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John 8:31-47 

 

Quite a number of people nowadays spend time searching back through family records 

to find out where they have come from. Websites have made this a little easier, and, 

for different reasons, people try and find who, famous or infamous, they are directly 

descended from. 

 

Whether they were the good, the bad, or the down-right awful, we are the present 

generation of those who have gone before! 

 

We may look a bit like our own parents (or even grandparents). Many a baby is crooned 

over with comments such as, ‘He’s got his mum’s eyes; He has his dad’s ears’, or 

whatever. Yes, we are the product of our parents. 

 

And we may even act like our parents, for good or ill! But we don’t necessarily stay like 

them. Through peer pressure, whether in Church or in the world, we can change, move 

away from the way our parents lived. 

 

I have never really been interested in digging back into my family tree, though other 

family members have had a go. Do I have a part-claim on Stanford Hall, in 

Leicestershire, for example? Probably not! But I won’t find out, and therefore I will 

never know. 

 

But for Jewish people such ancestral lists were really important. 

 

I’m sure you’re aware of the way that Jewish people of Jesus’ time viewed the 

Samaritans. Why did they despise them so much? The main reason was because they 

had inter-married with other nations! 

 

Throughout the Old Testament it was expected that the people of Israel should not 

marry foreign people, for they would be drawn away to worship other gods.  

 

Paul, in the New Testament, picks up on this idea when he says, 

 

Do not be yoked together with unbelievers.  

For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common?  

Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? 

          2 Corinthians 6:14 

 

I recognise that we have ‘moved on’ in our understanding of this. 

 

 



 

A couple of centuries ago, the English General Baptists (who believe that all could be 

saved – called Arminianism) would not allow their church people even to marry English 

Particular Baptists (who believe that God chooses certain people only – called Calvinist) 

because of a difference in Theology. They were both Baptists, but no intermarrying was 

allowed! 

 

More recently it was Catholic and Protestant not being allowed together; in my 

grandparents’ time it was Church and Chapel.  

 

Each of these was looking to apply the Bible teaching from the Old and New Testament, 

in order to hold tightly to ‘the true faith’. 

 

But, back to the point - for Jews, where they were from was important. 

 

Matthew begins his story of Jesus, his Gospel, with the genealogy of Jesus; Luke 

includes it too. The Apostle Paul, although he declares it all to be rubbish, shows what a 

pure line of birth, as well as good works, he has come from: 

 

If someone else thinks they have reasons to put confidence in the flesh,  

I have more: circumcised on the eighth day,  

of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews;  

in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church;  

as for righteousness based on the law, faultless. 

          Philippians 3:4-6 

  

It was not enough for him – he recognised that it counts for nothing compared to 

knowing Christ – but it shows where the people of his day were coming from. Where 

they had come from, as far as their ancestry goes, was really important! 

 

The thing that really surprises me about today’s passage is that this is, in theory, 

addressed to believers. Jesus is speaking to those who have believed in Him (verse 31), 

but He finishes off by saying that they do not belong to God (verse 47). 

 

Throughout John’s Gospel, as we have been noticing, there is, time and again, strong 

emphasis on the importance of ‘belief’ in Jesus, and, it would appear, that these 

listeners have done that; they do believe. 

 

I think that Jesus was challenging the other parts of their life that they had 

confidence in. There does seem to be this understanding that if you can trace your 

lineage back to Abraham that you are clearly one of God’s people. In a sense this is 

true, at least on the human level, but, Jesus says it’s not the whole truth. 

 

Those from whom we have come do not make us right with God! 



  

What makes us right with God is not only what we believe but also what we do. As I 

remember someone once saying, ‘believing’ is ‘be living’ – it’s an action word! 

 

Although, so far, I’ve been recognising the listeners in our reading as believers, it’s 

probably right to see them as a mixed bunch of believers and unbelievers.  

 

Agreed, the believers’ understanding of, say, the Gospel, the Good News of Jesus, may 

be less than our understanding, but if they were believers they surely wouldn’t be ready 

to kill Jesus (verse 37). 

 

We are aware that the devil can use even believers to fight against what God is wanting 

to do – we see this in the story of Peter when he suggests to Jesus that He shouldn’t 

have to die (in both Matthew 16 and Mark 8) – but to come out with the idea that they 

are children of the devil sounds a bit strong! 

 

You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desires. 

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. 

          John 8:44 

 

And all this stemmed from Jesus’ claim that the truth would set them free (verse 32)! 

 

Holding to Jesus’ teaching brings freedom. So, not holding to His teaching is bondage, 

prison, or slavery. 

 

The people thought that they were the children of God – chosen, set apart, blessed 

above all other nations. 

 

Jesus says they were children of the devil – because they wanted to fulfil what the 

devil wanted. 

 

Whether we think of those of the Jewish nation who opposed and finally killed Jesus, 

or think of those who persecuted the early Church (even Saul, before he became Paul), 

or those who through the centuries since then have arrested, tortured and even killed 

Christians, the children of the devil continue to exist! Many anti-Christs (1 John 2:18). 

 

I think that we, as modern-day believers, need to be very careful, and even prayerful, 

before we start challenging other believers on their actions, especially in public. Yes, 

we need to stand up for the truth, confront what is  wrong, and often we can justify 

our thoughts and actions by what the Bible says. But please, be aware – Saul was very 

zealous for God! 

 



 

The devil is a liar (verse 44). Don’t allow him to work through you to bring about division 

and disunity within the Church! 

 

Were they children of the devil? – v44 

 

Or were they slaves? Slaves to sin! – v34 

 

Charles Wesley wrote in his well-known hymn ‘Love divine’, ‘Take away the love of 

sinning’. This was Jesus’ offer to the listeners of His day: become free from sin! 

 

“Hold to my teaching” 

“You will know the truth” 

“The truth will set you free” 

“And if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” 

 

Whether we see it as us being bound, held hostage by sin, so it’s something we can’t 

escape by ourselves (as per Jesus), or whether we see it as something that we enjoy so 

much that we can’t leave it behind (as per Wesley), we need help! 

 

We know we weren’t good enough, that ‘all have sinned and fallen short’ (Romans 3:23), 

and that ‘if we say we have not sinned we deceive ourselves’ (1 John 1:8), but Jesus 

came to set them free, and to set us free! 

 

We were slaves to sin, but He calls us to be a son within His family. 

 

Is there any sin, whether thought, word or deed, that you are finding difficult to 

overcome or get rid of? Whether we love it or are a slave to it, we need help! 

 

We start off by holding to the teaching of Jesus. What did He say? What does the 

Bible say? 

 

We then take it to God in prayer. 

 

Search me, God, and know my heart; 

test me and know my anxious thoughts. 

See if there is any offensive way in me, 

and lead me in the way everlasting. 

          Psalm 139:23-24 

 

Occasionally it will be an issue that we need to share with others, for their support, for 

their prayers, or even for their active intervention. 

 

But we look to Jesus. He is the One who sets us free; we will be free indeed (v36)! 


