
Caution: Religion May Be Deadly 
John 8:31-59 

 

Whenever the Word of God is preached, it is to a mixed crowd. There are 

those who whole-heartedly embrace Jesus and His word by faith; there are 

those who are sympathetic toward the teachings of Jesus; there are those who 

are uninterested in the teachings of Jesus; and there are some who may be 

hostile toward Christ.   
 

The same is true of Jesus’ audience in John 8.  Vs. 30 tells us that many came 

to believe in Him, and yet the most distinct voices in the crowd are those 

who have set their hearts against Him because He threatens the security of 

their religious comfort.  
 

For those who claim to believe in Jesus, this passage is about testing the 

authenticity of their faith. We know from earlier study in John, as well as 

James 2, that not all “faith” is saving faith - that ought to alarm you. God 

knows which is genuine and which is not, but it’s essential that we really 

know if the faith we cling to is sufficient or deficient - not on the basis of 

whether or not we are comfortable/confident with our faith but rather 

allowing it to be put to the test.  
 

2 Cor 13:5 ~ “test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; examine 

yourselves!”  
 

We are quick to comfort ourselves.  Just listen to how people talk at funerals. 

They will speak words of comfort to one another about how good a person 

was or how religious they were even if the direction of their daily life was 

toward godlessness. It’s important for us to understand that Jesus never made 

it easier for people to enter the Kingdom of God. Rather, He always put faith 

to the test. He raised the bar (i.e. Beatitudes). He never called for a life of 

easy-believism but rather required His followers to take up their cross, die to 

themselves, and follow Him at all cost. Don’t misunderstand me, Jesus has 

given us many promises by which we are to be comforted and rest securely 

in our salvation, but our faith must first be tested.  
 

Our study today is about the evidence of true discipleship. 
 

The predominant theme in the Gospel of John is “belief.” John uses the 

forms of this word 91 times.  

• “He who believes in the Son has eternal life” (3:36) 

• “Whoever believes in Him shall not perish” (3:16) 

• “He who believes in Him is not judged” (3:18) 

• “He who believes in Me shall live even if he dies” (11:25) 

But just what does it mean to believe in Jesus? What does saving faith look 

like?  

 

Theologians have identified three elements in the kind of faith that the Bible 

calls for:  

 

1. Knowledge (notitia): The intellectual component of faith that 

involves “understanding the basic biblical facts” of the gospel.
1
 

2. Assent (assensus): This involves the heart or emotions whereby a 

person not only understands the gospel but accepts it as truth 

(personal buy-in; acceptance).
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3. Trust (fiducia): This involves engaging the will to act upon the truth 

of the gospel.
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So the belief that we see in the Bible involves understanding who Jesus is 

(understanding), accepting His claims as true (assent), and putting our trust in 

His death and resurrection by following Him by the act of our will (trust).  

 

Too often we stop with the first two: We explain the gospel facts to people 

and we invite them to believe, but do we put that faith to the test of willful 

obedience that is required of those who follow Jesus.  

 

John 8 is an example of how Jesus presses people to move beyond 

knowledge and assent to actual trust that will result in a life of distinct 

obedience to Jesus as Lord.  

 

The key word that Jesus uses to take us beyond mental and emotional belief 

to living faith in vs 12 is the word “follow.”  

 

John 8:12 ~ “Then Jesus again spoke to them, saying, ‘I am the Light of the 

world; he who follows Me will not walk in the darkness, but will have the 

Light of life.’” 

Vs. 30 many believed. They understood what Jesus was saying and they 

accepted his words as true, but Jesus will not leave them there. He goes on in 

vs. 31-32 to say to those who had believed: “If you continue in My word, 

then you are truly disciples of Mine; and you will know the truth, and the 

truth will make you free.”  
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Jesus is saying those who truly believe will “continue in My word.” 

The actual word used here is the word abide. It describes a person whose life 

is vitally dependent upon His teachings; a person who endures in clinging to 

His word. This implies that the one who believes will have His faith tested 

and will stand in the face of that testing.  

 

 NIV: “If you hold to my teachings you are really My disciples” 

 NLT: “You are truly my disciples, if you keep obeying My  

  teachings” 

 

It’s important to notice here that Jesus is not saying that continuing or 

holding fast to His word is the way you become a Christian, but rather it’s 

how you identify a true believer - adherence to Jesus’ teaching describes the 

nature of true discipleship. In other words, we don’t earn our salvation by 

obeying Jesus, but those who are saved will demonstrate a life of obeying 

His word.  

 

Bottom Line: “You may understand who I am and why I have come. You 

may accept what I say as truth. But the real test of whether or not you are a 

true disciple is your willingness to obey Me as your Lord.” 

 

Notice the progression in these verses.   

� “believe” (understanding and accepting Jesus as true) 

� Continue in My Word (obedience/following) 

� Know the truth 

� Truth shall set you free 

 

When you put your trust in Jesus as your Savior and Lord and are born again, 

there is an immediate freedom that enters your life—a freedom from the 

overpowering dictatorship of sin. You can still choose to sin but you are no 

longer enslaved to sin. And yet Jesus indicates here that the freedom we have 

in Christ is not accessed in its fullness without prolonged exposure to His 

Word, which results in increased obedience to Him.  

 

When you are set free from the dominion of sin, you are set free from the 

dominion of falsehood, Satan (1John 5:18), condemnation (Rom 8:1), 

judgment (Jn 3:18), spiritual ignorance (Jn 8:12), and spiritual death (Jn 

8:51).
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Yet in spite of this good news and message of freedom, there were some in 

Jesus’ audience that day that took offense:  

 

� vs. 33 "We are Abraham's descendants and have never yet been 

enslaved to anyone; how is it that You say, 'You will become free'?" 

 

They are confused and offended that Jesus should suggest that there was 

something wrong with their religious standing. After all, they were direct 

descendents of Abraham—the children of promise.  

 

There are two important things for us to recognize here:  

1. You will never become a true disciple of Jesus and experience the 

full benefits of freedom in Him until you have really come to terms 

with the depravity of sin. Sin’s influence in your life is pervasive and 

overpowering. If you are convincing yourself that you really are free 

and in control rather than seeing your need to be rescued from the 

slavery of sin, you are still caught in its deception.  

2. There is no such thing as an ethnic Christian anymore than a person 

could be considered a true Jew just on the basis of his family tree.  

 

Romans 9:6-8—“For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. 

 7 Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham's children. On 

the contrary, "It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned." 

 8 In other words, it is not the natural children who are God's children, but it 

is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abraham's offspring.” 

 

These Jews were basing their assurance on their ethnic background. 

And their religious heritage, as good as it was, kept them from seeing 

their need to be rescued from the fundamental human problem of sin.  

 

I get very concerned whenever I ask someone about their spiritual 

journey and their response is, “I’ve always been a Christian.” And 

then they go on to talk about how their parents and grandparents 

have always attended a certain church. You cannot become a 

Christian on the basis of your family background. You were born in 

sin and must have a turning point in your life from the dominion of 

sin to the saving dominion of Christ.  

 

Jesus’ response to His objectors is clear and direct (vs. 34-36): 

“Everyone who commits sin is a slave of sin” and only the Son has 

the authority to set you free from that sin. You need a personal and 

distinct encounter with Jesus.  



 

Jesus continues to press His opponents in vs. 37: “Yes, I know that 

you are descendents/offspring of Abraham. Yet your inner life does 

not agree with His faith and obedience. You want to kill Me. Your 

heart is poisoned with murderous desires, so Abraham can’t be your 

true father.  

 

They argue with Jesus in vs. 39: “Abraham is our father.” But Jesus 

responds by saying, if Abraham is your father, then live like 

Abraham. Your desire to kill Me is diabolically opposed to what 

Abraham would do. In other words, your life is confirming that you 

have a father other than Abraham.  

 

Life Principle: The way you live says far more about what you 

believe than what you say you believe. Your conduct says much 

more about your relationship with God than your words.  

 

Now things are really going to get intense because Jesus has 

offended their religious pride. They are so convinced of their 

orthodox religious elitism that they are deeply offended that Jesus 

should suggest that they are not the real thing even though their 

hearts are filled with hatred.  

 

They respond with a malicious jab in vs. 41: “We were not born of 

fornication; We have one Father: God.” Where does that come from? 

Jesus never said anything about fornication. They are acknowledging 

that they and Jesus do not have the same father but are claiming that 

they are the ones who truly have God as their father. This is a 

malicious, mud-flinging jab that if you were to read into it would 

sound like this: “you want to talk about legitimate fathers - we’ve 

heard that you were born of a woman who was pregnant before she 

was married.” This is their attempt to say, we are better than you.  

 

So now they have gone from ethic or family pride and religious pride 

to moral pride - so intent on defending themselves that they are 

unwilling to recognize the waywardness of their own hearts.  

 

Caution: religion may be deadly! In other words, a person can 

become so convinced that they are secure on the basis of their 

religious affiliation that they become blind to the hypocrisy of their 

life that denies the very God they profess.  

 

In vs. 42 Jesus says, “If God were really your father, you would love 

Me. I am of God and from God. Then He goes on in vs. 43 to say, 

“the reason you can’t understand what I’m saying is because you 

can’t hear my word.” Why can’t they hear?  

 

2 Cor 4:4—“the god of this world has blinded the minds of the 

unbelieving, that they might not see the light of the gospel of 

the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” 

 

And sometimes the very thing that Satan will use to blind a 

person’s eyes from truly seeing Christ, is man-centered 

religion.  
 

 Jesus goes on to reveal this blindness in his listener’s hearts in vs. 

 44-46: “You are of your father the devil, and you want to do the 

 desires of your father. He was a murderer from the beginning, and 

 does not stand in the truth because there is no truth in him. Whenever 

 he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature, for he is a liar and the 

 father of lies.” “But because I speak the truth, you do not believe Me. 

 Which one of you convicts Me of sin? If I speak truth, why do you 

 not believe Me?” 
 

Earlier Jesus said, “If you continue in My word you shall know the 

truth and the truth will set you free.” Now in vs. 44-46 He 

emphasizes again the necessity of truth. This whole battle is a battle 

over the truth, and Jesus declares in vs. 45-46 that the one who 

stands in the truth is the one who is truly free and it will be evident 

by a life free from sin: “I speak the truth…which one of you convicts 

Me of sin?” 

 

Life Application: Don’t evaluate your spiritual health on the basis of 

your religious affiliation or loyalties. Take a good look at how 

genuinely your life truly reflects the truth of God’s word and the 

Lordship of Jesus Christ. The truth will not set you free until you 

have come to terms with the truth of your own life and your 

desperate need for Jesus to save you from your own wayward heart.  

 

Satan is a liar and he uses his lies to kill. Make sure that you are 

standing in the truth. Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth and the 

life. No one comes to the Father but through Me.” Jesus said, “If you 

continue in My word then you are truly disciples of Mine; and you 



will know the truth and the truth will set you free. Jesus said, “the 

thief comes only to steal, kill and destroy. I have come that they may 

have life and have it abundantly.”
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 Make sure that you are standing 

in the truth. [Evidence = persistent desire to surrender yourself to the 

teaching of God’s Word] 

 

Jesus’ opponents are finally so defensive and offended that they 

attempt to slander and dismiss Jesus as being demon-possessed (vs. 

48). But Jesus once again affirms that His life is evidence of His 

truthfulness and purity. Vs. 49: “I honor My Father.” Again in vs. 51 

Jesus testifies that His credibility is based on how He has kept the 

Father’s Word. A person’s spiritual authenticity and maturity is 

demonstrated by the life he lives.  

 

Jesus presses the seriousness of this matter in vs. 51 when He says, 

“If anyone keeps My word, He will never see death.” In other words, 

this is a life and death matter. Eternity is at stake here! The true 

disciple who is spared from eternal death is the one whose life of 

obedience verifies that Jesus is indeed the Lord of His life.  

The final straw in this passage is the offense taken at Jesus’ claim to 

Deity. In vs. 52-53 & 57-58 Jesus postures Himself as the eternal 

One, the Great I Am.  

 

Jesus’ enemies picked up stones to throw at Him (vs. 59) confirming 

their hard-hearted, evil willingness to kill Jesus rather than 

examining the hypocrisy of their own religious, but godless hearts.  

 

�Funerals  

 

Let’s bring it home:  

 

You say you believe. What does that mean? Does it mean that you 

understand the claims of Jesus and accept them as true? Or have you 

put your trust in Jesus in such a way that you have indeed become a 

disciple—a true follower who clings to His Word with willing 

obedience? Let your life be the jury.  

 

Everyone begins as a slave to sin. And only the Son of God can set 

you free from the dominion of sin that reigns over you. “If the Son 
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sets you free, you will be free indeed” (vs. 36). But you must forsake 

every form of self-justification—even the religious ones—that keep 

you from utterly relying on the mercy of Christ.  

� Religious family heritage is insufficient to deliver you from 

sin’s dominion. (family pride) 

� Religious systems/affiliations/behaviors are insufficient to 

deliver you from sin’s dominion. (religious pride) 

� Moral pride that results from comparing yourself to other 

people is insufficient to deliver you from sin’s dominion.  

 

Don’t allow your religious loyalties and practices to overshadow 

your very personal need to be rescued from sin’s dominion by Christ.  

 

You must see the truthfulness of your sinfulness.  

 

You must see the truthfulness of Jesus and put your trust in Jesus in 

such a way that you will indeed follow Him.  

 

And You must give Him no less regard than God Himself with your 

faith and obedience.  


