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In both Jewish and Christian belief, one important 
characteristic of God is that He is a healer who can restore an individual’s body and 
sustain health. Common to each faith is the belief that life is a precious gift, as man is 
created in the image of God to worship Him, give Him glory, take pleasure in His cre-
ation, and to walk in such a way that he is a delight to God. To Jews and Christians, life is 
seen as the vehicle for delivering praise to God because He is a God of life and covenant. 

One focal point of the quality of life is the sense of blessing through health. Where 
there is lack of health, sometimes all one can do is cry out to God as Job did. Yet, at 
the same time it is clear that, even through suffering, it is possible to experience divine 
peace, the kind that surpasses all understanding.

During times of suffering, we find comfort in God’s Word. In the Tehillim (Book 
of Psalms), each psalm is arranged into daily groupings for the recitation of prayer by 
Jewish people all over the world. Added to the Tehillim, are traditional Jewish prayers 
for the sick and people stricken with disease, such as this one: “And in Your hands is the 
strength and the power to make great, to strengthen, and to cure every human, even 
he who is crushed, crushed to the very depths of his soul…O God Who is trustworthy, 
Father of Mercy, Healer of all illnesses of Your people, Israel, even those near unto the 
very gates of death.”

Created for Health
In the beginning, God created mankind not to solely “exist,” but to live according to 

his/her true purpose—to be in a relationship with Him. God’s creation was perfect, pri-
or to sin entering the world, and mankind did not experience bodily degeneration, which 
leads to sickness and ultimately death. With sin came sickness and the need for healing.
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In Hebrew, the word rapha (רפא) is a unique term equated with healing, or the act of being 
healed or cured. Rapha is used periodically throughout the Bible in different forms, and can 
take on meanings of divine healing, healing brought about by a physician, spiritual healing, 
healing of the tongue, or the restoration of a nation. 

For the covering or repairing of a wound, the Hebrew word gehah (גהה) can be used, and 
dictates bodily healing, whether through medicine or one’s outlook on life. However, in this 
teaching letter we will focus on rapha and the healing which must come from God. 

In Christian Thought
God literally used rapha through the healing power of Jesus (Yeshua) who encountered a 

paralytic at the Pool of Bethesda. The incident is described in John 5:2–9.

In John’s account, Yeshua visits Jerusalem, enters through the Sheep Gate, and arrives at 
the Pool of Bethesda, which in Hebrew means “House of Grace.” John states that this pool had 
five porches, and that this was a gathering place of many sick, crippled, blind, and infirm peo-
ple. Then, something very interesting is described. An angel is said to have come down to stir 
the waters, and that the first to reach the pool and enter the waters would be healed. Strange? 

It is at this place where John gives an account of Yeshua confronting a paralyzed man who 
has been a cripple for thirty-eight years. The beginning of the chapter sets the scene. We learn 
about what is happening at this pool, and a little about the lame man who had been stranded 
there with no one to care for him. We can only begin to fathom what it would be like for this 
man who was crippled; his body useless by most people’s standards, lying on the ground as 
other people were healed. He remains alone and neglected. It would appear as though all love 
was absent from that place. Then, who should appear in the midst of this man’s misery—Ye-
shua, the famous teacher, and miracle worker from Nazareth.

When Yeshua asked the paralytic if he 
wanted to be healed, the man’s answer should 
not surprise us. He spoke from the pit of de-
spair. “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” (John 
5:7). He is filled with anguish and sorrow. He 
has never reached the water. Not even once! 

Now, let’s pause and examine the story. 
What is wrong with this picture? Some ques-
tions need to be asked. Why is the man ly-
ing there? What is this place where an angel 
stirs the water for healing? Since when, in the 
Bible, does an angel of the Lord heal only on 
a first-come-first-served basis? Why is it that 
those people who are healed seem to be those 
able to reach the pool, yet others—the lame, 
the blind, and the paralyzed—are left to their 
own devices? Who is this man whom Yeshua 
confronts? Finally, what is Yeshua trying to 
accomplish by approaching this man? To an-
swer these questions, we must first examine 
some truths in history in order to connect 
the dots.

Pool of Bethesda—Greek Influence
Archaeology has shed light on the location of the Pool of Bethesda and what it was used 

for. In the first century AD, it was located near the Fortress Antonia, and was used both as a 
place of relaxation by Hellenists, as well as a temple to the god Serapis. Evidence has shown 
that the pools were used for pagan ritual immersions and pleasure, and would have attracted 
and catered to Hellenized people. So what is Hellenism?
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Pool of Bethesda excavations

Since when, in the 
Bible, does an angel 
of the Lord heal only 
on a first-come-first-

served basis?

Detail of “Christ at the Pool of Bethesda” by Murillo/Wikipaintings.org
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Hellenism is a derivative of the Greek word, hellas, which encompasses Greek lifestyle 
in its basic form. Hellenism, according to historian and theologian Emil Schurer, was “the 
organization of the state, legislation, the administration of justice, public arrangements, art 
and science, trade and industry, and the customs of daily life down to fashion and ornaments, 
and thus impressed upon every department of life, wherever its influence reached, the stamp 
of the Greek mind.”

Hellenism surrounded the Jewish people, and the influence of Greek culture was very ap-
pealing. This can be seen in the names of men and women before and during the time of Yesh-
ua, in architecture and building construction, and even in the style in which Herod renovated 
the Second Temple. Hellenism was a “Greek-minded ideology,” contrary to Hebraic thought 
in many of its tenets and principles. A large number of Jews, who may have participated in 
Hellenism to some extent, still rejected the weightier baggage that came along with a Greek 
paradigm. These issues would revolve around the worship of man, nature, and polytheism, all 
three of which stood directly against the belief in the one creator God as upheld in the Torah 
(see Deut. 6:4 for example). 

Hellenism also naturally produced hedonism, which encompassed the veneration of the 
body and the literal worship of pleasure. This belief is contrary to Judaism which places God at 
the center (theo-centric) not man, and sees creation and pleasure as something not to venerate 
or worship, but to praise God for. Since hedonism places man at the center and literally wor-
ships his physique, to be sick or physically unattractive could result in alienation. Hedonism 
judges the exterior, God judges what’s in a man’s heart. Therefore, one of the many fallacies of 
hedonism is that if someone is not able to meet this standard of outward, physical beauty, they 
could be cast out of society—set apart from community.  

This would explain why all the sick and infirm people were gathered at the Pool of Bethes-
da, separated from the main population. It is likely that these people would have been discard-
ed Hellenists, due to their presence in such a place, seeking healing at the temple of Serapis. We 
must therefore ask: who is Serapis and how is this pagan god connected to healing?

True Healing in the Desert
To understand the origins of Serapis, it is imperative that we visit the period when the 

Israelites were wandering in the wilderness after they had been delivered from Egypt. In 
Numbers 21:4–5, we read that “…the soul of the people became very discouraged on the way. 
And the people spoke against God and against Moses…” The Lord sent fiery serpents among 
the Israelites as a result of their sin, and as they were bitten, they began to die. However, it was 
not until the people came to Moses in repentance that things shifted and we see God pour out 
His mercy on His people.

God commanded Moses to “Make a fiery serpent and set it on a pole; and it shall be that 
everyone who is bitten, when he sees it, shall live” (Num. 21:8). God acted through the Hebrew 
term rapha and restored. He literally took the nation from a place of sin and doubt, to a place 
of faith, trust, and salvation. God was not instituting idolatry here, but in this unique case, He 
desired for them to be brought to the end of themselves, and only through the obedience of 
gazing upon the bronze serpent could they be healed and delivered.

This was an incredible test of faith. The people who had just condemned Moses, ac-
cused God, and had symbolically shaken their fists at the Most High, were reduced to 
pleading for God’s saving power and were restored. It would be wonderful to say that God’s 
people remembered the true Source of their healing. Sadly, nearly seven hundred years later, 
we encounter another shocking happening in the land of Israel. 

In 2 Kings 18:4, there is mention of a pagan deity called, “Nehushtan” which is clearly 
equated with the bronze serpent of healing. This verse tells us that King Hezekiah of Judah 
destroyed the bronze serpent of Moses, as the people of Israel had begun to worship it. Nehu-
shtan had become known as a “god of healing,” replacing the God of Israel. As Merrill C. Tenny 
writes, “Nehushtan thus exists as an example of how an originally good, redemptive, ritualistic 
object may be perverted into its opposite and become detrimental to true saving faith.”

Since the reign of Hezekiah was during the Divided Kingdom era of Judah and Israel, it 
is likely that the worship and reverence of Nehushtan also found its way into the Kingdom of 

Make a fiery serpent 
and set it on a pole; 
and it shall be that 

everyone who is 
bitten, when he sees it, 

shall live.
(Num. 21:8)
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Israel. Hezekiah was able to cleanse his lands, but one thing is commonly known about pa-
ganism: idolatry spreads with influence. We can be most assured that it affected the northern 
kingdom of Israel as well.

Trail of the Serpent of Healing
During this era, we find another god like Nehushtan, and that is Eshmun of the Phoeni-

cians. The Phoenicians were a Semitic people who dwelt on the northwestern coast of mod-
ern day Israel and southern Lebanon. The derivation of the name “Phoenician” alludes to the 
purple dyes they harvested from the murex snail, which they widely sold, particularly for royal 
clothing. It is these people we must now investigate to follow the trail of the serpent of healing. 

In Dr. Nissim Ganor’s book Who Were the Phoenicians?, we find startling insights into 
the connection of the Phoenician god Eshmun with Nehushtan. The Phoenicians resided in 
the large port cities of Sidon and Tyre and were a seafaring people. Evidence in the biblical 
record and archaeology seems to place them as descendants from the Israelite tribe of Asher, 
and so they may have had Jewish origins. The possibility that the Phoenicians were of Jewish 
descent can also be supported by ancient Greek historians such as Herodotus and Diodorus, 
who described “circumcised people” who had come from Egypt as nomads and settled on the 
northern coastal plain, a land which had been inhabited by Canaanites and other peoples. It 
was these Phoenicians who would adopt a god of healing and call him Eshmun.

Archaeology has confirmed that Eshmun was considered to be a god of healing and medi-
cine who was portrayed carrying a pole with a bronze serpent coiled around the shaft. This 
sounds strikingly familiar when we recall God’s command to Moses in the desert of Kadesh 
regarding the bronze serpent (Num 21:8). How is this possible? It appears that this idolatry not 
only affected Israel’s northern and southern kingdoms, but these deities quite possibly were 
adopted by the Phoenicians, changed to suit their culture, and worshipped.

Ganor gives a detailed report of the 1901 Macridy Bey excavations in Sidon. During these 
digs, Bey discovered a temple to the Phoenician god, Eshmun. In this temple he found an in-
scription that read, “God Eshmun sar Kadesh” or “ruler of Kadesh.” This is another crucial point 
of evidence revealing the possibility that the origins of Eshmun were tied not only to Nehush-
tan, but to the original bronze serpent erected in the wilderness to heal those struck by plague. 
Numbers 27:14 gives us the location of the “fiery serpent” passage discussed earlier—the Desert 
of Kadesh. Eshmun, who is identified as a god of healing clutching a pole with a serpent coiled 
around it, is called “ruler of Kadesh.” Could this be the Phoenician name for Nehushtan?

Throne of Astarte, Temple of Eshmun

Eshmun…is 
identified as a god of 
healing clutching a 
pole with a serpent 
coiled around it…
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Phoenician–Greek Connection
There is ample archaeological 

evidence (pottery, art, clothing, etc.) 
to make a solid association between 
the Phoenicians and the Greeks. It is 
safe to say that the two peoples trad-
ed with one another and had con-
tact. So, it should not be a surprise 
that we find a pagan deity named 
Asclepius emerging in Greece soon 
after Eshmun’s appearance in Phoe-
nicia. The Greeks saw Asclepius as 
a god of healing, associated with sa-
cred snakes, who was often depicted 
holding a pole with a snake coiled 
around it.  

Greek historian, Will Durant, 
states that, “In Greek art, a snake is of-
ten seen about the figures of Hermes, 
Apollo, and Asclepius;” and contin-
ues that since gods were attached to 
city-states and professions, “so the 
physicians of Greece looked back to 
Asclepius.” Durant goes into detail 
concerning Greek medicine and As-
clepius to mention, “Even in the fifth 
century, Greek medicine was in large measure bound up with religion, and the treatment of 
disease was still practiced by the temple priests of Asclepius.” 

The annals of Greek thought are silent as to why snakes were connected to Greek mythol-
ogy in the first place. However, outside Greek literature, evidence of snakes associated with a 
healing deity can be found in the Phoenician cult of Eshmun and its arrival upon Greek shores. 
This, therefore would have had a direct influence in the conception of Asclepius. So how does 
Asclepius fit into our original question: who was Serapis and where did he come from? 

The Origin of Serapis
As archaeologists uncovered the Pool of Bethesda, a temple to the healing god Serapis was 

discovered. After the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC, all the lands he had conquered 
were divided between his four generals, one of those being Ptolemy I (367–283 BC), who took 
the lands of Egypt to build his kingdom, and styled it after Greek–Macedonian values. 

Ptolemy wanted to make his kingdom attractive, especially to the Greeks. Since they con-
sidered the animal–human deities of Egypt strange, he decided to create a new god. His desire 
was that his god would rule the capital of Alexandria, and would contain all the best attributes a 
god could have. He gave his god all-knowing wisdom (Zeus, Osiris, Helios), the characteristics 
of fertility (Dionysus), command over the underworld (Apis and Hades), and the beauty of 
healing (Asclepius). The name he gave his god was Serapis. In Alexandria, he built the enor-
mous Serapeum Temple, which contained the bearded image of Serapis as well as sacred snakes 
associated with healing.

We know the influence of Serapis spread to the city of Jerusalem as archaelogists have un-
covered the temple built for him at the Pool of Bethesda. This pool has been excavated and has 
revealed its secrets. In the time of Yeshua, there were pipes in the floor of the pool that could re-
lease air to stir the water and create bubbles. Each morning, the priests of Serapis would release 
sacred snakes into the water to swim around and prepare it as an offering for the day. There 
were also hollow pipes along the pool that would carry the sound of the priests’ voices speaking 
as they beckoned the people to come to the water for healing. 

As if this was not enough, Asclepius, from whom Serapis received his healing character-
istics, is often pictured in Greek mythology with the wings of an angel. Was this perhaps the 

Asclepius mosaic

The Greeks saw 
Asclepius as a god of 
healing, associated 
with sacred snakes, 

who was often 
depicted holding a 
pole with a snake 
coiled around it.

en.wikipedia.org/Michael F. Mehnert
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“angel” the Gospel of John describes—an angel who plays favorites, does not heal everyone, 
and who only heals those who, most likely, do not need healing? 

Why was Yeshua at the Temple of Serapis?
So, what was Yeshua doing there? A basic precept of evil is that it seeks to distort and some-

times appear as if it is from God. This way, it can lure people and deceive them. More than 
likely, there had to be some sort of healing agent at the pool to keep people in a state of false 
hope. Whether the healing was temporary or long lasting, it was a place where hope was fleet-
ing and everything was unpredictable. We do know, according to the Bible, that even Satan can 
mimic God and has limited power when allowed. This distortion of power can be clearly seen 
when God allowed Satan to test Job or when Pharoah’s priests were able to mimic Aaron and 
also turn their staffs into snakes (Exod. 7:11).  

Satan is the ultimate deceiver, a father of lies within whom nothing good exists. His desire 
was and still is to be “like the Most High” and he delights in confusion and keeping people 
from the truth. Christian teaching tells us that Yeshua was very familiar with Satan’s tactics, 
as seen in the Gospel of Matthew when he was tempted by Satan in the wilderness (Matt. 
4:1–11). Yeshua chose to enter the “lions den” to perform a miracle of healing, a rapha. This 
account demonstrates the extreme degree to which Yeshua was willing to go to in order to heal 
someone. He told the man to rise, take up his bed, and walk and, before everyone’s eyes, he 
was healed.  

Who was the man Yeshua healed at the Pool of Bethesda? In the verses that follow the 
miracle of healing, we find that the former paralytic does two things which reveal who he 
was. First, he answers questions from certain Jews who are concerned with him breaking the 
Sabbath. Their questions clearly reveal his identity as a Jew. They would not have cared had 
he been a Gentile. The man tells his Jewish audience that he has been healed and that he only 
carries his bed because he was told to do so by the healer. When they continue to question him, 
the healed man is unable to identify the healer as Yeshua, for it is obvious he does not know. 

Following their questions, the healed man goes to the Temple. Why? Any number of rea-
sons could have placed him at the Temple that day. Perhaps he was there to be reinstated into 
the Jewish community after being deprived of temple worship for thirty-eight years. Maybe 
he was there to pray and repent for looking to Serapis for healing, or even yet, perhaps he was 
there to offer a sacrifice of praise to God for being healed. 

“Christ at the Pool of Bethesda” by Murillo/Wikipaintings.org Detail of “Christ at the Pool of Bethesda” by Murillo/Wikipaintings.org
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No matter why he was there, the man met Yeshua in the Temple, which solidifies the man’s Jewishness 
once again. In excavations around the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, a number of stone inscriptions have 
been found. These inscriptions were written in Greek and were warnings to prevent non-Jews from en-
tering the inner courts of the Temple. In fact, the closest a Gentile could get to the Temple was the Outer 
Court. Thus, for Yeshua to greet this man in the Temple, there can be no other conclusion but to say the 
man Yeshua healed was a Jew.

True Healing Comes from God
Perhaps the final lingering question that should be begged is: why would a Jewish person seek healing 

from a false god? Why would he deliberately trust in something that he must have known to be false? This 
is a mystery. Yet ultimately, this event sheds light on the inner struggle between a man and God. Perhaps 
the man’s response when Yeshua first approached him gets us closer to an answer. We can surmise that 
the man felt abandoned, not just by men, but by God. For years he had felt worthless and deserted. There 
must have been despairing times where he cried out to God and felt nothing. More than likely, his initial 
response to Yeshua, concerning his feelings of neglect, was but a mirrored image of his bitterness towards 
God. Yet, a lingering desire to trust God must have existed. This is clearly evident in his actions once he was 
healed—he went up to the Temple to worship. He understood where the healing had come from.  

In a place where hope was fleeting, Yeshua and the healing power of God confronted Serapis. The God 
of Israel used rapha to demonstrate not only complete deliverance from disease, but also spiritual healing. 
The man was radically changed and not only would his position in society be restored, but his literal faith 
in God was transformed. God’s sovereign will and His nature will forever be the source of true healing. 
God breathed restoration upon an ungodly place that day at the Pool of Bethesda, and it should be ex-
pected that the power of Serapis in that place was broken.  

By Peter J. Fast
BFP Zealous8:2 Coordinator


