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BEFORE ABRAHAM WAS, I AM 
John 8:48-59 (No. 51) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
December 3, 2017 

INTRODUCTION 

Text 
John 8:48–59: "The Jews answered him, “Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan 
and have a demon?” Jesus answered, “I do not have a demon, but I honor my Father, and you 
dishonor me. Yet I do not seek my own glory; there is One who seeks it, and he is the judge. 
Truly, truly, I say to you, if anyone keeps my word, he will never see death.” The Jews said to 
him, “Now we know that you have a demon! Abraham died, as did the prophets, yet you say, ‘If 
anyone keeps my word, he will never taste death.’ Are you greater than our father Abraham, who 
died? And the prophets died! Who do you make yourself out to be?” Jesus answered, “If I glorify 
myself, my glory is nothing. It is my Father who glorifies me, of whom you say, ‘He is our God.’ 
But you have not known him. I know him. If I were to say that I do not know him, I would be a 
liar like you, but I do know him and I keep his word. Your father Abraham rejoiced that he would 
see my day. He saw it and was glad.” So the Jews said to him, “You are not yet fifty years old, 
and have you seen Abraham?” Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham 
was, I am.” So they picked up stones to throw at him, but Jesus hid himself and went out of the 
temple."  

As we’ve seen before, Jesus’ teachings divided people.  His miracles attracted people to him. But 
his words caused people to break away from him.  Throughout this chapter, there has been a 
steady escalation of the conflict between Jesus and the Jews. 

Last week, we saw that Jesus said the Jews were children of Satan.  That made them angry. It 
was intolerable in their eyes.  So they were prepared to destroy their opponent by any means 
possible. They would either tear him down or they would stone him down. 

Their response exposed them for who they were.  They were exactly as Jesus said they were. 
They weren’t true believers in him.  They may have been initially attracted to his teaching, but as 
soon as he made demands on their lives, they opposed him. 

Their interaction with Jesus came to a climax in 8:59, “So they picked up stones to throw at him, 
but Jesus hid himself and went out of the temple.”  They became so angry with Jesus that they 
wanted to stone him.  Where’d they get the stones?  

Remember that the temple structure wasn’t completed yet. It wasn’t finished until just a few 
years before the Romans completely destroyed it in 70 A.D.  The question of where they got the 
stones is relevant because it shows that their attempt to kill Jesus was premeditated.  They went 
from the Court of Women, out through the Court of the Gentiles, to wherever construction was 
still going on, and then back inside to stone him.  If nothing else, they should have been tried for 
attempted murder. They took a substantial step toward the commission of that killing.  

But Jesus escaped. Somehow, we’re not told how, Jesus became hidden from them so that they 
weren’t able to stone him.  The tense of the verb is actually passive.   The idea isn’t so much that  
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Jesus hid himself, but that he followed the Father’s leading in hiding him.  It wasn’t time for his 
death. And he wasn’t to die by stoning.  His hour had not yet come (2:4; 7:30; 8:20). Until God’s 
appointed hour for his death, no man could lay a finger on him.  So he was somehow 
miraculously removed from their sight and this is how Jesus exited the temple. 

Now, what led up to this point?  What led up to the Jews becoming so angry that they wanted to 
stone him when only moments before they “believing in him”?  As we’ve studied this chapter, 
we’ve seen that they had already chafed at Jesus’ teaching.  They were already angry. But not 
angry enough to commit him to death out in the open.  What changed? What did Jesus say that 
infuriated them to such a degree as to attempt to kill him? 

Surprisingly, their agitation with Jesus had been building from the moment they initially became 
attracted to his teaching.  No sooner had they “believed in him” than Jesus began to expose their 
belief in him as shallow, fickle, and unsaving.  They were blind to him being the light of the 
world.  He wouldn’t allow them to attach themselves to him in their blind unbelief.  So he proved 
to them that they were blind and were not trusting in him savingly. 

Throughout chapter 8, the tension has been building.  In the verses before our passage, Jesus 
proved that they weren’t really children of Abraham or children of God—claims they made. 
Instead, Jesus said they were children of the devil.  They took this as the highest of insults and 
they wouldn’t let it stand.  Jesus couldn’t have said anything that would have offended their 
pride more.  They had had enough.  So they went on the attack. They were done giving him a 
hearing.  Now they attacked his credibility.  They attacked him like trapped animals willing to do 
whatever to free themselves from Jesus’ indictment of them. 

They attacked his credibility on three fronts. 

I. ATTACK ON THE CREDIBILITY OF JESUS’ CHARACTER 
They began with a character assassination: 

8:48: “The Jews answered him, ‘Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan and have a 
demon?’” 

They meant this to be an insult.  They called him a demon-possessed Samaritan.  And they 
justified themselves in sayings so—"are we not right?”  They said this to Jesus, though surely a 
second audience was the rest of the crowd. They wanted everyone to know they were right and 
Jesus was wrong. 

We have no record of the Jews ever calling Jesus a Samaritan before. In fact, this is the only time 
in all of the Gospels that they do so.  But it seems that this had been their opinion for some time.  
Recall that the Samaritans were the descendants of Jews who had long ago married foreigners.  It 
began when the Assyrians defeated the northern 10 tribes of Israel and deported their leaders.  
Some Israelites were left. And they married foreigners that the Assyrians brought in to 
repopulate the land.  The result of Assyria wiping out the northern 10 tribes of Israel was that 
their genealogical ties to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were broken.  

These Samaritans, as they would be called, were forever viewed by the Jews as idolaters (which 
they were) and only half-breed Jews because they had married foreigners and polluted the line. 
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To the Jews, Samaritans were not true Jews. They were Jewish apostates. They were heretics.  
John wrote in 4:9 that “Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.” They were despised.  So to be 
called a Samaritan was the worst of insults. 

I don’t think they really thought he was from Samaria.  In chapter 7, they thought he was from 
Galilee (7:41, 52).  This was just a slur to insult him and to label him as a heretic.  They also said 
he had a demon.  In other words, they considered him demon possessed, controlled by darkness 
(cf. 10:21).  This wasn’t a new charge. In fact, it was a charge they repeatedly threw at him.  In 
the middle of the Feast of Booths, the crowd said he had a demon when he revealed the Jews’ 
plans to kill him (7:20).  Early in Jesus’ ministry, the Pharisees claimed that Jesus’ power to cast 
out demons was proof that he was demonic (Matt. 12:24).  Later in this Gospel, in 10:20, “many” 
Jews came to the conclusion that Jesus had a demon and was insane.  Here, Jesus’ teaching was 
all the proof these Jews needed to count Jesus as evil and influenced by the devil.  He said they 
were children of the devil and weren’t children of God. 

In John’s gospel, the accusation that Jesus is demonic stands out because, unlike the other three 
gospels, in this gospel, Jesus is the only person accused of being oppressed by a demon and this 
is the only gospel where he doesn’t cast out a demon in anyone else.  So their charge against him 
stands out when viewed against the landscape of the whole book.  He, of course, wasn’t 
controlled by a demon, so he denied it.  Jesus answered them, “I do not have a demon, but I 
honor my Father, and you dishonor me” (v. 49). 

The slur that he was a Samaritan, he simply ignored.  His response models for us how to respond 
to insults.  He didn’t respond to their insults with insults of his own. He always responded with 
truth. 

1 Peter 2:23: “When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not 
threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly.”  

We are to respond in the same way.  Jesus perfectly applied Proverbs 26:4–5: "Answer not a fool 
according to his folly, lest you be like him yourself. Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he 
be wise in his own eyes."  He answered the fools by denying that he was influenced by a demon.  
He didn’t answer the fools on the Samaritan insult. 

Everything about the Jews’ response to Jesus was dishonoring.  In the ancient world, the custom 
was to treat an ambassador the same way you would treat the sender.  That idea is seen in 5:23 
when Jesus told them: "Whoever does not honor the Son does not honor the Father who sent 
him."  Their dishonor of Jesus, who was sent by the Father, was a dishonoring of the Father, who 
they claimed they knew. 

But even as Jesus said these words in verse 49, he wanted to clarify that he wasn’t seeking his 
own glory from the people. 

John 8:50: "Yet I do not seek my own glory; there is One who seeks it, and he is the judge."  

In his incarnation, he didn’t seek out for himself exaltation.  He said in 5:41, “I do not receive 
glory from people.”  This wasn’t his time for exaltation. Truly, his incarnation was a time that 
theologians refer to as his humiliation—his suffering, rejection, and crucifixion at the hands of 
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his people.  But that doesn’t mean no one sought his glory. His Father sought his glory. And 
glory is exactly what he gave Jesus.  In Philippians 2:9, it is written, “God has highly exalted him 
and bestowed on him the name that is above every name,"  God is the judge who apportions 
glory as appropriate and who gives reward as is proper.  Jesus entrusted himself to his Father, 
who judges justly and would see to it that he was exalted at the proper time.  Now if Jesus, of all 
people, didn’t seek his own glory, but patiently waited for his Father to glorify him at the proper 
time, shouldn’t we do the same? 

These Jews were storing up for themselves judgment. So Jesus said something not to be missed: 

John 8:51: "Truly, truly, I say to you, if anyone keeps my word, he will never see death.”"  

Keeping his word is the same as abiding in his word (v. 31).  To keep his word is to believe his 
teaching, cling to it, hold fast to it, obey it, live by it.  Those who do so give evidence that they 
have trusted in Christ savingly.  Keeping his word not only sets you free from the bondage to the 
power of sin (v. 32), but it also sets you free from the bondage of sins’ consequence—death.  
The Greek is emphatic—death, he will never ever see. 

That, of course, doesn’t mean that we who trust in Christ don’t die physically.  But even when 
our bodies give way to death, our souls immediately continue into life with God.  Jesus said in 
5:24: “Whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life. He does not come 
into judgment, but has passed from death to life."  

Eternal life has already begun for those who trust in Christ.  Eternal life is not something that 
will start when you die. It has already started and therefore, when your body dies, your soul 
continues in what it has already begun.  

At the moment of salvation, you have passed from death to life.  Jesus explained this when he 
resurrected Lazarus in chapter 11.  He said, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes 
in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never 
die” (11:25-26).  Jesus’ words in verse 51 are a wonderful promise presented to these Jews and 
to all who hear his words. 

Yet they didn’t hear his words as life-giving. Rather, they scorned him for what he said, 
particularly for claiming that anyone who keeps his word won’t see death.  So after attacking the 
credibility of Jesus’ character, they next attacked the credibility of Jesus’ claims. 

II. ATTACK ON THE CREDIBILITY OF JESUS’ CLAIMS 

In verse 52, the Jews said to him, “Now we know that you have a demon!”  Throughout this 
book, they’ve been shown to not really know what they thought they knew. 

• In 3:2, one of their leaders said, “We know you are a teacher come from God”—just a 
teacher. 

• In 6:42, they said they knew that he was the son of Joseph and they knew his father and 
mother. But they didn’t know his heavenly Father. 

• In 7:27, they said they knew where he came from. But they said he was from Galilee, not 
Judea. 



www.tccathens.org 

5 

 

• In 9:24, they’ll say that they know he is a sinner. 
• In 9:29, they’ll finally admit that they really don’t know where he came from. 

But, here, they know he has a demon.  Contrast that with John’s testimony at the end of the book 
(21:24): “We know that his testimony is true.” 

They denied his testimony.  They said (v. 52), “Abraham died, as did the prophets, yet you say, 
‘If anyone keeps my word, he will never taste death.’"  In other words, Abraham, the patriarch of 
Israel, and the prophets obeyed God’s word revealed to them, yet they still died.  But Jesus said 
that if anyone obeyed his word, they wouldn’t see death. 

In their way of thinking, if Jesus’ words could do what not even Abraham and the prophets’ 
words could do, then he was making himself out to be greater.  They said (v. 53): "Are you 
greater than our father Abraham, who died? And the prophets died! Who do you make yourself 
out to be?”"  If everything Jesus said was true, then he was indeed greater than Abraham and the 
prophets.   

This wasn’t the first time that someone questioned Jesus like this.  In chapter 4, the Samaritan 
woman at the well asked a similar question, “Are you greater than our father Jacob?” (4:12). 

Yes, in fact, he is.  In 10:29, Jesus says that his Father is greater than all. Then, in the next 
sentence, Jesus says, “I and the Father are one.”  They are of one essence, which means that 
Jesus, like the Father, is greater than all. 

In Matthew 12, Jesus says that he is greater than the temple (12:6), he’s greater than Jonah 
(12:41), and he’s greater than Solomon (12:42).  In Hebrews 3:3, the author writes that Jesus is 
greater (“worthy of more glory”) than Moses.  Greater than Abraham, greater than Jacob, greater 
than Moses, greater than Solomon, greater than Jonah, greater than the temple. Like the Father, 
Jesus is greater than all.  These Jews couldn’t fathom another Jew claiming that he was greater 
than father Abraham. 

Recall that the reason they sought to kill him in the first place was, according to 5:18, that he was 
calling God his Father, making himself equal to God.  On a later occasion when they wanted to 
stone him for blasphemy, they said it was because, “You, being a man, make yourself God” 
(10:33).  At Jesus’ trial, they told Pilate Jesus must die because “he has made himself the Son of 
God” (19:7).  They sought Jesus’ death because of the claims Jesus made about himself. 

But Jesus was greater than all and he could offer man eternal life so that those who believe in 
him don’t taste death, because Jesus tasted death for us.  Hebrews 2:9 says that by the grace of 
God he tasted death for everyone who believes. 

They heard him correctly in his claim to be greater than Abraham.  But, in another sense, they 
didn’t hear him correctly because he didn’t make himself out to be anything.  Surely, Jesus was 
worthy to be glorified. But Jesus didn’t glorify himself. He didn’t need to.  To the Jews he 
answered (8:54), “If I glorify myself, my glory is nothing. It is my Father who glorifies me, of 
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whom you say, ‘He is our God.’" If Jesus were simply a pretender, a braggart, a megalomaniac, 
all his claims would be hollow.1  If Jesus claimed to be what he was not, his talk would be empty 
talk.  But though he didn’t glorify himself, the Father—the one the Jews claimed was their 
God—glorified Jesus.  Jesus said in 16:14, “He will glorify me.”  And in 17:1, Jesus “lifted up 
his eyes to heaven, and said, “Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son that the Son may 
glorify you,"  And in John 17:5: "Now, Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory 
that I had with you before the world existed."  J. C. Ryle said that Jesus “desired no honor 
independent of [his Father] or in rivalry to him.”  His glory must always be in harmony with the 
Father’s glory, never in competition with the Father’s glory. 
 
These Jews said they knew Jesus had a demon, but the one they didn’t know was God.  Verse 55: 
"But you have not known him. I know him. If I were to say that I do not know him, I would be a 
liar like you, but I do know him and I keep his word."  

Jesus would deny that he was demon possessed, but he wouldn’t deny that he knew God. He 
wouldn’t practice false humility.  Their main problem was that they didn’t know God.  The only 
way they could know God was by Jesus revealing the Father to them: 

Matthew 11:27: "All things have been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows the 
Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son 
chooses to reveal him."  

The Jews couldn’t see what was in front of their faces.  They couldn’t see that Jesus was the 
long-promised seed of Abraham and Isaac who would bless the whole world.  On the other hand, 
Abraham, who lived 2,000 years before Jesus, could see Jesus’ day.  Verse 56: "Your father 
Abraham rejoiced that he would see my day. He saw it and was glad.” 

What did he mean that Abraham saw Jesus’ day and rejoiced?  The Book of Hebrews helps us 
understand. Writing of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 11:13 says, "These all died in faith, not 
having received the things promised, but having seen them and greeted them from afar. . .”  
Abraham didn’t live long enough to see all the promises of God fulfilled.  But he saw the 
beginning of God fulfilling his promises through the birth of Isaac, whose seed would eventually 
continue to Christ, who would ensure the fulfillment of all the promises. 

So from afar, Abraham saw what would eventually culminate in Christ coming.  What Abraham 
saw dimly, he delighted in.  What these Jews saw clearly before them, they raged against.  It’s 
quite a contrast between them and their supposed father. 

They attacked the credibility of Jesus’ character and claims. And, finally, they tried one more 
attack on the credibility of Jesus’ witness. 

III. ATTACK ON THE CREDIBILITY OF JESUS’ WITNESS 

John 8:57: "So the Jews said to him, “You are not yet fifty years old, and have you seen 
Abraham?”"  

                                                      

1 Murray Harris 
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They didn’t believe him. How could Jesus have knowledge of what Abraham saw?  Jesus wasn’t 
even middle-aged. Abraham had been dead for nearly two millennia. How could Jesus have first-
hand knowledge of Abraham?  They were challenging his testimony.  Have you seen Abraham? 
Were you there? Were you alive then? How could anyone believe your testimony of what 
Abraham looked forward to and rejoiced in? 

Jesus answered them in yet another solemn address.  This time, he said perhaps the most 
profound thing he ever said (v. 58): “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I am.”"  

How could he testify to what Abraham saw?  Not simply because Jesus was before Abraham—
that’s true, but he doesn’t say, “Before Abraham was, I was.”  He says, “Before Abraham was, I 
am.”  Jesus knew Abraham, because Jesus was the God Abraham worshiped. 

This was a clear, unambiguous claim to be God.  He took the name of God for himself—the 
name God chose for himself before Moses (Exodus 3:14)—as the explanation for how he knew 
Abraham. 

As the I AM, Jesus transcended time—he stood over time.  There was never a time when he was 
not.  As John wrote in the prologue (1:1–3): "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 
with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made 
through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made."  

If there was any doubt how the Jews understood Jesus, the next verse proves they heard him 
making the claim that he was God because Leviticus 24:16 made the penalty for blasphemy 
stoning by the whole community.  Verse 59: "So they picked up stones to throw at him.”  Jesus’ 
claim to be the I Am was blasphemy to their ears. So they went to find stones to put him to 
death. 

CONCLUSION 

As I said to begin this sermon, the result was that Jesus was hidden and departed the temple.  It 
reminds us of God’s glory departing the temple in Ezekiel 8–11, which represented God’s 
rejection of his people.  Perhaps, there is a hint of that here.  If they would not accept him as he 
is—God, the I AM—then he would not give himself to them. 

The rejection and the abuse he received was predicted long before he came. Isaiah prophesied 
that the coming Messiah (“the Servant”) would be mistreated.  He is called in Isaiah 49:7, “one 
deeply despised, abhorred by the nation” and in Isaiah 53:3, one “despised and rejected by men.” 

So much light shone before the Jews at the end of the Feast of the Booths after the lanterns had 
been extinguished.  But the Light of the world, they could not see because of the blackness of 
their souls. 

But for those of us who’ve had our eyes opened by the Holy Spirit, we see in chapter 8 a 
beautiful portrait of the majesty of the I Am—God in the flesh, the God-man who came to dwell 
among us and lay down his life for the forgiveness of our sins. 
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