RUF Bible Study

Sept. 26, 2001
John 8:35-59 – Your Dad Ain’t So Bad…

Doug Serven


Thus far in looking at the Real Jesus, we’ve concentrated on his dealings with people whom we might consider “untouchable.” A rich man, a tax collector, a Samaritan woman. We’ve seen Jesus consistently expose their idols (we’ve called them wells as per Jer. 2:13) as things they were going after to achieve life and happiness. Tonight we won’t be talking about wells, but about family resemblances. 


As we move into tonight’s study, I must warn you that this text will confront you at some level. You are not about to see the “nice” Jesus. Be prepared to wrestle with some difficult thoughts that I’m required to ask you in light of what we have before us. The Lord has brought you here tonight, and He has a reason for doing so. Perhaps it is to grapple with what you will hear.  Let’s pray…

31-32>>   Our passage opens with a bit of a mystery. Jesus is speaking to “the Jews who had believed in him.” But as we read on, it certainly seems like they don’t have saving faith. What do we make of this? Morris writes, “This section of discourse is addressed to those who believe and yet do not believe. Clearly they were inclined to think that what Jesus said was true. But they were not prepared to yield him the far-reaching allegiance that real trust in him implies. This is a most dangerous state.” (Morris, NICNT, p. 403) To put it into our context, these listeners look just like you and me. They attend Bible studies and go to church – they identify with Jesus with Christian tshirts and icthus fish on their cars. They probably don’t drink and live a pretty moralistic lifestyle. Yikes.


I must ask you – why do you call yourself a Christian? Because your parents are? Because you were baptized? Because you are here tonight or go to church regularly? Because you have a date written in your Bible when you prayed a prayer? Why? Calling yourself a Christian or identifying as one doesn’t make you so. John is speaking to a people who had made an outward profession, but one that doesn’t go very deep. Christ is trying to drive home to formal and casual adherents the meaning of true discipleship.


And what is true discipleship? He says it is holding his teaching – then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free. What does “holding his teaching” mean? We could also translate it as “abiding in his word.”  Abiding/Holding/Remaining means that you hold Jesus’ teachings dear to your heart, that you care about His Word and make efforts to get it into your life (through being in good Bible studies, desiring good preaching in church, having regular time in the Word on your own, memorizing Scripture, etc.). This is not a condition for being a disciple, but a characteristic of one who already is a disciple.  And you? Are these things present in your life? Are you passionate about them? If not, why not? 


Here’s my next question. What is truth? And why will truth set us free? Free from what? We can’t get solid definitions from this passage, but we can determine a few things – truth is found in Jesus and in what he teaches. Truth flows from the father, from whom Jesus has been sent. Truth is more than intellectual properties, but is somehow a lifestyle, an essence. The truth saves us from the darkness of sin, the darkness of error and the punishment of God. Freedom comes from following Jesus, as counterintuitive as that might seem. True liberty is not the liberty to do anything we please, but the liberty to do what we ought; and it is genuine liberty because doing what we ought now pleases him. (Carson, p. 350)


Illustration – following the tour in Boston by staying on the “red line” gives fun and freedom. Straying brings lostness.


What is the response of those listening? They gloss over Jesus’ statements on truth and discipleship, and instead head straight for their own hot button – freedom from slavery. “We’re Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?” This should give us pause. Huh? Who was talking about slavery in this sense?


Freedom. Slavery. Big topics. But not to us, not middle-class white Americans living in the dawn of the 21st century. Watch “Roots” or “Amistad” and put yourself in their place to try to feel what it would have been like to be displaced, ripped from your family, treated like an animal and shown absolutely zero respect. We can hardly fathom it. But the Jews should have been able to. After all, they had a long history of slavery to the Egyptians, Babylonians, Assyrians and now the Romans. They are deceiving themselves if they say that they are not now under slavery. And that is one of the worst kinds of slavery – the kind that allows you to think that you are actually free (Illustration - “The Truman Show”). Calvin writes, “We see how all who are swollen with a false confidence, and flatter themselves on their state, drive away the grace of Christ. Yet this pride is spread over the whole world, so that there is hardly one in a hundred who feels he needs the grace of God.” (Commentary on John, pp. 222-223).


Jesus’ first retort follows a slave/son theme. What is the difference between slaves and sons? Jesus is saying that his listeners are caught in the bondage of sin and slavery and they need a power greater than themselves to break free from it. It is even worse since they were presuming upon rights that, being really slaves, they did not possess. But the Son has the authority to liberate slaves!


Jesus points out that if they were truly sons of Abraham, they wouldn’t be trying to murder him. But in this attitude of rebellion, they betray their allegiances. These Jews are willing to go with Jesus as long as he doesn’t clash with their prejudices or their constructs of the way God is supposed to act. I feel Jesus pressing me (and us) on this issue as well. Am I going to abandon Jesus’ teaching when he acts contrary to what I expect or asks me to act in a way different than what I want? Are you?


In verse 41, Jesus gets to a different position. He says, “You are doing the things your own father does.” Jesus is saying that they show a family resemblance to their father, though he doesn’t make clear who that father is yet. This is getting personal.

The Jews, however slowly, are getting it, and they protest. They are the children of Abraham. They are not illegitimate. They have but one father, God himself. Isn’t this a good testimony? What would you say to someone who responds this way?


Jesus will not have any of this covenantal presumption. Fleshly descent means nothing to him, and he insists that any who would be a part of the Kingdom of God must love him and love what he loves. Further, he points out again that their position against him shows that they are not from God. What matters is love for Jesus.


Jesus goes farther. He says that they don’t understand him because they are unable to hear him. This is the full extent of the true bondage. They don’t hear him because they cannot hear him. The impact of this verse should be staggering to us. Again we see people who have come into intimate contact with Jesus and yet walk away without loving him. How is this possible? Because of the depravity of our hearts, which reaches down to the very core of our being, we cannot save ourselves. As we’ve said, it takes a higher power, something more than ourselves to open our eyes and our ears. What is this? Jesus alone allows us to see, causes us to hear and desire His words for life. This is grace alone. 


Jesus reaches the next level, one that causes us to squirm. That father I was talking about – that father is the devil. You want to murder me because your father is a murderer (Satan caused the fall, which resulted in the death of man, evidenced in the corruption shown by Cain).  We should gasp at this boldness. Can Jesus get away with calling them children of the devil? What about us? Are we? One thing to realize is that Jesus is not slamming them or insulting them (this is not a “Your mamma is so fat…” joke). He’s revealing an unsettling reality – if we are not children of God then we are children of the devil, as hard as that is to take. This is rooted all the way back to our fall in Genesis 3 and shown again and again throughout Scripture. But Jesus came and lived the perfect life (Can any of you prove me guilty of sin?) and died on behalf of his children. If we don’t go to him for truth –for He is truth – then we are not adopted by him. Jesus tells them straight out that they don’t belong to God – that is why they do not hear him.

Think of your family resemblances. Do you look like your parents? People tell me I walk like my dad, which I find strange enough. But we talk alike and do things similarly. This doesn’t bother me too much since I’m proud of my dad. The thing is, I really can’t do much about it. I am the product of my parents genes and their way of doing things.  You can’t get away from it.

Jesus also speaks of this parentage. Yet he says their father is the devil, which they show because they just like he does. How can Jesus make this claim? How can he know their hearts? How can he be so audacious? Look down to 8:58. After the Jews go after Jesus with claims that he is demon possessed and a Samaritan, Jesus keeps mentioning that he comes from the Father and seeks not to promote himself, but to glorify God alone. In fact, even Abraham looked forward to the day of his coming. The Jews scoff, since Abraham, who lived 4000 years before Jesus couldn’t possibly have known him.

Jesus says, “I tell you the truth, before Abraham was born, I am!” We have the climax of the conversation here – another “I am” statement of Jesus whereby he calls himself God. He is eternal, he is preexistant, he is omniscient, he is authoritative (witnessed by him saying Amen, Amen before he speaks instead of allowing them to vote afterwards which was the custom of the day), he is derivative from the father, he speaks for the Father, he has the right to release captives, etc. When Jesus says “I am”, everyone listening knows what he is saying. Why do we know this? Because “they picked up stones to stone him,” which they would only do if inflamed by one speaking blasphemy.

We too must consider our family heritage, our lineage here. Like Truman, if we don’t ever figure out the nature of our bondage, however safe it feels to us, we will never truly know what it is like to be free. We will go on living a lie. The nice things in our life that we are holding up to show the world we love Jesus will eventually crumble and our true hearts of hatred toward Jesus may be revealed.  Or we may be worshiping a Jesus of our own construction, one that never contradicts us or makes us feel uncomfortable. The Christian façade will fall off and your true lineage will be exposed. But don’t you see – we all were born in sin. This is no unique position. Though it is shameful, it is common to us all. The shame is when we pretend that our father is Billy Graham when in fact he is Adolf Hitler. The shame is not repenting and being restored to the fullness of life we were meant to have. 

If we cannot be honest with our baseness and recognize the mark of Satan on our lives, we will never be liberated. If we cannot see the destruction of slavery we cause by the way we live, we will never know the freedom of adopted children. If we cannot love the Word and repent of our wandering from it, we will never know the blessing of living in the truth. If we do not recognize our blindness or deafness, we will never see nor hear. Our parents matter, and Jesus tells us we must be “born again” in his conversation with Nicodemus in John 3:3. Born again?  Yes, which means a new father, a Great Father. One who brings us new life in His Son.

Again I ask you, Why do you call yourself a Christian? The Bible says that believers in Jesus aren’t those who merely assent to what he says or agree with his teachings, but that true believers are those who follow him, who abide in his word and who go to him alone for life. May we receive and rest in him alone for salvation for the first time – and time and time again thereafter. 

