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“I Am the Light of the World”
John 8:12-32

For the past four months we’ve been in a study of the gospel of John. The Bible contains four
different accounts of Jesus’ life. Matthew, Mark, and Luke all wrote about Jesus’ life midway
through the first century, but John waited another 20 or 30 years before he added his gospel to the
three already in circulation. John includes a lot of material the others omitted. He wasn’t
concerned so much about chronology as he was showing how true religion, faith in Christ, is not
just ritual. It completely transforms a person's life. 

We’ll be in John chapter 8 today. The setting is Jerusalem during and after the most popular
festival on the Jewish calendar. The fall harvest of olives and grapes was in. Whole families
traveled to Jerusalem for the Festival of Tabernacles (or Booths), a week during which everyone
camped out in temporary shelters (that’s the word Tabernacle – when you go tent camping you
put up a tabernacle). They built their shelters along roadways and on rooftops. So it was a huge
camp out – but with deep religious significance.

Jesus takes advantage of two big events – two huge ceremonies – that bracketed the festival. One
took place on the last morning of the feast and featured the high priest pouring water, which he
had collected from the Pool of Siloam, onto the high altar in the temple. Everybody cheered as
the water splashed down. Jesus was there with thousands of others, and when the ovation
subsided, he spoke up. John 7:37.  

 John 7:37 Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, "Let anyone who is thirsty come to
me and drink.  38 Whoever believes in me, as Scripture has said, rivers of living
water will flow from within them."

This message made sense to many people who had seen Jesus’ miracles. Others, however,
particularly the religious elites, took offense. How dare this rabbi from back country village co-
opt one of the most sacred ceremonies on the Jewish calendar to promote himself? They were
beside themselves. That’s chapter 7. 

Chapter 8 reflects on the big event – the opening ceremony of the festival. The opening ceremony
was an ancient light show that took place in a 200 foot-square temple courtyard.  Standing at the
center of the courtyard were four towering candlelabras. At dusk fell over Jerusalem that first
festival evening, young priests would ascend ladders to fill 16 candelabra bowls with oil. They
were huge. Each bowl held 17 gallons of oil so it meant multiple trips up the ladders to fill each
bowl. 

Once the bowls were filled, the priests would put wicks in place. Now this is a little bizarre – but
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the wicks were made out of the undergarments of the priests who filled the bowls.  So they lit
their shorts and t-shirts on fire (probably just one piece) and the light from these huge lamps
illuminated not just the immediate courtyard but much of the city. 

Imagine no streetlights, no flashlights or smartphones but these tall torches casting light from the
temple mount. For first century Jews this was like Disney’s Fantasmic show. The Jewish Mishna
(which is a collection of rabbinic writings) says some of the revelers carried hand torches, too.   

Men of piety and good works used to dance before them with burning torches in
their hands singing songs and praises and countless Levites played on harps, lyres,
cymbals, and trumpets and instruments of music. (Sukkuh 5:2-3)

They danced the night away recalling the great pillar of fire that led and protected their ancestors
after they left Egypt. 

Now let’s look at John 8 beginning in verse 12. The festival has just finished. It was over at
sundown Friday. This is Saturday, a Sabbath day. Jesus and all the people were in the same
courtyard as chapter 7.  The extinguished candelabras are still in place with their charred t-shirts
wicks when Jesus spoke up again. 

John 8:12 When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, "I am the light of the
world.”

First he said he was living water – referring to the closing ceremony – and now he says he’s the
light, clearly referencing the opening ceremony. Every Jewish person there knew how God’s
light, the pillar of fire protected Israelite slaves when left Egypt, some 1300 years before. The fire
came between them and the Egyptian army when the army was about to slaughter the ex-slaves.
The light led them through the Sinai wilderness.

What Jesus is saying is, “That light in the Sinai desert? It was mine! I am the light of God.” But
that’s not all he was saying. He also said, “I am God.” 

The Hebrew words, “I am” were freighted with meaning.  It was with those two words that God
identified himself to Moses, one of the biggest heroes of the Jewish faith. In Exodus chapter 3
Moses and God were having a conversation at a bush God had lit on fire. For forty years Moses
had been herding sheep and goats in Midian, on the east side of the Red Sea. In Moses’ younger
years, never in his wildest dreams did he imagine he would end up a shepherd there – or
anywhere else. 

Moses was born in Egypt. His parents, along with hundreds of thousands of other people of
Jewish descent, were slaves of the Pharaoh – most likely Thutmose I, a notoriously cruel ruler
who decapitated a Nubian king and hung the corpse on the prow of his boat as a figurehead. 
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Thutmose I became concerned about a slave revolt because his Jewish slaves were having so
many children. He decreed the infanticide that caused Moses’ mother to put her baby in a floating
basket, placing the basket right where she knew Pharaoh’s daughter bathed. The plan worked.
Pharaoh’s daughter, who had no children of her own, adopted Moses and raised him as her son in
the palace. Moses got the best education Egypt had to offer. He grew up a royal but as a young
man Moses began wanting to make a difference in the lives of his own flesh and blood. 

One day he saw an Egyptian mistreating an Israelite slave. Moses went to slave's defense. He
killed the abusive Egyptian and buried the body. But someone saw it and reported the murder to
Pharaoh.  The next thing Moses knew, he had an arrest warrant on his head and he had to run for
his life. 

He fled to the land of Midian, 300 miles away, where he had distant relatives. That’s how the
Prince of Egypt ended up in this profession for which he was grossly overqualified. As a young
man, Moses thought he was somebody but by middle age he knew he was nobody. Sheep and
goats don't care about pedigree. 

For 40 years Moses herded woolies and kicked pebbles – and he changed. Wilderness solitude
has a way of deflating pride. Moses married and seems to have settled with the idea that because
of his felony, herding animals was all he would ever do. 

And then one day completely out of the blue God lit a desert bush on fire. Moses went over to
check the bush out.  It surprised him when he heard a voice coming out of the bush, "Moses I've
been watching you all along. I want to use you to deliver your people from slavery in Egypt." 

Now you talk about a shocker. After Moses recovered his composure he had some questions. He
wondered if, after fleeing as a criminal and all the intervening years, his relatives would believe
God sent him. Would they listen to him or would they turn their backs? Here’s Exodus 3. 

Exodus 3:13 Moses said to God, "Suppose I 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 shall I tell them?" 14 God said to Moses, "I AM WHO I AM. This is
what you are to say to the Israelites: 'I AM has sent me to you.'"

Jesus personalized those very same words when he said, “I am the Light of the World.” I’m not
just another rabbi pointing the way to God. I am the God of Israel. And then he added, in the last
half of John 8:12 – 
 John 8:12b Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light
of life."

Throughout the Bible God used light to describe his nature and what he did. 

In Psalm 27:1 Light and salvation are synonyms. The LORD is my light and my salvation. 
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Your Word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path (Psalm 119:105)

John started his gospel by calling Jesus the Word and then the Light

John 1:1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God.  2 He was with God in the beginning.  3 Through him all things were
made; without him nothing was made that has been made.  (He was creator.) 4 In
him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind.  5 The light shines in the
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.

The light is powerful. When we talk about faith in Christ we’re not talking about pulling yourself
up by your own bootstraps. 

John Piper said, “Following Jesus is more than tagging along behind him. It means
following him for who he is. Being so taken with him that you join yourself to him.”

His light fills you. When you trust Christ, you no longer have navigate life blindfolded. When
you’re blind, or, when you’re blindfolded something relatively small can send you sprawling.
Uneven ground is part of life. Things that trip you in the dark are not nearly big in the light. Even
in the moment of death, when we say "all the lights go out," a person in Christ simply moves to
brighter light. 

Some people deliberately choose darkness. Hugh Heffner grew up in a devout Methodist home. 
Joseph Stalin took training for the priesthood at a seminary. Mao Tse-tung learned about the
Light of Christ from missionaries.  All three saw the Light but chose darkness. The Scribes and
Pharisees also rejected the light.  And in John 8:13 they strongly object to what Jesus is saying.
Verse 13.

John 8:13 the Pharisees challenged him, "Here you are, appearing as your own
witness; (claiming to be the light) your testimony is not valid."

They don’t challenge Jesus directly. They don’t say there’s no evidence Jesus is the Light. They
can’t say that because hundreds of people – including some of them – have seen his miracles.
He’s done things only God can do.  Instead of debating the evidence they try to disqualify Jesus’
testimony on technical grounds. 

In the Jewish judicial system it took two people to verify that something was true. That’s a fairly
common standard even today. When there’s a car crash, one driver may say the other driver
didn’t stop at the 4-way stop sign. The driver of the second vehicle says, “No I did stop. You
blew the sign.” Who wins? It often depends on another witness who can say, “This is what I
saw.” A dashcam video is an even better witness.
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Jesus said, “I am the Light of the World.” 

The Pharisees responded: “Your claim is invalid because you don’t have two witnesses.” 

Jesus answered this objection two ways. First, he said he is above human laws.  Verse 14. 

John 8:14 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 (I am not of this world).
But you have no idea where I come from or where I am going.”

And then Jesus adds – if you want to get technical, I actually do have two witnesses, me and God
the Father. Skip down to verse 17

John 8:17 In your own Law it is written that the testimony of two witnesses is true. 
18 I am one who testifies for myself; my other witness is the Father, who sent me." 
19 Then they asked him, "Where is your father?" 

The Pharisees meant this as an insult. They had done their opposition research and they delighted
in the controversy surrounding Jesus birth. What they’re charging is that Jesus’ conception was
impure not immaculate. In Middle Easter culture, to question someone’s paternity is to slur their
legitimacy. Big cheap shot. 

My wife has been having a lot of fun recently on Ancestry.com. For Christmas, the kids got us
DNA kits, where you mail in some spit, and Ancestry.com tells you where you came from. I was
hoping, like Elizabeth Warren, for some Native American DNA but I didn’t get it. This is me.
Boring Englishman with some German & Norwegian. My ancestors came to the New World in
the 1700's and most of my relatives are still back east. 

Vicki has spent many hours constructing our family trees. Fascinating stuff. You would be
amazed the documents you can access – handwritten census forms way back.  To my great relief,
Vicki has laid one accusation I used to have to deal with as a kid to rest – that Benedict Arnold
was my great, great, something-or-other. He was not. 

There are at least five Benedict Arnold’s in my family tree, including a former governor of
Rhode Island who was a very good guy. The traitor Benedict is my second cousin 8 times
removed so we share some DNA but I’m not his descendant. What a relief!  

Jesus said to the Pharisees, 

"You do not know me or my Father," Jesus replied. "If you knew me, you would
know my Father also."

Let this sink in for just a moment. Picture Jesus standing surrounded by people in the temple
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courtyard . The priests and pharisees are all there dressed in their Sabbath best and they’re having
this exchange with a guy that they want to kill. They’re just looking for the right time because
they know Jesus is popular in some circles. 

In the minds of the priests and pharisees, one of the worst sins a person can commit is blasphemy
– either claiming to be God or dishonoring the name of God.  Jesus just did that when he
shouted, “My Father and I are so much one that if you knew and loved either of us, you would
know and love us both.” Now look at Verse 20.

John 8:20 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.

Who was in control? The temple priests? No. The temple guards? The temple had its own police
force and it was the temple police that eventually arrested Jesus but here in the courtyard when
Jesus said, “I am the I AM,” no one lifted a finger. Not the temple guards. Not the Pharisees and
Sadducees. 

Why not? They weren’t in charge. Who held the joystick?  Christ did. He was in control.  That’s
why John comments on the fact that no one tried to arrest him.  The exchanged continued in
verse 25

John 8:25 "Who are you?" they asked. "Just what I have been telling you from the
beginning," Jesus replied.  26 "I have much to say in judgment of you. But he who
sent me is trustworthy, and what I have heard from him I tell the world."  27 They
did not understand that he was telling them about his Father.  28 So Jesus said,
"When you have lifted up the Son of Man, (of course they didn’t recognize the cross
prediction) then you will know that I am he 

That pronoun, “he,” by the way, is not in the Greek text. Translators added it for clarity. The New
American Standard and the King James are the only common versions to show this correctly.
They put the pronoun “he” in italics.  

What Jesus said was, “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I AM.”
Same thing he said back in verse 24. 

John 8:24: "Unless you believe that I AM you will die in your sins." (There’s no “he’
in the text.) 

Jesus won the debate. Look down to verse 30.

Verse 30 says, “Even as he spoke, many believed in him.”

Copyright 2019 Cornerstone, Gresham, OR. You may freely copy and distribute this message if you do not change the wording, charge a fee or publish it without
permission. 



Jesus then turned to address believers in verse 31. 

John 8:31 To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, "If you hold to my
teaching, you are really my disciples. 32 Then you will know the truth, and the truth
will set you free."

The rest of the chapter is a whole new subject so I want to stop there, but let me suggest three
take-aways from what we’ve covered today. 

1. Stand for Truth, speak for Truth and be careful not to distract from Truth.  It’s so easy for
us to get in the way of God’s truth. In order to stand for Truth the way Christ did you need three
things: 

a. You have to know the Truth. Know God’s Word. Read God’s Word. Study God’s
Word. Discuss the application of God’s word with other believers (small groups). 

b. Second, be filled and motivated by God’s Spirit. Be sure it’s the right time and the
right way to speak truth.

c. And number three, know your limitations. Know how well you can swim. Don’t
assert what you can’t defend.  And if you get in over your head, admit it, . “You
know, that’s a great question. I can’t answer it but I’m going to find out more and
then could we talk again?” Then you do whatever it takes to gain more
understanding. Talk to someone older, wiser, more experienced. Do your research.
Get answers.  

1 Peter 3:15 In your hearts revere Christ as Lord. (That’s the first thing. Second,)
Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason
for the hope that you have. (Third) do this with gentleness and respect.

No yelling. No all caps. Give a reasoned answer.  We talked a couple weeks ago about the
toxicity of comments on the internet. I want to lean into this again with lesson number 2. 

2. Focus on winning people not arguments. 

Again and again Jesus refused to take the Pharisees’ bait. He didn’t just want to win the debate,
he wanted to win people’s hearts. And it worked. 

An overheated engine is useless. You and I are called to love people. I don’t know anyone who
has been driven to Christ because of an in-your-face Instagram or Facebook. God's truth can
stand just fine on it's own. Doesn't need our help. Certainly doesn't need our anger. Let God be
the judge. That’s not our job. 

Copyright 2019 Cornerstone, Gresham, OR. You may freely copy and distribute this message if you do not change the wording, charge a fee or publish it without
permission. 



3. Shine the Light. It is actually not okay for you to keep your faith “personal and private.” 
 

2 Corinthians 5:9 we make it our goal to please him . . . 11 Since, then, we know
what it is to fear the Lord, we try to persuade others.

But not because we want to win. Not because we want to dominate. 

Verse 14 says
2 Corinthians 5:14 For Christ's love compels us, because we are convinced that one
died for all, and therefore all died.  15 And he died for all, that those who live should
no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. . .
17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone,
the new is here!

This is such great news it would selfish not to share it. 

2 Corinthians 5:20 We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, (you are his emissary.
Talk like Jesus, reach out to others like Jesus) as though God were making his appeal
through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God.  21 God made
him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God.

The gospel is a positive, life-giving and freeing message. If we make it anything else, we’re not
like Christ. 
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