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“I AM THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD”
John Moore

 
INTRODUCTION1

At the creation of the world, God created a pristine environment.
He furnished man with every need, providing for him in every way
possible. He also gave him the ability to choose, making him a creature
of free choice. Sadly, Adam and Eve chose what was evil, and thus sin
entered the world. There were deep and abiding consequences resulting
from their choice. Because sin is the transgression of God’s law, and
because God is perfect in every way, it would only seem right to
characterize God as Light and Satan as darkness (Acts 26:18). With the
entrance of sin into the world, a darkness permeated life, and from the
beginning of time, man has continued in his struggle between good and
evil, right and wrong.

As revealed in the Old Testament, sin was an ever-present problem
in the lives of God’s people. Beginning with Adam and Eve and Cain
and Abel, sin became a blight on a beautiful world. Whether it was
Abraham, Samson, King David, or Ahab and Jezebel, the children of
Israel often found themselves in dark and bleak circumstances. Because
of their sins, people often suffered and lived in darkness and despair.
Sin is indeed a terrible thing, not only separating the sinner from God,
but also bringing wrath, indignation, tribulation, and anguish upon
every soul that does evil (Rom. 2:8-9).

Throughout the Bible, the word “darkness” is used as a metaphor
to describe the terrible condition of sinful man. It was used in the case
of those who “walked in darkness” as a symbol for describing sin (Isa.
9:2), and by others to describe the punishment of evildoers whose
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sentence will result in the blackness of darkness forever (Ju. 1:13; cf.
Mt. 8:12; 25:30). “Darkness,” as a metaphor, is a vivid symbol for
characterizing the realm of a sinful world. From the beginning, man has
been at war against “the rulers of the darkness of this world” (Eph.
6:12), and when Jesus entered the world, men were held captive by
darkness. Matthew, in referring to the Messianic prophecy of Isaiah 9,
revealed that men were sitting in darkness and “in the region and
shadow of death” (Mt. 4:16). Immorality and false doctrine were
rampant. The whole world was lying in wickedness (1 Jn. 5:19).
Similar to the children of Israel in Isaiah’s day, the people of the first
century were a sinful nation and a people laden with iniquity. They
were a seed of evildoers, children that were corrupt, and those that had
forsaken the Lord. They were, as described by Peter, a “crooked
generation” (Acts 2:40).

Not only does the Bible describe the heinous condition of man at
the coming of Jesus, we also know from secular history that crimes of
unimaginable proportion were committed. The Roman Empire in its
quest and thirst for blood and power dominated the world. Its emperors
were often dominated by passions of the flesh. Drunken orgies,
pedophilia, prostitution, slavery, rape, and pillage at times characterized
many of the citizens of Rome. Human rights abuse and war atrocities
were often committed by the Romans, as well as nations prior to them.
Homosexuality was often accepted and embraced among the Roman
legions. Abortion (in an ancient form) was practiced. Drunkenness and
debauchery and imperially approved murder were at times committed
by those in positions of authority. Philosophically, the various world
views which shaped behavior emanated from humanistic ideas revealed
in such philosophies as stoicism, Epicureanism, and skepticism.

Religiously, there was confusion and division among the pagans.
Prostitution in the name of worship was practiced. The use of halluci-
nogenic drugs was utilized for the purpose of inducing so-called
revelation. The plethora of deities that were worshipped throughout
various cities caused many to be superstitious and often brought fear
and ignorance. Among the Jews, sectarianism characterized their
religious practices with radicalism on one side and liberalism on the
other. Greed and avarice, and the acceptance of Hellenism, were often
associated with some among the Sadducees. Exclusivism and religious
elitism characterized the Pharisees. Religious education was reserved
for the privileged few, and was often convoluted by the mire of human
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traditions. All of this and more is evidence that the world was under the
power of Satanic rule, a rule characterized by darkness for one whose
kingdom was full of darkness and whose citizenry “gnawed their
tongues for pain” (Rev. 16:10). It was within this sinful context and
darkened world that Jesus made the immortal statement: “I am the light
of the world: he that followeth me shall not walk in the darkness, but
shall have the light of life” (Jn. 8:12). With the coming of Jesus, light
did spring up (Mt. 4:16). The darkness had power over man (Col. 1:13),
and yet into its domain a light did shine, giving hope to those who were
held captive by its power; “Seeing it is God, that said, Light shall shine
out of darkness, who shined in our hearts, to give the light of the
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6).

Today, as in the first century, souls are so desperately seeking
peace, joy, and happiness. People yearns for a life filled with meaning
and purpose. The quintessential qualities of grace, mercy, forgiveness,
and hope are those for which men greatly long. Each of these, as a
whole, is associated with the brightening metaphor of light (Eph. 5:8-
20; 1Tim. 6:16; 2 Tim. 1:10; 1 Jn. 1:7). As we shall see in the pages
that follow, the origin and essence of that light are inextricably bound
in Jesus. Not only is Jesus the Light of the world, the beloved apostle,
John, reveals: “In him was life; and the life was the light of men” (Jn.
1:4). He was “the true light, even the light which lighteth every man,
coming into the world” (Jn. 1:9). This Light has always existed, for it
was in the beginning with God (Jn. 1:1). The light of Jesus shined “in
darkness” but the darkness was unable to overtake it (Jn. 1:5). With
Jesus’ coming into the world, as revealed in John’s Gospel account,
darkness existed within the lives of many whom Jesus sought to save.
Some saw that Light and their eyes were opened; others remained in
their darkness and failed to comprehend who Jesus really was.

Souls today must not have their understanding darkened. All of us
must come to appreciate the essence and true meaning found in the
phrase: “I am the light of the world” (Jn. 8:12). The following pages are
but one man’s feeble attempt to expound upon the context of that well-
known verse so that we might come to appreciate all the more the light
of Jesus shining in our own hearts.

THE LITERARY CONTEXT

To better appreciate the statement of John 8:12, one must remem-
ber the larger context presented in John’s Gospel account. Like other
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Gospel accounts, it has a thematic structure and purpose. John’s
purpose is to produce belief in his readers (Jn. 20:30-31) by seeking
first to reveal and demonstrate that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and
Savior of the world (Jn. 4:42). Second, he wants people to know the
true identity of Jesus so that they might have life through His name. To
accomplish these objectives, he employs the aid of many things—the
statements of eye-witnesses (e.g. John the Baptist, the Samaritan
woman, Jesus Himself, and God; Jn. 1:29; 4:39-42; 8:13-14; 8:17;
12:28-30), accounts of the life, ministry, and works of Jesus, including
His sermons, and through His ultimate death and resurrection. He also
documented the Lord’s use of miracles to substantiate His claims.

Eyewitness testimonies, sermons, miracles as a sign that Jesus was
the Christ, were all recorded by other Gospel writers; however, John
alone utilizes the unique “I am” statements from the Lord’s sermon to
further expound upon the truth that Jesus is the Son of God. Those who
would seek to follow God must come to a realization of the fact that
Jesus is the Son of God—deity in the flesh. While John revealed that
many did not accept Jesus as the Messiah, he nevertheless presents an
ironclad case that Jesus is indeed the true light from above. His
presentation takes the form of various “I am” statements made by Jesus.

Attention must be given to the “ego eimi” statements, translated “I
am,” prefixed to the numerous metaphors used by Jesus in proving His
deity. While many of the metaphors utilized in the “I am” statements
aid the reader in understanding more of what Jesus provides (for
example, bread, door, shepherd), more specifically the “I am” state-
ments make a direct connection to His deity as compared to qualities
and characteristics ascribed to God in the Old Testament. Just as God,
for example, gave the Israelites manna in the wilderness (Jn. 6:32), so
Jesus describes Himself as the true bread who comes down from
heaven (Jn. 6:33-35). Additionally, when Jesus describes Himself as the
Truth (Jn. 14:6), which is the Word of God that became flesh (1:1, 14),
an immediate connection should be made that Christ is God, when
considering that God’s Word is that which gives life to sinners (Ps.
119:50), and brought the world into existence (Ps. 33:6-9). Naturally,
one can easily make the connection between the “I am” statement
devoid of a predicate found in John 8:58, and that of God, when uttered
to Moses at the burning bush in Exodus 3:14—“I Am that I Am.”

Most notably, the “I am” statement associated with light is a direct
correlation between Jesus and God. The glory of the presence of God,
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found in the cloud that led the people of Israel to the promised land and
protected them from their enemies, came to be symbolized by the
metaphor of light, as found in various well-known and cherished
passages of the Old Testament. For example, the Israelites would often
sing, “Jehovah is my light and my salvation” (Ps. 27:1). God and His
law were also thought of as a light and guide (Ps. 119:105; Pro. 6:23).
His light was also conveyed in revelation (Ezek. 1:4, 13-28), salvation
(Hab. 3:3-4), and in showing His power in action (Ps. 44:3). Further-
more, the concept of light associated with God can also be seen in
Isaiah, where the servant of the Lord (i.e., Jesus), would be appointed
as a light to the Gentiles, that He might bring salvation to the ends of
the earth (Isa. 49:6; cf. 60:19-22). One additional passage to which one
should refer is in Zechariah 14:5-7, as will be discussed below. This
passage makes reference to the symbols of water and light that
ultimately came to be utilized in the feast of booths.

The use of light as a symbol representing God in the Old Testa-
ment, and its connection with Jesus under the New, points to an
inescapable conclusion that Jesus is God. Additionally, it must be
remembered that while the symbol of light in reference to God was in
primary use by the Jews, John 8:12 makes it abundantly clear that Jesus
is a light, not for the Jews only, but for the whole world. As long as
Jesus is “in the world,” (Jn. 9:5), that is to say, revered and preached by
men, He will be “the light of the world” (emphasis added).

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

To further appreciate the symbolism involved in the Lord’s
statement, “I am the light of the world,” it is crucial to note that this
statement was uttered during the feast of tabernacles (Jn. 7:2). This
feast was instituted in the Pentateuch (Lev. 23:34; Deut. 16:13; 31:10),
and was also referred to as the “feast of ingathering” (Ex. 23:16;
34:22), sometimes as “the feast” (1 Kgs. 8:2; Ezek. 14:23; 2 Chron.
8:8), or the “feast of Jehovah” (Lev. 23:39; Jgs. 21:19). The feast was
agricultural in its origin, as evidenced by the name (feast of ingather-
ing), and from the ceremonies that accompanied it, and by the season
and occasion of its celebration. It was to be celebrated beginning on the
fifteenth day of the seventh month and continued for seven straight
days, culminating in a final eighth day with a unique set of sacrifices
and traditions. The feast was also characterized by several important
elements. First, it was a time of thanksgiving for the fruit harvest, and
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coming as it did at the completion of the entire harvest, it was often
thought of as a time of general thanksgiving for the bounty that God
had given throughout the year.

A second element associated with the feast was the construction of
tabernacles, or booths. Leviticus 23:40 show that on the first day of the
feast, the Israelites were to take trees and branches from palm trees, the
boughs of thick trees, and the willows of the brook, and construct a
type of small house, or booth, wherein all males were to reside
throughout the feast, in remembrance of the time that God took care of
the children of Israel while they dwelled in tents in the wilderness.

A third element involved the numerous sacrifices to be made at the
temple. Besides the daily sacrifices offered in the evening and the
morning, others were offered specifically for the feast (Num. 29:12-38).
For seven days, the priests were required to offer two rams, fourteen
lambs, and a goat for the sin offering. The number of bullocks to be
offered decreased by one, each of the succeeding seven days. A total of
182 sacrifices were to be offered during the feast of tabernacles.

While space here will not permit us to discuss all the elements and
traditions that developed in connection with the feast of the tabernacles,
an important one for our purposes in regard to John 7-8, involves the
later development of the symbolic use of water and light. As referenced
earlier, Zechariah 14:5-9 makes use of these symbols in referring to
both the promise of a continual light, and the promise of living water
flowing from Jerusalem at the dawning of the Messianic Age. Over
time, these two symbols came to be associated with the feast of
tabernacles. Water, as revealed in various passages, was used as an
element in cleansing (see Leviticus), religious service (1 Sam. 7:6), and
salvation (Gen. 6-8). At the feast of tabernacles it was used to symbol-
ize the rain given by God during the growing season.2 At the feast,
water was taken from the Pool of Siloam (meaning “sent”; thus sent by
God) and carried in golden pitchers to the temple where at the base of
the altar it was poured. All of this was done amidst a crowd of
worshippers who were waving palm branches and singing the words of
Psalm 118.1.3 It was within this context that Jesus uttered this state-
ment: “If any man thirst, let him come unto me and drink. He that
believeth on me, as the scripture hath said, from within him shall flow
rivers of living water” (Jn. 7:37-38). The reaction to this statement was
immediate. It was offensive to some but brought hope to others. For
some, their understanding was darkened all the more because of the
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hardness of their heart. Others joyously received it, coming to the
realization that the Messiah and the Messianic Era had arrived.

The other symbol, the symbol of light, could be seen in the use of
the lighting of the large candelabras of the temple. These candelabras
were located within the court of the women, inside the temple proper,
and when lit, was a symbol of both the glory of God which once filled
the temple, and the pillar of fire that led the children of Israel as they
journeyed through the wilderness. “Jewish teachers taught that the
name of Messiah was light” (Isa. 62:1-3), and that David made use of
the word light in Psalms 27 and 118 to describe the Lord (cf. Mal. 4:2;
Lk. 2:30-32).4 According to Edersheim, “the light shining out of the
temple into the darkness around, and lighting up every court in
Jerusalem must have been intended as a symbol, not only of the
shechinah (i.e., a rabbinic expression meaning “God’s presence,”
JWM) which once filled the temple, but of that ‘great light’, which ‘the
people that walked in darkness’ were to see, and which was to shine
‘upon them that dwell in the land of the shadow of death’” (Isa. 9:2).
Thus, for Jesus to utter the statement that He was “the light of the
world” at such an important event which possessed these divine
symbols was of tremendous importance. Since, the illumination of these
great candelabras was “associated with the great expectation of the
coming Messiah, and the harvest of peoples turning to the Lord” (Isa.
62:1-3),5 the Lord’s statement at this time and in this context was a
clear declaration that He was claiming to be the Messiah.

THE IMMEDIATE CONTEXT

To further appreciate the significance of the Lord’s statement, “I
am the light of the world,” one must give careful consideration to the
literary structure of the immediate context. As revealed in John 20:30,
not everything that Jesus said and did was written in John’s account of
the Gospel. However, what was written had a purpose, a purpose that
was divinely different from Matthew, Mark, or Luke. Each of those
Gospel accounts is organized in view of its theme and purpose, and
designed to present Jesus to a particular audience. Within the confines
of each book, there is a structure and thematic organization and
arrangement of material designed to communicate an additional
message beyond the basic content of any one story.

At first glance, it might appear that John 8:12 does not quite
coincide with the verses prior to or following its placement. With the
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exception of this one verse, nothing about a light, or any kind of
illumination, is referenced in the entirety of these 59 verses. With the
two main topics being the woman allegedly taken in adultery (Jn. 8:1-
11), and second, the long exchange between Jesus and the Pharisees
(Jn. 8:13-59), the statement, “I am the light of the world,” seems oddly
out of place. Nothing written by God, however, is out of place or out of
order. Upon closer examination it can be realized that 8:12 is a pivotal
passage for both chapters seven and eight, and for the story of the blind
man told in chapter nine.

Beginning in John 7:1, a picture begins to unfold of those who are
seeking to kill Jesus—their hearts are blinded by hatred. Spiritual
blindness can also be detected among those who should have known
Him the best; “For even his brethren did not believe on him” (Jn. 7:5).
It is further stated that there was murmuring among the people about
Him, with some even saying that “he deceiveth the people” (Jn. 7:12,
KJV), and that He “hast a demon” (Jn. 7:20). Spiritual blindness led
others to have a false view of the Messiah’s appearance and self-
disclosure (Jn. 7:25-27), and the place of His birth (Jn. 7:41-42, 52).
Others still were so deeply blinded that they deliberately held up a
woman to public scorn, not because they cared about justice, but
because they were seeking to entrap Jesus and thereby find some means
of accusing Him (Jn. 8:1-11). It was in this context of spiritual
blindness, a woman marred by sin, and during one of the most
celebrated feasts commemorating God (as represented by the light from
the temple lamps), that Jesus uttered His immortal statement—“I am
the light of the world.” In that one statement, Jesus proclaimed His
deity. He confessed that He was God and the giver of spiritual life. He
thereby, in the midst of a people who were being misled by spiritually
blind leaders, gave light to a path which would ultimately lead to
freedom. This, however, did not rest well with the unbelieving Jews.

The significance of the Lord’s statement as it pertained to His deity
is obvious in light of the Pharisees’ response which followed. They
were fully aware that for one to say, “I am the light of the world,”
especially against the backdrop of the feast of tabernacles, was
tantamount to saying, “I am God.” To counter His claim they began
quibbling about whether a claim could be true when based on self-
testimony, and they failed to take into account the many other things
which testified to His actually being God (e.g. the miracles). Regard-
less, “light cannot but attest to its own presence; otherwise put, it bears
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witness to itself, and its source is entirely supportive of that witness.”6

What results from the fact of this attestation is that those who reject
Jesus as the Messiah would die in their sins (Jn. 8:21, 24). However,
those who abandon their darkness by believing in Jesus could thereby
know the truth—the truth that would set them free (Jn. 8:32).

The continuing quibbling of the unbelieving Jews (Jn. 8:33, 39, 41,
48, 52, 57) eventually led them to their attempted murder of Jesus (Jn.
8:58-59). Their hearts were so wretchedly blind that they could not
even see the Messiah, though He was standing right in front of them.
So blind had they become that the clear and unmistakable facts, such
as the healing of the blind beggar (Jn. 9), were completely overlooked.
Testimony from the now healed blind man, his parents, and other
Pharisees who acknowledged the miracle (Jn. 9:16), were stubbornly
rejected. Because of the hardness of their hearts, the unbelieving Jews
turned a blind eye to truths that were so radiantly obvious—so obvious
that a blind man could see it.

By contrast, the blind beggar of chapter nine had been made to see.
The one who was sent by God, had sent the blind man to a pool with a
name meaning “sent,” to wash away the clay and spittle placed on his
eyes by Jesus. More than the gift of physical sight, this man had also
been made to see spiritual sights. He came to “believe on the Son of
God” (Jn. 9:35-38). His enlightened eyes brought about his confession
and subsequent act of obeisance as revealed in the statement: “And he
worshipped him” (Jn. 9:38).

For the blind beggar, the Lord’s proclamation about being the light
of the world, took on a special meaning. To those unable to see God
because of the dark and confused doctrines of the Pharisees, light was
a welcome relief. To the woman “taken in adultery” (Jn. 8:3), the
condemnation of sin’s dark consequences had been erased by the light
of Christ’s forgiving words: “Neither do I condemn thee” (Jn. 8:11).
For those who “believed on him” (Jn. 8:30), the light of Christ’s words
enabled them to become true disciples. And, with all who follow His
will, the light of Christ brings true and enduring freedom from the dark
servitude of sin, and a brighter world of the life hereafter (Jn. 8:52).

THE MODERN CONTEXT

While the darkness of sin existed during the time of Christ, it
continues to permeate our modern era as well. With just a cursory
glance at the news, it is evident that our world is filled with darkness.
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Acts of terrorism, war, oppression, greed, extortion, and political
chicanery continue to plague our modern society. In the media,
pornography runs rampant, filthy language, and other acts of violence
are portrayed as commonplace. In our homes, lives are starved because
of divorce, abuse, and the evil effects of a humanistic society which has
lost its values and mores. Like those mentioned in Ephesians 4:17-19,
many are walking in darkness. Their understanding has been darkened,
and their lives are filled with futility. They are alienated from the life
of God and ignorant because of the blindness of their heart. They are
past feeling and given over to lewdness, and thereby working all
uncleanness with greediness. Certainly, little has changed in regard to
the types of sin that have been committed over the past 2,000 years.
Satan as the ruler of this world, continues in his relentless fight to
acquire citizens for his dark kingdom. However, just as the light of
Christ shined into a dark world some 2,000 years ago, His radiance
continues to penetrate the lives of hardened sinners. By means of the
Gospel of Jesus Christ, life and light can be brought to those harnessed
by darkness. Truly, Jesus is the light of the world! He not only is the
source of light which brings life (Jn. 8:12), but He is the one who can
bring it abundantly (Jn. 10:10).

When by faith one becomes a disciple of the Lord and thereby
embraces the light of the Gospel of Jesus, he or she is commanded to
follow Christ. By following Christ, one must continue in the His word
(Jn. 8:32), and in so doing, can be set free. As one continues to abide
in the Word of Christ, he or she must “walk in the light” (1 Jn. 1:7), and
continue to reflect the light of Christ (Phil. 2:15-16). As one who walks
in the light, a Christian must also be a light to the world, and thereby
bring glory to our Father who is in heaven (Mt. 5:14-16).

CONCLUSION

As we consider the enormity of the Lord’s statement in John 8:12,
and the context in which it is found, may the words expressed in this
portion of the lectureship book never become simply academic. Since
Jesus truly is the light of the world, and since the whole world struggles
in darkness, it behooves every one of us to take seriously our responsi-
bility of preaching the Gospel message of life and light. Various
friends, relatives, and neighbors of ours have been overpowered by the
forces of darkness. Like the woman of John 8, their lives have been
marred by sin. In seeing their plight, we must move beyond the
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physical and see a soul that will inhabit eternity, an eternity that
continues only in darkness for those who have never seen the light. Just
as Paul was commissioned by the Lord to be a minister of the Gospel,
and thereby open the eyes of sinners, turning them from darkness to
light, so should we take seriously the great commission of preaching
the Gospel to the whole world.

But arise, and stand upon thy feet: for to this end have I appeared
unto thee, to appoint thee a minister and a witness both of the
things wherein thou hast seen me, and of the things wherein I
will appear unto thee; delivering thee from the people, and from
the Gentiles, unto whom I send thee, o open their eyes, that they
may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan
unto God, that they may receive remission of sins and an
inheritance among them that are sanctified by faith in me (Acts
26:16-18).

ENDNOTES
1 All Scripture references are taken from the American Standard Version unless
otherwise noted.
2 Joseph Jacobs, jewishencyclopedia.com, July 26, 2010, s.v. “tabernacles,
feast of,” <http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp>
3 Alfred Edersheim, The Temple: Its Ministry and Services (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson Publishers, Inc.,1994), 223.
4 <www.cc-vw.org/sermons/john8:12>
5 Ibid.
6 D.A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdman’s
Publishing Co., 1991), 339.
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