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 2. The Pharisees’ response punctuated the two primary dimensions of Israel’s unbelief – the 

unbelief which is at the center of John’s gospel: First, this unbelief was the product of 

natural minds; secondly, it reflected hardened hearts. The first is intrinsic, the second is 

volitional. When Jesus came into the world, He encountered a people defined by natural 

minds. Though Israel had enjoyed all of the privileges of covenant election (Romans 3:1-

2, 9:1-5), they, like the rest of mankind, were cut off from the life of God. They were 

natural men, and this led them to seek a natural messiah – a deliverer according to their 

own notions and expectations. And so, faced with Yahweh’s Messiah, they saw only a 

threatening imposter to be renounced and eradicated. Ironically, they believed that that 

response was demanded by righteousness under Torah and faithfulness to their God.   

 

 From the time that He began to reveal Himself to Israel, Jesus always spoke the same 

truths and performed works which authenticated and reinforced His words. Whatever the 

particulars of His words and deeds, Jesus was consistent and purposeful: In all things, He 

demonstrated that He was Israel’s Messiah, sent by His Father – Israel’s covenant Father 

– to accomplish what He’d promised and so satisfy Israel’s longing to see their destiny 

fulfilled. But they heard and observed Him with natural minds, with the result that they 

hardened their hearts against Him because He wasn’t what they wanted or expected. Even 

the educated, devout elite, who should have recognized in Jesus the Messiah promised by 

the Scriptures, couldn’t get beyond their natural perception and understanding. They 

didn’t have eyes to see or ears to hear, and so responded to Jesus’ words and actions with 

obscurant, even absurd, arguments and counterclaims raised to discredit and disqualify 

Him. They couldn’t hear, but they also refused to hear. This dynamic is the premise of 

the present section (8:21-29) in which Jesus pronounced His verdict of condemnation 

upon His Jewish audience. He directed His words toward these particular individuals in 

this particular circumstance, but the wider context shows that John viewed this sentence 

as embodying Jesus’ – and so Yahweh’s – sentence upon the unbelieving nation. 

 

a. The substance of Jesus’ condemnation of these men was that they were to have no 

share in Him: He was soon going to return to His Father and they would not join 

Him. They would seek Him after His departure, but would not find Him because 

they could not follow Him to where He had gone (8:21). He had said the same 

thing to the Jews in the temple during the Feast (7:33-34), indicating, as noted 

above, that this verdict had general reference to all of unbelieving Israel.  

 

 The day was coming quickly when Jesus would depart from them – orchestrated 

by their own murderous designs – and return to His Father. Israel would rejoice at 

being rid of Him, but exultation was going to yield to terror and desperation when 

the day of destruction and desolation came upon them. In that day, those who’d 

rejected Jesus the Messiah would look for the messianic deliverer they longed for, 

but that deliverer would not come. Instead, the Messiah they had refused was 

going to arise and come to them in wrath. In that day, Israel would cry out to 

Yahweh for deliverance, but the nation would perish in its sin – the overarching 

sin of unbelief. (In the gospels, Jesus’ pronouncement of condemnation is 

oriented primarily toward the nation’s fate rather than that of individuals; cf. Luke 

13:22-35, 19:29-44, 23:26-31 along with the accounts of the Olivet Discourse.) 
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b. Here again, John emphasized the disconnect between Jesus’ meaning and His 

hearers’ understanding. Processing His words with natural minds, they concluded 

that He must be talking about dying; where else, other than Sheol, could He go 

that they couldn’t possibly follow? (When Jesus spoke these things before, His 

audience reasoned that He was perhaps going out into the Diaspora to the Greeks 

(7:35); this outcome would make coming to Him difficult, but not impossible in 

the way His death would.) And since Jesus spoke of going to this place rather than 

being taken there, it seemed He was talking about taking His own life (8:22). 

Ironically, these Jews had it somewhat right. Jesus’ death was to be fundamental 

to His going where they couldn’t follow, but it wouldn’t happen in the way they 

imagined: He wasn’t going to take His own life; they were going to take it.  

 

c. These men completely missed Jesus’ point and He responded to them in a way 

that explained why they failed to grasp His meaning. Put most simply, He and 

they inhabited different “worlds” – that is, different realms of being. They were 

from below, meaning that they were determined in their existence, thinking and 

judgment by the natural, earthly realm. He, on the other hand, was from above: 

the realm inhabited by His Father (8:23). And being constrained by the bounds of 

“earthiness,” these Jews were unable to discern realities outside that realm; they 

couldn’t discern Jesus in truth because He wasn’t of this earthly realm, but came 

from His Father (cf. 1 Corinthians 15:47-48). They had no choice but to perceive 

and judge Him with natural minds according to natural premises and expectations. 

This allowed for only two possible outcomes: Either they could reject Him 

outrightly, or they could embrace Him falsely, having rendered Him a natural 

facsimile refashioned in their own image. Some in Israel did the former, while 

others did the latter; both were equally guilty of the sin of unbelief. 

 

 Thus Jesus qualified His declaration that they were going to die in their sin (and 

not follow Him where He was going) by adding that this outcome was absolutely 

certain for them unless they came to believe that He is (8:24). Not surprisingly, 

this strange expression has garnered varying interpretations among Christian 

scholars. Some emphasize Jesus’ intentional omission of a predicate (“I am…”), 

noting that that required His hearers to “fill in the blank.” His intent, then, was to 

make them recall His various claims concerning Himself. Hendrickson is 

representative of this view: “The meaning is: that I am all that I claim to be; the 

One sent by the Father, the One who is from above, the Son of man, the only-

begotten Son of God, equal with God, the One who has life in himself, the very 

essence of the scriptures, the bread of life, the light of the world, etc.” 

    

 Others have interpreted this statement as Jesus’ overt affirmation of His full deity. 

Clearly, the Jews who heard Him were startled, for they responded by demanding 

that He explain Himself (8:25). Jesus was indeed making a profound claim 

concerning Himself, but to reduce His words simply to the assertion, “I am fully 

divine” or “I am of the same substance as God” is to miss the power and 

significance of what He was saying. Jesus was linking Himself with Israel’s God, 

but in a way that is easily missed by a “de-Israelized” reading. 
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- By using the expression, I am, Jesus was associating Himself with God as 

He was Israel’s covenant Father and Lord. I am was God’s covenant name 

– the name He provided to Moses when He was commissioning him as 

His deliverer to fulfill His covenant oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (cf. 

Exodus 3:1-17 and 6:1-8 with Genesis 15). God identified Himself to 

Moses by the covenant name “I am,” and the name Yahweh by which 

Israel was to know Him derives from it (perhaps signifying “He is”). 

 

- This name, which suggests timeless existence, had covenantal significance 

more than merely ontological significance. That is, it identified God as 

enduring and unchanging, not so much in His essence as in His intent and 

commitment. He’d made a covenant with Abraham – a covenant pertaining 

to His design for the entire creation – and perpetuated it with Isaac and 

Jacob. After that, centuries of exile and bondage in Egypt had largely 

erased the memory of Him and His covenant from the minds of 

Abraham’s covenant descendents. (Though they cried out to Him, it was 

because He was moving among them as the ordained time of deliverance 

drew near; cf. Genesis 50:22-26 with Exodus 1-2 and Ezekiel 20:1-6.) The 

heirs of the covenant had forgotten Him and followed after the gods of 

their Egyptian overlords, but Yahweh hadn’t forgotten them or His oath to 

their covenant fathers. Thus He reintroduced Himself to the covenant heirs 

as “I am”: the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob who is unchanging in 

His purposes for the world and His commitment to seeing them realized. 

Henceforth the children of Israel – the Abrahamic seed – were to know 

Him as Yahweh, the God who is ever faithful to His covenant. 

 

- At the time of the Exodus God revealed Himself to Israel as “I am” – the 

covenant-keeping God of their fathers, and He gave them this name as His 

memorial name: Throughout their generations, and regardless of what 

befell them, the children of Israel were to know Him and relate to Him in 

this way. From that point forward, the movement of the salvation history 

built the case for Yahweh accomplishing His designs through a messianic 

servant – a son of David in whom Israel would realize its identity and 

fulfill its calling as the Abrahamic seed chosen to mediate His blessing to 

all the earth’s families. Yahweh was going to accomplish His purpose for 

His creation through this individual, but in such a way that He would 

fulfill His promise that He Himself would come and judge, purge, renew 

and regather (cf. Isaiah 40-42, 59; Zechariah 2-3; Hosea 1-3; etc.).    

 

 The concept of God as “I am” was fundamental to Israel’s identity and history 

and, most especially, their understanding of their covenant Lord and their relation 

to Him and His purposes. These things were graven on Israel’s consciousness and 

most certainly would have flooded the minds of these Jews when Jesus referred to 

Himself as “I am.” However they connected the dots, it was clear that He was 

claiming to be Israel’s God – the faithful covenant God of Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob; the God who is Yahweh and who had now returned to Zion. 
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d. Israel’s messianic doctrine closely associated the Messiah with Yahweh, but it 

drew an absolute distinction between them: Messiah would arise in Yahweh’s 

name and in the power of His Spirit to accomplish His work of conquest and 

deliverance and establish His kingdom, but as a man. Messiah would represent 

Yahweh, but not embody Him. But here was this man reputed to be the Messiah 

taking to Himself the divine name – the name too sacred to be spoken by men. 

(When reading aloud the name Yahweh in the Scriptures, the Jews would 

substitute the title Adonai. The only time this name was spoken was on the Day of 

Atonement and then only by the high priest.) Jesus’ audience must have been 

shocked to hear Him speaking in this way and their response reflects this: “Who 

are you?” It wasn’t that they were confused and seeking clarification; they were 

expressing their disgust and outrage: Just who do you think you are? 

 

e. Jesus replied that He was claiming nothing that He hadn’t asserted all along 

(8:25). Yes, He was speaking in direct and explicit fashion, but He wasn’t saying 

anything new; anyone who had been listening to Him with any degree of 

attentiveness could affirm that His message had always been the same. He’d 

always explained Himself in terms of His Father – the God of Israel who’d sent 

Him and whose words and works He was engaged in (ref. again 4:1-26, 5:1-47, 

6:24-65, 8:12-19), but most in Israel failed to understand and the same was true of 

these rulers and authorities listening to Him that day in the temple (8:27).  

 

 And while their opportunity for understanding hadn’t yet passed, it would soon as 

the time for explanation and exhortation was coming to an end. Jesus’ ordained 

hour – the hour for which He’d come into the world – would arrive in a matter of 

months and then Israel would face a momentous crisis of decision (ref. 12:20-36). 

When that day came and Jesus was at last glorified by His Father in His 

resurrection from the dead (cf. 12:12-26, 13:31-32, 17:1-5), there would be no 

doubt as to who He is, who had sent Him and the source and truthfulness of His 

words and deeds (8:28-29). In that day all Israel was going to have to deal with 

Him, whether for good or for ill. Many would embrace Him in repentance and 

faith; many more would redirect their rebellious and hostile unbelief toward His 

followers, thereby facilitating Jesus’ design that His gospel should go out from 

Jerusalem into Judea and Samaria and then beyond the bounds of Israel to the 

ends of the earth (cf. Matthew 28:18-20 with Acts 1-9). 

 

 Though no one in the temple that day could know it, everything was going to 

change when Israel lifted up the Son of Man. Jesus’ resurrection would prove to 

be the creation’s turning point as Israel’s God inaugurated in Him, as first fruits, 

the consummate, everlasting new creation He’d purposed and promised from the 

beginning. And this new creation in Jesus would usher in the new age of 

Yahweh’s kingdom in which the Israel of the former order passed away, even as 

Jesus’ Spirit commenced His mission of forming a new Israel – a new Abrahamic 

covenant household – comprised of Jews and Gentiles from all nations who are 

children of Abraham by virtue of sharing in Jesus, Abraham’s singular seed and 

the embodiment of Israel (cf. Romans 2-4, 9-11; Galatians 3; 1 Peter 2:4-10).  


