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Intro: I know some places down south where certain statements or claims will get you into a lot of 
trouble.  
 
Some places in the rural south where I grew up where people see themselves as true patriots. They 
can quote the bill of rights, passages from our founding documents—all supplying them the 
guarantee of freedom: 

• The pursuit of life, liberty and happiness 
• Freedom of speech 
• Freedom to own fire arms 
• Freedom of assembly 
• Freedom of religion and so on.  

 
And just for fun, if we were running a social experiment and you wanted to test how deeply 
committed to these ideas they really are—let’s say we ventured into their space and walked into say, 
a local tavern or diner—and you started telling those patriotic southerners that they are not free, and 
they are not the political descendants of our founding fathers, Washington, Jefferson, Adams; and 
they are in fact opposed to true lasting freedom—well, I would venture to say that someone would 
open up a can of Walker Texas Ranger on you. The very suggestion that they might not be truly free, 
or patriotic, or worse yet—anti-American—well you’ve got yourself a bar fight. Let’s go back to a 
first century bar fight. 
 
Transition: Now in his own way, Jesus has done just that. He has come to the most patriotic Jews in 
the history of their nation. They believe they are the true political and spiritual descendants of 
Abraham and David. They believe they are truly free because they have the precious Torah—their 
national charter—the life giving Law of the Lord. They believe they truly seeking God’s path as they 
diligently study the prophets for clues about their messiah.  
 
And it turns out that they’re wrong. Jesus goes into their temples and synagogues, on their 
turf—and challenges their notions of patriotism and their vision of Messiah.  
 
3 categories of objections to Jesus: (1) His unremarkable human origin. (2) His claims about their 
origin and true nature. (3) His radical statements about his divine nature. 
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1. Jesus’ humanity—his unremarkable human origin. The NT makes it clear that 
Jesus was genuinely human. He may have had a miraculous conception, but I assure his birth was 
quite ordinary. In fact, Jesus had just about as inauspicious of a start as you might imagine.  
 
Jesus also grew according to the normal way young boys do. Luke says in 2:40 that “he grew and 
became strong.” As he matured Luke goes on to say, “he increased in wisdom, in stature, and in 
favor with God and man” (2:52). And Jesus was severely tested and tempted in his flesh: According 
to Matt. 4 he was severely hungry during an excruciating fast to inaugurate his earthly ministry. He 
was tempted by false gods, for false prosperity and fame—you name it—he experienced the full 
spectrum of human temptation.  
 
He experienced the full range of emotional and physical needs: Anger at the corrupt priesthood for 
price-gouging the common folk; joy over the true believers; astonishment and amazement at some 
people’s lack of faith. And he wept bitterly at the graveside of a beloved friend—and shed tears over 
his holy and beloved city—Jerusalem. He was human in every way, yet was without sin. He never 
transgressed God’s moral law, though, he often flouted the superficial regulations of the Pharisees’ 
Halakah.  
 
And whenever preachers or theologians tell you that Jesus was fully human—very human even—
they almost always recite these facts from Scripture that I have just given you. But nearly all of us 
miss this other part of being human that Jesus knew all too well. Yes he experienced the gamut of 
human emotion, got tired from travelling, hot and thirsty, and grew and learned like any normal 
human child.  
 
But Jesus knew something else… 
 
He knew what it was like to live out the majority of his life in utter obscurity. He understands what 
it feels like to be a nobody from nowhere—to be looked upon and thought of as that sharp young 
rabbi who was unfortunately a graduate of the community college of Galilee. Hardly a match for his 
southern rabbinic competitors. Hardly a contender for the most important job in human history—
God’s Messiah.  
Even in his popularity where the crowds were mesmerized by his authority over disease, over 
sickness, his facility with God’s Word—even then they scratch their heads in disbelief. “Him? This 
guy?” 
John 6:41-42 “So the Jews grumbled about him, because he said, ‘I am the bread that came down 
from heaven.’ 42 They said, ‘Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? 
How does he now say, ‘I have come down from heaven’?” 
And now, here it is again—listen to it… 
John 7:2-4 “Now the Jews' Feast of Booths was at hand. 3 So his brothers said to him, ‘Leave here 
and go to Judea, that your disciples also may see the works you are doing. 4 For no one works in 
secret if he seeks to be known openly. If you do these things, show yourself to the world.’” Hear the 
cynicism in their voices? 



Series: I AM 
Part 4: Before Abraham Was, I AM. 

Jeff Kennedy / March 18, 2018 
 

And one more time…here it is again… 
7:40-41 “40 When they (the crowds) heard these words, some of the people said, “This really is the 
Prophet.” 41 Others said, “This is the Christ.” But some said, “Is the Christ to come from Galilee?” 
 
Jesus knew what it was like to have his place of origin questioned—his parentage, his provenance—
his perception as nothing more than local yokel from backwater Nazareth and Galilee—not 
exactly the spiritual center of the universe. In fact Galilee is often spoken of derisively in the rabbinic 
literature. The people were called the am ha eretz (people of the lands), and the Galilean rabbis were 
chided for their harsh and unrefined Aramaic accents.  
 
And he’s from there. Jesus was fully man—and he knows exactly what it’s like to have his 
background become a barrier for his audience.  
 

• The crowd is offended at his unremarkable family background.  
• His family takes offense at his refusal to capitalize on his popularity and reveal himself to the 

world.  
• The Pharisees, their students, and the devout Jerusalemites are offended at his dubious 

provenance and origin. 
 
Everyone, it seems, has a reason to be offended by Jesus. And the offense begins with his 
humanity, his obscurity, the fact that he is an oddity. He’s not what they expected. 
 
How could it be that God’s Messiah could be this ordinary? 
But wait, it gets worse.  
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2. The people’s identity—the incendiary accusations. To make matters worse 
Jesus hurls several accusations at them that are very much like walking into a bar or local patriotic 
dive in South Carolina or Short Pump Virginia—and calling them all Anti-American lovers of 
fascism. It elicits just about the same vitriolic, nearly violent response.  
First, he tells them that they are spiritually deaf. Watch this… 
Jn. 5:24 “Truly, truly, I say to you, 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. 25 Truly, truly, I say 
to you, an hour is coming, and is now here, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and 
those who hear will live. Whoever is of God hears the words of God. The reason why you do not 
hear them is that you are not of God.” 
Did you catch it? Believing for eternal life is made possible only by hearing his words first. That, 
Jesus says, is the key to eternal life. Hearing and believing.  
Even the dead will hear him and will live (so—the resurrection at the end of the world is based on 
hearing HIS word)—and whoever hears the words of God are those who are “of God” those who 
genuinely belong to God.  
Look, here it is again… 
Jn 8:43 “Why do you not understand what I say? It is because you cannot bear to hear my word.” 
 
What’s going on with all this talk of “hearing”?  
 
Culturally, this is a direct challenge to their status, not just their ability to “understand” or perceive 
the things he’s teaching them. The Jews thought of themselves as “the hearers” of God’s word. 
That’s a title—that’s a cultural designation which comes straight out of their most sacred and 
important Scripture in Torah. Shema (hear) oh Israel—Hear oh Israel—the Lord your God is one.  
 
The Lord, Yahweh, is God alone.  
And they—are the hearers of God.  
And Jesus says—“you’re deaf. You don’t believe in me because you don’t hear me. And you don’t 
hear me because It turns out, you’re NOT the hearers of God. Paul asked, “What advantage is 
there in being a Jew? Much in every way. Theirs are the covenants, the promises, the 
prophets.” 
 
Then, he tells them they are spiritually dead. Here it comes again… 
5:21 “For as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, so also the Son gives life to whom he 
will.” 5:25 “Truly, truly, I say to you, an hour is coming, and is now here, when the dead will hear 
the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will live.” 
8:21 So he said to them again, “I am going away, and you will seek me, and you will die in your 
sin.” 
I can’t wait to unpack the story of Lazarus on Easter Sunday. I hope you be here for that. But the gist 
of it is right here—eternal life is in Jesus and without him—not only will everyone who has ever died 
stay dead—we will all remain spiritually dead, without God and without hope in the world. Jesus is 
the resurrection and the life. We’ll save our thunder on that point for Easter… 
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But there’s a third offense, I want you to see it… 
Thirdly, he accuses them of being spiritually enslaved. Now, I want to show you why this was such 
an offensive thing to say to a first century Jew.  
Jn. 8:31-32 “So Jesus said to the Jews who had believed him, ‘If you abide in my word, you are 
truly my disciples, 32 and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.’ 
33 They answered him, ‘We are offspring of Abraham and have never been enslaved to anyone, 
how is it that you say, ‘You will become free’?” 
The first referent here is of Isaac’s offspring not Ishmael’s. In other words, their response essentially 
is “we are children of the free son—Isaac, not the slave son, Ishmael.” This works ethnically.  
But it also works on another level… Geopolitically. 
 
Israel wasn’t a slave state of Rome at the time, contrary to popular notions. They were what 
sociologists call “A client state.” The Patron-client relationship in the ancient world went something 
like this: Rome, your patron overlord, dedicates itself to the peace and security of your nation—and 
you are a “client” in that you collect taxes and fund the political and war machine of Rome.  The 
Patron-Client relationship between a conqueror and the conquered was unilaterally established and 
mutually accomplished. Herod (and his family) were client kings. They represented Israel to Rome, 
and represented Rome to Israel. So technically the people aren’t wrong. They aren’t slaves.  
 
Or are they? Here’s how Jesus put it… 
8:34-36 “Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who practices sin is a slave to sin. 35 The slave does not 
remain in the house forever; the son remains forever. 36 So if the Son sets you free, you will be free 
indeed. 37 I know that you are offspring of Abraham; yet you seek to kill me because my word finds 
no place in you.” The truth is, they are enslaved to sin because they are sons and daughters of Adam 
and Eve. They may have the Law, they may be God’s chosen people in their land—but they are still 
enslaved to the same sin that got the first humans cast out of the garden, and the Jewish nation 
thrown into exile in Babylon. Their hearts are hardened against their God. And no amount of 
sacrifices in the temple, festivals, synagogue readings, devout law-keeping—no amount of it can 
save them from the condition of the heart. 
 
Fourthly, he accuses them of being the spawn of the devil. Now the language is ratcheted up a bit. 
They accuse him of being a Samaritan and being demonized—the crowd chuckles a bit. Jesus goes 
one better. 
8:44 “You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father's desires. He was a 
murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. 
When he lies, he speaks out of his own character, for he is a liar and the father of lies.” 
In other words, “your character and your intentions are the same as his. You feign interest in the 
things of God and my teachings—but you bristle at the very words of life. You appear to be 
conscientious and concerned for doctrinal purity—but you lie and plot my destruction. If I were 
judging you sincere religious folk by your actions, I’d swear you were children of the devil himself.” 
 
  



Series: I AM 
Part 4: Before Abraham Was, I AM. 

Jeff Kennedy / March 18, 2018 
 

Now their blood is boiling…But he presses the offense… 
3. Jesus’ divinity—an outrageous assertion.  
The conversation goes back and forth—claims of demonization, heresy, and being a couple 
sandwiches short of a picnic. Jesus claims to bring glory and honor to the Father as his only Son. 
And they’re response is predictable: “Now we’re worried Jesus. We thought you were claiming to be 
the Messiah—but now—It seems like…I mean, are you saying what we think you’re saying?” 
 
Insisting that he is telling the truth, Jesus says, “Your father Abraham rejoiced that he would see my 
day. He saw it and was glad.”  
 
8:57 “So the Jews said to him, ‘You are not yet fifty years old, and have you seen Abraham?’ 58 Jesus 
said to them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I am.’ 59 So they picked up stones to 
throw at him, but Jesus hid himself and went out of the temple.” 
Even if you think that Jesus’ “I and the Father are one” passages in John are “purpose” passages—
there’s no way to obfuscate this one.” It’s unambiguous. There’s only one response that would have 
elicited Jewish capital punishment—the claim to be God.   
 
For us today: The response is so crucial. Are we going to bury Jesus’ claim of being preexistent and 
eternal under a pile of softened explanations? Explanations that seek to mitigate the force and the 
offense of the claim? Or, are we going to receive it—receive him. Because if we don’t receive him 
for who he is—who he claims to be: 

• We’ll remain spiritually deaf—we won’t be able to bear hearing the truth.   
• We’ll remain spiritually dead—no life and dead in our trespasses. 
• We’ll remain spiritually enslaved—Fooling ourselves that we have the truth. Self-deceived 

into thinking that we are the sons of Freedom—the spiritual descendants of Peter, Paul and 
John. But our false gospel will fail us in the moment we need it the most. When our eternal 
status is on the line.  

Closing: John Piper gave the best illustration, a picture of freedom. “Let’s take skydiving, for 
example. What you want is to experience the fullest possible exhilaration of freedom in skydiving. 
Let’s suppose then that you are on your way to the airport to go up for your first real jump, but your 
car hits a pothole, you have a blowout, and run into a telephone pole. You are no longer free to jump, 
whether you have the ability or not, because the opportunity passes while you wait for the tow truck. 
You lack the freedom of opportunity. The plane has taken off without you.  

Or suppose you do make it to the airport, but it turns out that you skipped all the classes and don’t 
know the first thing about skydiving. You lack the most basic abilities — like how to operate the 
parachute. The opportunity is there, but you don’t have the freedom of ability. They’re not going 
to let you jump. 
 
But suppose that you make it to the airport, you went to all the classes, and have all the abilities 
needed. You take off in the little plane, but as soon they open the door and you look down, all your 
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desire vanishes and in its place comes a paralyzing fear. The opportunity is there, the ability is there, 
but you lack the freedom of desire. You’re not going to jump. 
 
But there is one last requirement for real freedom. Suppose you get to the airport with no obstacle 
(you have the freedom of opportunity); you have all the know-how necessary  
(you have the freedom of ability); you look out the door at the tiny clusters of silos and barns and 
farmhouses a few miles down, and just can’t wait to jump 
(you have the freedom of desire). So you jump. 
And as you free fall, enjoying every second of it, unknown to you, your parachute is defective and is 
not going to open no matter what you do. You pull your rip cord—it doesn’t open, you pull your 
back up emergency chute—nothing. Are you free — fully free, free indeed? 
 
No. What you are doing so happily and so freely is going to kill you. Even though you don’t 
know it yet, you are in bondage to destruction. It feels like freedom. But very soon the whole thing 
— all the exhilaration — will prove to be an illusion. In thirty seconds you’ll be one with the terrain 
below.” 
 
If we deny that Jesus is the Christ—that before Abraham was he IS the AM—denying Christ as 
LORD—Yahweh is a death sentence.  
 
And no matter how sincere, how equipped we feel, how much we desire it or how fearlessly we leap 
into religion, or hedonism—or anything else we trust in— 
 
Without Jesus we are fooling ourselves that we have the truth. But our false gospel will fail us in the 
moment we need it the most. When our eternal status is on the line. Those other chutes won’t open. 
 
But if you want freedom—to be free indeed—you can have it today. Will you pray with me? 
 
God I confess what is true about you. You are the one true creator of the universe. And there is no 
God but you. I renounce every false god and idol I have trusted in. I put my trust in you.  
 
God I confess that I am fallen—that I have been spiritually deaf to your truth, spiritually dead in 
my trespasses and sins—and I have no hope in this world apart from your salvation.  
 
God I confess that Jesus is the crucified and risen Lord of the World—The only Son of God by 
nature—and God the son. I hear his voice, I embrace him as the truth, and trust his salvation.  
 
I am a child of God adopted into your family through your Son. 


