I AM THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD

John 8:1-58

Key Verse: 8:12

“I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me

will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.”

The main teaching in chapter 8 is that Jesus is the light of the world. The teaching is approached from three aspects in this chapter. We learn that Jesus is the light of life for us. That is well illustrated in the story of the release of the woman caught in adultery from a death sentence. We see the indescribable humility of Jesus who shines his light to the ignorant in his argument with the Jews in verse 12-47.  The last section is the climax of his teaching. Jesus teaches there that he is I AM. When we reach there, the meaning of his words in verse 12 becomes clearer. He says in verse 12, “I am the light of the world.” He means “I AM’ is the light and that he is “I AM.” He also means that he who is “I AM” gives life. Anyone who follows him will be given life. What life? The woman was released from a death sentence and was given a chance to leave the life of sin. She was given a chance to worship God, the privilege which was given to Abraham. Let those who have heard the gracious message of the forgiveness of their sin leave their life of sin. Let Jesus shine his light to those children of Abraham who sold themselves to belong to this world. Let those followers of utilitarianism hear Jesus. Let Jesus be “I AM” to those who are bound to themselves.

I.  “Go now and leave your life of sin.” (1-11)

Verses 1 and 2 provide us the knowledge that the event of the woman’s deliverance and the related teaching occurred one day after the Feast of Tabernacles. Jesus spent the night at the Mount of Olives. That was the place where he prayed in his last period of ministry on earth. Obviously, he came to God the Father in prayer and prepared himself for the nearing death on the cross. We learn from other parts of the Bible that he was overwhelmed with sorrow when he prayed at Gethsemane. His prayer here wouldn’t have been less a labor. After such a toilsome night, what did he do at dawn the next morning? Gracious Jesus! Verse 2 says, “At dawn he appeared again in the temple courts, where all the people gathered around him, and he sat down to teach them.” How could he continue such a strenuous schedule? We learn from him that he lived by the strength that comes from God, and the strength comes through devotion. We tend to come to God when we have strength. When we run out of strength, we don’t. If that is what we do, we have not yet learned the secret of devotion. We have not yet joined Jesus. Devotion is not donation of our strength. Devotion is living by faith. We should learn to live by faith. Then we will know the joy and strength of our Lord Jesus. Strength came through devotion and there followed the care of God’s flock as we see in verse 2. We are surprised that they came to the temple at dawn. We are surprised that they were eager to hear Jesus from dawn. We see in their eagerness their thirst and hunger more than their devotion. Unless they couldn’t sleep, they wouldn’t come to the temple at dawn. Unless their bed is not cozy and warm, they wouldn’t come to the temple at dawn. They were desperate enough to sacrifice their sleep to attend an early morning Bible study. When we learn the secret of Jesus’ devotion, we will meet them. Otherwise, we will meet the speculators. When we join Jesus, therefore, there will be the fruition for God’s glory and the care of God’s people. We will be happy and many will be nourished.

In verse 3, we find another group of desperate people who came to Jesus. They were the teachers of the law, the Pharisees and a woman who was caught in adultery. Look at verse 3-6a. “They made her stand before the group and said to Jesus, ‘Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?’ They were using this question as a trap, in order to have a basis for accusing him.”  Their ingenuity is incredible. Jesus would be accused either as condoning adultery, which means against God, or merciless, which proves his hypocrisy. But what made them to use such sharp intelligence for evil purpose, to trap others, especially Jesus, who they knew cared about such a woman, who is also zealous for God? I wonder if they would someday wake up in their later years and be startled by their stupidity and wickedness. I am not sure if they would. But one thing is clear. They were desperate; so desperate that they plotted all night and busied themselves from dawn to trap a good person. The woman was a desperate person as well. Adultery meant that she slept with someone other than her husband. Why would she use the beautiful God-given womanhood to destroy herself, the man and other family, making God sorrowful? That is a mystery. But one thing is clear. She also was desperate, and now was put in a desperate situation. Jesus himself was forced to be in this desperate situation.

What did Jesus do in the situation? Look at verses 6b-8. “But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger. When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, ‘If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.’ Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground.”  We are puzzled at his passive attitude. But in his words in verse 7 we learn that the Lord was grieved at seeing their misery. He was grieved that the inclination of their thoughts were wicked, both the woman and the accusers. He was grieved at seeing their sin (Gen 6:6; Ex 3:7). There they were, one group being right and another wrong. The misery was that both of the groups were in sin. So he asked them to come to God. He did not fight back by asking a question to counter their cleverness and to silence them. He did not judge them. He had no obligation to answer them. He had no obligation to the woman. He could have exposed their evil intention and turned the table back on them to deal with the situation by themselves. But he did not pull himself out of the embarrassing situation by judging their evil motives. Instead, he came to God with the accusers and the accused together. That means he took the burden of their sin on himself, the sin of the woman by which she committed adultery and the sin of the accusers by which they made themselves wicked all night and murderous from dawn. He was indeed the Lamb of God.

Look at verses 9-11. “At this, those who heard began to go away one at a time, the older ones first, until only Jesus was left, with the woman still standing there. Jesus straightened up and asked her, ‘Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?’ ‘No one, sir,’ she said. ‘Then neither do I condemn you,’ Jesus declared. ‘Go now and leave your life of sin.’” We learn from Jesus’ words to the woman that he brought the accusers and the woman to the real issue. The issue for the accusers and for the woman was whether she should be condemned. They feared condemnation. But at Jesus’ words, the accusers and the woman were exposed that neither feared God. When they were brought before God, no one could condemn her. What did Jesus tell her then?  Jesus declared. “Go now and leave your life of sin.”  What did he mean? He means to fear God. The Greek version reads, “Go and no more sin.” The word sin is a noun rather than a verb. He means to leave sin. That means to abide in God, not in the world. How can she do that? I have no idea at this point of what her life would be like if she leaves the life of sin. As the going away of the accusers show, they who were more righteous than the woman were in the life of sin as well. I have no idea of what it would be like for the religious leaders and the people who slipped away from the challenge. Their life was a continual debate of right and wrong, either or, this and that. If all the tools as such were taken away, they would have no fun. They would feel brain dead. Again, one thing is clear however. Slipping away from the challenge of whether I am without sin is not leaving the life of sin. We should leave the life of sin. Where can we go after we leave the life of sin? We will think about that question in the next passages. 

II.  I am the light of the world (12-30)

Look at verse 12. “When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, ‘I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.’” We learn in verses 12-20 through his argument with the Pharisees what Jesus means in this verse.

At hearing his claim in verse 12, the Pharisees immediately challenged him, “Here you are, appearing as your own witness; your testimony is not valid.” Their challenge was reasonable. What was Jesus’ answer? Look at verses 14-18.  Jesus answered, “Even if I testify on my own behalf, my testimony is valid, for I know where I came from and where I am going. But you have no idea where I come from or where I am going. You judge by human standards; I pass judgment on no one. But if I do judge, my decisions are right, because I am not alone. I stand with the Father, who sent me. In your own Law it is written that the testimony of two men is valid. I am one who testifies for myself; my other witness is the Father, who sent me.” What were the two prongs of Jesus’ reasoning which testify that his testimony is valid? The first prong is that Jesus knew where he came from and where he was going. He knew what he was talking about and they did not know what he was talking about. He was speaking of God’s truth while they judged which means to condemn by human standards. They can end up right and wrong according to human standards. But they can never reach God with that effort.

The second prong of Jesus’ reasoning is that he judges no one. This idea can be misleading, and actually has been abused by many in this society to rationalize their indifference and to promote individualism for their petty self-serving intention. In verses 15-20, we learn that he means he stands with God the Father, who sent him. The word “testimony” has the meaning of “record”.  They saw that Jesus speaks truth when he stooped down and then rose to ask everyone if they are without sin. In verse 17, he teaches that passing no judgment meant appealing to God in the Law. As we have learned in the previous chapters that in John’s gospel to judge means to condemn, while the word “judgment” implies being in God’s court. The word “decision” in verse 16 is the translation of the word krisis, i.e., the judgment. They would know that Jesus was speaking in accordance with the Law and that he was true to the Law.

In summary, Jesus’ testimony in verse 12 is in tune with the Law, and actually with what the Law has testified to. The truth of Jesus is for his followers to have the light of life. What is to “have the light of life”? The woman shows a good example. Under the Pharisees, she was given a death sentence. She was given a new life when she was brought to Jesus. The miserable experience of being exposed of her adultery became the exposure to Jesus who is “I AM”, who came to us to give us “the light of life.” Her record was illumined with the mercy and grace of the forgiveness of her sin by the Lord Jesus Christ. Who couldn’t deny that her story of being brought before Jesus in shame was a beautiful story? She would now know that she stood before God’s presence at that moment.

Look at verses 19-20.  Then they asked him, “Where is your father?” “You do not know me or my Father,” Jesus replied. “If you knew me, you would know my Father also.”  As we think about the truth of Jesus’ testimony, it was the record with which they had to consent. What was the reason of their inability to know that Jesus’ testimony is valid? It was due to their ignorance of Jesus and God the Father. What was the reason of their ignorance of God? They failed their education which Jesus gave to them in his words and deeds with the testimony of their own Law. They never learned. They showed that reluctance in their encounter with Jesus. Their intentional rejection was nothing new. That was what they had been doing all along from the beginning though God gave them special education with every bit of proof and tips for them to know God.

Look at verse 20. “He spoke these words while teaching in the temple area near the place where the offerings were put. Yet no one seized him, because his time had not yet come.”  Why did the Pharisees not seize him? They wouldn’t know the reason either. But the fact that no one seized him was another powerful testimony for them to repent of their rejection of the light of the world.

What would you do with such lazy and rebellious students who rather attack you not to mention not learning? We would plan to look for better students. But Jesus was different. Gracious Jesus. Verse 21 says, “Once more Jesus said to them…” His grace is that once more he speaks to sinners. Lord, speak to us once more. What did he say? He said, “I am going away, and you will look for me, and you will die in your sin. Where I go, you cannot come.” What new dimension of truth did he add to further explain what he had said in verses 12-20? He brought up the issue of sin. They will die in their sin. But they never paid attention to what he said. Why will they look for him? They will to find who he is. What will be the result of their seeking of him? They will die in their sins. Why will they die in their sin? What did he mean that they will die in their sin? They will come to a conclusion about Jesus one way or another. But they will remain in themselves. They will convert Jesus’ truth into an ideology. They will attempt to reach heaven and to go down to hell to know all about the truth by themselves.  They will never come to God by giving up themselves.

What was the most the Jews could think of at hearing Jesus’ words in verse 21? They asked themselves, “Will he kill himself? Is that why he says, ‘Where I go, you cannot come’?” How could they think only of death? As we will see in verse 53, it was because they were enslaved to death. Their minds were blocked from recognizing God when they were reminded of the fact that everyone dies. What did Jesus continue in verses 23-24? But he continued, “You are from below; I am from above. You are of this world; I am not of this world. I told you that you would die in your sins; if you do not believe that I am [the one I claim to be], you will indeed die in your sins.” Note that the words “the one I claim to be” in verses 24 and 28 are bracketed in our Bible. What is the significance of Jesus’ saying “I am” in verse 24 as oppose to “you are” in verse 23? Jesus teaches them who were enslaved to their lives because of their fear of death that he is apart from them. They exist, which means there is a beginning and there is an end to their existence. But he is different. He is “I am.” If they do not believe that Jesus is “I am”, they would die in their sins.

Finally they asked an important question in verse 25. “Who are you?” The question saved Jacob and made him Israel, and that is what Jesus enabled them to ask. For the first time, brief though it might have been, they got out of their prison and gazed at him, who is, who was and who will be. Jesus was happy. What did Jesus reply in verses 25 and 26?  “Just what I have been claiming all along,” Jesus replied. “I have much to say in judgment of you. But he who sent me is reliable, and what I have heard from him I tell the world.” What could Jesus have done with them according to verse 26? He could have condemned them. What has he done instead of condemning them? He spoke of what he heard from the Father. What do you learn from Jesus in verses 25-26? He did not attempt to persuade them. He relied on God who would call them. 

But we learn in verse 27 that “They did not understand that he was telling them about his Father.”  What is the truth of their ignorance while they could ask him who he was? Look at verses 28-29. So Jesus said, “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am [the one I claim to be] and that I do nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught me. The one who sent me is with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what pleases him.” Only when they crucified him who is innocent would they know that he is “I am.” They would remember that Jesus did nothing on his own but just spoke God’s truth. What was the reason of Jesus’ confidence on the effect of his death?  He knew God the Father sent him and that he has been with him. What happened as a result? Verse 30 says, “Even as he spoke, many put their faith in him.” What does the surprising effect of his word on the hearers testify to us according to Jesus’ words in verse 29? God was with him.

In view of Jesus’ vigorous argument in verses 12-30, we learn that he was aware of God’s presence in the time of their rejection, when they were stubbornly ignorant. He lived what he promised to his followers in verse 12. There was no darkness in him. There was the light and there was life. Their rejection will reach the extent of crucifying him on the cross. But in verse 28, he says the darkest time will be when they know that Jesus is “I am.” It will be the brightest and most glorious time. Let those who walk in darkness because they judge with human standards hear what Jesus says. Jesus would harvest the world through rejection, by his death in their hands. I have learned that Jesus’ gospel is the gospel of rejection, of crucifixion, and that is the power of God to harvest the whole world. I always wanted to win. But now I see that is the life of sin. I want to join Jesus. Let’s read verse 12. “When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, ‘I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.’”
III.  Before Abraham was born, I am (31-59)
We may suppose that the believers in verse 31 are those who put their faith in him in verse 30. What was Jesus telling those who had believed him in verses 31-32? To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” Jesus told them to keep hold to his teaching. But the believers were offended with the promise of being set free. They answered him, “We are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?” Look at verses 34-38. Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin. Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever. So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed. I know you are Abraham’s descendants. Yet you are ready to kill me, because you have no room for my word.  I am telling you what I have seen in the Father’s presence, and you do what you have heard from your father.” What was Jesus’ point according to verse 34? They sinned on and off. But they thought of this matter lightly. He was saying that they sold themselves to sin as slaves when they sinned. What is “to sin” in light of verses 31-34? To sin means to have no room for Jesus’ word. To sin means to be ready to kill. They were slaves to sin. The proof was that they were angry with him. How could they be free? If the Son sets them free, they will be freed indeed.

They did not admit that they were slaves to sin. What did they insist on? Look at verse 39. “Abraham is our father,” they answered. Look at verses 40-41. “If you were Abraham’s children,” said Jesus, “then you would do the things Abraham did. As it is, you are determined to kill me, a man who has told you the truth that I heard from God. Abraham did not do such things. You are doing the things your own father does.”  They were different from Abraham. Why were they different from their father Abraham? Jesus said they had a different father. “We are not illegitimate children,” they protested. “The only Father we have is God himself.” What did Jesus say to the protesters in verses 42-47?  Jesus said to them, “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from God and now am here. I have not come on my own; but he sent me. Why is my language not clear to you? Because you are unable to hear what I say. You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire. He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies. Yet because I tell the truth, you do not believe me! Can any of you prove me guilty of sin? If I am telling the truth, why don’t you believe me? He who belongs to God hears what God says. The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God.” What were they aware of according to verse 46? They were aware that they couldn’t prove Jesus being guilty of sin. They couldn’t deny that Jesus was telling them truth. Why were they unable to hear what Jesus said even when they couldn’t deny Jesus speaking the truth of God? Sad it might be that they belonged to the devil.

Now, the Jews showed their real color. The Jews answered him, “Aren’t we right in saying that you are a Samaritan and demon-possessed?” Jesus answered them, “I am not possessed by a demon,” said Jesus, “but I honor my Father and you dishonor me. I am not seeking glory for myself; but there is one who seeks it, and he is the judge. I tell you the truth, if anyone keeps my word, he will never see death.” What is the truth of their slanderous words according to verse 49? They did not honor God. Their pride was hurt. What was Jesus seeking by being faithful to honor his Father according to verse 50? He sought life for them. If they admitted what Jesus accused them of, that is, their sin, they could have life and never see death. Jesus’ effort to seek the glory of the Father to honor him in turn will give life to anyone who keeps his words. What do you learn in the general description of the recipient of the blessing as “anyone”? That includes the Jews who were angry with him here.

Look at verses 52-53. At this the Jews exclaimed, “Now we know that you are demon-possessed! Abraham died and so did the prophets, yet you say that if anyone keeps your word, he will never taste death. Are you greater than our father Abraham? He died, and so did the prophets. Who do you think you are?” Why did the Jews become sure that Jesus was demon-possessed? They did because they were sure of death. The reason of their anger against Jesus, the reason of their ignorance, and the reason of their inability to learn Jesus in spite of their recognition of Jesus’ words being true all have to do with their faith in death. They believed in death rather than in God. Jesus replied, “If I glorify myself, my glory means nothing. My Father, whom you claim as your God, is the one who glorifies me. Though you do not know him, I know him. If I said I did not, I would be a liar like you, but I do know him and keep his word. According to his words in verse 55, why was their ignorance a lie? They lied in spite of their knowledge that God is “I AM.” What was Jesus’ doing in his promise in verse 51, therefore, according to his words in verse 54? He was speaking the truth of God in whom he believed. What have they been doing? They lied. They lied against their father Abraham. How different was their father Abraham according to verse 56? He was a happy guy while they were angry. Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.” “You are not yet fifty years old,” the Jews said to him, “and you have seen Abraham!”
What was the difference between Abraham and them according to verses 56-59? He believed God. He left the life of sin when he listened to God. He worshiped God with trust. What did Jesus do with the descendants of Abraham who were liars and murders? He spoke the truth to them. “I tell you the truth,” Jesus answered, “before Abraham was born, I am!” At this, they picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the temple grounds. What did Jesus reveal when they picked up stones to kill him?  He was not in their grasp. Jesus revealed that he is indeed “I AM.” He will let them crucify him so that they may know that he is “I AM.”

