Believing Is Seeing #20

“Are You Serious?”

John 8:12-30
“Are you serious?”

I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard that phrase in normal conversation.  Depending on the tone and what word is emphasized, it can mean anything from surprise (“Are you serious?”) to suspicion (“Are you serious?”).  Either way, it is usually a response to something incredible or just downright unbelievable.

In the eighth chapter of John’s gospel, we see this question (though not quite phrased this way) raised in response to a statement of Jesus.  But as we will see, this question has a significant relevance to us, as well.  

A Serious Claim

Last week we considered John 7:53-8:11, an account that is authentic enough to be believed, but probably not part of John’s original gospel.  Certainly it breaks the flow of the narrative, since our text this morning flows seamlessly from the end of chapter seven.

As we begin, let’s be reminded that Jesus is speaking at the Feast of Tabernacles, in Jerusalem, at or near the Temple.  In verse 12 we read, “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.’”  William Barclay comments on the setting of these words:

On the evening of its first day there was a ceremony called The Illumination of the Temple. It took place in the Court of the Women. The court was surrounded with deep galleries, erected to hold the spectators. In the centre four great candelabra were prepared. When the dark came the four great candelabra were lit and, it was said, they sent such a blaze of light throughout Jerusalem that every courtyard was lit up with their brilliance. Then all night long, until cock-crow the next morning, the greatest and the wisest and the holiest men in Israel danced before the Lord and sang psalms of joy and praise while the people watched. Jesus is saying: “﻿You have seen the blaze of the Temple illuminations piercing the darkness of the night. I am the Light of the World, and, for the man who follows me there will be light, not only for one exciting night, but for all the pathway of his life. The light in the Temple is a brilliant light, but in the end it flickers and dies. I am the Light which lasts for ever.﻿”

At first we may not fully appreciate what Jesus was saying (beyond the allusion to the lights of the Feast of Tabernacles), but His opponents knew exactly what He was saying.  Initially Jesus says, “I am,” reflecting the divine name Yahweh.  Throughout John’s gospel we read of the “I am” statements of Jesus, and this is not coincidental.

Furthermore, the claim to be the light of the world would also call to the Jewish mind references in the Old Testament that associate light with God.  “﻿The Lord is my light﻿” (﻿Psalm 27:1﻿). “﻿The Lord will be your everlasting light﻿” (﻿Isaiah 60:19﻿). “﻿By his light I walked through darkness﻿” (﻿Job 29:3﻿). “﻿When I sit in darkness the Lord will be a light to me﻿” (﻿Micah 7:8﻿). The Rabbis declared that the name of the Messiah was Light. When Jesus claimed to be the light of the world, he was making a claim than which none could possibly be higher.


Notice what Jesus did not say:  He did not call Himself “a light of the world,” but “the light of the world.”  We will see the significance of this later, but Jesus left no doubt as to His unique identity.  We need to remember that, in the words of A. W. Tozer,

Jesus was not in the business of offering human advice that people could take or leave as they wished. Instead, He always spoke with absolute, final authority. He was not just a man speaking. His was not just advice from a good, religious man. He was God speaking.


Elsewhere in this gospel Jesus said, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6).  Once again He used the definite article: He is the only way, the only truth, and the only life.  And before you dismiss this as reading too much into His words, consider the end of the verse: “No one comes to the Father except through me.”  This is a claim of exclusiveness.  Jesus is not just one of many; He is the One and Only.

A Serious Contradiction


Of course, the Pharisees didn’t get it.  As John 1:4-5 says, “In [Jesus] was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.”  His serious claim led to a serious contradiction.


In essence, the Pharisees said to Jesus, “Are you serious?”  No, they didn’t put it in those words, but that was the gist of their argument.  Their precise words are found in verse 13, “The Pharisees challenged him, ‘Here you are, appearing as your own witness; your testimony is not valid.’” Leon Morris notes, 

Typically they fasten on a legal technicality. Jesus is bearing witness to himself, they say, and therefore his witness is “not valid.” This does not necessarily mean that it is false. They are saying that it has no legal worth. There is no reason to accept it .The Pharisees’ reaction to Jesus’ claim to be the light is at base the answer people always make when they do not wish to be convinced: “I do not see it that way. The evidence is not sufficient to establish the claim.”


The legal technicality may not impress us, but the line of thinking persists to this day.  In our postmodern era, one of the common responses to the claims of Christ is, “Well, I don’t see it that way.  That may be true for you, but it doesn’t work for me.”  Sometimes it is even put in a positive way (or, at least they think it is positive): “I’m glad it works for you.”  The implication follows, “…but don’t expect me to buy into it!”


You see, these people react to the claims of Jesus the same way the Jewish leaders reacted when Jesus first spoke the words.  In our age of political correctness, there is no one right way; everyone is free to define “truth” as they see fit.  Today’s society reminds me of the closing words of the book of Judges: “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Jdg 21:25, nkjv).

Once again, quoting Tozer, whenever Christians stand up for the truth of Jesus,

…immediately someone is bound to protest. “What arrogance! What intolerance! I do not believe Christians should be intolerant!”  Well, I can startle such a person a little more. I believe in Christian charity, but I do not believe at all in Christian tolerance. The person who hates the name of Jesus, who believes that He was not the Son of God but an impostor, deserves charity on our part. I think if I lived next door to such a person, I would not put a fence between us. If I worked with him or her, I would not refuse to be friendly. I believe in Christian charity, but I do not believe in the weak tolerance that we hear preached so often now—the idea that Jesus must tolerate everyone and that the Christian must tolerate every kind of doctrine. I do not believe it for one minute, for there are not a dozen “rights.” There is only one “right.” There is but one Jesus and one God and one Bible. When we become so tolerant that we lead people into mental fog and spiritual darkness, we are not acting like Christians. We are acting like cowards!

The claim Jesus makes in verse 12 is an uncompromising one. He is the light of the world who alone reveals the Father of light. Today the unifying of the globe through the communications revolution, and the accompanying renewed concern to eliminate communal and international conflict, have rekindled hopes of harmonizing all the great world religions. Surely, it is urged, no one religion can claim unique precedence. To assert that the Christian path is the only way to God, or that Jesus is the only Saviour, sounds to the modern consciousness both arrogant and indefensible. For humanity to survive in our increasingly crowded and unified planet, we shall need ‘a new way of thinking’ (Einstein), involving, it is claimed, a tolerant acceptance of the equal insights of all, not least in the religious sphere. “All religions have some light to share with the great human family,” we are told. Jesus has much to offer—maybe more than any other—but his light is not exclusive. Muhammad too must speak to us, and the Buddha, and the Hindu scriptures, to say nothing of the older native religions.

While the Christian will certainly identify with the goal of world community, and with the elimination of ancient prejudices in every sphere, including religion, there is a point beyond which the Christian cannot go. Jesus stands alone, because of who he is. In him alone God in person has come to us and made himself known to us. He alone is the way to God. Whatever insights other religions may have to contribute, they cannot bring us to God.

A Serious Consequence

Which leads us to a serious consequence.  Three times in verses 21-24 Jesus uses the phrase, “You will die in your sins.”  It doesn’t get any more serious than that, folks!  He is laying it out without mincing any words.  Verse 24 concludes, “…if you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be,﻿ ﻿ you will indeed die in your sins.”  In the Greek, the phrase translated “I am the one I claim to be” is literally egoo eimi, or simply, “I am.” The other words are inserted in the English versions but are not in the original text. The words are rather the solemn expression of His absolute divine being, as in John 8:58: “If you do not believe that I am.”
  Once again Jesus makes this exclusive claim as the only hope to conquer sin and death.

Again the Pharisees respond, in essence, “Are you serious?  Are you telling us that we—the religious experts, the scholars of the Scriptures—will die in our sins unless we believe that you are God Himself?”  This is seen in their question in verse 25, “Who are you?”  In the Greek the question can be understood as, “Who are you, anyway?” showing the Pharisees’ exasperation with Jesus’ extravagant claims.

Jesus’ reply in verse 25 is classic: “Just what I have been claiming all along.”  He never changed His message.  He never took a popular poll to find out what people wanted to hear and alter His words.  He didn’t pander after “seekers” or skeptics just to win converts.  He said what He said and allowed the chips to fall where they may.  We would do well as His ambassadors to do the same.

The serious consequence of unbelief is further identified in verse 26, “I have much to say in judgment of you.”  When Jesus came to earth the first time, His mission was give His life as a sacrifice.  But when He comes to earth the second time, it will be as the Judge.  As I heard it put once, “The first time He came, Jesus had to stand before Pilate.  When He comes back, Pilate will have to stand before Him.”  Jesus is the ultimate Judge, and one day He will judge all people.  His basis will be simple: Did you believe in Me?  It is a matter of life and death, eternally.  As Warren Wiersbe writes,

Salvation is a matter of life or death. People who live in their sins and reject the Saviour must die in their sins. There is no alternative. We either receive salvation by grace or experience condemnation under God’s Law. We either walk in the light and have eternal life, or walk in the darkness and experience eternal death.

A Serious Challenge


I want to conclude this message with a serious challenge.  This morning we have heard the serious claim of Jesus Christ, the serious contradiction of an unbelieving world, and the serious consequence of that unbelief.  I suppose little of this is new to most of us.  We’ve heard it all before.


And that’s where the challenge lies.


To borrow from the title of this sermon, “Are you serious?”  Maybe put another way, “How serious are you?”  Allow me to include myself: “How serious are we?”

I must admit: As I prepared for this sermon, I had a hard time bringing it all together.  For some time, all I could come up with was the phrases “light and darkness” and “life and death” (and that wasn’t even original with me!)  I tried to come up with another contrast with two words beginning with “l” and “d”.  Then it hit me.  I wasn’t taking these words seriously!  The words “light and darkness” and even “life and death” roll so easily from our lips, but do we really think about how serious they are?  Are we convinced that people without Jesus Christ are truly lost, in the dark, and headed for eternal damnation?  Or have we become, in the words of Chuck Swindoll, “a genera​tion of people who worship our work, who work at our play, and who play at our worship”?
  Do we go through the motions of coming to church, singing the hymns, praying the prayers, listening to the sermon, without really taking any of it to heart?  Have we become like a picture I used to have on my wall of a group of firemen posing for a picture while the house behind them is engulfed in flames?

Now before you roll your eyes and say, “Are you serious?” the answer is, “Yes!  I am that serious!  We all need to be that serious!”

Which leads to the all-important question: So what?  If we take all of this seriously, what can we do about it?  It is too easy to dismiss ourselves from the responsibility by saying, 

· “I’m too old (or too young)”

· “I’m not smart enough”

· “I’m not talented enough”

· “I don’t have the money”

· “I don’t have the time”

· “I don’t know where to begin”

· “What can I hope to accomplish by myself?”

Don’t fall for the rationalizations.  If you want to do something, you’ll find a way; otherwise you’ll find an excuse.  The fact is that we can all get involved, and we must all get involved.  It doesn’t have to be elaborate or spectacular.  In the words of Robert F. Kennedy,

Few will have the greatness to bend history itself; but each of us can work to change a small portion of events, and in the total of all those acts will be written the history of this generation... It is from numberless diverse acts of courage and belief that human history is thus shaped. Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.

How much more that challenges us who represent the Lord Jesus Christ!


Many of you are involved.  Many of you volunteer your time and efforts and resources to reach out to a dark and dying world with the light and life of Jesus Christ.  Many of you do this quietly, even anonymously.


Many more may want to get involved, but don’t know how, or where, or when.  I would like to begin to highlight these opportunities so that we can all find our place.  In the weeks and months to come, we will hear from many of you about the ways you reach out.  We have a responsibility close to home and far across the seas to spread to love and the truth of Christ to a world that desperately needs it.


The world is in the dark, and we have the light of Christ.


The world is dying, and we have the life of Christ.


Are you serious?
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