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JESUS KNEW WHAT WAS IN MAN 
John 2:23-25 (No. 14) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson 
November 13, 2016 

INTRODUCTION 

As we’ve seen in our study of the Gospel of John, the Apostle John’s point in writing a fourth 
gospel is so that you would believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.  When we studied 
John 1:12, I told you that John uses the word “believe” 98 times in this Gospel, but he doesn’t 
use it the same way each time. 

It’s used in a variety of ways: 

• Believing facts or reports  
• Believing people or the Scriptures 
• And, more times than any other, believing in Christ 

But even that last category—believing in Christ—is different depending on the context.  For 
John, believing in Jesus can be of a differing quality.  That is, there is a kind of ‘believing in 
Jesus’ that is deep, abiding, sincere, and reliant on Jesus.  That kind of faith saves. 

But, there is another kind of ‘believing in Jesus’ that is superficial, shallow, disingenuous, and 
merely intellectual.  And that kind of faith does not save. 

As I asked you before when we studied John 1:12, what saves? Not faith that there is such a 
savior as Christ.  Not faith that what Christ says is true. Not faith that Jesus is from God and does 
the works of God.  But only a faith of reliance on Christ’s name. This is the faith that saves and 
justifies. 

So John says in 1:12-13: 

"To all who did receive [Christ], who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children 
of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of 
God." 

So there is a kind of believing in Jesus’ name that makes a person a child of God.  This is a true 
faith in Jesus.  However, when you come to our passage today, things become unsettling because 
here we get the first hint in John’s Gospel that there is another kind of believing in Jesus’ name 
that does not save. 

As we examine today’s passage, I want you to learn two lessons. 

I. NOT ALL BELIEF IN JESUS IS SAVING BELIEF 

2:23-24: “ Now when he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many believed in his name when 
they saw the signs that he was doing. But Jesus on his part did not entrust himself to them.” 
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So here is Jesus, still at the Passover Feast in Jerusalem after he has cleared the temple.  And 
Jesus is doing signs—various miracles that are not simply displays of his power but prove that he 
is the Christ, the Son of God.  He’s doing signs that aren’t recorded by John or the other Gospel 
writers.  As we’ve seen before, John says Jesus did a lot of signs that weren’t written down.  And 
evidently, while Jesus is in Jerusalem, he’s doing a lot of signs and v. 23 says “many believed in 
his name when they saw the signs.” 

That sounds like good news!  Jesus is making a big impact.  His fame is spreading.  Jews who 
have traveled to Jerusalem from all over Israel for the Passover Feast are meeting their Messiah 
and coming to believe in him. 

But then verse 24 throws cold water on verse 23.  

Verse 24: “But Jesus on his part did not entrust himself to them.” 

In the Greek, there’s a wordplay here.  The word “entrust” [NKJV: commit; Greek = pisteou] in 
v. 24 is the same word in v. 23 for “believe” [pisteou].  So it’s as if to say: “they believed in 
Jesus, but Jesus didn’t believe in them.”  They had faith in him. But he had no faith in their faith.  
I don’t think we should take to mean that Jesus walked around with suspicion towards everyone.  
For one, as we’ll see later in this passage, Jesus knows who believes in him truly and those who 
don’t.  If he infallibly knows who believes and who doesn’t believe, then by definition he isn’t 
suspicious because suspicion requires a degree of uncertainty.  Jesus wasn’t uncertain. He knew. 
As we’ll see. 

But a second reason I don’t think it means that Jesus walked around with suspicion towards 
everyone is that to those who truly believe on Jesus, he gives himself totally to them.  He doesn’t 
withhold himself. 

• He lays down his life for them. 
• He says that he’ll go and prepare a place in heaven for them and then come back 

for them. 
• He says that he’s the Good Shepherd and that his sheep are the ones that believe 

in him. 
• He says that no one will be able to snatch them out of his hand. 

These aren’t the actions of one who withholds himself from all who believe in him.  He gives 
himself to those who truly trust in him. 

So if the phrase “Jesus on his part did not entrust himself to them” doesn’t mean Jesus was 
suspicious of everyone, then what does it mean?  And we don’t have to wonder because John 
gives us example after example of those who see Jesus’ signs or hear his words and form a 
shallow, non-saving faith in him.  These are the ones that Jesus has no faith in their faith.  He 
knows their faith is false.  And John is signaling to us early on in the Gospel that this will be the 
case time and time again.  In fact, these three verses are probably not so much the conclusion of 
the temple cleansing story as they are an introduction of the Nicodemus story (in chapter 3), who 
epitomizes one who has seen Jesus’ signs and has formed a shallow, non-saving faith.  Notice 
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that verse 23 speaks of the “signs” that Jesus was doing. And verse 25 ends with Jesus “needed 
no one to bear witness about man, for he himself knew what was in man.” 

Then chapter 3:1 “Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews. 
This man came to Jesus by night and said to him, ‘Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come 
from God, for no one can do these signs that you do unless God is with him.” 

The chapter and verse divisions were added much later, so when John wrote this, these sections 
flowed together.  He repeats words so that you make the connections.  Here’s an example of the 
kind of person Jesus did not entrust himself to.  Nicodemus saw the signs and had some kind of 
belief in Jesus (v. 2)—he believes that Jesus is a teacher from God, that he does signs, that God 
is with Jesus—he’s just like the ones in v. 23—“many believed in his name when they saw the 
signs that he was doing”—yet (in chapter 3) Jesus demonstrates that Nicodemus doesn’t have 
faith because he hasn’t received the new, second birth. 

So Nicodemus is the prime example of one whose belief in Jesus isn’t saving.  But here’s the 
crazy thing—listen again to the words of Nicodemus. Everything he says is true about Jesus: 

3:2: “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher [true!] come from God [true!], for no one can do 
these signs [true!] that you do unless God is with him [true!].”" 

Everything he says is true.  But is it true faith?  We’ll study chapter 3 in depth in the weeks to 
come, but the answer will be no, because Nicodemus hasn’t been born of God.  Which is what 
John 1:12-13 say must happen for someone to be truly saved. Look at that passage again: 

Jn 1:12-13: "But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to 
become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will 
of man, but of God." 

That doesn’t describe Nicodemus, as we’ll see when Jesus says in 3: 

Jn 3:3: “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”" 

In other words, Nicodemus, all you said about me is true, but you won’t see heaven unless you’re 
born again (of God).  So saying true things about Jesus isn’t the same as possessing saving faith.  
Look at Nicodemus’s words once more in 3:2 and notice, it’s a Pharisaical Jew saying this about 
Jesus.  Even they knew. 

And I want you to notice that every Muslim, every Jehovah’s Witness, every Catholic, and every 
Mormon would affirm exactly what Nicodemus said and they don’t have saving faith.  They 
would all say that Jesus was a good teacher, that he came from God, that he could do miracles, 
and that God was with him.  So not all belief in Jesus is saving belief. Jesus didn’t entrust 
himself to these who came to believe on him on the basis of the signs he did. Signs were not 
designed to create faith, but were designed to confirm who Jesus was.  They were proofs that he 
was the Son of God, the Christ.  To exercise faith on the basis of signs was precarious. It might 
lead to saving faith or it might lead to false faith. 

Jump over to chapter 4 and see how Jesus confronts signs-seekers head on: 
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Jn 4:45: "So when he came to Galilee, the Galileans welcomed him, having seen all that he had 
done in Jerusalem at the feast. For they too had gone to the feast." 

They saw the temple cleansing and whatever signs Jesus did.  And then Jesus meets one of these 
Galileans— (v.47) a Galilean official whose son is deathly ill and he asks Jesus to heal the son.  
And how does Jesus respond? 

Jn 4:48: "So Jesus said to him, “Unless you see signs and wonders you will not believe.”" 

Now the “you” is plural. So Jesus’ response to the request to heal the official’s son is given to all 
the Galileans in general.  You won’t believe unless you see a sign.  Jesus is confronting their 
unbelief. He knows what they want from him: more miracles.  He isn’t entrusting himself to 
them. He doesn’t have faith in their faith.  But in Jesus’ mercy, he goes ahead and provides them 
a sign—he heals the official’s son: 

Jn 4:49-54: "The official said to him, “Sir, come down before my child dies.” Jesus said to him, 
“Go; your son will live.” The man believed the word [note that!] that Jesus spoke to him and went 
on his way. As he was going down, his servants met him and told him that his son was 
recovering. So he asked them the hour when he began to get better, and they said to him, 
“Yesterday at the seventh hour the fever left him.” The father knew that was the hour when Jesus 
had said to him, “Your son will live.” [now watch this] And he himself [emphatic!] believed, and 
all his household. This was now the second sign that Jesus did when he had come from Judea to 
Galilee." 

It’s the second sign John records, and once again it’s in Cana, the same place he turned the water 
to wine. 

So John writes this story as a way to highlight the contrast between the unbelieving, sign-seekers 
in Galilee and this official who appears to truly believe in Jesus.  So, again, to exercise faith on 
the basis of signs was precarious. It might lead to saving faith or it might lead to false faith. 

Look at another sad example in chapter 7 involving Jesus’ own brothers. 

Jn 7:2-4: "Now the Jews’ Feast of Booths was at hand. So his brothers said to him, “Leave here 
and go to Judea, that your disciples also may see the works you are doing. For no one works in 
secret if he seeks to be known openly. If you do these things, show yourself to the world.”" 

Jesus, they say, go to Judea and get the publicity you deserve—show off your miracles—be open 
and show yourself to everyone.  But then verse 5 provides the shocking commentary: 

"For not even his brothers believed in him." 

Notice that word “for” that begins v. 5?  Why did his brothers want him to show off his 
miracles?  “For” signals the reason.  They wanted him to do his miracles openly because they did 
not believe in Jesus, their brother.   

Oh, they believed in his miracles, but they didn’t believe in Jesus savingly.  They had faith, but 
not the saving kind.  So belief in Jesus’ signs isn’t the same as belief in Jesus himself.  And 
belief in Jesus’ words isn’t the same as belief in Jesus himself. 
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Go over to chapter 8. . . . We’re in the last year of Jesus’ earthly life and we once again find him 
in Jerusalem at the temple teaching the Jews. 

v. 28-29: "Jesus said to them, “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that 
I am he [x], and that I do nothing on my own authority, but speak just as the Father taught me. 
And he who sent me is with me. He has not left me alone, for I always do the things that are 
pleasing to him.”” 

So Jesus is claiming to be God and with God and be sent from God.  The crowds response is then 
in: v. 30: "As he was saying these things, many believed in him."  So it sounds positive! They 
believed in Jesus.  But what Jesus demonstrates in the rest of the chapter is that these were the 
believing unbelievers.  They were inclined to believe what Jesus said was true, but they were not 
prepared to surrender themselves in faith and obedience to Jesus.  It was an intellectual belief, 
but not a saving one. 

Look at verse 31 as the whole thing turns.  In verse 31 Jesus shows he wasn’t entrusting himself 
to them: 

v. 31: "So Jesus said to the Jews who had believed him, “If you abide in my word, you are truly 
my disciples," 

Jesus says the true disciples—those truly believing in him—are those who abide in his word.  
That is, true belief continues in obedience to Jesus’ words.  There is full surrender.  This is the 
character of true belief.   

And as chapter 8 continues, Jesus unfolds the nature of true discipleship and the Jews who 
believed him become more and more hostile to him.  They ridicule him with a subtle dig in v. 41 
where they bring up Jesus’ past and say, “We were not born of sexual immorality”—that is, our 
parents were married before they had us as kids. We know that Joseph and Mary weren’t married 
when they had you.  Then in v. 52, they say that Jesus has a demon in him.  And it gets so bad 
that by v. 59, they pick up stones to throw at him to kill him.  So much for believing in Jesus. 

They couldn’t deny the truth of what Jesus said and so believed in Jesus.  But they didn’t count 
Jesus as their Lord and Savior.  They didn’t throw themselves upon him.  They didn’t have a 
faith of reliance on Christ’s name.  They didn’t see Jesus as their only hope.  They thought him 
to be a good teacher, even the Messiah, but they weren’t prepared to give allegiance to him.  In 
other words, they didn’t have saving faith—as their lack of abiding in his words demonstrated. 

We could go on with many other examples in John’s Gospel of this kind of spurious faith.  But 
going back to our passage, we now have a better understanding of what John means.  “many 
believed in his name when they saw the signs that he was doing. But Jesus on his part did not 
entrust himself to them”  Signs don’t necessarily lead to saving faith. 

And not all belief in Jesus is saving belief, but only belief that surrenders allegiance to Jesus.  
Reciting true facts about Jesus won’t save you on judgment day.  The devil can recite true facts 
about Jesus.  Salvation will be found only in repentance from your sins and full surrender to 
Jesus, casting yourself on him as the only one who can save you from your wretchedness. 
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So the first lesson we learn in this passage is that not all belief in Jesus is saving belief.  Briefly, 
we find the second lesson in vv. 24-25.  

II. JESUS KNOWS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN BELIEF THAT SAVES AND 
BELIEF THAT DOESN’T 

Jn 2:24-25: "Jesus on his part did not entrust himself to them, because he knew all people and 
needed no one to bear witness about man, for he himself knew what was in man." 

The reason Jesus could not be fooled by the crowds who claimed to believe in him is (v. 24) 
“because he knew all people.” 

Jesus came with perfect knowledge of man.  He knew Nathanael before he met Nathanael.  He 
knew Peter’s destiny before Peter was brought to him.  To the Jewish leaders who were secretly 
trying to kill Jesus, he said, “I know that you do not have the love of God within you” (Jn 5:42).  
To his followers who found his words hard to hear and eventually turned back no longer walked 
with him, Jesus said, “There are some of you who do not believe” (6:64).  And John adds this 
commentary:  “(For Jesus knew from the beginning who those were who did not believe, and 
who it was who would betray him.)"  He knew the character of every Judas.  Jesus knew all 
people because he is God and he is omniscient. 

Verse 25 adds that he “needed no one to bear witness about man.”  We needed testimony from 
others to learn about Jesus.  But Jesus didn’t need testimony to learn about us.  He already knew 
our testimony, and that’s why he came to save us because as v. 25 ends, “he himself knew what 
was in man”—that is, he knew the depth of our sin. 

Je 17:9 says, "The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand 
it?"  Well, Jesus can understand it.  And he isn’t fooled.  As God, Jesus knows your heart: 

Ac 1:24: "You, Lord. . . know the hearts of all” 

1 Sa 16:7: "The Lord sees not as man sees: man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord 
looks on the heart.”" 

1 Ch 28:9: "the Lord searches all hearts and understands every plan and thought. If you seek him, 
he will be found by you, but if you forsake him, he will cast you off forever." 

Jesus perfectly discerns true believe in him from false believe in him.  He sees below outward 
appearances and judges the heart. 

• You may deceive your parents.  
• You may deceive your friends.  
• You may deceive your spouse.  
• You may deceive this church.  
• You may deceive me.  
• You may even deceive yourself.  
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But, listen, you cannot deceive Christ.  Christ knows you better than you know you.  And he 
knows who are his and who are posers.  The eyes of Christ see you.  You will be found out.  And 
even if you are not found out on earth, you are already found out in heaven.  So repent or die. 

But this same truth—that Jesus sees our hearts perfectly—provides comfort for the true believer.  
The true believer rests in the truth that Jesus sees everything. 

• He knew you perfectly and loved you anyway. 
• He knew you perfectly and saved you anyway. 
• He knew you perfectly and chose to come down from heaven and die on a cross for you. 

And when faith is weak in the true believer’s heart, even then there is comfort.  The true 
believer’s heart says, “Jesus, you know I am a sinner. You know I am weak. But you know also 
that I truly trust in you and follow after you. And you know I love you, though dimly.” And 
Jesus says, “I know.” 

CONCLUSION 

So examine your heart to see if you are in the faith.  Is your belief in Jesus merely intellectual or 
do you abide in Jesus’ teaching?  Do you find life in his commands or only burdens and curbs on 
your enjoyment of life?  Jesus knows you and has searched you out.   

Go to him and surrender yourself to him and truly believe. 
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