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There’s a familiar illustration about a man trapped in rising floodwaters. He prays, 
trusting that God will rescue him. A boat comes by, but he refuses its help: “No thanks, 
God will save me.” A helicopter lowers a lifeline, but again he waves it away, insisting 
that he is waiting for God. Inevitably, the man dies. When he reaches heaven, he asks 
God, “Why didn’t you rescue me?” God replies, “Are you kidding? I sent you a helicopter 
and a boat!” Like the trapped man in the story, Jesus’ opponents cannot recognize the 
lifeline being extended to them over and over again by Jesus. He offers them eternal 
life if only they would believe his Word. But the truth claims of Jesus are too much 
for them to bear. In John 8:48-59, we wittness the final scene between Jesus and the 
Jews at the temple during the Feast of Booths, where the closing arguments 
concerning Jesus reach their climax: “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was I am.“

1. The closing arguments concerning his character (vv. 48-51)
Thus far, Jesus’ testimony of his relationship with the Father has backed his audi-
ence into a corner. They must deal with the question, “Who is Jesus?“ Instead, they 
resort to ad hominem attacks: “You are a Samaritan and have a demon.“ Jesus tells these 
religious men who claim to honor Yahweh that their attempts at character 
assassination dishonor the Father they profess to serve (v. 49). Paul Tripp points out 
their dilemma: “Again, we’re confronted, in this passage, that you really only have two 
positions. You can take Jesus at his word and worship him as Messiah, Savior, King, or you 
think he's a delusional or a liar. There is no neutral ground to say, ’Well, he was a good man 
and a good teacher.’ Jesus doesn’t leave you that room.“1 Despite their animosity, Jesus 
gives the Pharisees one more chance by throwing them another lifeline, “If anyone 
keeps my word, he will never see death.” The temple do-gooders refuse to accept it.

READ Exodus 34:6-7, Psalm 145:8-13, and John 10:11-18

DISCUSS  Consider how Jesus responds to personal insults and refuses to seek his 
own glory. How do these qualities compare to the biblical portrait of 
God's character in the OT and Jesus’ description of himself in John?

2. The closing arguments concerning his words (vv. 52-56)
The religious leaders reject Jesus’ astonishing promise of verse 51. Incredulously, 
they point to Abraham and the prophets, all of whom died, and mockingly ask, 
“Who do you make yourself out to be?” Their question is really a challenge to the 
credibility of Jesus’ words: What gives you the authority to make a promise that 
even Abraham could not fulfill? Jesus does not back away from his claim. Instead, he 
points again to the Father who sent him and who will glorify him (v. 54). He is 
calling them to reckon with the truthfulness and authority of his words (v. 55). Then 
in verse 56, he makes an even greater claim: “Abraham rejoiced that he would see my 
day. He saw it and was glad.“

READ  John 1:1–2, 14, 18; 5:19–24, 30–32; 7:16–18; 12:44–50; and 14:8–11

DISCUSS  What evidence does John give that Jesus’ words are the authoritative 
words of the One who perfectly knows and reveals the Father? How does 
Jesus’ perfect unity with the Father establish the trustworthiness of his 
words?

1Paul D. Tripp. "I Am" (John 8:48-59). 12/2/24. PaulTripp.com. https://www.paultripp.com/5-minute-bible-studies/john/i-am 
2Augustine of Hippo. Tractates on the Gospel of John. Tract. xliii, section 18. newadvent.org
3C.S. Lewis. Mere Christianity: Book 2, Chapter 3. 1952, London. Geoffrey Bles Publisher. 52-53
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3. The closing arguments concerning his identity (vv. 57-59)
Jesus’ opponents have repeatedly challenged him with the question, “Who do you 
make yourself out to be?“ In this final scene, Jesus answers the question with a 
declaration that leaves no room for ambiguity. He has just told them that 
Abraham “rejoiced that he would see my day,” prompting their incredulous 
response: “You are not yet fifty years old, and have you seen Abraham?” They continue 
to measure Jesus by ordinary human categories of time and age, assuming that 
Abraham must be the fixed point of reference. But Jesus turns their assumption 
upside down. Abraham is not the constant—he is: “Truly, truly, I say to you, before 
Abraham was I am.“ Clearly, they understand the weight of Jesus’ claim, because 
“they picked up stones to throw at him“ (v. 59).

DISCUSS  Augustine captures the tragic irony of the Jews’ response to Jesus’
declaration: “As man, he [Jesus] fled from the stones; but woe to those from 
whose stony hearts God has fled!”2 Their stones reveal what they decided 
to do with Jesus. But the same question remains for us today: “Who is 
Jesus—and what will you do with his truth claims?”

READ  Exodus 3:13-15; Isaiah 43:10-13; and John 1:1-3, 10:30-33 

DISCUSS How do these passages identify Jesus as the eternal "I AM"?
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PRAYER SPOTLIGHT

Liar, Lunatic, or Lord

One of the most famous passages in Christian apologetics, often referred to as 
the “Trilemma” was originally delivered by C.S. Lewis in a series of radio 
broadcasts on the BBC during World War II. Lewis responds to the common 
“historical Jesus” arguments of his time—the idea that one can admire Jesus’ 
ethics while ignoring his metaphysical claims. Lewis argues that because Jesus 
claims to be God, he cannot be just a good, moral teacher. He is either telling 
the truth, delusional, or evil: 
“I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say 
about Him: ‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept his 
claim to be God.’ That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man 
and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would 
either be a lunatic — on the level with the man who says he is a poached egg — or else 
he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, 
the Son of God, or else a mad-man or something worse. You can shut him up for a fool, 
you can spit at him and kill him as a demon or you can fall at his feet and call him Lord 
and God, but let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about his being a great 
human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.”3

READ John 1:1–3, 8:24, 8:51–59, 10:30–33, Exodus 3:13–15, and 
Philippians 2:5–11

DISCUSS Jesus leaves us no room to regard him merely as a good moral 
teacher. In John 8:48–59, what claims does Jesus make about his 
identity and authority, and what do his claims require us to 
conclude about him? 
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