
Who Is Your Father?
John 8:37-47

Who is your father?  You can imagine the insult of those 
words, can’t you?  The implication is that your parents weren’t 
married, that you were conceived in immorality, and all the worse, 
that your father can’t even be identified.  That insult is easy to 
understand, and it isn’t exactly the best way to start a 
conversation with someone about the gospel.

But Jesus does.  Jesus doesn’t shy away from insulting the 
unbelieving Jews to whom he is talking, and that insult is the very 
thing that gets their attention.  It shocks them into realizing that 
they can’t claim to be children of God simply because they can 
trace their ancestry to Abraham.  Jesus not only implied that they 
weren’t true believers, but he came right and said that they 
belonged to their father, the devil!

And he did it to prove to them that their physical descent, in 
the line of Abraham, was inadequate.  Their ancestry was an 
inadequate basis for their assumption that they were the children 
of God.  Jesus even denies them the right to even call themselves 
children of Abraham.

They had already become defensive in talking to Jesus, for as 
we studied last week, Jesus had taught them about slavery and 
freedom.  When Jesus said in John 8:31, “If you abide in My 
word, you are My disciples indeed,” they had an immediate 
response.

v.33  They answered Him, “We are Abraham's descendants, 
and have never been in bondage to anyone. How can you say, 
`You will be made free'?”

They were quick to identify themselves with the heading,

I. YOUR FATHER IS ABRAHAM.
But Jesus wouldn’t let them claim that identity.  He declares to 

them that,

A.  The true descendants of Abraham are those who walk 
in his faith.

v.39

That’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?  If you claim to be a child of 
Abraham, then you would live the way Abraham lived.  And Jesus 
is quick to tell them that they are not living that way.

v.40

You are trying to kill me.  Abraham wouldn’t do that!

They didn’t realize that a fleshly relationship to Abraham was 
useless, unless they shared Abraham’s faith.  Indeed, they forgot 
that there is a big difference between being Abraham’s children 
according to the flesh and being Abraham’s children according to 
the spirit.  Their conduct was unanswerable proof that they were 
not Abraham’s true, spiritual children.

Paul would make the very same point later, in his letter to the 
church at Rome.

Rom.2:17  “Indeed you are called a Jew, and rest on the law, 
and make your boast in God, 18 and know His will, and approve 
the things that are excellent, being instructed out of the law, 19 
and are confident that you yourself are a guide to the blind, a light 
to those who are in darkness, 20 an instructor of the foolish, a 
teacher of babes, having the form of knowledge and truth in the 
law. 21 You, therefore, who teach another, do you not teach 
yourself? You who preach that a man should not steal, do you 
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steal? 22 You who say, “Do not commit adultery,” do you commit 
adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples? 23 You who 
make your boast in the law, do you dishonor God through 
breaking the law? 24 For “the name of God is blasphemed among 
the Gentiles because of you,” as it is written.”

His condemnation of the Jews was plain and clear,
Rom. 2:28  “For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is 

circumcision that which is outward in the flesh; 29 but he is a Jew 
who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that of the heart, in the 
Spirit, not in the letter; whose praise is not from men but from 
God.”

We can apply this very same principle to those who would 
claim to be children of God today, on the basis of outward fleshly 
descent.  Your parents were Christians, your grandparents were 
Christians.  You were raised in the church.  You were baptized.  
But all of that means nothing unless there is an inward reality that 
corresponds to those external things.  Truly, “he is not a Christian 
who is one outwardly, nor is baptism that which is outward in the 
flesh but he is a Christian who is one inwardly; and baptism is that 
of the heart, in the Spirit, not in the letter; whose praise is not from 
men but from God.”

Our covenant children, that is, the children of believers, are 
the recipients of God’s covenant promise to be our God and the 
God of our children.  That is the theological basis for the practice 
of infant baptism, and it follows right along with OT practice of 
giving the children the sign of the covenant.  And there were great 
advantages in all of that, then and now.  But those advantages 
are squandered, rejected, and even nullified if there is genuine 
faith does not develop in those children.  So there is a great 
danger that we can face, the danger of resting in the outward 
form without possessing the inward reality.  As if their physical 
descent, their family background, was enough.  May it never be!  

So we must call our children to faith and repentance, and look 
forward to the day when they will profess their own faith, 
individually and personally.  And in the workings of our church, 
that is the point when the Session invites them, as believers, to 
receive the Lord’s supper.  

Outward form is not enough.  A person is not a child of God 
merely by external appearance.  So we have much to learn from 
Jesus’ rebuke to the Jews.  The true descendants of Abraham are 
those who walk in his faith.  And in a direct rebuke, we read that,

B.  Those who reject Jesus cannot claim Abraham as their 
father.

Jesus agrees that they are the children of Abraham by 
physical descent.

v.37a

But then he denies them the right to call Abraham their father.  
He declares to them that they have another father.

v.37

And then, v.38
“My father,” says Jesus, is different from “your father.”  And 

your father, he says, is not Abraham.

v.39

Let me make a quick application of this with reference to the 
NT church.  The church of Jesus Christ is the rightful heir of all 
the covenant promises to Abraham.  Those who in the church of 
Jesus Christ, those who believe in Jesus Christ, they are now 
called the Israel of God.  We are now called children of Abraham.  
Not those who trace their ethnic origin to Abraham, not to those 
whose racial identity we would call Jewish.  And not the nation of 
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Israel as it was created in 1948.  The church is the true Israel, 
believers in Jesus Christ are the true descendants of Abraham.

One clear defense of that is found in,
Gal.3:6  “Just as Abraham ‘believed God, and it was 

accounted to him for righteousness.’ 7 Therefore know that only 
those who are of faith are sons of Abraham. 8 And the Scripture, 
foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached 
the gospel to Abraham beforehand, saying, ‘In you all the nations 
shall be blessed.’ 9 So then those who are of faith are blessed 
with believing Abraham.”

I can’t say it any clearer.  “Those who are of faith are sons of 
Abraham.”  It is the church whom Paul refers to in Gal. 6:16 as 
“the Israel of God.”  The nation of Jews today is not the nation of 
God’s people.  We are!  We the church, which shall include any 
man of Jewish ethnic origin who believes in Christ, but only those 
who believe in Christ!

So Jesus is plain.  Easy to understand.  He says to those 
unbelieving Jews,

II. YOUR FATHER IS THE DEVIL.
Now, that’s not a nice thing to say, and it is never something 

you should say except with the fullness of gravity and 
seriousness.  “You belong to the devil.”  Talk about not mincing 
words!

How does Jesus defend such a broad and severe judgment?  
How does he prove it?  Simply by proclaiming that,

A.  Those who do evil demonstrate that they belong to the 
devil.

Those who do evil, as the characteristic quality of their life, 

those who live in their evil and love their evil, belong to the Evil 
One.

v.38

You do what your father does!  That’s how we know who your 
father is!  Specifically, murder.

v.40-41a

They resist that judgment, failing to understand what Jesus is 
talking about.  And they respond with such great anger, 
characteristic of people today as well.

v.41b

Jesus says, “No, you don’t.”  For you are murderers.  And 
liars.

v.44

Jesus defines Satan as a murderer and a liar, two great 
examples of evil defined in that verse.  Murder.  And lying.  And 
the Jews were guilty of both.  Just like the devil.

The devil was a murderer from the beginning, not merely 
referring to the temptation he brought to Cain when he killed Abel.  
But before that.  For the devil had murderous intent from the first 
time he communicated with Adam and Eve.  And he wasn’t 
merely seeking their physical death, but their spiritual death.  He 
wished for them to be separated from God, to receive the 
promised curse from God, “In the day that you eat of [the tree of 
the knowledge of good and evil] you shall surely die.”

That was Satan’s intent.  That God would curse man with 
death.  Spiritual death, separation and banishment from his 
presence.  And with that spiritual death would come physical 
death, mortality.  And Satan succeeded.  He was a murderer from 

Page �  of �3 7



the beginning.

He accomplished that great evil of murder by lying.  

Gen.3:4  Then the serpent said to the woman, “You will not 
surely die. 5 For God knows that in the day you eat of it your eyes 
will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”

It was a lie.  From the father of lies.  From the one whose very 
nature it is to lie.

So, are you ever allowed to lie?  To speak deliberate 
falsehood?  Some people would say yes.  There are times when 
we excuse it.  We think there are such things as little white lies, 
lies that actually produce good, we think, because the truth would 
be more painful.  Or we defend so-called lies of necessity.  To say 
nothing of lies of convenience.

But people of God, Satan is the father of lies.  Satan is a liar, 
and his followers are the ones who imitate him.  To the contrary, 
we follow the one who called himself “the truth.”  So we must 
speak the truth, ALWAYS.

Note that lying and murder are put on the same level here by 
Jesus.  They were put on the same level by God when he gave 
the ten commandments to Moses.  Murder is a violation of the 
sixth commandment, lying is a violation of the ninth 
commandment.  

And hose who break the law, who do evil, demonstrate that 
they belong to the devil.  And Jesus gives us great insight as to 
WHY they do evil.  It is because of an inability, a moral inability, to 
understand the truth.

v.43

And most assuredly,

B.  Those who cannot understand the truth demonstrate 
that they belong to the devil.

This is an extremely important theological point, though I’m 
not presenting a theological lecture.  That is, this doctrine comes 
to us in the conversational words of Jesus, not in any textbook of 
systematic theology.  And the doctrine is simple.  Unbelievers 
cannot understand the truth.  And therefore, they DO not!

v.43
Therefore, v.45-47

Moral inability!  Another verse says it so very clearly,
1 Cor. 2:14  “But the natural man does not receive the things 

of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; nor can he 
know them, because they are spiritually discerned.”

The things of God are foolishness to unbelievers!  And our 
own logic or powers of persuasion will never convince a man of 
the truth of God.  Only God can do that, when he enlightens a 
man’s mind and renews his will.

It is our responsibility to preach the truth.  And it is God’s word 
to enable men to believe it, or as the Lord said to Paul in,

Acts 26:18 “...to open their eyes, in order to turn them from 
darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, that they 
may receive forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among those 
who are sanctified by faith in Me.”

And as Paul would pray, so should we,
Eph.1:17 “...that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father 

of glory, may give to you the spirit of wisdom and revelation in the 
knowledge of Him, 18 the eyes of your understanding being 
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enlightened; that you may know what is the hope of His calling, 
what are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints.”

Those who are without Christ, unbelievers, those who have 
not received the gift of salvation by grace through faith, cannot 
understand the truth.  And they belong to the devil.  The simple 
reality is that those who cannot understand the truth, do not.  
They deny the truth.  They suppress the truth.  They hate the 
truth.  And,

C.  Those who deny the truth demonstrate that they 
belong to the devil.

And they are responsible and accountable for that rejection of 
the truth, for they do it willingly!  They cannot do otherwise, but 
neither do they want to.

v.44

You belong to your father, the devil, Jesus says, because you 
deny the truth.

This is the doctrine of total depravity, which is the “t” in tulip, 
the acrostic which summarizes the five points of Calvinism.  Total 
depravity I often describe and define as total inability.  Inability, 
moral inability to choose good!  But even in that, there is a free 
choice to sin.  That is, those who cannot understand the truth, still 
willingly and freely deny that truth.  It’s not that they wanted to 
understand and believe, but God wouldn’t let them.  Even in their 
inability to understand, they still do what they can do willingly.  
And they are condemned for it.  They are condemned for their 
own unbelief.  

The glory of the gospel is that God rescues some of us from 
that helpless and hopeless state of unbelief!  And he rescues us 

by his own sovereign mercy and grace.

It is not that some us are smarter than others, or that some of 
us have a keener spiritual sensitivity and are able to figure it out.  
No, all of us were dead in sin, enslaved to its power.  And without 
the spirit of God, unable to understand the truth of God.  

Eph. 2:4  “But God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great 
love with which He loved us, 5 even when we were dead in 
trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you 
have been saved), 6 and raised us up together, and made us sit 
together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.”

Therefore, as believers, we can say that,
1 Cor.2:12  “Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, 

but the Spirit who is from God, that we might know the things that 
have been freely given to us by God. 13 These things we also 
speak not in words which man's wisdom teaches but which the 
Holy Spirit teaches, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words.”

Therefore we can say of ourselves, that God is our father.  
And Jesus certainly identifies and defines those to whom he can 
say,

III. YOUR FATHER IS GOD.
Again, it wasn’t the Jews.  Instead, in clear and easy to 

understand words,

A. God is the father of those who love Jesus.
v.42

God is your father, in the fullest sense of his love, only if you 
love Jesus.  And if you not love Jesus, that is, if you do not 
believe in Jesus nor trust in him for your salvation, then you 
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cannot say that God is your father.

The Apostle John says the same thing.
1 John 5:1  “Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is 

born of God, and everyone who loves the father loves his child as 
well.”

God the Father and God the Son work in perfect harmony, in 
perfect unity.  They are one God, equal in power and substance.  
And you cannot claim one without the other.  We saw that two 
weeks ago, also, in,

v.19

But let me emphasize the word love, as Jesus uses it in verse 
42.  Not just knowing God, in an outward and superficial manner.  
But loving him.  Loving him with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your strength.  Loving him with your devotion, 
commitment, and faithfulness.  Loving him more than you love 
anything in this world.  Much more.  So much more that Jesus 
would say,

Luke 14:26  “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his 
father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters--
yes, even his own life--he cannot be my disciple.”

And so the question is, “Do you love Jesus?”  Not in the 
superficial sentimentality with which we speak of “being in love.”  
But more in the settled and faithful lifelong commitment 
represented by a couple happily married for what seems like their 
whole life.  Do you love Jesus so much that you will lay down his 
life for him?  That you will lose your life, take up your cross, and 
follow him?

If you do love Jesus, then you would quickly say of yourself, 

as Paul says of himself,
Gal.2:20  “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer 

live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith 
in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”

If you wish to have God be your father, then you must be one 
who loves Jesus.  And, in that love, to believe him.  To accept his 
truth.

B.  God is the Father of those who accept the truth 
revealed by Jesus.

You see, loving Jesus and believing the truth go hand in hand.  
They cannot be separated, despite the consistent attempts of 
those we would label as “liberal.”  If you love Jesus, you believe 
him.  If you love Jesus, you accept the truth which he revealed.

Jesus says plainly, “I have told you the truth.”
v.40

Again, that claim to truth.
v.45

Jesus is the truth.  He is the way, the truth, and the life.  And 
no one, no one, comes to the Father except through him.  
Through his truth.  Then why is that so many claim to love Jesus 
and address God as their father, but deny the truth of Jesus 
revealed in his word?  

If you don’t believe the Bible is true, you can’t rightly say that 
you love Jesus.  If you don’t believe that the Bible is truth, 
absolute truth, infallible truth, the very definition of truth, then you 
ought not seek to claim God as your father.  These things all fit 
together.
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Jesus is the truth.  His word is truth.  And we must believe it.  
But there is something more.  It’s not merely intellectual assent.  
It’s not merely believing something in your mind.  Rather, to use a 
phrase that captures the Greek words of Scripture well, we are to 
do the truth.

C.  God is the father of those who do the truth which he 
has revealed.

Look with me at,  
v.47

The word for hear certainly implies hearing with great 
attention, listening with an intention of obeying.  To really hear 
God is to do what he says!

When we say that someone listens to advice, what we mean 
is, they follow it.  They do it!  To hear God, to hear the truth, is to 
do the truth.  That is precisely the language John uses when he 
writes,

1 John 1:6  “If we say that we have fellowship with Him, and 
walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth. 7 But if we 
walk in the light as He is in the light, we have fellowship with one 
another, and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanses us from 
all sin.”

To know the truth is to practice the truth.  To know the truth is 
to do the truth.

And so we must always come back to an examination of our 
own hearts.  And I will consistently come back to this point in my 
public preaching of God’s word.  Knowing the doctrine is not 
enough.  Good theology is not enough.  Proper understanding of 
what the Bible says is not enough.  It’s just the beginning.  Then 

we are called to put into practice what we know.

I have to confess, I fall short.  I can’t begin to claim innocence 
and sinlessness, when I compare what I know to what I do.  I can 
profess repentance and sorrow, and I can profess commitment to 
new obedience, but when I study God’s word, and especially 
when I preach it, I realize that gap between knowing and doing 
must be addressed, in my own life.  And it must be addressed in 
yours.

And so I say to you, “Do you love Jesus?”  Do you love him 
with all your strength?  Will you love him as he defines love, by 
obeying his commands?

If that commitment of love abides deep in your soul, then you 
may rightly and properly call upon the God of heaven and earth 
as your father.  And you may offer to him the worship of your 
praise.  If, through faith in Jesus Christ, God is your father, then 
sing your praise to him,

Ps.103:1  “Bless the Lord, O my soul; And all that is within me, 
bless His holy name!  2 Bless the Lord, O my soul, And forget not 
all His benefits: 3 Who forgives all your iniquities, Who heals all 
your diseases, 4 Who redeems your life from destruction, Who 
crowns you with lovingkindness and tender mercies, 5 Who 
satisfies your mouth with good things, So that your youth is 
renewed like the eagle’s."
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