wineskin looked like. Wineskins were generally made out of the skin of a goat with all the hair and flesh scraped off and with the openings sewn shut so it could hold liquids. These were commonly used as containers to hold liquids in that day. And when you had new wine, you would pour it into a new wineskin because as the wine fermented, it would release gases that would cause the wineskin to expand. Because the wineskin was new, it could stretch without bursting. But if you put that new wine in an old wineskin that was already stretched to the max, it would burst open and you’d lose both the wine, which would spill out, as well as the skin, which would now be torn and useless. So what’s His point? What’s the lesson He’s giving here?

Again, let’s consider the context. Because if you don’t consider the context, you can come up with all kinds of unsound interpretations. What is the context? It’s what it means to be a follower or disciple of Jesus Christ. So how do these parables relate to that? 
I think there are actually several interpretations that could fit here, but they all revolve around what it means to be a true follower of Jesus Christ. That is summed up in 2 Corinthians 5:17—
17  Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new.
We understand this from the symbolism of baptism. In baptism we symbolically go down into a watery grave, we are buried there, and we rise from that watery grave as a new person. The old person is dead and buried and a new person is alive in Jesus Christ. This is the kind of transformation Jesus Christ is talking about here. 
It’s interesting that he says this to the Pharisees here. Because what was the problem with the Pharisees? They tried their best to obey God, which was good, but their minds were like old wineskins, hard and inflexible. They couldn’t understand and incorporate the new truth and new way of living that Jesus taught. He was revealing a new way of life and new knowledge that required God’s Holy Spirit to be discerned and accepted and put into practice. And with rare exceptions they just couldn’t do that. They thought they already knew it all and had it all and didn’t realize that spiritually speaking, they were poor and blind and naked. 

They rejected the “new wine” that Jesus came to offer. It’s also interesting that wine is a symbol of what? The New Covenant. With their rigid mindset, they were like an old garment that you couldn’t patch or an old wineskin that wasn’t flexible enough to accept new wine. 

And that’s not a problem limited to the Pharisees. It’s a problem common to all of humanity. The majority reject the new teaching and the new way of life and the new life that Jesus Christ brings. They know all they want to know. They already have their own religious ideas, and nobody is going to tell them any different. They’re comfortable where they are, and they don’t want anyone rocking the boat. 

To be a true follower of Jesus Christ, we must have a humble, converted mind and attitude receptive to God’s leading, receptive to obeying Him and doing whatever He requires of us, of being totally surrendered to Him. That’s what it means to be a disciple—to try to be like Jesus Christ in every way. He gave up everything for us, and He expects us to be wiling to give up everything in return. 
Any questions? 

Now we’ll move on to the next event recorded in the Gospels, which is the healing of the man at the Bethesda Pool in Jerusalem. We’ll read through this first and then go back to comment on it.
John 5:1-16
1 After this there was a feast of the Jews, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem.

2 Now there is in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate a pool, which is called in Hebrew, Bethesda, having five porches.

3 In these lay a great multitude of sick people, blind, lame, paralyzed, waiting for the moving of the water.

4 For an angel went down at a certain time into the pool and stirred up the water; then whoever stepped in first, after the stirring of the water, was made well of whatever disease he had.
5 Now a certain man was there who had an infirmity thirty-eight years.

6 When Jesus saw him lying there, and knew that he already had been in that condition a long time, He said to him, “Do you want to be made well?”

7 The sick man answered Him, “Sir, I have no man to put me into the pool when the water is stirred up; but while I am coming, another steps down before me.”

8 Jesus said to him, “Rise, take up your bed and walk.”

9 And immediately the man was made well, took up his bed, and walked. And that day was the Sabbath.

10 The Jews therefore said to him who was cured, “It is the Sabbath; it is not lawful for you to carry your bed.”

11 He answered them, “He who made me well said to me, ‘Take up your bed and walk.’”

12 Then they asked him, “Who is the Man who said to you, ‘Take up your bed and walk’?”

13 But the one who was healed did not know who it was, for Jesus had withdrawn, a multitude being in that place.

14 Afterward Jesus found him in the temple, and said to him, “See, you have been made well. Sin no more, lest a worse thing come upon you.”

15 The man departed and told the Jews that it was Jesus who had made him well.

16 For this reason the Jews persecuted Jesus, and sought to kill Him, because He had done these things on the Sabbath.

Now let’s go back and dissect what’s happening here.
5:1 After this there was a feast of the Jews, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem.
Why is this called “a feast of the Jews”? Because John, as we covered in the background to the Gospels early on, is writing to a more universal, non-Jewish audience, so he has to explain what kind of feast this was and why Jesus was back in Jerusalem. There were all kinds of feasts in the ancient world among the Greeks and Romans and other pagans, but this was a feast that the Jewish people kept in obedience to God’s instruction in Leviticus 23 and Deuteronomy 16 that they were supposed to go to Jerusalem to keep the Feast. 
2  Now there is in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate [on the north side of the Temple Mount, so called because the sheep for sacrifices were brought in through this gate] a pool, which is called in Hebrew, Bethesda, having five porches.
Here’s the location on a map of first-century Jerusalem. North is to the right. Here’s the Temple Mount at the middle bottom, and to the north of it is this rectangle. This is the Bethesda pool being talked about here. “Bethesda” means “house of mercy.” The Sheep Gate was somewhere on the north side of the Temple Mount, but it hasn’t been located yet. Whatever is left of it, if anything, is buried under about 30 to 50 feet of rubble and later construction. But this pool has been found.
I talked about this in a sermon several months ago, but for years people wondered about this—was this a five-sided pool, shaped like the Pentagon? No one had ever seen anything like that, so for years people doubted this and assumed the author of the Gospel of John simply made it up. In 1964, 50 years ago, archaeologists excavating north of the Sheep Gate found this. It looks like a mess, and it is, because a church was built on top of a Roman temple, which was built on top of some first-century pools. But when they isolated the first-century pools, way down underneath many, many feet of rubble that had built up over the centuries, what did they look like? They looked like this model of the pools. How many porches were there? Five (count ‘em). So John was shown to be totally correct. This was a pool with five porches—one on each side and one down the middle making five.
Keep in mind that Jerusalem was completely razed by the Romans in 70 A.D., so thoroughly destroyed that Josephus said you could walk by and never know a city had been there. So if the Gospels and the Gospel of John were written later by someone who was making it all up, as many people believe, how would the writer know that a five-sided pool was buried underneath the rubble of a destroyed city on the north side of the Temple Mount? Obviously no one would’ve known that except an eyewitness. So here is clear archaeological evidence of the accuracy and truthfulness of the Bible.
Continuing here in John 5:3—
3 In these lay a great multitude of sick people, blind, lame, paralyzed, waiting for the moving of the water.

4 For an angel went down at a certain time into the pool and stirred up the water; then whoever stepped in first, after the stirring of the water, was made well of whatever disease he had.
Is this what literally happened at this pool? Possibly so, but it sounds quite unusual for God to operate this way. Let me give you several possibilities to think about here. 

One possibility is that the latter part of verse 3 beginning with “waiting for the moving of the water” and all of verse 4 was inserted several centuries later by a scribe copying the Gospel of John. Some scholars believe this because some of the oldest manuscripts of the Bible do not include this portion, so they think it was added later by a scribe. Some Bible versions may have a footnote to this effect, saying it was added later. So that’s one possibility, that this was added to the text by a scribe.  

But not so fast. This is an odd thing to add to the text. Where would a scribe get that idea? One rule of thumb when we come across odd things like this where the ancient manuscripts don’t agree is to ask, which is the harder reading and which is the easier reading? Because if a scribe is going to either add something or delete something, which is more likely to happen? Is a scribe more likely to add something that sounds strange, or is he more likely to take out something that sounds strange? The odds are that he’s going to take out something that sounds strange rather than to add it. 
A second possibility is that John is saying this as an explanation for what people thought was happening here. In other words, there wasn’t an angel literally stirring the waters in the pool, but that’s what people thought was happening. For a parallel, notice verse 18—
18 Therefore the Jews sought all the more to kill Him [Jesus], because He not only broke the Sabbath . . .
Is John saying here that Jesus broke the Sabbath? No, he’s not. We know that Jesus never broke the Sabbath, because that would’ve violated the Fourth Commandment and made Jesus a sinner and we wouldn’t have a Savior. What John is doing here in verse 18 is explaining why the Jews wanted to kill Jesus, and that’s because they thought He was breaking the Sabbath because He didn’t follow all of their picky rules about the Sabbath, one of which was that no one was allowed to heal on the Sabbath day. 

So John isn’t saying here that Jesus did indeed break the Sabbath; he’s stating this to explain what the Jews thought and what their motivation was for their desire to kill Jesus. In the same way John may have been saying here that all of these disabled people were waiting around this pool for the waters to move because they thought an angel was stirring the waters and that the first one to jump in would be healed. I don’t necessarily think John is saying this is literally what happened, but rather he is explaining what the people there thought was happening. As we all know, sometimes people can believe something, but simply believing it doesn’t necessarily make it so.
A third possibility is that this is exactly what was happening—from time to time an angel would stir the waters and whoever was first in would be healed. If this is the case, then an obvious question becomes, Why did God do things this way? Why were only some people healed, and then only in a rather random way? Is there a way to make sense of God operating in this way? Let’s think it through. 
Let’s ask ourselves a question: Did Jesus always heal the people He encountered? No, He didn’t. There were times he healed one person but didn’t heal others. There were times when He couldn’t heal people because of their lack of faith. There were times when He said He wouldn’t heal someone, but changed His mind and did heal. There were times like this when there are dozens, perhaps a hundred or more people there, and He picks out one person at random and heals him. There are times when He heals people without being asked, and times when He heals people who have no idea who He is. On the whole, it seems like a rather random process—healing people who happen to be in the right place at the right time. 
Perhaps what is going on here is that God at times randomly healed people at this pool to keep hope alive in Israel in that day—to essentially remind them that He was there and although He would not heal everybody, He had not abandoned His people Israel. They weren’t in the best relationship with God because of their rebelliousness and hard-heartedness that we see in the Gospels, but nevertheless God was there and gave them hope that He could and would forgive sins and heal. 
It may also be that these healings were a type or forerunner of what Jesus would do there on that day—that for however long this had been going on with random healings, it was a type or forerunner of the random healing that Jesus would perform on that day when he healed only one out of dozens or perhaps a hundred or more people there that day. I think either of these is a reasonable explanation once we give it some thought.  
Continuing with the story in John 5:5—
5 Now a certain man was there who had an infirmity thirty-eight years.

6 When Jesus saw him lying there, and knew that he already had been in that condition a long time, He said to him, “Do you want to be made well?”

7 The sick man answered Him, “Sir, I have no man to put me into the pool when the water is stirred up; but while I am coming, another steps down before me.”
Here we see the man giving the same explanation given in verse 3 and 4 about the waters being stirred, so this appears to be evidence that that portion does belong in John’s Gospel.
8 Jesus said to him, “Rise, take up your bed and walk.”

9 And immediately the man was made well, took up his bed, and walked. And that day was the Sabbath.
Notice that Jesus deliberately told the man to take up his “bed,” which today we would call a pallet, something like a thick padded blanket which was what people typically laid on for sleeping. Jesus didn’t have to tell the man to take up his pallet, because both Jesus and the man knew the rules about what could and couldn’t be carried on the Sabbath. So Jesus is being deliberately provocative here. And so the man, having just been healed, does what Jesus told him to and takes up his pallet.
10 The Jews therefore said to him who was cured, “It is the Sabbath; it is not lawful for you to carry your bed.”
Who are “the Jews” here who are so hostile to Jesus? When we see terms used like this, we need to consider the context. Obviously John isn’t talking about all the Jews, because we know that many of the common people flocked to hear Jesus teach and respected Him as a great rabbi and teacher. The way John uses the term here, he’s using a kind of verbal shorthand to refer to the Jewish leadership—specifically the religious leadership of Jerusalem who were determined to maintain their positions and their authority, and who saw Jesus as a threat to that. 
Again, this “bed” here was a pallet, something not much more than a thick blanket. Some of you probably have a briefcase or purse heavier than this would’ve weighed. The man could’ve easily rolled it up under his arm and walked away with it now that he was healed. But to the Jewish religious authorities, that was an unacceptable form of work forbidden on the Sabbath. Their rules, as we’ll see a number of times in the Gospels, went far beyond the commandments God had given regarding the Sabbath. They had 39 classifications of work that couldn't be done on the Sabbath, and bearing burdens was one of them. 
What was covered in this prohibition? One forbidden item was to carry a needle pinned in one’s clothing. That was forbidden. Wearing shoes with nails in the soles was forbidden, because that was unnecessary weight. The rabbis and religious authorities even argues whether it was lawful for a mad with a wooden leg to wear the wooden leg on the Sabbath, because it wasn’t a natural part of the body and was therefore an unnecessary burden. They even argued whether a person who had a false tooth could wear it in his mouth on the Sabbath, because again it wasn’t a natural part of the body like the wooden leg. 
This sounds funny to us, but it was deadly serious to them. Their intent was good—they wanted to obey God’s command about not working on the Sabbath—but they carried it to ridiculous extremes and made the Sabbath itself a burden instead of a day of delight and rejoicing. And this would lead to many conflicts between them and Jesus over what was lawful and what was forbidden on the Sabbath.

So back to the story in verse 11—
11 He answered them, “He who made me well said to me, ‘Take up your bed and walk.’”
Again, the man knew someone had healed him, so he had no problem at all with doing what Jesus had told him to do in taking up his pallet and walking away with it.
12 Then they asked him, “Who is the Man who said to you, ‘Take up your bed and walk’?”

13 But the one who was healed did not know who it was, for Jesus had withdrawn, a multitude being in that place.
We see here that Jesus healed the man, and apparently while the man was picking up his pallet, Jesus simply slipped away and disappeared into the crowd. The man didn’t even know who it was who had healed him. Why did Jesus slip away quietly like that? It says here that there was a multitude—a large number of people—around the pool that day. 

Archaeology sheds some light on this. Not only were there the dozens or perhaps a hundred or more people there hoping to be healed, but archaeologists have determined in just the last few years from the design of this pool that it was also used for ritual washing. I think I’ve mentioned before that the temple complex was surrounded by pools that in the first century were used by people going up to the temple. They would ritually rinse themselves so they would be symbolically purified before going up to the temple. 
And this being a Holy Day, there would’ve been thousands and thousands of people going to the pool that day and immersing themselves in it before going to the temple. The scene would’ve been something like the Denver Broncos’ stadium on game day when thousands of people would’ve been streaming there to enter the stadium. This wasn’t the only pool—more than a hundred have been excavated—but to my knowledge this was the largest pool and therefore the one used by the most people. And there were other gates to enter the temple complex, but to my knowledge this was the only gate on the north side of the temple, and therefore it would’ve received a lot of traffic.
So why did Jesus slip away? Presumably because he didn't want to make a major scene here. After all, with dozens or perhaps a hundred or more people there waiting to be healed, and with hundreds of thousands of people coming and going at the temple that Holy Day, it clearly would’ve been a major scene had others noticed what had happened and had Jesus healed dozens more people there at the pool. So He quietly slipped away and talked to the man privately later at the temple.

14 Afterward Jesus found him in the temple, and said to him, “See, you have been made well. Sin no more, lest a worse thing come upon you.”
This statement is interesting, because Jesus here clearly draws a connection between sin and this man’s condition. Jesus tells him, “Sin no more, lest a worse thing come upon you.” In other words, if he continued to sin, something worse could come on him. On the other hand, there is the example of the man born blind from birth in John 9:1-3. Let’s notice this—
9:1  Now as Jesus passed by, He saw a man who was blind from birth.

2  And His disciples asked Him, saying, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?”

3  Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned, but that the works of God should be revealed in him.”
So here we see that in this case a man born blind, his condition wasn’t due to sin on the part of either him or his parents. Sometimes these things just happen. Sometimes they are the result of sin and sometimes they’re not. So when we see or hear prayer requests or see someone sick, that doesn’t mean they’ve sinned and we are in no position to judge them. We live in a corrupt world with bodies that are designed to wear out and break down. None of us lives forever in this life. And sometimes God heals and sometimes He doesn’t. The only sure healing will be when we are resurrected to immortality in the family of God and we will never be subject to illness or injury or death ever again. 
15 The man departed and told the Jews that it was Jesus who had made him well.

16 For this reason the Jews persecuted Jesus, and sought to kill Him, because He had done these things on the Sabbath.
It’s almost impossible to fathom this mindset. Here was a man crippled for 38 years, who may have been lying there at that pool for many of those years hoping against hope to someday be healed, and when that finally happens, the Jewish leadership wants to kill the one who had healed the man of his suffering. It’s hard to comprehend people being that hardhearted, but they clearly were. Incidentally, it’s about now that we begin to see in the Gospels a marked change. Jesus has long ago been at odds with the Jerusalem religious establishment going back to when He cleansed the temple at the beginning of His ministry. But as we’ll see shortly, just two pages over in the Harmony of the Gospels, we see others begin to plot to destroy Jesus.

17 But Jesus answered them, “My Father has been working until now, and I have been working.”

18 Therefore the Jews sought all the more to kill Him, because He not only broke the Sabbath, but also said that God was His Father, making Himself equal with God.
There was nothing in the law of Moses or anywhere in the law of God to prohibit what Jesus had done or told the man to do in taking up his pallet and walking. But that was work by their rules, although not by God’s rules.
This is a good breaking point because the story now transitions into a long discourse by Jesus about the relationship between Him and the Father that is much too long and detailed to do justice to in the time we have remaining. I think that discussion is so detailed and important that it may take the entirety of our next study on the Gospels, so we’ll hold it for then. 
However, there is something else that I wanted to bring out in our remaining time. One of the study questions I sent out was, “How many miracles does John record in his Gospel, and which ones appear in his Gospel only?” John, as I’ve mentioned before, includes a lot of material not covered in Matthew, Mark and Luke. Most of the miracles John talks about aren’t mentioned by Matthew, Mark and Luke. Why is that? Why does John include these miracles not covered by Matthew, Mark and Luke? Here are the miracles John records:
• Changing water into wine (John 2:1-11).  No other writer mentions this. 

• Healing the nobleman’s son (John 4:43-54).  No other writer mentions this.
• Healing at the Pool of Bethesda (John 5:1-9).  No other writer mentions this.
• Feeding of the 5,000 (John 6:1-5).  All four Gospels mention this. 
• Walking on the water (John 6:16-25).   Mathew and Mark mention this.   

• Healing the man born blind (John 9:1-41).  No other writer mentions this.
• Raising Lazarus from the dead (John 11:1-44). No other writer mentions this.
• Jesus’ resurrection and ascension (John 11:1-44).  All four Gospels mention this.
John concludes his Gospel by saying that Jesus did many other things that weren’t written down, so obviously each of the Gospel authors picked and chose what to include and what to leave out. Could there be a deeper message here with the miracles John includes that the others don’t include?

Let’s start by asking the question, where did John go after Christ’s death and the scattering of the church in Jerusalem? We know he’s there at the crucifixion and resurrection and in the early period written about in Acts, but then he disappears from the scene until much later in the first century when he writes the Gospel of John and the epistles of 1, 2 and 3 John and then the book of Revelation when he’s exiled on the island of Patmos in the Aegean Sea. 

So what happened in the meantime and where was he when he wrote his Gospel? According to tradition and the earliest non-biblical sources after the first century, he went to Asia Minor, modern-day Turkey, and specifically to Ephesus. And I think there’s evidence for this, because when he writes the book of Revelation, he addresses it to the seven church congregations found in western Asia Minor, and he’s obviously familiar with them and their unique attributes. He refers to himself as their “brother” and “companion in tribulation.” So why would he do this unless he were familiar with them from having lived in Asia Minor for some time? That all makes sense and fits together logically and from what historical evidence we have. 
Are you with me so far? Now let’s ask another question: What were the primary gods of Asia Minor at that time? The Greeks and the Romans had many gods, each one over different aspects of life and human existence. Let me show you a few of the main ones:
Dionysus was the god of wine in Asia Minor. Dionysus was thought to be the son of Zeus and a human mother. According to the beliefs of the Dionysus cult, followers who drank wine to the point of a drunken stupor literally became one with Dionysus. So, worshipers would gather around the altar, gorge on raw meat that had been offered to Dionysus, and drink until they became falling down drunk. Male and female worshippers would engage in sexual immorality. Dionysus worship was so wild that it was outlawed in Rome because it was considered to be too immoral!
Demeter was the goddess of harvest and grain and therefore bread in Asia Minor. Her name means “mother earth” or “grain mother.” Like Dionysus, her worship was popular with the common people because she was believed to be responsible for providing the daily bread. 
Asclepios was the god of healing in Asia Minor during the time John lived there. Hundreds of temples of Asclepius have been found around the Roman Empire including several in Israel. Asclepius could overcome all human ills and his followers thought he even had the power to raise the dead. Asclepius’ symbol was a snake or serpent. It is believed that the symbol was chosen because snakes shed their skin appearing to be reborn. He is commonly depicted with a sacred serpent and his staff. 

His temples were often built around water or springs, and they appear to have played a part in his supposed healing. I mentioned earlier that the Pool of Bethesda where Jesus healed the man we talked about today was found buried underneath the remains of an ancient church, which was built on top of the remains of a temple, which was very near the Pool of Bethesda. What kind of temple was it? Archaeologists have concluded that it was a temple built by the Romans to Asclepios—the god of healing. Why did the Romans build a temple to Asclepios at the Pool of Bethesda? Because it was known as a place of miraculous healing. Think about that. The Romans, by building a temple to their god of healing in that spot, in a roundabout way confirm what the Gospel of John tells us—that this was known to be a spot of miraculous healing. 
Serapis was another major god of Asia Minor, a god who could supposedly heal sight.  

Let’s go back and look again at that list of miracles John records in his Gospel:
• Changing water into wine (John 2:1-11).  No other writer mentions this. 
John had to contend with people in Asia Minor who worshipped Dionysus, the god of wine. John could say that Dionysus was a fake. John, being a cousin of Jesus, knew that Jesus was born of God through a woman. John had watched him turn water into wine—the same miracle that Dionysus supposedly performed in secret in his temples. John had seen it firsthand. Is this why John is the only Gospel writer who includes the miracle of Jesus turning water into wine? I think so.
• Healing the nobleman’s son (John 4:43-54).  No other writer mentions this.

John, the apostle who lived in Asia, is the only gospel writer to include the story of this healing—a healing that was done long distance because Jesus was miles away from the man’s son when it happened. People wanting to be healed by Asclepios would travel far to stay for days or weeks or months at the temples to Asclepios. Jesus could do what Asclepios could not do—which was heal the sick long distance. And Asclepios really couldn’t heal at all. This certainly would have been a valuable firsthand witness to bring to the followers of Asclepius in Asia Minor. John actually had seen Jesus heal people, something no “snake” god could do.
• Healing at the Pool of Bethesda (John 5:1-9).  No other writer mentions this.

Temples to Asclepios were built near springs or pools of moving water. John is the only gospel writer to include the story of the man at the pool of Bethesda—a man who was not healed with moving water but was healed by Jesus Christ Himself. Again, Jesus could do what Asclepios could not do, which was heal the sick and raise the dead. 

• Feeding of the 5,000 (John 6:1-5).  All four Gospels mention this. 

Demeter was the goddess who supposedly provided fertility, grain and bread to the people of Asia Minor. John could counter this counterfeit goddess as well. Having seen Jesus feed 5,000 people using only a few loaves and a couple of fish, John knew that Jesus was the true miracle worker and the Bread of Life.
• Walking on the water (John 6:16-25).   Mathew and Mark mention this.   
There is some evidence of belief among the followers of Asclepios that he walked on water as part of his ability to heal, and this was connected to his temples built at springs and sources of water. Yet John, along with the rest of the 12 apostles, was a personal eyewitness to Jesus walking on the Sea of Galilee. 
• Healing the man born blind (John 9:1-41).  No other writer mentions this.

Serapis was the god who could supposedly heal sight. John could counter this false god as well, having seen Jesus heal a man who was born blind—not to mention all the other blind people Jesus had healed.
• Raising Lazarus from the dead (John 11:1-44). No other writer mentions this.

Asclepios was supposed to be so good at healing that eventually he could raise people from the dead. Of course, that didn’t happen, but that didn’t stop people from believing it. But John knew Jesus Christ could raise people from the dead, and records how he raised Lazarus after he had been dead for several days. 
• Jesus’ resurrection and ascension (John 11:1-44).  All four Gospels mention this.
Zeus supposedly raised Asclepios from the dead. But John knew that Jesus Christ, the man whom he had known from childhood, the man whom he had spent 3 1/2 years with day and night, the man whom John had seen crucified and die before his eyes, the man who he had seen alive again several times after His death and crucifixion, was the man whom he had seen personally ascend to heaven from the mount of Olives. There were no such eyewitnesses to Asclepios. But John knew there were many eyewitnesses to Jesus’ death and resurrection and ascension.
So why does John include some of these stories of Jesus’ miracles that none of the other Gospel writers include? I think a number of them, probably most of them, he included to counter the pagan gods of Asia Minor where he went and lived out much of the rest of his life, and probably where he wrote his Gospel in his later years. I think its’ some amazing food for thought.
Questions? We’ll end there for today and pick it up next time. 
•  What is the context—the overall subject matter being discussed—for the discussion about fasting and the parables of the garments and wineskins? How does that context help us understand the meaning of these parables? 

•  What is the common “Christian” explanation of the parables of the old and new garments and old and new wineskins? How is that wrong? 
•  What do you think these parables really mean?

•  Why was this called “a feast of the Jews”? (John 5:1)

•  Where was the “Sheep Gate” located in Jerusalem? (John 5:2)

•  What does “Bethesda” mean? (John 5:2)
•  How would you design and build a pool with five porches (colonnades)? (John 5:2)

•  What’s up with the angel stirring the water before the first person who got in was healed? Isn’t this an unusual way for God to do things? (John 5:4)

•  Some Bible versions say the latter part of verse 3 and all of verse 4 were added by a later copyist. Do you think this is so? Why or why not?

•  Why did the Jews tell the healed man that he couldn’t carry his bed (pallet)? (John 5:10)

•  Who are “the Jews” mentioned in verse 10 and following verses who are so hostile to Jesus Christ?

• Why did Jesus withdraw from the man after healing him? (John 5:13)

•  How many miracles does John record in his Gospel, and which ones appear in his Gospel only? Could there be a deeper message here?
•  What lessons do we learn about God the Father and Jesus Christ, about human nature, and about our adversary Satan the devil from these incidents?
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