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INTRODUCTION 

We are coming to the end of one of the high points in the Gospel of John—this magnificent 
speech in chapter 5 that Jesus gives to his critics.  Here, the man Jesus Christ reveals that he is 
co-equal with God the Father because he himself is God.   

I’ve been telling you that Jesus’ speech is like a formal answer to a lawsuit against him.  The 
charges against Jesus are two-fold.  First, the Jews say that he is a Sabbath-breaker because he 
healed a man’s legs on the Sabbath and commanded the man to pick up his bed mat and walk.  
This contravened the Jewish customs of prohibited activity on the Sabbath. 

The second charge is more serious. They say that he blasphemously made himself equal with 
God.  As to the first charge of Sabbath-breaking, Jesus rejected their man-made religiosity and, 
in summary, told the Jews that he has the right to work on the Sabbath because he is God, like 
the Father, who also works on the Sabbath.  As to the charge of blasphemy, Jesus defends 
himself by revealing a number of ways that he has the authority to do what only God has the 
authority and power to do, including raising the spiritual and physical dead.  If Jesus can do what 
only God can do, then he must be God. 

So in this figurative trial, Jesus has filed his answer.  The word “answered” in verse 17 (“Jesus 
answered them. . .”) was the term used in the legal world when responding to a legal dispute.  
Now, as in most any trial, you need more than statements defending yourself, you need witnesses 
who corroborate your story.  So Jesus concludes his defense with four witnesses who all verify 
the truthfulness of his claim that he is God and coequal with the Father. 

In 5:30-40, Jesus presents us with four witnesses who verify that he is God.  Before we get to 
these witnesses, you might wonder why they are even needed.  The truthfulness of Jesus’ 
testimony is self-evident.  He is God, so his own testimony ought to be enough, right?  In one 
sense, that’s right. He is the truth (John 14:6). He is the light (1:4). He is incapable of lying or 
deception. All that he says is true.  But look how Jesus addresses this issue of his own testimony: 

John 5:30–32: "“I can do nothing on my own. As I hear, I judge, and my judgment is just, 
because I seek not my own will but the will of him who sent me. If I alone bear witness about 
myself, my testimony is not true. There is another who bears witness about me, and I know that 
the testimony that he bears about me is true."  

In verse 30 Jesus repeats the truth that nothing he does is independent of the Father. 

Jesus said that in 5:19: “Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of 
his own accord, but only what he sees the Father doing. For whatever the Father does, that the 
Son does likewise."  
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There is such unity between the Father and Son that Jesus, the Son of God, can do nothing of his 
own accord—nothing on his own, distinct, separate initiative—(v. 30) “nothing on my own.”  He 
listens to the Father and he acts accordingly, including the making of final judgment on every 
person’s life—either raising a person to the resurrection of life or raising a person to the 
resurrection of judgment.  The reason for rightness or justness of Jesus’ judgment is (v. 30): “I 
seek not my own will but the will of him who sent me." 

Jesus’ actions line up perfectly with the Father’s words and will because Jesus takes the role of 
doing the will of the Father.  He does nothing on his own.  That’s true even when it comes to his 
own witness.  He doesn’t even testify about himself on his own. 

John 5:31: "If I alone bear witness about myself, my testimony is not true." 

This verse could easily be misunderstood. It might be even a little confusing.  It might sound like 
Jesus is saying that his own testimony is not trustworthy. 

"If I alone bear witness about myself, my testimony is not true." 

You might conclude that anything Jesus says about himself is false.  But that’s not what he 
means.  So what does Jesus mean?  The context is important.  In the next verse, he says (v. 32): 
"There is another who bears witness about me, and I know that the testimony that he bears about 
me is true."  This other person, as we’ll see, is the Father.  The Father also bears witness about 
who Jesus is.  Since the Father is God, everything he says is true. God is the best witness you can 
have because he will never lie. 

So Jesus’ point is this: his own testimony about himself is in complete agreement with the 
Father’s testimony about Jesus.  The two are in agreement about who Jesus is: Jesus knows he is 
God. God knows Jesus is God.  Their testimonies match. 

However, if Jesus’ testimony was independent of the Father’s, it would necessarily be false 
because it wouldn’t be the Father’s testimony, which is always true.  That’s what he means in 
verse 31: 

John 5:31: "If I alone bear witness about myself, my testimony is not true."  

That is, if my testimony is separate, distinct, and different than the Father’s, than it would have 
to be false because the Father’s testimony is always true.  My testimony has to match the 
Father’s testimony.  And, of course, their testimony about who Jesus is does match because they 
are perfectly united. 

But there’s more here.  Under the Old Testament law, charges of serious crimes were only 
established on the basis of two or three witnesses: For example: 

Deuteronomy 17:6: "On the evidence of two witnesses or of three witnesses the one who is to die 
shall be put to death; a person shall not be put to death on the evidence of one witness."  

Deuteronomy 19:15: "“A single witness shall not suffice against a person for any crime or for any 
wrong in connection with any offense that he has committed. Only on the evidence of two 
witnesses or of three witnesses shall a charge be established."  
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The New Testament carries that same idea forward.  If someone in the church is accused of 
serious, unrepentant sin, then Jesus commands us in Matthew 18:15 to go to that brother alone 
and seek his repentance.  Then Jesus says (18:16): "But if he does not listen, take one or two 
others along with you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three 
witnesses."  One or two others plus you makes two or three.  That’s important because if the 
brother still doesn’t repent, the third step is to tell the whole church.  But before you tell the 
whole church, you must establish the charge with two or three witnesses (see also 1 Tim. 5:19). 

So serious charges need serious witnesses for the charges to be admissible.  But Jesus here in 
chapter 5 isn’t arguing that if he’s the only one testifying about himself, his testimony is 
inadmissible.  He is saying that if he testifies about himself and the Father doesn’t give the exact 
same testimony, then his own testimony wouldn’t be true because it would contradict the Father. 

So the something more that we need to see here is that whenever Jesus testifies about himself, it 
is never his own independent, apart-from-the-Father, testimony.  Even when he speaks about 
himself, he can do nothing on his own.  Jesus’ testimony is the Father’s testimony.  The Father’s 
testimony about Jesus is Jesus’ testimony.  That is exactly the point Jesus again makes in: 

John 8:14, 18: "Jesus answered, “Even if I do bear witness about myself, my testimony is true, for 
I know where I came from and where I am going, but you do not know where I come from or 
where I am going. . . . [18] I am the one who bears witness about myself, and the Father who sent 
me bears witness about me.” 

The testimony of both agree—that’s how united they are, how coequal they are.   

That brings us to the four witnesses in this passage who verify that Jesus is God.  Let’s briefly 
look at these each in turn. 

I. THE WITNESS OF JOHN 

Again, Jesus is speaking to his accusers—the Jewish authorities—and he knows that they think 
he’s talking about John the Baptist in verse 32: "There is another who bears witness about me, 
and I know that the testimony that he bears about me is true."  But in verse 32, Jesus is talking 
about the Father. 

Nevertheless, since he knows what they’re thinking, he goes ahead and calls John the Baptist as 
his first witness. 

John 5:33–35: "You sent to John, and he has borne witness to the truth. Not that the testimony 
that I receive is from man, but I say these things so that you may be saved. He was a burning and 
shining lamp, and you were willing to rejoice for a while in his light."  

“You sent to John” refers to what happened in John 1: 

John 1:19–20: "And this is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests and Levites from 
Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are you?” He confessed, and did not deny, but confessed, “I am not 
the Christ.”"  
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They wondered whether John the Baptist was Christ. Then they wondered whether he was Elijah 
or the Prophet.  But John denied them both.  So they asked him, “Well then, who are you?”  In 
response, John gives testimony about not only who he is, but more importantly who Jesus is: 

John 1:23, 26-27: "He said, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight 
the way of the Lord,’ as the prophet Isaiah said. . . . [26-27] I baptize with water, but among you 
stands one you do not know, even he who comes after me, the strap of whose sandal I am not 
worthy to untie.”"  

What did John say about Jesus? 

John 1:29: "The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God, 
who takes away the sin of the world!"  

John 1:32–34: "And John bore witness: “I saw the Spirit descend from heaven like a dove, and it 
remained on him. I myself did not know him, but he who sent me to baptize with water said to 
me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain, this is he who baptizes with the Holy 
Spirit.’ And I have seen and have borne witness that this is the Son of God.”"  

John 1:35–36: "The next day again John was standing with two of his disciples, and he looked at 
Jesus as he walked by and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God!”"  

So multiple times, John gave witness to the truth, as Jesus says in 5:33.  John was a “burning and 
shining lamp” (v. 35). 

That’s likely an allusion to Psalm 132:17, which said that God prepared a lamp for his anointed 
one.  Jesus is the anointed one and John was his lamp. Jesus was the light, John, just the lamp. 

It’s significant that Jesus speaks of John’s witness in both v. 33 and v. 35 in the past tense (“has 
borne”; “was”).  That probably indicates that when Jesus spoke these words, John was either in 
prison (and effectively his ministry as a witness to Jesus was over) or he had already been killed.  
John is a witness of the past, which is why v. 32 can’t refer to John because all the verb tenses in 
v. 32 are present tense—the ongoing witness of the Father.  The Jews were “willing to rejoice for 
a while in his light." 

Initially, the Jews celebrated John enough to think he was the long-expected Messiah.  But they 
never came to grips with his message or his ministry purpose.  Their rejoicing was temporary 
until they opposed him. 

While John the Baptist’s testimony about Jesus was true, Jesus didn’t need man’s testimony: 

John 5:34: "Not that the testimony that I receive is from man. . .”  

Jesus knew who he was. He didn’t need John to tell him. He didn’t receive or accept John’s 
testimony as the way Jesus came to know himself.  Nevertheless, “I say these things so that you 
may be saved.”  John’s testimony was useful for others.  If the Jews believed John, it would at 
least start them on the path towards rightly understanding Jesus and salvation in him.  John was a 
true witness. Had they listened to him, they would know Jesus is the Savior.  And Jesus wanted 
them saved because he came to save the lost. 
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Moving from men, Jesus calls a second witness. 

II. THE WITNESS OF JESUS’ WORKS 

John’s testimony was great. Jesus said there was no man greater than he.  But look at what Jesus 
says in v. 36: "But the testimony that I have is greater than that of John. For the works that the 
Father has given me to accomplish, the very works that I am doing, bear witness about me that 
the Father has sent me."  

The works Jesus did is even greater witness than the witness of one of the greatest men.  God 
sent Jesus to do works, he did them, and those works prove that he was sent from the Father.  
We’ve seen a few amazing miracles that Jesus performed already in this Gospel.  He turned the 
water into wine, demonstrating that he has power over creation. He can create something that it 
wasn’t previously.  And he healed an official’s son from miles away—a boy he likely never met.  
And he healed a man lame for 38 years, proving he has power over disease.  Jesus will go on to 
perform other miracles: He’ll feed 5,000 men plus women and children from five loaves and two 
fish.  He’ll walk on water.  He’ll heal a blind man.  He’ll raise the dead. 

He’ll perform the greatest miracle of all—he’ll raise himself from the dead after three days in the 
grave.  These works prove that Jesus is no mere amazing human being. He has to be someone 
more because no one could do what he did.  His works were divine. They demonstrate they are 
the works of God himself. 

A third witness is called. 

III. THE WITNESS OF THE FATHER 

John 5:37–38: "And the Father who sent me has himself borne witness about me. His voice you 
have never heard, his form you have never seen, and you do not have his word abiding in you, 
for you do not believe the one whom he has sent."  

Even the Father gave witness to Jesus.  All the revelation of the Father had ultimately been a 
witness to Jesus.  The Scriptures, which are God-breathed, witness to Jesus. They all point to 
Jesus. The Old Testament anticipates Jesus—the prophecies and the promises.  The Father’s 
miracles that he did through Jesus, witness to Jesus.  The Father testified at Jesus’ baptism that 
Jesus is his Son and that he was very pleased with him.  But the Jews couldn’t’ see or hear the 
Father’s witness for three reasons. 

First, “His voice you have never heard. . .”  Moses heard God’s voice: 

Exodus 33:11: "Thus the LORD used to speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his 
friend.” 

But these Jews had never heard God’s voice.  If they believed in Jesus, they would have heard 
God’s voice in Jesus, since Jesus spoke the words of God (3:34).  But they wouldn’t hear Jesus, 
so they didn’t hear God. 
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Second, “his form you have never seen. . .”  They had never seen the form of God.  Jacob saw 
the form of God. He wrestled with God (Gen 32:30-31).  Moses saw his backside (Gen 33:18-
23).  Had they believed in Jesus, they would have seen God in Jesus.  Jesus told Philip, 
“Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (14:9). 

Third, “you do not have his word abiding in you, for you do not believe the one whom he has 
sent.”  The psalmist (possibly David) hid God’s word in his heart, saying, Psalm 119:11: "I have 
stored up your word in my heart, that I might not sin against you." Joshua kept the word within 
him, obeying God’s instruction in Joshua 1:8: “This Book of the Law shall not depart from your 
mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do according to 
all that is written in it.”  But the Jews did not treasure God’s word. It wasn’t in them. 

The Jews, then, were unlike Moses, unlike Jacob, unlike the psalmist, unlike Joshua.  These 
critics were not true Israelites—they weren’t truly God’s people.  Why? Verse 38: “for you do 
not believe the one whom he has sent." 

They didn’t believe in Jesus and therefore God’s word did not abide or remain in them.  Jesus 
has turned his own defense into an indictment of his Jewish critics.  

Finally, one more witness is called. 

IV. THE WITNESS OF THE SCRIPTURES 

John 5:39–40: "You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; 
and it is they that bear witness about me, yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life."  

If there was a group that should have known better, it was these Jews.  They were diligent to 
study the Scriptures. But they failed to grasp the Scriptures because of their unbelief.  They 
believed eternal life came about through the study of Scripture.  One of the most important 
rabbis to the Jews in those days was quoted as saying, “The more study of the Law, the more life. 
. . . If he has gained for himself words of the Law, then he has gained for himself life in the 
world to come.” 

The Scriptures certainly pointed to Jesus and eternal life would be found in trusting God and his 
Son, but eternal life didn’t come about just by being a good student of Scripture.  They didn’t 
gain eternal life because they refused to come to Jesus (v. 40).  Their wicked hearts of unbelief 
kept them from seeing what the Scriptures taught. 

It’s like what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 2:14: "The natural person does not accept the things of 
the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they 
are spiritually discerned."  They set themselves against Jesus, so they did not believe in him and 
they would not see the evidence before them. 

They would not hear the testimony of John, of Jesus’ works, of the Father, or of the Scripture. 

CONCLUSION 
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These witnesses not only affirmed Jesus’ identity as God, they also indicted all who did not 
believe in him.  And for us, they are both witnesses to the truth that Jesus is God and witnesses 
against any who refuse to trust in Christ.  We’ll close with a verse from another letter that the 
Apostle John wrote: 

He said in 1 John 5:10: "Whoever believes in the Son of God has the testimony in himself. 
Whoever does not believe God has made him a liar, because he has not believed in the testimony 
that God has borne concerning his Son."  

So to hear the truth about Jesus as we’ve seen in our passage and to reject it, is more serious than 
simply rejecting true information. 

It is to say that God is a liar in what he has born witness to and I will not believe it.  To hear the 
gospel and reject it makes you even more guilty so the only way to have your sins forgiven is to 
believe what’s true about Jesus—that he came to die on a cross for sinners and that all who 
believe in him will be saved. 
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