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2. Jesus went up to Jerusalem incognito with the result that the attention of the celebrants 

and Jewish authorities was fixed squarely on Him. Though everyone believed He was 

absent from the feast, Jesus was the focal point of their festal observance. And so, by 

coming to the Feast of Booths in this way, Jesus insured that He and His works and 

words were intimately connected with it in the consciousness of the people. John 

indicated that Jesus continued His concealment for the first few days and then suddenly, 

in the middle of the feast, He revealed Himself in the most flagrant and public way, 

namely by entering the temple grounds and commencing to teach (7:14). 

 

 The Feast of Booths celebrated the fall harvest and was the last of Israel’s annual 

scriptural feasts. It also commemorated Israel’s unsettled sojourn in the wilderness by 

requiring the celebrants to dwell in temporary leafy dwellings – booths – for the duration 

of the feast. Thus the Feast of Booths spoke of deliverance and preservation as well as 

ingathering – the gathering in of the fall harvest, but as it reflected Yahweh’s work of 

gathering Israel to Himself out of the wilderness and into His sanctuary land (ref. Exodus 

15:17). The festal symbolism looked backward, but it also had a forward trajectory as it 

reminded the celebrants that there was another ingathering to come: Their God, who had 

gathered their forefathers to Himself in His dwelling place when He brought them over 

the Jordan into Canaan, was going to again gather His people to Himself when He 

returned to the sanctuary He’d abandoned at the time of Judah’s exile. Most importantly, 

He was going to fulfill this promise through His Messiah.  

 

 Israel testified to these truths each year by gathering together in Jerusalem in the presence 

of Yahweh’s sanctuary from all parts of the world. They came together at His dwelling 

place in the hope that perhaps this would be the time when He would send the Messiah, 

thereby signaling His own return to Zion to again inhabit His sanctuary. This was the 

hope and expectancy which every year filled the consciousness of the feast’s celebrants; 

this particular year, that messianic expectancy was joined by another: the expectation of 

encountering Jesus at the feast. When Jesus revealed Himself in the temple, those two 

expectations converged – at least for some of the worshippers (ref. 7:25-31). 

 

 John didn’t specify exactly when during the feast Jesus disclosed Himself, but He did 

note that it occurred in the temple. The temple was the focal point of Israel’s worship and 

the celebration of the Feast of Tabernacles was no exception. Scholars differ as to the 

feast’s proceedings, but the Scripture indicates that the seven-day celebration included 

numerous daily sacrificial offerings (ref. Numbers 29:12-38). In addition, the temple was 

the focus of the lighting of the menorahs during the feast and the water ritual of the last 

day (note 7:37). The temple was the centerpiece of the festivities and Jesus likely 

encountered a large group when He came to it and revealed His presence. Certainly a 

crowd would have gathered around Him once He began to speak. Among those were “the 

Jews” (7:15) – individuals from among Israel’s ruling class which was seeking Jesus’ 

life. Jesus’ brothers had challenged Him to present Himself publically if He was indeed 

the Messiah and He was doing just that. But He was doing so in accordance with His 

Father’s purposes and timing and the truth of who He was and not their notions and 

expectations. His presence meant that the feast was being fulfilled and the time of 

ingathering had come; in that very place Yahweh was returning to His people. 
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a. Executing Jesus was the Jews’ ultimate design, but here John noted the way they 

responded to Jesus’ teaching. John didn’t explain what Jesus was teaching, but it’s 

clear He was interacting with the Scriptures (likely in relation to the feast) and the 

way He was doing so astonished the Jews. Literally, they marveled at the fact that 

He “knew letters” inasmuch as He was “untaught.” In the Jewish world of that 

day, common people had little if any direct interaction with the Scriptures; what 

they knew they had been taught by teachers with recognized formal training – 

“learned” men whose knowledge, credibility and authority were derived from the 

sect or rabbinical school they were associated with. But here was a man without 

any such training or credential interacting with scriptural ideas and content with 

conviction and authority not derived from some rabbinical association.  

 

 These Jews were themselves learned men and so recognized Jesus’ scriptural 

knowledge and understanding; what they couldn’t figure out was how He 

obtained it. In their world, such knowledge didn’t exist outside of rabbinical 

training; there was no such thing as a self-taught rabbi. And so, as these rulers 

listened to Jesus speak, their first response was to question who had taught Him. 

Jesus responded that He wasn’t self-taught; His teaching had come from His 

Father who sent Him (7:16). But this dynamic was different from the rabbi-

disciple relationship the Jews were familiar with: In their experience, the disciple 

perpetuates the instruction he’s received, but as his own man and in his own way. 

In Jesus’ case, His teaching was His Father’s teaching to the point that He spoke 

His Father’s words and expressed His Father’s mind without separation or 

distinction. To hear Jesus was to hear His Father; indeed He was the Father’s 

manifest presence in the world (cf. 1:18, 5:19, 10:22-38, 14:1-11, etc.). 

 

b. Jesus wasn’t a self-taught, self-styled teacher promoting His own agenda, but His 

Father’s servant-ambassador speaking His Father’s words and doing His work in 

the world. But this wasn’t intuitively obvious to those listening to Him; the 

learning these Jews possessed enabled them to recognize Jesus’ scriptural 

knowledge and understanding, but it didn’t lead them to acknowledge Him as 

Yahweh’s disciple. Reaching this conclusion requires more than a commitment to 

the Scriptures as God’s word and familiarity with them; it depends upon a certain 

desire and orientation: It is those who truly seek to know God’s design – His will 

– as disclosed in the Scriptures who will discern Jesus’ teaching as His Father’s 

(7:17). Jesus was making a profound point which apparently was missed by His 

hearers, even as it continues to be to this very day: Commitment to the authority 

and veracity of the scriptural text and knowledge of its particulars are neither 

adequate nor the goal God has in mind. He intends that people will discern the 

meaning of the Scriptures, which involves discerning the scriptural message. And 

the message the Scriptures proclaim is God’s all-encompassing purpose for His 

creation and how it is to be realized in His Messiah. Put differently, the one who 

“desires to do God’s will” is the person who seeks to discern and embrace His 

purposes, i.e., that which He has willed to do. And because His purposes are “yea 

and amen” in Christ, the one who gives himself to God’s will discerns that will 

and hears God’s voice in the person, words and works of the One He sent. 
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 Jesus was His Father’s disciple and ambassador, which meant that His teaching 

was not His own. But this fact had a second significant implication: Jesus was not 

seeking His own glory in the things He said and did, but the glory of His Father 

(7:18). The reason this second observation was important to make is that all 

human beings instinctively recognize the principle it addresses, but few give it 

conscious thought or open treatment. People characteristically claim allegiance 

and deference to something or someone beyond themselves when they champion 

their views and convictions. This is because they have an instinctive (though 

perhaps unconscious) sense that their cause or claims will carry more weight if 

they’re not motivated by personal concerns or interests. So it is that people claim 

to speak and act in the name of virtue, truth and righteousness. If they’re 

religious, they virtually always ascribe their words and actions to devotion to their 

god or religion. So politicians label their activities “public service” and Islamists 

insist they’re merely faithful servants of Allah. Sadly, those who profess Christ 

are not exempt from this dynamic: When Christians champion God, the Scriptures 

and the divine will they are, more often than not, promoting their own convictions 

and agenda. Common phrases like “God says,” “God showed me” and “I prayed 

about it” and the widespread use of the Scripture as either a self-help manual or 

proof-text for a preferred theological system are sufficient to prove the point.  

 

 Jesus was putting His finger on an intrinsic characteristic of man in his fallen 

condition: Whatever a person’s claimed or perceived motivation (however 

sincere), at bottom every human being speaks and acts with himself in view.  

 

- People claim devotion to truth and righteousness, but their underlying 

motive proves they are neither righteous nor of the truth (v. 18b). This 

doesn’t deny either sincerity or genuine convictions and commitment; it 

simply recognizes that every person operates out of a mind that is 

intrinsically and inescapably self-referencing and self-concerned, even in 

his sincerity and altruism.  

 

- So it was with the Jews who stood before Jesus that day. They believed 

Him to be self-seeking (seeking His own “glory”) in His words and 

actions because this is how men are (cf. Deuteronomy 19:15-21 with 5:31-

34, 8:13). Of course, they believed that they were zealous for Yahweh, His 

Torah and His covenant people; they were seeking Yahweh’s glory and 

not their own. It was this self-promoting imposter Jesus who was seeking 

His own glory (cf. 9:1-34, 11:45-50, 19:1-7; also Matthew 26:59-66). 

 

Thus Jesus was doing two things with His statement: On the one hand, He was 

exposing and contradicting what He knew to be the common assessment of Him; 

on the other, He was tacitly condemning His audience for the very thing they 

ascribed to Him. They were self-seeking men, and were so precisely because they 

were natural men; He, on the other hand, was a different sort of man – He was 

Man of the Spirit and true Image-Son. He’d come in His Father’s name and 

power to glorify Him by doing His will in word and deed. 
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c. These Jewish rulers (as so many in Israel) were convinced that Jesus’ messianic 

claims and actions revealed a deluded man promoting Himself and seeking 

personal power at the expense of the nation’s well-being. He was a deceiver bent 

on His own agenda, and thus a consummate law-breaker since Torah supremely 

demanded absolute devotion to Yahweh (cf. Deuteronomy 6:4-9; Mark 12:28-33). 

  

 These Jews were convinced that Jesus was seeking His own glory and they 

believed they had irrefutable proof in His flagrant violation of the Sabbath (7:21, 

cf. 5:1-16). For Yahweh gave Israel His sabbaths as the centerpiece of their 

national life and worship; Israel was “holy to the Lord” and the sabbath laws were 

the hallmark and great expression of the nation’s consecration and devotion. Thus 

sabbath-breaking was regarded as idolatry and punished by death (cf. Exodus 

31:12-17; Leviticus 19:30f, 26:1f; Isaiah 58:13f; Ezekiel 20:12-24). 

 

 Jesus was well aware that He was viewed as a self-seeking man who cast aside 

the Law of Moses, but He knew otherwise: He was the one who was faithful to 

both Moses and Yahweh; it was His detractors who were guilty. Israel’s rulers 

were seeking to execute Him for breaking the Sabbath, but it was they – men 

thoroughly convinced of their fidelity and piety – who were the law-breakers 

(7:19). This was surely taken as an outrageous charge and Jesus’ hearers must 

have demanded that He justify it. Interestingly, John provided that justification, 

not in a direct response by Jesus to the rulers, but indirectly by His answer to the 

crowd when they challenged His claim to be under the threat of death (17:20-24).  

 

 And what John shows here is that the proof of the people’s violation of the Law of 

Moses was found in their perception of and response to Jesus. 

 

- Their own practice showed that they recognized that the Sabbath allowed 

for – indeed called for – certain forms of “work.” A male infant was 

circumcised on the eighth day following his birth even if it fell on the 

weekly Sabbath (7:23; cf. Leviticus 12:1-3). Jews would gladly circumcise 

a male on the Sabbath in order to secure his well-being in terms of his 

status under the covenant, but they found fault with the notion of healing 

the person’s body on that day. Beyond that, every sabbath observance – 

not just the weekly Sabbath – was characterized by arduous priestly labor. 

The priests worked on the Sabbath for the sake of Israel’s spiritual health, 

but Jesus couldn’t heal another Israelite’s body on the Sabbath?  

 

- In an important sense, circumcision enjoyed priority over the Sabbath. 

Circumcision originated with Abraham and God’s covenant with him 

while the Sabbath ordinance was part of the later Mosaic Code by which 

the Abrahamic Covenant was confirmed to the Abrahamic nation of Israel. 

Circumcision came first, but it was its significance that afforded it priority: 

Circumcision marked out the Abrahamic household as the community 

consecrated to Yahweh by covenant (Genesis 17:1-14); the Sabbath spoke 

to how the covenant community was to live out its consecration.  
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- Circumcision represented the premise of consecration behind the practice 

of consecration which the Sabbath signified. But both found their ultimate 

meaning and fulfillment in Jesus. Many saw Jesus as spurning the 

Sabbath, but He was actually honoring the Sabbath according to its true 

intent (cf. Matthew 12:1-12; Luke 13:10-30). Jesus had come to fulfill the 

Law of Moses by embodying Israel in Himself. He was the son, servant, 

disciple and witness the Law defined and prescribed; He was thus True 

Man – man as consecrated image-son and therefore sabbatical man (cf. 

Mark 2:23-28). The Sabbath was a critical component of Israel’s covenant 

life with God in that it highlighted the nation’s identity as consecrated son 

and gave practical definition to its consecration. But it wasn’t only the 

Sabbath law which pointed to Jesus and was fulfilled in Him; all of the 

Law’s particulars found their meaning and fulfillment in Him. John clearly 

implied this relationship between Jesus and the Law of Moses (ref. 1:17, 

45, 5:39-40, 12:34, 15:22-25), but Matthew and Luke especially treated it 

explicitly (ref. Matthew 5:17, 11:12-15; Luke 24:25-27, 44-48).  

 

If Israel had known their Scriptures – if their rabbis had understood the Scriptures 

and taught them properly, no one would have accused Jesus of violating the 

Sabbath, much less setting aside the Law of Moses. But this accusation came 

precisely because Israel judged Him “according to appearances” and their grid for 

appraising Him was formed and colored by false notions and expectations.  

 

- The people of Israel judged Jesus on the basis of how He appeared to 

them – what His person, words and works seemed to indicate about Him. 

But they were observing Him through a flawed lens and processing their 

observations through a flawed standard. Jesus appeared to be a false 

messiah who both practiced and encouraged lawlessness – perhaps as a 

man acting under satanic influence (7:20, cf. 8:48-52) – because He didn’t 

conform to the prevailing messianic doctrine and expectations.  

 

- Israel held its measuring rod up to Jesus and found Him seriously wanting. 

But it didn’t occur to them that the flaw resided in their measuring device, 

not the One being measured. They perceived in Jesus the working of 

satanic deception, but it was they who were subject to Satan’s wiles and 

influence. Indeed, this was true even of those who embraced Jesus as 

Messiah (ref. 8:31-59; cf. Matthew 16:13-23; Luke 22:14-34). 

 

 Alienated from their God and devoid of His life and mind, Israel had no choice 

but to judge His Son unrighteously. They assessed Him through an intricate grid 

formed over the centuries in connection with the Scriptures, but one that was 

perverse because it was distorted from the truth. For Israel – as for all sons of 

Adam – judging Jesus according to appearances means judging Him 

unrighteously because it is judging Him with a natural mind – a satanic mind.  

Jesus’ charge to “judge with right judgment” exposed His hearers’ true condition, 

but more than that, it called them to find the truth in Him (1 John 5:19-21). 


