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John 7:14-36 – Superficial Faith  

Let’s Pray-  

I invite you to open up your Bibles… 

Last week we looked at Jesus’ confrontation with his brothers about the nature of his 
kingdom. The brothers misunderstood the nature of Jesus’ kingdom, so they 
misunderstood why Jesus was doing what he was doing. Jesus had to wait for God’s time, 
because it is a kingdom that only he brings, in his way. In this, Jesus teaches us humble 
patience as well, as we accept our lives as a gift of God.  

Today, we continue to see Jesus around the Feast of Tabernacles continuing to confront 
other’s expectations of him. Here, he is preaching to a crowd and is confronted by some 
Jewish leaders. They recognize that Jesus teaches like no one else before, but his teaching 
still confuses them, even those that want to defend him.  

In Jesus teaching here, he is again removing the veil on these people’s heart. What is the 
real reason they are seeking to kill him? In finding the reason why these leaders wanted to 
kill Jesus, I think we find some of our own desire to get rid him too. Let’s listen to what Jesus 
is telling us in this text: 

John 7:14-36: 

Not until halfway through the festival did Jesus go up to the temple courts and begin to 
teach. 15 The Jews there were amazed and asked, “How did this man get such learning 
without having been taught?”  

16 Jesus answered, “My teaching is not my own. It comes from the one who sent me. 
17 Anyone who chooses to do the will of God will find out whether my teaching comes from 
God or whether I speak on my own. 18 Whoever speaks on their own does so to gain 
personal glory, but he who seeks the glory of the one who sent him is a man of truth; there 
is nothing false about him. 19 Has not Moses given you the law? Yet not one of you keeps the 
law. Why are you trying to kill me?”  

20 “You are demon-possessed,” the crowd answered. “Who is trying to kill you?”  

21 Jesus said to them, “I did one miracle, and you are all amazed. 22 Yet, because Moses gave 
you circumcision (though actually it did not come from Moses, but from the patriarchs), 
you circumcise a boy on the Sabbath. 23 Now if a boy can be circumcised on the Sabbath so 
that the law of Moses may not be broken, why are you angry with me for healing a man’s 
whole body on the Sabbath? 24 Stop judging by mere appearances, but instead judge 
correctly.”  
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25 At that point some of the people of Jerusalem began to ask, “Isn’t this the man they are 
trying to kill? 26 Here he is, speaking publicly, and they are not saying a word to him. Have 
the authorities really concluded that he is the Messiah? 27 But we know where this man is 
from; when the Messiah comes, no one will know where he is from.”  

28 Then Jesus, still teaching in the temple courts, cried out, “Yes, you know me, and you 
know where I am from. I am not here on my own authority, but he who sent me is true. You 
do not know him, 29 but I know him because I am from him and he sent me.”  

30 At this they tried to seize him, but no one laid a hand on him, because his hour had not yet 
come. 31 Still, many in the crowd believed in him. They said, “When the Messiah comes, will 
he perform more signs than this man?”  

32 The Pharisees heard the crowd whispering such things about him. Then the chief priests 
and the Pharisees sent temple guards to arrest him.  

33 Jesus said, “I am with you for only a short time, and then I am going to the one who sent 
me. 34 You will look for me, but you will not find me; and where I am, you cannot come.”  

35 The Jews said to one another, “Where does this man intend to go that we cannot find him? 
Will he go where our people live scattered among the Greeks, and teach the Greeks? 
36 What did he mean when he said, ‘You will look for me, but you will not find me,’ and 
‘Where I am, you cannot come’?” 

This is the Word of the Lord.  

In our passage for today Jesus warns us against being superficial, judging by appearances. 
What is the old cliché, “you can’t tell a book by its cover.” In our post-covid age we talk a lot 
about pandemics, but one pandemic we have in our social media age is superficiality. We 
all judge books by their covers, don’t we? More importantly, we all put up covers for others 
to judge us by.  

We all know this superficial social media life isn’t great, and we all really desire authentic 
relationships, but in the story this for this morning we are dealing with superficiality in our 
most important relationship, with God. What if our faith is about as deep as a book cover? 
In this relationship there are much more disastrous results than simply not getting to know 
someone. The result of a superficial faith in God is to not be able to follow him to where he 
is going, to not gain the eternal life he gives. 

Slide 13 

We can recognize a superficial faith in our lives in many ways. For each of us it will look 
di_erent depending on how God gifts us, and how we neglect those gifts. For some it 



 

 

3 

means only practicing your faith when others can see it. Your Bible is only touched when 
you’re around others. You only pray when others can hear you. For others it means adapting 
your faith to the outside world so that you appear to be moral to their standards rather than 
God’s. In this case, superficiality is in not going deep into God’s word to see his will for our 
lives. For others even, it means only worshipping God when you have a good feeling about 
him. Kids are behaving, music is pumping, God is good! Kids are screaming, headache is 
pounding, God is nowhere! Our feeling about God cannot be the basis of our faith. For still 
others, their superficial faith is seen in how the compartmentalize their faith. Faith is for 
Sunday, and it doesn’t a_ect the rest of my life. If you’ve ever thought that your faith had 
nothing to do with your job, your relationships, then, I hate to break it to you, but you have a 
superficial faith. 

Slide 14 

As Jesus interacts with these people, he can see their hearts and so he teaches them in 
such a way to reveal their real problem. They think they know who he is supposed to be. 
They think they know what God wants of them. They misjudge their real problem with a 
superficial problem, the Romans are in power, and they want a superficial solution, to have 
a messiah come and get rid of them. But Jesus is not fitting into their box. He’s not fixing 
their superficial problem. More than not fixing their superficial problem, he is also pointing 
out the extent of their superficiality, challenging their understanding of what it means to be 
a follower of God, questioning their traditions, unveiling the sinfulness in their hearts. So, 
for them, he must go. They must keep up appearances and will do what it takes to do so.  

Slide 15 

Jesus is challenging their assumptions about what it means to be a follower of God as he 
reveals what God was doing with Israel in preparing for him to come, mistake our real 
problem with a superficial one. They didn’t recognize what God was doing, and so they feel 
attacked by Jesus. If they are not able to humble themselves before Jesus, they will not be 
able to follow him where he is going. This is because a superficial faith will not change their 
hearts 

We too can make boxes for Jesus. We can think he is supposed to be a certain way or do 
certain things for us. We can get fixated on the superficial things of this world. We can 
create a superficial faith, focusing on how we appear to outsiders rather than to God. We 
can get disappointed with Jesus, angry with him even, when he doesn’t fit into our 
expectations of what our lives should be like. When Jesus challenges us by not meeting our 
expectations of him, we too then also want to be rid of him just as the Jewish leaders of his 
day wanted.  
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As Jesus interacts with this crowd of people who had come to celebrate the feast of 
Tabernacles, we should be careful to recognize how these people misunderstand Jesus, so 
we do not do the same. We should never think that we have Jesus totally figured out, that is 
a sure sign of a superficial faith. Even if we have the best interpretation of his Word, we are 
still called to humbly submit to his authority over us and accept what he gives us.  

Jesus demonstrates this humble acceptance in how he speaks of his own authority. There 
is an apparent contradiction right at the beginning of Jesus’ response. He says, “My 
teaching is not my own.” How can this be? How can Jesus’ teaching not be his own?  

Slide 16 

This should again lead us to the humility of faith. Superficial faith develops out of a kind of 
pride. Jesus says that those who teach from their own authority seek their own glory, but he 
(even though he was “in the beginning with God”) constantly points to the Father as the one 
to whom all glory is due. He doesn’t do this because he too isn’t worthy of worship, he is, 
but so that we learn from him how we ought to live. Jesus shows us what a true human 
should look like. Our authority is not from ourselves, but from God. The glory we receive 
does not belong to us, but to God.  

The Jewish leaders Jesus is speaking to had a habit of constantly citing earlier rabbinic 
judgements. The Jewish leaders would have agreed with Jesus’ statement that, “Whoever 
speaks on their own does so to gain personal glory.” To not seem arrogant, these leaders 
would often cite di_erent teachers to substantiate their points. “Rabbi so-and-so says such 
and such, but Rabbi so-and-so says this…” This is not a bad thing in and of itself, we too 
should learn from our tradition and recognize our place in it, but the problem is that these 
traditions are blinding the Jewish leaders to who Jesus is. These traditions are fixating on 
superficial aspects of the faith, how to properly practice the sabbath, or pray in public, 
rather than getting to the heart of the law, which is essential for knowing Jesus.  

Slide 17 

Jesus says, “Anyone who chooses to do the will of God will find out whether my teaching 
comes from God or whether I speak on my own.” It is a matter of the heart that they are 
unable to see Jesus, these people are not choosing to do God’s will, and so are o_ended by 
Jesus. Particularly, the Jewish leaders are o_ended by how Jesus healed a man on the 
Sabbath, something they felt was forbidden by the Law. Their o_ense at his actions shows 
their inability to understand the true purpose of God’s law. 

Slide 18 
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Jesus goes on to say, “Has not Moses given you the law? Yet not one of you keeps the law. 
Why are you trying to kill me?” If these leaders knew their own hearts, their inability to keep 
the law like Jesus said, then they wouldn’t be on the hunt for him in the first place but 
would be looking for a means to find salvation from their real problem, their sinful nature. 
Instead of looking for salvation though, they seek to double down on their sin. They want to 
keep up appearances, keep their focus on the superficial. 

In our tradition we sometimes speak of the three uses of the Law, and here we can 
emphasize the first use. Can anyone tell me what it is? There is some discrepancy in their 
order, but typically, the first use of the law is to show us our sin. As we study God’s will for 
our lives, we are found wanting in the face of God’s perfect justice. The law holds up a 
mirror to us to see ourselves as we are, grievous and wicked sinners before an awesome 
and holy God. This is what Jesus is saying when he says, “not one of you keeps the law.” 
Their superficial keeping does not earn them what they think.  

Slide 19 

Jesus points to how the Jewish leaders will circumcise on the Sabbath, but they do not 
permit Jesus to heal on the Sabbath. To Jesus, this fact that they are permitted to 
circumcise on the Sabbath should point them to the greater purpose of the law, to 
participate in the healing of humanity.  

Circumcision was the rite of initiation for Jewish boys into God’s covenant people, like how 
we baptize today. It is supposed to be an outward mark of an inward reality, a sacrament. 
As God’s covenant people, the Jews had the privilege of knowing the only true God’s will for 
the world through his Law. This Law is graciously given by God for the good of those who 
obey it. If we had the ability to follow it, it would heal us from our sin because we are no 
longer slaves to our own wills but are graciously freed to know what God’s will is for our 
lives. And even when we can’t follow it, we are given the ‘first use’ in showing our sin. A 
diagnosis of our illness is the first stage in coming to healing.  

This is why Jesus is free to heal the man on the Sabbath, because the healing of this man’s 
physical atrophy is part of the greater healing that is taking place in the Law as a whole. 
Pointing to the greater redemption of all things in Christ. Jesus’ physical healing and the 
moral healing of the law are part of the same gracious action of God in redeeming us from 
our sin. Participating in the Sabbath too is a part of this healing, giving us tangible ways that 
we should rely on God, and set aside time to rest and worship him. This is the deep and full 
meaning of the sabbath, not merely the superficial.  

However, the Jewish leaders aren’t thinking about this greater meaning of the Law, they 
were simply concerned with “mere appearances” as Jesus says. To them the appearance of 
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following the law is good enough, because to them, the law is all about maintaining their 
own control, creating their own kingdom for their worldly benefit. Again, they want a 
kingdom on their terms, with a king that will reinforce their power. They don’t want to 
humbly admit their sin and need for a saviour because of their inability to keep God’s holy 
and perfect law.  

Slide 20 

They are happy to have the law mark them out as God’s chosen people, specially blessed 
by him, and the Sabbath laws were a great way to do this. Everyone could see how great 
they were at making a show of their holiness. Circumcision works this way too, a 
permanent mark in the flesh, not for everyone to see (hopefully), but a reminder to 
themselves that they are set apart. Even in the Law itself, this circumcision was not meant 
to be simply an outward display of the flesh, but as Deut.30:6 says, “The Lord your God will 
circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with 
all your heart and with all your soul, and live.” 

Again, Jesus doesn’t care about their show, their “mere appearances,” he cares about their 
hearts. They cared about appearing to follow God, rather than looking to what the Law is 
pointing to, their need to be saved from themselves. Their superficiality is the problem, 
simply appearing to follow God is not enough, and that is why he says they do not really 
know God. If they knew God, they would see him clearly in Jesus.  

Slide 21 

In fact, the text says that Jesus doesn’t just say this, he cries it out, “Yes, you know me, and 
you know where I am from. I am not here on my own authority, but he who sent me is true. 
You do not know him, but I know him because I am from him and he sent me.” What Jesus 
says is ironic. They don’t really know who Jesus is or where he’s from, even if they have 
some idea that his family is in Capernaum and Nazareth. Again, this is a mere appearance, 
not the truth, which they would have had to search for. Because they are content with the 
superficial, they can’t see.  

This is just as true today. If we do not see the depth of our sin, and so our need for a saviour, 
we will never have an authentic faith, and we will be stuck with our superficiality. Because 
we will misdiagnose our illness as something we can deal with.  

Slide 22 

Jesus warns the Jewish leaders, “where I am going you cannot come.” They really don’t 
know where Jesus is from, so they can’t follow him to where he is going. They are blinded by 
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their own pride, their desire to keep up a certain appearance, that they miss out on the 
greatest gift of all.  

Remember, this is the Feast of Tabernacles, where Israel remembers wandering in the 
wilderness. Just like the Israelites in the wilderness could not enter the Promised Land 
because of their grumbling, but would die in the wilderness, so too the Jewish leaders 
would not be able to enter what the promised land was foreshadowing, where Jesus would 
ascend to after his resurrection. 

Slide 23 

Later in John, Jesus will say something similar with his own disciples as he said to the 
Jewish leaders, but with a big change. In John 13:36, he tells Peter, that he will not be able 
to follow him now, but that he will be able to later. In John 17:24, he prays that we would be 
able to follow him, “to be with me where I am,” he says. This is Jesus’ desire for us. I pray 
that we would not be blinded by our own superficiality, that our faith would go down deep 
into our hearts.  

Slide 24 

John finishes his summary of this day at the feast with another nice bit of irony. He records 
some of the Jewish leaders saying to one another, “Where does this man intend to go that 
we cannot find him? Will he go where our people live scattered among the Greeks, and 
teach the Greeks?” Ironically, this is what will happen when Jesus ascends into heaven, as 
we see in the book of Acts.  

This leads to one of the greatest problems of their superficiality, it kept them from seeing 
how God was preparing the gospel to go out to the nations. Yes, God did need to prepare a 
certain people for the Messiah to come to, but he always wanted to use that people to 
reach all the nations. If the superficiality remained, then these people would never be 
reached.  

So too for us, if we are fixated on what makes us appear like the holy ones, we will not be 
able to reach those around us. It is only those who have recognized the extent of their sin 
that can feel the true value of the grace that God gives, and so then can o_er that same 
grace to others.  

As we go ask yourself, is your faith merely superficial? Is your faith focused on merely the 
externals? Are you only a Christian on Sundays or when you’re in front of other people? If 
this is so, pray that God show you the depth of your sin, and will transform your heart, giving 
you a desire him above all else, he is the only one who can do it.  

Let’s Pray.  


