Believing Is Seeing #21

“Who’s Your Daddy?”

John 8:31-59
It’s not really a question, even with that punctuation mark appended to the end. Instead, it’s a demand, a boast, an all-around statement of superiority in three simple, yet quizzical words: 

“Who’s your daddy?” 

Who, indeed. This question keeps popping up like an insistent prairie dog. First it appeared as a lyric from the 1968 song “Time of the Season” by The Zombies: “What's your name? Who's your daddy? Is he rich like me?”  Since then it has been the title of a 2003 straight-to-video movie, and of a popular song and video by the country singer Toby Keith in 2002 (as well as three other less popular tunes). It was the chant by New York Yankees fans during the 2004 baseball playoffs, the name of a reality-television “special” on the Fox network (an adult female contestant, adopted as an infant, tries to guess which man is her biological father), and the title of an episode of the acclaimed TV show, House, M.D.
In other words, “Who’s your daddy?” has gone mainstream.

Maybe the exact phrase wasn’t used, but the idea dates all the way back to the time of Christ.  In the eighth chapter of John’s gospel, Jesus and His listeners debate this question of fatherhood—in the spiritual realm.

The Revelation of Freeing Truth (31-32, 34-36)


In our last message, we concluded with John 8:30, “Even as he spoke, many put their faith in him.”  As we begin this text, it is to these same folks that Jesus speaks the words in verses 31-32, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 


These are people who have made an outward profession of faith, but a profession that did not go very deep. Jesus’ words, then, are meant to drive home to casual adherents the meaning of true discipleship. If people in any sense believe in Jesus it is important that they come to see what real faith means.
  Warren Wiersbe adds,
Jesus…warned them that continuance in the Word—discipleship—was proof of true salvation. When we obey His Word, we grow in spiritual knowledge; and as we grow in spiritual knowledge, we grow in freedom from sin. Life leads to learning, and learning leads to liberty.

Notice that discipleship is not the prerequisite of salvation, but the proof of it.  We are not saved by being disciples; we are disciples because we are saved.  This goes back to the old “faith and works” argument found in James chapter two: We are saved by faith, not works; but only by a faith that works.  If there is no obedience, then there really isn’t faith. To trust is to obey!


The niv translates verse 31, “If you hold to my teaching…”  The literal Greek says, “If you abide in my word.”  It is easy enough to be superficially attracted to Jesus, but the test is “abiding.” It is only those who continue who are genuine disciples. Again, it is significant that Jesus does not say “you will be” but “you are” disciples. He is not laying down a condition of discipleship, but telling them what discipleship consists of.  When anyone abides in Christ’s word, then that person is a true disciple.


We need to be careful at this point that our faith is not merely a mental exercise.  As William Barclay points out, 

It involves constant obeying of the word of Jesus. We study it not simply for academic satisfaction or for intellectual appreciation, but in order to find out what God wishes us to do. The disciple is the learner who learns in order to do. The truth which Jesus brought is designed for action.


Christianity is not just what we know (or what we know about), but is seen in how what we know affects the way we live.  Like the old saying, “The proof is in the pudding.”


What is the result of true discipleship?  Freedom.  Jesus says in verse 32, “Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” Paul would later add in Galatians 5:1, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.”  Freedom, liberty, independence—these are words we as Americans can relate to.  We have the Declaration of Independence, the Statue of Liberty, and we call ourselves a “free society.”


President Franklin D. Roosevelt stated in his State of the Union address in 1941,

In the future days, which we seek to make secure, we look forward to a world founded upon four essential human freedoms.
The first is freedom of speech and expression—everywhere in the world.

The second is freedom of every person to worship God in his own way—everywhere in the world.

The third is freedom from want, which, translated into world terms, means economic understandings which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life for its inhabitants—everywhere in the world.

The fourth is freedom from fear, which, translated into world terms, means a world-wide reduction of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough fashion that no nation will be in a position to commit an act of physical aggression against any neighbor—anywhere in the world.

These became known as “the Four Freedoms,” and were later popularized in paintings by Norman Rockwell.  I would suggest that Jesus Christ also offers four freedoms to those who would follow Him:

· Freedom from the pressure of sin: “Let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water” (Hebrews 10:22).

· Freedom from the power of sin: “For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin—because anyone who has died has been freed from sin” (Romans 6:6-7).

· Freedom from the penalty of sin: “For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 6:23). “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1).

· Freedom from the presence of sin: “Nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful, but only those whose names are written in the Lamb's book of life” (Revelation 21:27). “No longer will there be any curse” (Revelation 22:3).

One would think that the offer of such freedom would be eagerly accepted, but the response recorded in verse 33 is less than enthusiastic: “They answered him, ‘We are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?’” 

These words are comical—I can’t believe Jesus didn’t laugh out loud!  As Wiersbe points out, the Jews had been enslaved by seven mighty nations, as recorded in the Book of Judges. The ten Northern tribes had been carried away captive by Assyria, and the two Southern tribes had gone into seventy years of captivity in Babylon. And at that very hour, the Jews were under the iron heel of Rome!

Jesus ignores the political reality and addresses spiritual truth in verses 34-36:

“I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin. Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever.  So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”

Here Jesus establishes a fundamental fact about sin: It controls those under its power.  Jesus uses the concept of slavery in this text.  That’s politically incorrect in our day and age, so let’s use a term that we can agree upon: addiction.  What is an addict?  Someone who falls under the influence and control of a substance or an activity; someone who cannot help themselves in the face of that which masters them and will ultimately destroy them.


Isn’t it ironic that in our “free society” based on independence and liberty, so many Americans are addicted to something?  Isn’t it true that, when we are honest with ourselves, we all have to admit that we are addicted to one form of sin or another?


Within this context, we understand what true freedom is all about.  Bruce Milne writes,  

[Freedom] is expressed in obedience, not independence. It was Martin Luther’s insight that the human person is made to serve. He depicted the human will as a horse whose choices are limited to who will be its rider, whether God or the devil.﻿﻿ The notion of the radically independent individual who can do as he or she may please without reference to any other authority, an image regularly celebrated in modern post-Enlightenment culture, is in fact a man of straw. This ‘free’ person is a myth who never existed and who never will. We are radically, incurably and eternally dependent beings who were made to serve. Our freedom is not the freedom to do as we want, but the freedom from being controlled by our fallen hearts to do as God wants. “True freedom 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 us.”


This is the freedom Jesus offers to anyone who would follow Him.
The Relevance of Family Ties (33, 37-41)

His listeners, though, were less than appreciative.  At first they challenge Him in verse 33, “We are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?” The dialogue picks up in verses 37-41:

“I know you are Abraham’s descendants. Yet you are ready to kill me, because you have no room for my word. I am telling you what I have seen in the Father’s presence, and you do what you have heard from your father.” 

“Abraham is our father,” they answered. 

“If you were Abraham’s children,” said Jesus, “then you would do the things Abraham did. As it is, you are determined to kill me, a man who has told you the truth that I heard from God. Abraham did not do such things. You are doing the things your own father does.” 

“We are not illegitimate children,” they protested. “The only Father we have is God himself.”
The Jews protested Jesus’ words by claiming Abraham as their father.  They were proud of their heritage, and relied upon that before God.  Jesus admitted their lineage, but made a careful distinction between “Abraham’s seed” (physical descendants) and “Abraham’s children” (spiritual descendants because of personal faith).
  This is not a new idea; John the Baptist told the Pharisees in Luke 3:8, “Do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father’ For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham.”  They could not count on the faith of their fathers to translate into spiritual reality for themselves.

Paul goes into greater detail in Galatians 3:6-14,

Consider Abraham: “He believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.”  Understand, then, that those who believe are children of Abraham. The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: “All nations will be blessed through you.”  So those who have faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law.” Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because, “The righteous will live by faith.” The law is not based on faith; on the contrary, “The man who does these things will live by them.”  Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.” He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit [emphasis added].

This is not a novel idea with Paul, for he cites Scripture after Scripture in building his case.  [See also Romans 2:28-29 and Romans 4:1-16.]  Those who try to make a big division between Israel and the Church have either ignored or misunderstood this truth.  As Donald Grey Barnhouse writes,

This distinction between seed and children is one of the most important in all the Scriptures.  The former word implies a physical descent, the latter implies a spiritual likeness…. Christ denies that the physical relationship conveys any privileges and teaches flatly that a spiritual relationship is the one that is important.

The truth is that no one has ever been acceptable in God’s sight because of the faith of their ancestors.  No one ever has been (or ever will be) saved because they are Jews.  The same can be said in our own culture as well.  Too many people think they are alright in the eyes of God because their parents (or grandparents) were good Christians, or because they were raised in church.  Physical paternity means nothing before God.

The Reality of Fatherly Traits (42-59)

Instead, Jesus points to the reality of fatherly traits in verses 42-59,

Jesus said to them, “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from God and now am here. I have not come on my own; but he sent me. Why is my language not clear to you? Because you are unable to hear what I say. You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire. He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies. Yet because I tell the truth, you do not believe me! Can any of you prove me guilty of sin? If I am telling the truth, why don’t you believe me? He who belongs to God hears what God says. The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God.” 

The Jews answered him, “Aren’t we right in saying that you are a Samaritan and demon-possessed?” 

“I am not possessed by a demon,” said Jesus, “but I honor my Father and you dishonor me. I am not seeking glory for myself; but there is one who seeks it, and he is the judge. I tell you the truth, if anyone keeps my word, he will never see death.” 

At this the Jews exclaimed, “Now we know that you are demon-possessed! Abraham died and so did the prophets, yet you say that if anyone keeps your word, he will never taste death. Are you greater than our father Abraham? He died, and so did the prophets. Who do you think you are?” 

Jesus replied, “If I glorify myself, my glory means nothing. My Father, whom you claim as your God, is the one who glorifies me. Though you do not know him, I know him. If I said I did not, I would be a liar like you, but I do know him and keep his word. Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.” 

“You are not yet fifty years old,” the Jews said to him, “and you have seen Abraham!” 

“I tell you the truth,” Jesus answered, “before Abraham was born, I am!” At this, they picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the temple grounds.
These folks bore a striking resemblance to their father.  It had nothing to do with eye or hair color, height, weight, or any other physical feature.  The likeness was about actions and attitudes. Jesus cut right to the heart of the matter when He said, “You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire.”  Morris notes,
They take their origin from the devil, their father. Consequently they set their will on doing his evil desires. They voluntarily choose to do his will. “To carry out” is continuous and points to an attitude. Their difficulty was not primarily intellectual but spiritual.


They didn’t need more information; they needed a transformation.  The answer was not going to church more, praying more, or reading the Bible more; it was a change in the way they thought, acted, and talked.  Such a difference could not be made by self-help books, New Year’s resolutions, or support groups, either.  Remember, outside of Christ we are enslaved—addicted, if you will—to sin.  We are unable on our own to break free of that. This is the difference between religion and Christianity.  Religion promises change by self-effort; Christ promises change based on who He is and what He has already done for us.

Who Christ is becomes the focus of the last section of our text.  While claiming themselves to be children of Abraham, the Jews call Jesus everything from demon possessed, illegitimate, and a Samaritan.  Jesus denies these charges, and instead states His identity in the awkwardly worded sentence in verse 58: “Before Abraham was born, I am!”
The reaction of the Jews to these words was to pick up stones and kill Jesus. Why such an angry, violent reaction?  John Stott writes,
Now the law of Moses made stoning the penalty of blas​phemy, and at first sight one may wonder what they saw to be blasphemous in Christ’s words. Of course there was the claim to have lived before Abraham. This he frequently made. He had ‘come down’ from heaven and ‘been sent’ by the Father. But that claim was tolerably innocent. We must look further. We notice that he had not said ‘Before Abraham was I was’, but ‘I am’. It was therefore a claim to have been existing eternally before Abraham. But even that is not all. There is more in this ‘I am’ than a claim to eternity; there is a claim to deity. ‘I am’ is the divine Name by which Jehovah had revealed himself to Moses, at the burning bush. ‘I am who I am’…say this to the people of Israel, “I am has sent me to you”.’ This divine title Jesus quietly took to himself. It was because of this that the Jews reached out for stones to avenge the blasphemy.

This is not the first time (nor will it be the last) in which Jesus claims divine status.  If anyone ever says to you, “Jesus never claimed to be God!” show him this passage (as well as in John chapter 10).  He knew what He was saying, and so did His audience.

Their reaction proved the reality of fatherly traits in their lives.  Had they truly been children of God, they would have welcomed Christ with open arms.  But since their reaction was to murder Him, they proved that they were just like their father, the Devil, who was the original murderer.

What about our lives?  When people watch they way we act, the way we talk, the way we interact with others, the way we deal with disappointment, whose resemblance do they see?  Wiersbe concludes,

Nature is determined by birth, and birth is determined by paternity. If God is your Father, then you share God’s nature; but if Satan is your father, then you share in his evil nature…. If God is your Father, then heaven is your home. If He is not your Father, then hell is your destiny.
 


It doesn’t get any more serious than this.  Your eternal fate is on the line.  


Who’s your daddy?
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