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The Sabbath controversy, part 2: witnesses to the person of Jesus (John 5:31-47)

Jesus had worked a miracle – a sign pointing to His person – healing an invalid of 38 years (John
5:1-9).  Doing it on a Sabbath led to conflict with the Jews (5:10-16).  In response Jesus claimed equality
with God the Father, for which the Jews wanted to kill him (5:17-30).  He claimed unity in their work.
He claimed to be the object of saving faith equally with the Father.  And He claimed to have authority
from the Father to judge and give life.  Having made such astounding claims, Jesus now points to five
witnesses supporting His claims.

1. The witness of Jesus Himself (5:31-32)
Jesus could testify to himself, but the Jews would not receive this testimony as valid.  This is

developed more in John 8:12-14, where Jesus claims that His testimony is a valid statement of His
experience, though of itself not fitting the Jewish legal requirement of multiple witnesses.

Jesus’s words should be enough to convince people (cf. John 14:11; 20:29).  But Jesus did not
need to rely on just His own words.

2. The witness of John the Baptist (5:33-35)
John the Baptist was a God-sent witness to Jesus (1:6ff), whom the Jewish leaders had interviewed

(1:19ff). He denied being the Christ but pointed to Jesus instead. John’s ministry had been broadly
accepted, but his message, pointing to Jesus, was now not being accepted.

3. The witness of the works which the Father had given Jesus to do (5:36)
Jesus was affirmed by God through the works which He did. Some had already realized this (e.g.,

Nicodemus, John 3:2; the Samaritan woman, John 4:19; the official and his household, John 4:53).
The works were signs, establishing that He had come from God.

4. The witness of the Father Himself (5:37-38)
a. God the Father also gave supernatural and providential witness to Jesus through speaking from

heaven (cf. Mt 3:17; 17:5; John 12:28), providential acts in the life of Jesus (e.g, surrounding
His birth), and working in the hearts of people (Cf. John 6:45; 1 John 5:9-10).

b. But by rejecting Jesus the Jews were refusing to hear the voice of God or see the Image of God
or have the Word of God in them. They could not see the witness of the Father because they
would not see the Son (cf Romans 1:18-19).

5. The witness of the Word (5:39-47)
The witness to Jesus by the Old Testament was a certain source of truth, but one which the Jews

also did not accept.
a. The Jews studied the Law but missed the chief object of the Law, Jesus, in whom was life (vv

39-40).
Since the destruction of Solomon’s temple, the Jews had focused on the study of the Law,

thinking that in the study itself they could find life. But they wilfully missed Jesus of whom all the
Law spoke (cf. Luke 24:27, 44). The evidence was there but they were unwilling to come to Him. 

b. The Jews wanted glory or praise from men, Jesus did not, thereby revealing that in their hearts
they did not love God (vv 41-44).
They gave evidence of this by failing to accept Jesus whose message and works revealed that

He was from God, but instead accepting others who came in their own name.
c. Ultimately, their rejection of the Scriptures would be the final accusation against them.

Moses, whom they honored, had written about Jesus, whom they rejected. Their rejection of
Jesus showed that they had not believed Moses.  Because they would not believe Moses, they
would not believe in Jesus.  That Moses will accuse them shows that the Old Testament was
sufficient to prepare the Jews to recognize the Christ and to respond to Him.

The Bible itself is the most powerful witness to the person of Jesus, because God has chosen to work
through His own Word.  If someone does not believe the Bible, they will not respond to even someone
who rises from the dead (Luke 16:29-31). This is a challenge to everyone who reads the Bible to
understand and believe. It also means that every believer should use the Bible as his or her most
effective tool. Cf. 2 Timothy 3:16-17; Ephesians 6:17; Hebrews 4.12. We need the Word in our own
lives and should use it in the lives of others.


