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Jesus and the Sunday Blue Laws        FUPC 

John 5.1-13          June 26, 2016 

 

Did You Know… 

In Alabama, it is illegal for a driver to be blindfolded while driving a vehicle? 

In Connecticut, you can be stopped by the police for biking over 65 mph? 

In Florida, it is illegal for single, divorced or widowed women to parachute on Sunday afternoon? 

In Lousiana, it is illegal to rob a bank and then shoot at the bank teller with a water pistol? 

In Massachusetts, mourners at a wake may not eat more than three sandwiches? 

In Nebraska, a parent can be arrested if his child cannot hold back a burp during church service? 

In Oklahoma, females are forbidden from doing their own hair without being licensed by the state? 

In Pennsylvania, no man may purchase alcohol without written consent from his wife? 

In Washington state, a law to reduce crime states, “It is mandatory for a motorist with criminal 

intentions to stop at the city limits and telephone the chief of police as he’s entering town.” 

 

In Palestine, in Jesus day, it was illegal to transact any business, do any shopping, perform any work, 

do any cooking, or carry your bed on the Sabbath.       And Jesus ran head on into these Blue Laws one 

day while he was visiting Jerusalem.  Here’s the story… 

 

One of the gates to the city was called the Sheep Gate.   At the Sheep Gate there are five covered 

porches held up by pillars.  In the middle of the porches there is a pool called the Pool of Bethesda. 

The Sheep Gate area was one you’d try to avoid if you could.  It was a gathering place for the poor, 

sick, lame, blind, homeless and impoverished people.  Those who lived on the margins, who were the 

outcasts, the rejected and the invisible people.  No doubt there were thieves who hung out there too 

because it was always easy to steal from the poor.   

 

These people all gathered at the Sheep Gate area because they were waiting for something to happen.  

The Pool of Bethesda was a spring fed pool fed by an underground source of water.  Periodically, 

when a fresh infusion of water would enter through the underground spring, it would cause the surface 

of the water to be disturbed with a kind of rippling.  If you’ve ever sat in a whirlpool with an 

underwater jet that stirs the water, then you get the idea.   

 

To these simple and desperate people, the rippling of the water had a supernatural origin… they 

imagined that the water was being stirred by invisible spiritual forces, maybe angels… and that the 

water was therefore mysteriously potent in healing illnesses, disabilities and conditions such as 

arthritis.  A legend grew up around this pool that the first one in when the waters were stirring would 

be healed.  So you can imagine the chaos and confusion when the waters were stirred, the frantic 

pushing and shoving, everyone trying to get into the pool first. 

 

Jesus arrives on the scene and while walking through the area stops by a certain man who has an 

obvious disability.  He can’t walk.  Who knows but that on previous trips into the city, Jesus had seen 

this man there.  Maybe he intended to stop and talk to him on this trip.  In any case, Jesus asked a 

strange question, “Do you want to get well?”  Wouldn’t it seem obvious?  What kind of question is 

that?   We’re told that the man had lived with this condition for 38 years.   

 

It’s a long time to remain disabled if the means for healing is there.  Maybe that’s why Jesus asked him 

the question.   But think about it:  sometimes our weaknesses, frailties, disabilities and fears capture us 

until we grow comfortable with them and its more effort to change than to just accept the reality.  If 

this man got well, his life would change.  He might have to get a job and take responsibility for himself 

in the ordinary world where people were healthy and strong.   
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After 38 years as a lame man, you learn how to survive.  You have a daily routine that makes you feel 

secure.  You know who your friends are and who your enemies are.  You’ve figured out how to get 

food and how to take care of your personal needs.  Its not unlike the person who lives on the street and 

begs for a handout.  It’s a precarious life to us, but some of them would rather do that than be given a 

clean place to live and face the expectations and limitations of living under someone else’s roof with 

their rules.  So they return to the streets.   

 

The man replies to Jesus, “I have no one to help me get into the pool when the water is stirred.  While I 

am trying to get in, someone else goes ahead of me.” 

 

We could take this in two ways:  He could be blaming others for his condition. After all, if someone 

would only help him, he could reach the water easier.  Is that an easy way out?  Isn’t it always easier to 

blame somebody else for our bad luck, or failures, or disappointments in life?  One of life’s hardest 

lessons is that we are responsible for our successes and failures.  In the end, its up to us.  We can blame 

our teachers, our bosses, our spouses, our children or parents, our limitations, our bad luck… but its 

still up to us to make the choices that will solve the problem and make life better. 

 

Jesus gives him the benefit of the doubt and then he goes to work on his behalf.  He doesn’t offer the 

man help getting into the pool.  He takes the shortcut to healing that only He could offer and tells the 

man, “Get up, take up your bed, and walk!”  And then the passage says “At once, the man was cured; 

he picked up his mat, and walked.” 

 

Now we run into the Sabbath Blue Laws.  If Jesus had only told the man to just get up and walk, 

everything would have been okay.  Why did he have to take his mat along?  The minute the man 

picked up his bed, he broke the law.  And all the Pharisees and Scribes saw it.  It was like getting 

caught on radar… the Sabbath police pulled him over and gave him a ticket.   

 

The Law was clear, Jeremiah 17.21 “Take heed for the sake of your lives and do not bear a burden on 

the Sabbath Day or bring it through the gates of Jerusalem.”  There it is in black and white, no excuses.  

Acts of compassion were allowed, for example, carrying a lame man on his pallet.  That was okay.  

But for the man to carry his own bed was NOT okay – he had broken the law.  And it was Jesus who 

told him to do it!! 

 

This is not just a story about the healing of a lame man.  It’s a story that speaks to anyone who is more 

concerned for maintaining tradition and rules at the expense of the healing and wholeness of people.  

The authorities were ready to punish the man rather than rejoice over his healing.  Their questions to 

him had nothing to do with his healing, how it happened, who it was, but rather “Why did you carry 

your bed on the Sabbath?” 

 

They were trying to nail Jesus and his reply to them was this, “God is at work today – Sabbath Day – 

and so I work.”  The whole teaching about the Sabbath came from God’s example of resting on the 7
th

 

day.  So if it was good enough for God, it was good enough for everyone else.  But Jesus says, “God 

has been at work in this man’s life today and so have I.”  In other words, God himself broke the 

Sabbath!  What do you say to that? 

 

They heard it as blaspheming – ridiculing their rules and blaming God.  Sometimes, the spirit of 

vigilant spiritual policemen is still present.  God is at work all around us, in ways that may make us 

uncomfortable, or that feel strange to us, or that confuse us.  God reaches out to touch people we have 

a hard time understanding, or whose choices we don’t agree with.  And so we cut them off or we judge 
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them and say, “I don’t think God would ever approve of them, or offer them grace or forgiveness or 

blessing.   And I won’t either!”   

 

In a former parish I served, not in Hawaii, this small dying church with a large beautiful building was 

approached by an immigrant congregation with the request to use our facilities on Wednesday nights 

and Sunday nights.  It was a wonderful opportunity for our congregation to build bridges of acceptance 

and understanding with these migrant workers.  It came to a vote one Sunday morning and their 

request was rejected 21 to 3.    The members were more concerned and protective of their building than 

for the people and mission opportunity that was being offered to them.   A few years later, that church 

closed its doors – their building got in the way of their mission.  Their Blue Law was – there will be no 

diapers in our trash cans, no people using our kitchen supplies, no exposure of our precious relics to 

the unknown and foreign customs of people who don’t speak our language.   

 

We sometimes have our own Blue Laws that we live by, they’re unwritten and maybe we’re not even 

fully aware of them.  But when people break them, we feel judgmental and uncomfortable.  This 

healing tells me that God will even break his own rules if it means healing and wholeness for a person 

in need.  The God I grew up with was a God who was just waiting for me to step out of line, do 

something wrong, make a mistake.  He was ready to pounce on me and punish me.   I’m glad that 

that’s not the God I’ve come to know in my life today.   

 

A young woman fell in love and was living with her boyfriend – against her parents expectations and 

beliefs.  The parents objected and would not even go visit their daughter in her apartment.  The parents 

were true to their Blue Laws and wrote this letter to their daughter, “We are praying that God will 

punish you, bring sickness into your life, just to show you the error of your ways.’   Where is the love 

of God in that?   

 

God brings people into our paths, into our church, into our lives who don’t always meet our 

expectations, whose choices we don’t always agree with.  I believe God wants to love them through us 

and gives us the opportunity to embody His presence in some way in their lives.  Through our 

acceptance, understanding, generosity, grace, forgiveness and encouragement, they are healed and find 

a new life, hope for the future, a place to feel accepted and welcomed.   Its always our choice.  Blue 

Laws or Grace?   When God gets involved… grace always wins! 

 

Amen. 


