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E. After the Feast of Tabernacles – Jesus and the Jews  (8:12-59) 

 

John’s introduction to the next episode shows the discontinuity between it and the preceding one. 

For the previous episode ended with Jesus being alone with the woman caught in adultery, while 

the present one begins with Jesus speaking to a plural audience: “Jesus spoke to them, saying…” 

(8:12). The subsequent passage shows that that audience consisted of Pharisees and other Jewish 

rulers (ref. 8:13, 22-23, 31). Pharisees had been present during Jesus’ encounter with the 

adulteress, but they’d departed before He addressed her. Now John has Jesus again interacting 

with a group of Pharisees. Whether or not this was the same group of men, it remains that the 

present episode didn’t follow seamlessly after its predecessor. This, too, suggests that the 

account in 8:1-11 was not part of John’s original record. 

 

John didn’t explain how this encounter with the Jews arose, but he noted that it took place in the 

treasury of the temple (8:20). This was an area on the periphery of the Court of Women 

designated for people’s monetary gifts, both those prescribed by the Law and those given 

voluntarily (cf. Mark 12:41-44; also Matthew 27:1-6). Because the treasury was a central feature 

of the Court of Women, the name was often applied to the entire court area where Israelites 

would gather. That is likely what John had in mind here. 

 

John provided no background for this encounter in the temple and the same is true of the 

interchange between Jesus and these Jewish leaders. There clearly was some discussion leading 

up to the statement of verse 12, but John didn’t see fit to record it. He evidently believed that the 

statement itself was what mattered, not only because of what it said about Jesus Himself, but also 

because it was the basis of the interaction which followed (8:13-59). 

 

1. John introduced this context with Jesus’ proclamation that He is the light of the world. 

This is the second of the descriptive “I am” statements in John’s gospel (ref. 6:35, 10:9, 

11, 11:25, 14:6, 15:5) and John’s grammar highlights that Jesus was identifying Himself 

as identical with this light: He isn’t in some way associated with light (in the particular 

sense He was speaking of it), but is Himself this light (cf. 3:19-21). 

 

This imagery finds an immediate correlate in the Feast of Booths with its four massive 

menorahs which illumined the temple during the week of the feast. These great lights, 

which stood in the midst of the Court of Women, reminded the children of Israel of 

Yahweh’s guiding and preserving presence in the wilderness manifested in the pillar of 

fire. Now, here was this man, Jesus of Nazareth, standing in the same location and 

proclaiming Himself to be the light, not merely of the temple or of Jerusalem, but of the 

world – the consummate light of Yahweh’s presence once again to be followed. 

 

Jesus’ declaration also hearkens back to John’s prologue where light is associated with 

the revelatory and illumining role of the incarnate Word (cf. 1:4-5, 9, 14-18). All along 

Yahweh had been the light for His people and He accomplished this illumination by 

means of His word, whether in Torah or by the mouths of His prophets. Now His word 

had become flesh and this “true light” illumines all men by manifesting in the world in 

tangible, observable form the full truth of the person and purpose of the one true God (cf. 

Isaiah 9:1-2, 42:1-7, 49:1-6 with Matthew 4:12ff; Luke 2:25ff).  
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John understood that God is light (1 John 2:5), which descriptor highlights the qualities 

of veracity, integrity, purity and wisdom. And Jesus is this “light” because He is the 

embodiment of this God; in Him are hidden all of the treasures of wisdom and knowledge 

and experiencing Him is experiencing the One who sent Him (cf. Colossians 2:1-3, 9 

with John 14:8-11). Thus, when Jesus referred to Himself as the light, He was declaring 

that He embodies the truth of who God is in Himself and in relation to the world He has 

created. But Jesus isn’t merely the revealer of the living God and His purpose; He came 

into the world to enlighten men by bringing them into the light of God’s life and love.  

  

Thus Jesus being the “light of the world” has a redemptive and restorative significance 

beyond the obvious revelatory one; He came as the true light, not just that men would 

behold God, but that they would come to know Him. He came into the world in order 

that, through Him, men should find deliverance from the darkness of their fallen, 

alienated existence and enter into the light that is His life – the life of the living God 

(8:12b; cf. also 12:35-46; Ephesians 5:6-10; Colossians 1:13-14; 1 Peter 2:1-10). 

 

a. Yahweh had been Israel’s light, but now Jesus was proclaiming that, in Him, 

Yahweh was becoming the light of all men, Gentile and Jew alike. (Israel’s God 

as now the God of Gentiles as Gentiles was a monumental shift in the salvation 

history which the early Church would spend decades coming to grips with.) Jesus 

is the light of the world, and this means that whoever comes to Him and follows 

Him will be delivered from the darkness so as to possess the light of life. Some 

summary observations are worth noting at this point: 

 

- The first is the nature of the antithesis between light and darkness. 

Darkness is privation; it is the absence of light rather than the presence of 

something other than light. Thus light always triumphs over darkness: 

Where light enters, darkness flees; where light departs, darkness emerges.  

 

- Here Jesus referred to Himself as the light, and the implication is that there 

is a darkness which exists in antithesis to Him. The context indicates that 

this darkness (the darkness, v. 12b) is death inasmuch as the light which 

Jesus imparts – and which drives out the darkness – is life.  

 

- And just as physical darkness is privation, so it is with the darkness which 

is death: Death is not something in itself, but the absence of life. From the 

Scripture’s vantage point, death is the creational state in which human 

beings exist in alienation from God, and therefore deprived of themselves 

(Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-24). And because man was created as image-son to 

administer God’s creational rule, human alienation effects the alienation of 

the entire created order (cf. Genesis 3:17-19; Romans 8:18-25). 

 

- Thus Jesus’ claim to be the light of the world was His claim to be the one 

in whom Yahweh was at last going to dispel the darkness of alienation and 

death and flood the world of men and the whole creation with the light of 

His life (cf. Isaiah 9:1-8 with Matthew 4:12-17; Luke 1:67-79). 
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 Jesus was making a radical assertion that undoubtedly shocked His audience. It 

wasn’t that these Pharisees were unfamiliar with the biblical themes of darkness 

and light or that they weren’t aware of the Scripture’s use of these themes in 

relation to the coming messianic kingdom. But Jesus was appropriating to 

Himself that which belongs uniquely to Yahweh: He is light. Moreover, He was 

claiming it on behalf of the entire world of men. The Scriptures associated the 

messianic figure with the dawning of Yahweh’s light, but Jesus declared Himself 

to be that light; He was Himself Yahweh’s return to Zion to cleanse and regather 

His people and thereby dispel the darkness of Israel’s alienation and exile. 

 

b. This was a profound claim, but the Jews listening to Him were having none of it. 

They weren’t about to give serious consideration to what they were hearing, and 

the easiest way to disregard Jesus’ words was to invalidate them. And they 

invalidated them by invalidating the person who spoke them. Thus these Pharisees 

– the authorities on the Law of Moses – piously and triumphantly declared that 

Jesus’ claim was worthless because He’d failed to meet the Law’s requirement of 

witnesses (8:13). There was no need to consider what He was claiming – indeed, 

it would be wrong to do so – because His claim had no legitimate basis under the 

Law. It was the Law, not them, that was rejecting Him; they were merely 

submitting to Yahweh’s demand. By this clever maneuver, these Jews not only 

excused their refusal to deal with Jesus’ words, they congratulated themselves that 

they were righteous in doing so. This man Jesus was a sinner who set aside 

Moses’ demand as Yahweh’s appointed servant; they were his faithful disciples. 

 

c. Jesus answered their objection in a way which highlighted the reason for the law 

of witnesses: It was enacted to address the problem of human falsehood. Yahweh 

was concerned with truthfulness among His covenant people, not a particular 

protocol; the requirement of witnesses for establishing a matter served the cause 

of truthfulness by making it more difficult for a claimant to lie. Jesus needed no 

such witnesses because He was speaking the truth. Israel’s leaders thought they 

knew Him, but they assessed Him through the faculty of the flesh; He, on the 

other hand, knew exactly who He was, who had sent Him and why He had come 

into the world (8:14-15; cf. 7:27-28). In all things, He testified to the truth. 

  

 And it was precisely because Jesus knew the truth of these matters – and the truth 

behind His accusers’ pretended piety – that He was competent to judge them. 

They had no such competence, yet judged and condemned Him, even while He 

was “judging no one.” This is a puzzling assertion, for in some sense, Jesus was 

judging them: He was judging the falseness of their perception and the error of 

their conclusions regarding Him (cf. 8:14, 19 and 21). But, taken in context, it 

seems Jesus was restating what He’d affirmed to Nicodemus: He hadn’t come into 

the world to judge it (i.e., condemn it), but to save it (ref. 3:17; cf. also 12:47). 

This doesn’t deny or in any way contradict Jesus’ insistence that He is the judge 

sent by His Father to judge the world (cf. 5:22, 27, 30, 8:26, 9:39). He had come 

to pass judgment on the world in its alienation and guilt, but with the goal that the 

world should be delivered, reconciled and restored, not condemned. 
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 In an astonishing work of redemption and healing that even His closest disciples 

couldn’t yet fathom, Jesus was going to take the world’s condemnation upon 

Himself so that His Father’s loving design could be fulfilled, namely His 

creation’s liberation and restoration from its fatal bondage to sin and corruption.  

 

 Unlike the judges standing before Him, Jesus was truly a righteous judge, bound 

over to the will of the One they claimed to honor and serve (8:16-18; cf. 5:30). 

 

d. For all their knowledge of the Scriptures and devotion to the God revealed in 

them, these zealous scholars were completely befuddled by Jesus – the incarnate 

Word who embodied their God and His Torah. They were constrained by natural 

minds and could only hear His words through that filter. Thus, when Jesus 

mentioned His Father as His witness – the Father from whom He came and to 

whom He was returning, they immediately called for Him to present that witness.  

 

- It’s possible they were referring to Joseph, in which case they were 

disqualifying him as a witness, either because he wasn’t there to testify on 

behalf of his son, or perhaps because he was already dead. 

 

- But if they were referring to God, then they were mocking Jesus. If He 

was calling God as His witness, where was that witness? What sign out of 

heaven was Jesus going to provide to substantiate His claim (cf. 2:18, 

4:47-48, 6:2, 14, 25-30, 7:31; cf. also Matthew 27:41-43)? 

 

 Jesus’ response suggests that these men recognized that He was referring to 

Yahweh, Israel’s God, as His Father. They believed they knew this God and their 

confidence assured them that He was not a corroborating witness to this man’s 

outrageous, even blasphemous, claims. They assessed Jesus according to their 

understanding of the God He called father and they saw no “family resemblance.” 

From their vantage point, they would know if Jesus was God’s Son because they 

knew this God. Jesus reversed that equation, insisting that the fact that they didn’t 

recognize Him as God’s Son proved that they didn’t know their God (8:19). In 

effect, these Jews were confidently calling Yahweh as their witness against Jesus; 

He countered that their star witness was actually taking the stand against them.  

 

e. John closed this portion of the encounter by noting that it took place in the 

treasury area of the temple (again, in the Court of Women). It seems John 

mentioned this because of its relevance to his next statement, namely the fact that 

no one seized Jesus (8:20). Not only was Jesus making outrageous claims 

concerning Himself, He was indicting Israel’s rulers – scholars esteemed as 

eminently holy men and Yahweh’s learned teachers – as unbelieving fools who 

didn’t know their God. And He was doing all of this publically in the temple 

treasury with officers standing guard. These Pharisees must have been furious at 

being humiliated in the sight of the people and they had temple police at their 

immediate disposal. And yet none of them made a move to have Jesus arrested. 

Whatever their reason, God had His own: His Son’s time hadn’t yet come. 


