John 8:12-20 - The Light of the World

Let’s Pray: Almighty God, light of light, we ask you that you reveal yourself to us that we
might know you. Not only simple belief, but that our faith would seek understanding, and
not heartless understanding, but that we would rise up to you by your word and see you
face to face. That we would be transformed in this encounter. Grant us a humble and
teachable spirit, not letting our hearts be darkened by our own arrogance. More than this,
let our hearts love what we are taught in your word, that we be united to you, and know you
to our greatest ability. Amen.

John 8:12-20:

“When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, “l am the light of the world. Whoever
follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.”

3The Pharisees challenged him, “Here you are, appearing as your own witness; your
testimony is not valid.”

'4)esus answered, “Even if | testify on my own behalf, my testimony is valid, for | know
where | came from and where | am going. But you have no idea where | come from or where
| am going. "®*You judge by human standards; | pass judgment on no one. '*But if | do judge,
my decisions are true, because | am not alone. | stand with the Father, who sent me. " In
your own Law it is written that the testimony of two witnesses is true. 'l am one who
testifies for myself; my other witness is the Father, who sent me.”

®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.” 2°He spoke these words while teaching in the temple courts near the place
where the offerings were put. Yet no one seized him, because his hour had not yet come.”

This is the Word of the Lord.
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What can it mean when Jesus says, “l am the light of the world”? Whether we recognize it or
not, itis a very loaded sentence. Jesus begins with an awkward way of speaking,
emphasizing the “l am.” He says that he is not merely a light, but the light. He says that he is
the light in a very important time and place. He also says that he is not merely the light of
his people, but of the world.

When Jesus says, “l am the light of the world,” Pagans in his day might take him to be
claiming to be the sun. After all that is the most literal light of the world. In their world this
would have not been so weird, as Apollo, the chief god of the Roman pantheon was



identified with the sun, and so maybe Jesus has now taken his place. Jesus, of course, is
not attempting to be identified this way with the sun. We know from chapter one that he is
much more than that. All things were created through him, the sun included.

In fact, identifying Jesus with Apollo would be a kind of darkness. And this kind of darkness
is not one that we are safe from. In the Roman Empire Christians would have been tempted
to worship something like the sun, or its representative, Apollo, and so think that Apollo
and Jesus are basically the same. In our world, we might not have the pantheon of Greek
and Roman gods to choose from, but we definitely do have another pantheon of idols
which all claim to have light of their own. Like ancient Roman Christians, we might try to
mix our understanding of Jesus with these modern ‘lights’, we call this ‘syncretism’.
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John Mark Comer, a pastor from Portland says this, “The temptation for most of us is to
syncretism, to a kind of DIY faith that is a mix of Jesus and sabbath and contemplative
prayer and progressive sex ethics and western individualism and consumerism. 'l want a
little Jesus, a little Buddha, a little mindfulness, a little neuroscience. | want to put it all
together and do my own thing.' That's the great temptation for all of us.”’ Syncretism, the
desire to mix the beliefs of our culture to those of Christianity, has been a constant
temptation for believers in every era, ours is no different.
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Syncretism was just as common in Jesus’ day as he was confronted by this same attitude
with the Pharisees in our story. We should note, they tried very hard not to do this. Their
desire was to mix and match God’s Law with their own traditions, which they believed
protected them from going against God’s Law. This is why Jesus says to them in our
passage, “you judge by human standards...”
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Rather than judging by Human standards, Jesus calls us to see the true light he offers
which gives a true knowledge of the Father. Jesus’ light frees us from these merely human
standards, to his divine ones. He says, “if you knew me, you would know my Father.” The
light Jesus brings is for seeing God, knowing him. In these few verses alone Jesus uses the
word “know” four times. Knowing God and Jesus’ light are intimately connected.? Jesus’

" John Mark Comer quoted by Jake Meador, “The Cramped Universality of Calvinistic Baptists,”
https://mereorthodoxy.com/john-mark-comer-rob-bell.

2Technically the word for ‘know’ is the perfect form of the word ‘to see’ in Greek, that is an event that
happened in the past with present implications, it could be translated ‘having seen’. Jesus’ light is for us to
see God.



https://mereorthodoxy.com/john-mark-comer-rob-bell

light of the world” is not the sun, but the light of our inner eye, that comes from
understanding who God is. Remember from John 1:5, “a light shines in the darkness, and
the darkness cannot comprehend it.”
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Itis not easy to see in English, but when Jesus says, “l am the light of the world,” is speaking
in such a way as to identify himself with God. The “l am,” at the beginning is one of seven
such statements that Jesus makes in John’s gospel. This is an awkward way to speak in
Greek, but by doing so Jesus points to who he is. Remember how God introduced himself
to Moses in the burning bush, “Moses said to God, “Suppose | go to the Israelites and say to
them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you, and they ask me, ‘What is his

name?’ Then what shalll tell them?” God said to Moses, “l am who | am. This is what you
are to say to the Israelites: ‘l am has sent me to you’” (Ex.3:13-14).3

God reveals himself to us as the “| AM” to teach us that he is the only one who exists
without being created, that is a big part of what it means to be God. Nothing in all creation
can claim this, God simply is. Throughout his life Jesus would use this “l am” as a way to
speak about himself as God. In doing so Jesus reveals to us who God is, and what he was
doing in the Old Testament. In our passage specifically, Jesus continues to show how the
feast of tabernacles was pointing to his coming.

Slide 11

Now, you might be thinking, aren’t we done with the feast of tabernacles yet? Didn’t
everyone go home before Jesus met with the woman caught in adultery? Well... that’s a bit
complicated.... Here is an aside.

Pastor Rich mentioned last week that the story of the woman caught in adultery was
probably notin the earliest versions of the gospel, and was likely placed here later on. My
study has led me to believe it was likely included in the gospel by a follower of John, Papias,
who was a disciple of John himself.* He wasn’t trying to do anything sneaky, but Papias had
likely heard John tell this story countless times in sermons, and so decided to putitinto the
gospel shortly after his death. This does not mean this story didn’t happen, or that it’s not
inspired, but simply that as we read John’s Gospel, the main flow of the story would not
have originally contained that story. My guess is that Papias, or someone like him, included

3 Even more so in the Greek translation of Deut.32:39; Isa.41:4; 43:10,25; 46:4; 51:2).
4 Richard Bauckham, “Papias and Polycrates on the Origin of the Gospel of John.” In, The Testimony of the
Beloved Disciple, 2007. P.33-72.



it here because of Jesus’ statements on judgement that come in our passage. We don’t
really know how it got there, but there is some circumstantial evidence here and there.

It's important to note this passage was included later as we look at the rest of chapter 8, as
it appears Jesus was still teaching at the temple during the feast of Tabernacles. John says
Jesus was “in the temple courts near where the offerings were put,” the same general place
he was before the other story. Knowing this helps to make sense of what Jesus means when
he says, “l am the light of the world.” Jesus again refers to the Israelites walking in the
wilderness.

Just as Jesus has referenced the extravagant ceremony of water in the feast of Tabernacles
by bringing living water, he is also referencing another elaborate ceremony at the feast
when he says, “l am the light of the world.”
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The Mishnah, a collection of Jewish traditions, says this,

At the close of the first Festival-day of the Feast they went down to the Court of the
Women where they had made a great amendment. There were golden candlesticks
there with four golden bowls on the top of them and four ladders to each
candlestick, and four youths of the priestly stock and in their hands jars of oil
holding a hundred and twenty logs which they poured into all the bowls. They made
wicks from the worn out drawers and girdles of the priests and with them they set
the candlesticks alight, and there was not a courtyard in Jerusalem that did not
reflect the light of the Beth ha-She’ubah.®

It is after this ceremony, where every courtyard in Jerusalem was lit up, that Jesus claims “I
am the light of the world.”
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Seeing as this ceremony was during the feast of tabernacles, it would draw the people’s
memory back to the Exodus, where God protected Israel with a pillar of smoke in the day
and a pillar of fire at night. In Ex.13:21 it says, “By day the Lord went ahead of themin a
pillar of cloud to guide them on their way and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light, so
that they could travel by day or night.” This smoky fiery presence had a divine character.
Throughout the Old Testament, God would speak about himself in this way, especially in
the prophecy of Ezekiel (Ez.1:28-29). With this in mind, Jesus says, “whoever follows me

5 Quoted in Colin G. Kruse, John: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 4, Tyndale New Testament

Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 201.
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will never walk in darkness,” just as the Israelites walked by the light of God’s fire in the
wilderness, now celebrated at the Feast of Tabernacles.
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God throughout Scripture speaks of himself as light. We sing to God in Psalm 27, “The Lord
is my Light and my salvation.” His presence is like light, and his salvation is like light
(Hab.3:3-4). God in many places speaks of his word as a light unto our path (Ps.119:105,
Pr.6:23). Salvation is said to be like a light to the gentiles (Is.49:6). And in the age to come
there will be no sun, as God himself will be our light (Is.60:19-22, Rev.21:23-24). Even in the
Nicene Creed we hear that Jesus is “light of true light.” It is an inherently fitting description
of God, as light he reveals things. Even today, light is somewhat mysterious in how it
functions, physicists (to my extremely limited understanding) still argue whetheritis a
particle or a wave. Light, like God, is intangible.
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Most significantly, there was a reading from Zechariah that would be read during the Feast
of Tabernacles, showing how God’s action in the wilderness would be fulfilled in his coming
salvation, 14:6-9,

“On that day there will be neither sunlight nor cold, frosty darkness. 7 It will be a
unique day—a day known only to the Lord—with no distinction between day and
night. When evening comes, there will be light.8 On that day living water will flow out
from Jerusalem, half of it east to the Dead Sea and half of it west to the
Mediterranean Sea, in summer and in winter. °The Lord will be king over the whole
earth. On that day there will be one Lord, and his name the only name.”

Here we also see Jesus’ reference to the living water, which he talked about right before
this, and to his presence being like light. God’s presence as light is salvation. Just like he lit
up the path through the wilderness, his salvation will bring clarity to our lives forever.
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As Jesus references these things he is showing what is taking place in his coming. The light
is dawning, that is, the new creation is starting to emerge out of the old, but the darkness is
waging war with it. That war is seen in the Jewish leader’s faithlessness toward Jesus, they
are the “darkness” that did not “overcome” him.

In our passage, Jesus links his being the light of the world with the ability to know God. Itis
easy for us to see how light, and knowledge are linked. The Jewish leaders are stuck judging
“by human standards,” they are judging by their own standards rather than God’s. As | said



before, they had syncretized their own ideas about God with what God had showed them
and so they were blind to Jesus when he came.

Not that all their traditions do this, the wonderful ceremonies that we have looked at
proclaimed God’s action beautifully. But it was the desire of the leaders to build God’s
kingdom for themselves that blinded them to how God was building his kingdom through
Christ.
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When Jesus tells the Jewish leaders that they did not know the Father, this is because they
had blinded themselves from the clear light in Scripture. They should have been able to
recognize Jesus as their God if they read their Scripture well. They ask Jesus for another
witness, but they had this other witness all along in God’s Word. They simply did not have
eyes to see it.

The light of Christ is the same light that is given in the prophets. How else could Isaiah say,
“He was pierced for our transgressions...by his wounds we are healed.” Or the Psalmist,
“they pierce my hands and my feet...” These are only a part of what is a whole testament
proclaiming Christ’s coming and work, including what Jesus was revealing about God at the
Feast of Tabernacles itself. Peter calls these prophecies, “a light shining in a dark place,
until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts” (2Pe.1:19).

Imagine how wonderful it would have been if Jesus had come to this festival, revealed
these things about himself and the meaning of God’s Word, and he was received by them
for who he is? That would have been a truly wonderful celebration! Sadly, that was not the
case, and Jesus was sent to the cross because of the darkness of those he confronted.
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There is one last thing about Jesus’ saying that he is the light of the world that we have not
touched on, that he is not only the light of one group of people, the Israelites, but that he is
the light of the whole world.

As we mentioned in weeks past, the things that the Jewish leaders had added to God’s Law
had blinded them from their purpose in bringing true worship of God to the nations. Jesus
clearly says that he is the “light of the world.” In his coming he is going to bring the true
worship of God to all people. The ‘human standards’ the Jewish leaders had would prevent
them from witnessing to people all over the world.
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This should cause us to ask ourselves too, how does our syncretism get in the way of
reaching those around us? So often people use the excuse of modifying God’s word for the
purpose of reaching out to those around us, softening this law, or excusing some sinin
order to be more approachable or whatever. Maybe we don’t like the exclusive claims of
Jesus and so we add a little Buddha or new age spirituality. Maybe we mix in our
consumerism or racism or homophobia. These things kill the gospel. They are incompatible
with the light Jesus offers.

Look around our church, God has brought the nations to our doorstep. We are called to
share the light of Christ to all those around us without prejudice. | praise God for the
wonderful work of Community Corner in how they reach out to these people, and
encourage you to join them.

To close, we can notice that Jesus was saying these things in the treasury in the temple.
One Church Father said, Jesus “gave the words of eternal life and his teaching about God
and himself. His statement, “l am the light of the world,” which was spoken in the treasury,
was more valuable than any coin ... as were all his other teachings in that place. And all the
gold of the others who brought what they had into the treasury was like a bit of sand in
comparison to the words of Jesus, for every word of his was wisdom.”® Treating God’s word
like the treasure it is, will help guard us from syncretizing the world’s teaching with
Scripture better than anything else.

Truly, knowing and seeing God should be the pinnacle of our desires. It is what our whole
salvation is leading up to. Paul says, “For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then
we shall see face to face. Now | know in part; then | shall know fully, even as | am fully
known” (1Cor.13:12). And John says in his letters, “now we are children of God, and what
we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when Christ is made known, we
shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is” (1Jn.3:2). Seeing God, knowing him, being
united to him is a marvelous and wonderful thing. Something we should treat as the light of
the world.

% Joel C. Elowsky, ed., John 1-10, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 286.
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