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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as you prepare to hear from John 12:36-43. 

1. What does the Bible mean by calling Jesus the Light?

2. Did Isaiah write all of the book by his name, or did he write
only chapters 1-39 while someone else wrote the second half?

3. Since Isaiah promised 700 years earlier that God would blind
the eyes of the unbelievers, is there any way that it could have
turned out differently?

4. What is the great danger of an unbeliever not trusting Christ
when Christ reveals the light to him or her?

5. How do we know that the people who “believed” were not
really born again?

WHO HAS BELIEVED OUR REPORT?
John 12:36-43

Life is a long series of choices and attendant consequences. Be
careful what and how you choose. God allows us the freedom to do
pretty much whatever we want to do. But God never allows us to
choose the consequences. He determines those. That is why we watch
sinners choose to sin only to get deeper and deeper into the pit of
despair. That is also why it is very important for each of us to be very
careful what we choose to believe about God and about ourselves.
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We must believe that life is not about me. This is my Father’s
world. In the long process of making choices in life, human nature
tends to forget that we are responsible to God who is our Creator. We
are like Adam who had the choice to eat the forbidden fruit or obey
God. He responded like his wife who, seeing that the fruit was good
for food, a delight to the eyes, and would make a person wise, chose
to disobey God. 

Sin has the same effect on every person. We grow to believe
that we are all that matters in life. We truly believe that it is important
for us to be happy. It is critical that I get what I want. In fact, learned
people have taught me that if someone or something gets in the way
of my desires being fulfilled, it is likely that I will have a warped
personality or something disastrous like that.

Wise people realize that sin makes people very foolish and very
childish. Now let’s think about this for a minute. What if there really
is a God and He really is our Creator, and we really are supposed to
live life for His glory not our own? Surely common sense alone is
sufficient to help us realize that if God is holy, He cannot be very
happy with how people choose to live in this world.  

The Bible assures us that there is a God, that He is our Creator,
that He is holy, and that He is not happy when people choose to
satisfy their own pleasures over living according to God’s will. The
more we think about that, the more we wonder why God hasn’t
destroyed the whole world and started over.

Actually, God did that once already. Because our original
parents Adam and Eve sinned, the whole creation was disrupted and
every person born in their lineage has been in rebellion against God
from birth. This was God’s assessment: The LORD saw that the
wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of
the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. And the LORD
was sorry that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him to
his heart. So the LORD said, “I will blot out man whom I have
created from the face of the land, man and animals and creeping
things and birds of the heavens, for I am sorry that I have made
them” (Genesis 6:5-7).

Consequent to that decision, God patiently gave the people of
the world 120 years to pay attention to Him and repent of their sins
against Him. He even sent them a preacher named Noah, who
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preached the righteousness of God during those 120 years while he
was building the ark. God calls Noah a preacher of righteousness (2
Peter 2:5). He preached and the people mocked and refused to believe
that there is a God and that He is righteous. God patiently waited
while Noah preached and built. But during all that time, no one in the
world believed God except Noah and his family. Then God destroyed
every living person, animal, and bird.

Wow! We sure are glad God has changed. When did He
change? History proves that God has responded to stubborn disbelief
in nations many times. Whole nations have rejected God, and God
has raised up enemies to destroy them. No nation illustrates that
better than Israel.

More important to us is that the same principle works in the
lives of individuals. Here is a child born in America. There are so
many churches around that he cannot help but end up in Vacation
Bible School, or Sunday School, or he has a classmate who talks
about Jesus or the Bible. He can even turn on television and see
something about Jesus in the movies. Though the story may not be
altogether accurate, it forces people to think. And what does the
fellow say about the evidence of creation and the law written on his
conscience? Indeed, God has created us to see and acknowledge the
evidence of Himself. For what can be known about God is plain to
them, because God has shown it to them (Romans 1:19). In response
to this evidence, unbelievers typically by his unrighteousness
suppress the truth (Romans 1:18b).

Now here is the question. What happens to that person? Can he
or she put off until a later day believing the Bible, believing God,
believing that Jesus is the Christ, the acceptable sacrifice for the
forgiveness of sins? Can that unbeliever wait until a more convenient
time to believe? No. Jesus illustrated an important, yea, a crucial
principle in this text. He walked away from unbelievers because it
was impossible for them to believe. Believing in God’s Word is your
choice. Persistent unbelief takes the choice of believing out of your
hands. At the very least, the moment a person dies is the moment he
or she no longer has a choice. God our Creator is very patient. But He
justifiably puts limits on His patience.

A Difficult Question (v.36).
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Jesus presented Himself as the solution to the confusion of
spiritual darkness when He said, “While you have the light, believe
in the light, that you may become sons of light” (v.36). The people
were confused about who He was. Jesus taught repeatedly that He is
the Light to a world lost in the darkness of sin. That is how John
introduced us to Jesus at the beginning of this book. In him was life,
and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, and
the darkness has not overcome it (John 1:4-5). During His ministry
on earth, Jesus promised that everyone who came to Him would cease
walking in the confusion and darkness of sin and would live in the
light of truth (John 8:12). But now, near the end of His ministry,
Jesus warned that people in darkness must not assume that the Light
will always be available.

The invitation is necessary because human nature is adverse to
the light of truth. Jesus told the teacher Nicodemus, “And this is the
judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved the
darkness rather than the light because their deeds were evil. For
everyone who does wicked things hates the light and does not come
to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed” (John 3:19-20). The
astonishing thing is that the very people who are stumbling around in
darkness are quite sure they are the ones who are right. The religious
leaders who were seeking to kill Jesus accused Him of being in error.
That should not surprise us since the world as a whole still looks at
followers of Christ with disdain concluding that we are out of touch
with reality. 

The problem was then, and is now, sin. Sin is spiritual darkness
that causes spiritual confusion. Every person is born being under
control of the sin principle. There are no exceptions. Theologians call
this total depravity. According to the old prophet Jeremiah, we are
born being deceived by our own heart. God affirmed through him,
The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can
understand it? (Jeremiah 17:9). Because this is true, our own
thinking, will, and emotions deceive us. We think we are okay and
are shocked that a person we call “religious” says that we are not.

The fact remains (regardless of what we or others think) that we
are born outside of the scope of righteousness. Paul reminded us, as
it is written: “None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no
one seeks for God. All have turned aside; together they have become
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worthless; no one does good, not even one” (Romans 3:10-12).
Again, no one is the exception to this rule, for all have sinned and fall
short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23). People in this condition do
not naturally desire to have the Light of Jesus Christ’s truthful
teaching shined on them. Therefore, Jesus the Light of truth hid
Himself. 

This statement ought to shock us a bit. The Solution to
confusion left. When Jesus had said these things, he departed and hid
himself from them (v. 36b). It was not as though He had not tried to
help the people understand. He had explained the importance of light
in a person’s life. The light of truth reveals that Jesus of Nazareth was
God the Son who is co-equal with God the Father and God the Holy
Spirit (John 5:18). The light of truth reveals that God the Son lived
perfectly according to God’s law and then died innocently in order to
pay the price for our sins (John 1:29). The light of truth reveals that
we who are sinners by nature and at birth need a payment for our
offenses against God our Creator (John 4:42). The light of truth
reveals that if we believe that Jesus is who He said He is and that He
did what God sent Him to do, we will have forgiveness of sins and
inherit eternal life (John 3:16-18).

This is the essence of the gospel. It is not even difficult to
understand. However, it is difficult to accept or believe. It is very
difficult for a person who is self-sufficient, self-dependant, or proud
(which most of us are) to rest wholly and fully on this truth. It is
impossible for a person who is stumbling around in the darkness of
sin to trust this great truth. 

Jesus knew that these people had rejected the light. Nothing
could have been more plain. He had offered them the truth over and
over for three years. He had confirmed the truth with many mighty
deeds, miracles that arrested the peoples’ attention. The people of
Israel as a whole drew the following conclusions. “Yes, Jesus is a
unique and gifted teacher.” “Yes, Jesus teaches with authority like we
do not see in the scribes.” “Yes, Jesus does miracles that defy human
explanation.” And “Yes, Jesus declares that He is the Christ, the
promised Messiah.” “However,” they concluded, “He is not the kind
of Messiah we want.” Therefore, they rejected Jesus as an imposter.

And still people who stumble around in the darkness of sin
reject Jesus as Christ and King. They, like the Jews from centuries
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ago, conclude: “Yes, He was a good man.” “Yes, He did miracles or
works that are hard to explain.” “Yes, He died on the cross and
maybe He even rose from the dead.” But still Jesus is not the kind of
Savior people want. Sinners want a Savior who will guarantee a ticket
out of hell. Sinners are not particularly interested in going to
heaven—they just don’t want to go to hell. They want a Savior who
will take care of things in the end, but who will not encroach on their
lives in the present.  They don’t want a Savior who requires what the
sinful world considers to be a restrictive lifestyle. So they too reject
the Light of the World.

Unbelievers Seal Their Own Judgment (vv.37-41).

Most people refuse to believe in spite of abundant evidence.
Though he had done so many signs before them, they still did not
believe in him (v.37).  In many ways, Jesus had validated His claim
to be the Christ. He did so with authoritative teaching. From the
beginning of His ministry, people were astonished at his teaching, for
he was teaching them as one who had authority, and not as their
scribes (Matthew 7:28b-29). Throughout His ministry the Pharisees,
the lawyers, the Sadducees, and the Herodians sent representatives to
try to trap Jesus in His teaching. But they always failed. Even when
the Pharisees sent temple soldiers to arrest Jesus at the Feast of
Tabernacles they said, “No one ever spoke like this man” (John
7:46).

Jesus also affirmed the truth about Himself with miracles. The
crowds were regularly astonished at the things Jesus did. It was not
unusual for the people to conclude, “When the Christ appears, will
he do more signs than this man has done?” (John 7:31). Be that as
it may, John wrote the truth that they still did not believe in him
(v.37b). Does that matter? Did the people get away without
consequences when they refused to believe Jesus? No one in any age
does. Because God declares His will and character so plainly, we the
creatures are culpable. We must believe God and we have no excuse
for not believing. God has given us all that is necessary to believe
Him, to trust Him.

Believing is critical because Jesus still validates His claim. He
does so through the supernatural teaching of the Bible. This Book is
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not a normal book. It is even unlike the so-called special books of
false religions like the Koran or the Book of Mormon. This book is
alive and powerful, sharper than any sword, and cuts us so deeply it
divides between the soul and the spirit and by it God judges a
person’s thoughts and intents (Hebrews 4:12). Faith still comes by
hearing this Bible (Romans 10:17). 

Furthermore, Jesus validates His claim of being the Savior from
sin through the miracle of changed lives. Sinners’ lives generally
don’t change too much by them turning over a new leaf or even
keeping a resolution. But the new birth through regeneration by the
Holy Spirit causes lifelong, radical changes. How much more
evidence do we need in order to trust God?

The problem is that human nature—like the rich man in Jesus’
parable—thinks that just one more miracle will convince him.
According to that well-known story, the rich man lived in luxury,
died and went to hell. The poor beggar named Lazarus (not to be
confused with the one who was raised from the dead) trusted God’s
truth, died, and went to heaven. The rich man, being tormented in
hell, saw  poor Lazarus in Abraham’s bosom in heaven and begged
for him to come and give him one drop of water – which was
impossible. Then the man began to think about his family members
who he knew also did not trust God. And he said, ‘Then I beg you,
father, to send him to my father’s house –  for I have five brothers –
so that he may warn them, lest they also come into this place of
torment.’ But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let
them hear them.’ And he said, ‘No, father Abraham, but if someone
goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’ He said to him, ‘If they
do not hear Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be convinced
if someone should rise from the dead’” (Luke 16:27-31).

So it is in the case of the modern man or woman. God has
already given us enough evidence to trust Him. Many people are like
the religious authorities who mocked Jesus at His crucifixion. We
read in that account, And those who passed by derided him, wagging
their heads and saying, “You who would destroy the temple and
rebuild it in three days, save yourself! If you are the Son of God,
come down from the cross.” So also the chief priests, with the scribes
and elders, mocked him, saying, “He saved others; he cannot save

8

himself. He is the King of Israel; let him come down now from the
cross, and we will believe in him” (Matthew 27:39-42).

The fact is clear that if Jesus had come down from the cross
those wicked men would not have believed Him anyway.
Furthermore, if Jesus would have saved Himself, He would not be
able to save you and me. We have the Bible. That is sufficient. We
don’t need any more evidence in order to believe in Jesus. But people
still refuse to trust Christ. God is not surprised.

God promised that people will refuse to believe. People simply
refuse to believe the truth. Jesus quoted the Jewish Bible. So that the
word spoken by the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled: “Lord, who has
believed what he heard from us, and to whom has the arm of the Lord
been revealed?” (v.38). Isaiah was a prophet, a man God chose to
reveal His messages, who would declare God’s message to the
people. Isaiah spoke this word from God in about 700 BC. 

But the message was about Jesus Christ, the Messiah, our
Savior. It clearly states that He would suffer immensely. It clearly
states that He would suffer and die to pay for our sins. This is the
stumbling block for Jews who cannot accept the idea of a suffering
and dying Messiah. They want a real, human, earthly, fallible king.
So they didn’t believe. Isaiah, declaring God’s truth, predicted that
people were not going to put faith in Jesus Christ the Messiah. The
people proved that God’s prophecy was correct; Isaiah’s declaration
was accurate. Jesus simply pulled out the peoples’ own Scripture to
prove that they refused to believe Him. Their rejection of Jesus was
no surprise to God the Father or God the Son. 

Disbelief is bad. The consequences of disbelief are worse.
According to Isaiah and, therefore, according to Jesus, God confirms
stubborn people in their unbelief. Stubborn disbelief results in
inability to believe. Notice, Therefore they could not believe (v.39a).
Jesus presented the truth about Himself over and over. Jesus proved
the truth about Himself with undeniable works. The people argued
with Jesus and accused Him of having a demon. Finally it was clear
that the people rejected all proof and refused to believe. But it was
worse than they could imagine. Now because of the steadfast refusal,
they could not believe. How? Why? What happened?

God responds to the unbeliever’s rejection of truth.  For again
Isaiah said, “He has blinded their eyes and hardened their heart, lest
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they see with their eyes, and understand with their heart, and turn,
and I would heal them” (v.39b-40). This is judicial heart-hardening.
Again Isaiah promised what was going to happen 700 years later. It
was not that this hardening of heart was inevitable. That is fatalism.
It was that the people refused to believe – just like God said they
would. And God hardened their hearts because of it –  just like God
said He would. This principle of judicial hardening of the heart is
stated throughout Scripture. God promised Moses that Pharaoh would
harden his heart against the evidence of God through miracles (he did
ten times). In response, God then hardened Pharaoh’s heart so that he
could not repent. During the ministry and prophecy of God’s
prophets, the people of Israel hardened their hearts against God’s
truth. In response, God hardened their hearts so they could not
respond. The principle is still in effect.

In fact, Jesus Himself seals those who reject Him in their
judgment. Isaiah said these things because he saw his glory and
spoke of him (v.41). There is an important question begged here
regarding whose glory Isaiah saw. Isaiah saw the glory of God the
Son (that is who His refers to). When he saw the vision of the Lord
sitting on His throne, He saw pre-incarnate Jesus. Therefore, it was
Jesus who promised that He would harden the hearts of the
unbelievers who would reject Him.

Isaiah promised that the glory of God is the same as the glory
of Jesus Christ. Jesus was the promised Suffering Servant of Isaiah
53. He was also the King of Isaiah 6. This also makes Jesus the Judge
in judicial hardening of the heart. The people rejected the Judge. The
Judge hardened their heart.

False Believers Also Seal Their Own Fate (vv.42-43).

Good News! Many authorities believed. Nevertheless, many
even of the authorities believed in him (v.42a). It is always good
when a sinner believes in Jesus. We long for other sinners like us to
put full faith in the finished work of Jesus Christ. Sometimes the
word “believe” is not used in such a narrow sense in John’s Gospel.
It is especially good when an “authority” believes in Jesus. A couple
of them show up in the Gospel accounts. Nicodemus (7:50-52)
probably came to believe in Jesus. It is almost certain that Joseph of

10

Arimathaea did. But who were the authorities mentioned here?
Maybe who they were does not matter because maybe they really
didn’t believe.

Bad News! The authorities really didn’t believe. False belief is
common. John described it for us multiple times in this Gospel  (2.23-
25; 6:60; 8:30ff). It is not that the earlier Bible statement was wrong.
It was true that the people believed something about Jesus. But they
didn’t trust Jesus of Nazareth to be their Savior from sin. This kind
of misguided belief is still very common. People are pron to claim
some kind of belief in Jesus at special times. They tend to claim
believe in times of stress or trials or in times of confusion. They want
to believe some facts on their own terms. But where there is no
conviction of the Holy Spirit about the need to repent of sin and be
forgiven by God, there is no genuine faith. If believing is a matter of
convenience or popularity, there will be no life-changing faith.

Evidence of unbelief comes to the surface. One of the real
issues for these “false believers” was fear. John said, but for fear of
the Pharisees they did not confess it, so that they would not be put out
of the synagogue (v.42b). If fear of being unacceptable caused these
“believers” to be silent, they were not believers. In those days
believers risked their reputation on being baptized as followers of
Jesus. In many ways it is still a fearful thing to be known as a real,
genuine follower of Jesus who saves you from sin.

Another issue was acceptance. John also wrote, For they loved
the glory that comes from man more than the glory that comes from
God (v.43). How many believers or followers of Christ would there
be in America if being a Christian became unacceptable? Convenient
faith is not faith. Bishop Ryle observed, “They go on year to year,
secretly ill at ease and dissatisfied with themselves – knowing too
much of religion to be happy in the world, and clinging too much to
the world to enjoy any religion” (J.C. Ryle, p.150). These people
need the miracle of the new birth (3:3,5; 12.26).

In the end, we should be thankful to read in verse thirty-two that
regardless of popularity, acceptability, or convenience, because Jesus
was lifted up on the cross as our Savior, sinners are still drawn to
Him. We should be thankful for the opening words of John, “But to
all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right
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to become children of God” (John 1:12). Do you really trust Jesus
Christ alone to save you from sin’s penalty and power?
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