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e. Jesus insisted that His Father had testified of Him by sending Him into the world 

and that this testimony continued in His words and works which the Father gave 

Him. Jesus’ countrymen, however, largely denied this witness, not hearing 

Yahweh’s voice or detecting His presence in this would-be messiah. Especially so 

Israel’s rulers, who insisted they listened to and followed the God of Israel’s 

Scriptures who had spoken through Moses and the prophets (cf. 9:24-29).  

 

 There is thus a logical and climactic progression in Jesus moving from His 

previous three witnesses to that of the Scriptures.  

 

- First of all, the Baptist bore testimony to Jesus as the Isaianic forerunner: 

He heralded Yahweh’s return to Zion exactly as Isaiah had predicted (cf. 

Isaiah 40:1-11 with Matthew 3:1-3; Luke 3:1-6; John 1:19-23). Thus 

John’s witness was the witness of the Scriptures.   

 

- So also Jesus’ works testified that He was the messianic Servant-

Redeemer presented in the Scriptures – the One through whom Yahweh 

would accomplish His work of judgment and renewal (cf. again Matthew 

8:14-17, 11:2-6; Luke 4:16-21). Jesus’ works were His Father’s works – 

works which Yahweh had committed Himself to in Israel’s Scriptures.  

 

- And if the witness of John and Jesus’ works were the Scripture’s 

testimony, how much more was this true of the Father’s witness? Jesus 

noted that His Father testified of Him by sending Him into the world to 

accomplish His work, but this sending and ministration were central to the 

scriptural promise that Yahweh would return to Zion, overthrow the 

subjugating powers, liberate and recover His captive people and establish 

His eschatological kingdom. The Father’s testimony to His incarnate Son 

was precisely the testimony of His inscripturated word.   

 

The Jews believed that their God had spoken in the Scriptures and they equally 

believed that they heard His voice in those Scriptures. By indicting Jesus, then, 

they were implying that He was a contrary voice. Thus the scandal of calling His 

fourth witness: The Scriptures which the Jews believed to be their advocate in 

accusing Jesus were now being claimed by Him as a witness on His behalf. It was 

as if the star witness for the prosecution entered the courtroom and, to the shock 

of the prosecutors, walked past them to take a seat at the defense table. 

 

The Jews believed the Scriptures were Yahweh’s word to His covenant people – 

the word in which He set before them life and death and called them to embrace 

life (cf. Deuteronomy 30 with Ezekiel 3:1-21, 18:1-32, 33:1-20). Thus Israel’s 

obedience – its faithfulness to God – involved laying hold of the life to which He 

directed them. But embracing this life meant walking the path which leads to it 

and the Lord traced out that path in the Scriptures (cf. Proverbs 8-9 with 11:19, 

12:28, 13:14, 14:26-27, 16:22, 25, etc.). If one would find life, it would be by 

careful inquiry into Yahweh’s Torah – His revealed truth and instruction (5:39).  
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These observations highlight the Jewish context of Jesus’ statement; He was 

addressing first-century Jews and intended them to discern His meaning. Thus His 

words need to be interpreted in terms of the Jews’ perspective and understanding. 

A couple of issues are notable in that regard: 

 

 The first is the Jewish conception of eternal life. Too often the contemporary 

Christian notion of eternal life as unending existence in heaven (so the phrase, 

“going to heaven”) is foisted onto John’s use of the phrase here, but Jesus’ Jewish 

audience wouldn’t have recognized this meaning. Though Old Covenant Judaism 

embraced differing notions of “eternal life,” it was commonly understood in terms 

of eschatological life – the life of the age to come (Hebrew Olam Ha-Ba) which 

the Jews regarded as the inheritance appointed for the faithful (the “righteous”) in 

Israel. Moreover, this life was typically associated with the future messianic age 

and the eschatological kingdom of God. Accordingly, it was conceived primarily 

in terms of an earthly life rather than everlasting existence in a non-earthly 

spiritual realm (“heaven”). During the second temple period, the concept of 

resurrection became more prominent in Jewish theology and Israel’s 

eschatological vision. The Pharisees, in particular, promoted the view that the 

messianic age would culminate with the resurrection of the dead as articulated in 

Daniel’s vision (12:1-2). This bodily resurrection – and thus the reunification of 

body and spirit – was to be a central feature of the life of the Olam Ha-Ba. 

 

 A second consideration is the role of the Scriptures in the Jewish understanding of 

eternal life as the reward of the faithful. Again, the Jews believed that the Hebrew 

Scriptures – and most especially the Torah itself (the five books of Moses) – 

provided the pathway to eternal life. In the end, the life of the Olam Ha-Ba was 

Yahweh’s reward to the righteous – not the sinlessly perfect (which notion 

Judaism didn’t accept; note Paul’s citations in Romans 3), but those who sincerely 

and faithfully devoted themselves to Torah and its instruction, prescriptions and 

provision for sin and transgression (ref. Philippians 3:4-6). The Jews believed the 

righteous in Israel were the heirs of eschatological life, and the righteous were 

distinguished by their faithfulness to Torah as the path leading to this life.  

 

 This is the framework for Jesus’ statement about the Jews examining the 

Scriptures with the goal of obtaining eternal life. They did seek life in connection 

with the Scriptures and they connected that life with the messianic kingdom. Jesus 

would have gotten no argument from His hearers about messianism being central 

to the scriptural promise of life; what they weren’t ready to hear was that He was 

the One in whom all of these themes found their “yea and amen.” The Scriptures 

did indeed promise life in connection with the coming messianic kingdom, and 

Jesus had been going throughout Israel proclaiming the inbreaking of that 

kingdom in connection with Himself. He was thus implying two things: First, that 

He was the messianic figure – the Servant and Redeemer-King – who embodied 

Yahweh’s return to Zion to restore all things and give life to His covenant people 

(Isaiah 40-59); second, the eschatological life associated with the messianic 

kingdom was bound up in Him and His work (5:40; cf. 6:33, 54-58, 11:23-26). 
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 The Jews looked for eschatological life to be granted to the faithful in Israel when 

Messiah arrived and established His kingdom. That day had dawned, but most in 

Israel were poised to miss it. In the first place, it hadn’t come in the way they 

expected. But beyond that, they didn’t recognize the sort of life Jesus was calling 

them to. Most of all, Jesus Himself didn’t at all fit the messianic expectation 

cultivated by rabbinical traditions and Israel’s historical plight and longing. The 

Scriptures had taught them to expect the inheritance of life in connection with the 

Messiah. So those same Scriptures now excluded them from that inheritance 

because of their disposition toward the One standing before them (5:40). 

 

 The Jews looked to Torah to vindicate them and so give them the assurance of 

life; Jesus insisted that those who renounced Him had Torah as their accuser – it 

condemned them as unfaithful (unrighteous) and therefore excluded from the 

hope of life. The disbelieving in Israel largely viewed Him as a false messiah who 

was leading the nation away from God and toward destruction at the hand of 

Rome. Thus they believed their rejection and opposition proved their devotion to 

Torah and so to the God who gave Torah to them, but the opposite was true. Such 

ones were convinced that they knew Jesus in truth, but it was He who knew them. 

And what He knew was that they were wrong about Him and wrong about their 

devotion to Israel’s God. If they really loved God, they would have embraced the 

One He sent as He promised in the Scriptures. But they didn’t love God; indeed 

they couldn’t because they were blinded to His glory. He had revealed this glory 

in His Torah and now made it manifest in His Son (1:14), yet they couldn’t 

discern it. They were blinded to God’s glory, but not all forms of glory (5:41-43). 

 

 Lest these Jews conclude that Jesus was only concerned to win their honor and 

praise, He made it clear that He had no interest in it. The praise of men meant 

nothing to Him because He recognized the foolishness, corruption and selfishness 

which underlie it (5:41; cf. again 5:33-34 and 2:23-25). Indeed, He wasn’t even 

seeking their affirmation and allegiance as Israel’s Messiah because He knew 

what sort of “messiah” they sought (cf. 6:14-15; Matthew 16:13-23, 17:1-9; Luke 

9:18-22). Thus Jesus’ assertion in verse 43: Others claiming to be the Messiah had 

come in their own name (i.e., interjecting themselves as messianic deliverers 

without any sort of divine attestation) and many in Israel had been quick to 

embrace them. Like all people, the Jews were attuned to the dynamics of human 

glory; they were eager to be “glorified” by other men (receive their honor and 

praise) and were ready to confer the same “glory” on those they deemed worthy 

of it – those who met their standards, sensibilities and expectations. Previous 

messianic figures had met such criteria and so were widely received. (The same 

would be true of other pseudo-messiahs who came after Jesus.) But Jesus came in 

His Father’s name, manifesting His Father’s glory – an entirely different sort of 

glory to which the people weren’t attuned. This lack of attunement was precisely 

the reason Israel transformed the divine glory into an intelligible human 

counterpart (cf. Exodus 32:1-4 with Psalm 106:19-20; also Psalm 50:16-21). Left 

to themselves, even the devout in Israel could not discern Yahweh’s glory; how, 

then, could they embrace it as it was now manifest in the incarnate Son (5:44)? 
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 The Jews engaging Jesus that day would have been outraged and deeply offended. 

They were the leading men of Israel and here was this supposed prophet claiming 

to be Yahweh’s son and denouncing them for not receiving Him as such. Even 

more, He was questioning their knowledge and devotion to Torah. Jesus’ rebuke 

suggested they had misjudged the Scripture’s promise of life, but His more 

startling insinuation was that they misunderstood the Scripture altogether in that 

they failed to grasp its testimony to Him. These Jews were convinced the 

Scriptures were their advocate in accusing Jesus; He turned the table, insisting 

that the Scriptures actually testified on His behalf and so accused them. 

 

 Jesus made this point explicitly by calling Moses as a witness (5:45-47). There are 

at least two reasons for this: The first is that, for the Jews, no one epitomized the 

Torah more than Moses. Not only did God establish His covenant with Israel 

through Moses (hence, the Law of Moses), the five scriptural books designated 

Torah were attributed to Moses, (Torah as the Books of Moses). The second 

reason is contextual, namely the Jews’ allusion to Moses in invoking the law of 

witnesses against Jesus. In effect, they were calling Moses to testify against Him; 

but, here as well, Jesus turned the table and cited Moses as their accuser. 

 

 Indeed, Moses’ key role in the Scriptures made this a necessary inference: If the 

Scriptures as a whole testified of Jesus, then the Torah did. But the Torah 

consisted of Moses’ writings. Thus any claim regarding the overall Scriptures was 

a claim regarding Moses; if the Scriptures testified of Jesus, it followed that 

Moses himself had written of Him. And he’d done so not in some vague manner, 

but directly in a prophetic pronouncement that Jesus likely had in mind here, 

namely Deuteronomy 18:15-19. For He was that prophet whom Moses predicted 

– the prophet whose words were Yahweh’s own words and must be heeded as 

such. Jesus’ point was clear: To reject Him and His words was not only to 

disregard Moses, it was to turn away from Yahweh Himself (5:47). 

 

 If it were possible to incite greater outrage, drawing upon Moses as His witness 

would certainly have done that. For the Jews exalted Moses as God’s mouthpiece 

and the mediating agent for the Law – the covenant which defined and prescribed 

Israel’s relationship with her God; without Moses there would be no Israel. There 

was no more prominent figure in Israel’s history or national consciousness and 

Moses’ unique status and authority were reflected in the concept of the chair of 

Moses, which represented supreme authority over the Law’s interpretation and 

administration (ref. Matthew 23:1-3). Those who sat in Moses’ seat were claiming 

his authority and the right to speak for him in matters pertaining to the Law. 

Obviously the Jews who’d come to confront Jesus believed they were acting on 

behalf of Moses – if not as themselves occupying Moses’ chair, at least as the 

emissaries of those who did. They approached Jesus with the conviction that they 

were speaking for Moses: It wasn’t they who were accusing and condemning 

Him; it was Moses himself. Moses had indeed spoken of Jesus, but not as they 

imagined; Moses called Israel, not to denounce Him, but to embrace Him, and to 

do so as the One in whom he himself realized his own destiny and fulfillment. 


