
Bibliography

Brendan Byrne, “Sons of God,” ed. David Noel Freedman, The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary (New York:
Doubleday, 1992), 156–159.

SONS OF GOD. In Greek literature from Homeric times there is the idea of Zeus as
“father of gods and men.” In the later Greco-Roman Mediterranean world, Stoic
philosophy stressed the unity of humankind on the basis that all are by nature children
of God. An echo of this appears in the quotation of a well-known verse of the poet Aratus
put on Paul’s lips in the Areopagus speech (Acts 17:28). But the biblical idea of divine
sonship and more specifically the Christian conception of believers as “sons/children of
God” owes little to such external influences, having its roots in ideas and forms of
expression enshrined in early Israelite theology. This article will trace divine sonship
patterns in the OT, Intertestamental and Rabbinic Literature, before examining the NT
data. See also SON OF GOD.

A. Old Testament

The designation “sons (son) of God” occurs in the OT in three clearly definable
categories depending on whether it refers (1) to divine or angelic beings; (2) to Israelites
or Israel as a whole; or (3) individually to the king.

The use of the expression “sons of God” (more correctly “sons of the gods”) with
reference to heavenly beings does not imply actual progeny of God (or the gods) but
reflects the common Semitic use of “son” (Heb ben) to denote membership of a class or
group. “Sons of the gods,” then, designates beings belonging to the heavenly or divine
sphere. Such allusions to a plurality of divine beings, occurring especially in the Psalms
and related poetic literature, represent a stage when Israel’s Yahwism found room for a
pantheon in many ways similar to Canaanite models (cf. the literature of Ugarit). In the
Bible, however, such beings are clearly subordinate to Yahweh, forming his heavenly
court or council (Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7; Pss 29:1; 82:6; 89:6; cf. Deut 32:43 LXX). Echoes of
deliberation with such a court can be heard in the mysterious plural references of Gen
1:26; 3:22; 11:7. As shown by the episode related in Gen 6:1–4, where the “sons of the
gods” take wives from the daughters of men, and also by Ps 82:6–7, a key point of
distinction between the “sons of the gods” and human beings lay in the matter of life and
death: humans remain mortal, unless given a share in the “spirit” common to Yahweh
and his host. Eventually the “sons of the gods” were fused with the concept of angels—a
development already to be seen in Dan 3:25 and reflected, for the most part, in the LXX.

The description of Israel or Israelites as “sons (son) of God,” together with the
corresponding idea of God as “Father,” is hardly a leading or frequently occurring motif
in the OT, though it does feature across a fairly wide cross section of texts. The usage
never implies real paternity on God’s part. Rather, in a metaphorical way it expresses
the intimate and unique relationship between Yahweh and Israel, founded upon the fact
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that he has chosen and created this people for himself (Deut 14:1; 32:5–6, 19–20; Isa
43:6–7; 64:8; Jer 2:27; Mal 2:10). This filial relationship, while offering assurance and
hope for Israel (Isa 63:8, 16; Jer 31:9, 20), also requires a faithful pattern of life. Thus
assertions of sonship often serve to heighten reproach (Deut 32:5–6; Isa 1:2–4; 30:9;
Hos 11:1–2). In such situations Israel can expect the kind of discipline that sons receive
from their fathers (Deut 1:31; 8:5; Mal 1:6; 3:17; Prov 3:11–12). The simple metaphor of
sonship becomes a more formal and explicit statement in certain contexts where Israel’s
status as God’s people is affirmed over against other nations (against Pharaoh in Exod
4:22–23; cf. Deut 14:1–2). The association of sonship and “people of God” comes out in
a particularly striking way in the oracle of salvation in Hos 2:1 (—Eng 1:10): “… and in
the place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ it shall be said to them
‘Sons of the living God.’ ” Thus sonship emerges from the OT tradition as the unique
privilege of Israel, chosen and created by God. Upon Israel it imposes a peculiar loyalty
and obedience; from outsiders it draws acknowledgment and respect.

The privilege of sonship in the OT is focused upon an individual solely in the person of
the king. Although the actual phrase “son of God”—let alone “son of Yahweh”—never
occurs, the idea appears in two ancient “royal” psalms (Pss 2:7b: “He [the Lord] said to
me, ‘You are my son, today I have begotten you’ ”; and 110:3 [assuming that the LXX
(Psalm 109) represents the original reading]). Likewise, a filial relationship to God, with
its threat of admonition as well as assurance of protection, features in the dynastic
oracle to the house of David spoken by Nathan the prophet (2 Sam 7:14: “I will be his
father and he shall be my son”; 1 Chr 17:13; 22:10; 28:6; Ps 89:19–37). The idea of a
divine “begetting” of the king echoes the royal ideology of surrounding cultures (esp.
Egypt). But the Israelite dynastic oracle sets the filial relationship firmly within the
framework of the covenantal theology that applies to the people as a whole. While
sonship bestows dominion and divine protection, it also promises on God’s part
intolerance of disloyalty and sin. The “royal” sonship is, then, a microcosm of the divine
sonship of all Israel.

B. Intertestamental Literature

The usage of “sons (son) of God” to denote heavenly beings continues in a broad range
of Jewish texts right up V 6, p 157 to the time of the rise of Christianity. But now, as
already in Dan 3:25, the reference is simply to angels (Wis 5:5; 1 En. 6:2; 13:8; 14:3 [all
as “sons of heaven”]; 69:4–5; 71:1; 106:5–6; T. Ab. 12:6; Seth fragment in Cedrenus
[Migne, PG 121 Col. 8 (p. 41)]; Jos. Asen. 16:14; L.A.B. 3:1; 1QHf 2:3).

Somewhat isolated references to Israel (Israelites) as “(firstborn) son(s) of God” occur in
a broad scattering of texts, especially in contexts where a sharp distinction is made
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between Israel and other nations (Sir 36:12 [LXX 16b]; Wis 9:7; 12:7, 20–21; 16:10, 21,
26; 18:4, 13; 19:6; Jdt 9:4, 13; 2 Bar. 13:9; 3 Macc. 6:28; 7:6; Pss. Sol. 17:30; Jub. 1:25–
28; 2:20; 4 Ezra 5:28; 6:58; Assum. Mos. 10:3; L.A.B. 32:10; 4QDibHam 3:4–6).
“Son(s) of God” (or its equivalent) becomes virtually a synonym for “people of God” (=
Israel), while the OT associations of election, closeness to God, and special protection
continue. The ethical aspect of the sonship metaphor also continues (Add Esth 16:14–
16; Pss. Sol. 17:30; L.A.B. 16:5), often associated with the idea of disciplinary
chastisement (Wis 12:20–21; 16:10–11; Pss. Sol. 18:4).

A fresh development, however, is the considerable frequency with which the motif
occurs in eschatological contexts. This suggests that it was an epithet felt to be
particularly apt to describe the ideal Israel of the end time, the holy and purified people
of God, destined to possess or actually in possession of the blessings of salvation (Jub.
1:25–28; Pss. Sol. 17:30; Sib. Or. 3:702–4; 5:248–50). Frequently, acknowledgment of
sonship suggests the idea of rescue from or immunity to death. Connected with this is a
widespread tendency in the intertestamental period to characterize the future awaiting
the righteous as a restoration of the angel-like immunity to death enjoyed by human
beings before the fall (1 En. 69:11; 2 En. 30:11; Wis 1:13–14), along with other angelic
characteristics and privileges such as a shining countenance, vision of God, and
presence at the heavenly liturgy (Wis 5:5; 2 Bar. 51:3–12; Pr. Jos. A). The combination
of these motifs in the eschatology of several texts suggests a conflation in the later
period of the formerly separate categories of “Israelite” and “heavenly being (angelic)”
divine sonship (Byrne 1979).

For the intertestamental period there is as yet no direct evidence of the individual “son
(child) of God” title applied to a Davidic ruler in the titular way associated with later
Christian messianism—though fragmentary texts from Qumran (4QFlor; 4QpsDan ara)
point to some degree in this direction. More striking is the frequent use of the singular
“son/child (huios, pais) of God” in Wisdom 2–5 to denote the individual righteous
person, whose ultimate immunity to death and whose destiny to eternal life is
acknowledged by his persecutors (Wis 2:16–18; 5:5). The frequent occurrence of the
sonship theme in the final part of Wisdom, the great midrash upon the rescue of Israel
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from Egyptian persecution and pursuit (chaps. 10–19), represents a “democratization”
of the individual usage occurring in the early chapters; like the righteous person of
chaps. 2–5, the righteous nation, made up of God’s sons, receives mild discipline,
special favor, and rescue from the clutches of the enemy (12:7, 20; 16:1, 26; 18:4, 13;
19:6).

Though sometimes proceeding from the relevant biblical texts (Deut 14:1 and 32:18 in
Philo, Conf. 145–46), expressions of divine sonship in Philo have more in common with
Stoic-Platonic models and are used to reinforce the moral qualities required for the
ascent of the truly wise person to the knowledge and vision of God. Significantly, it is
God’s Word (Logos), himself the “Firstborn Son,” who assists human beings in this
process, which involves, according to one passage (Sobr. 56), becoming “by adoption”
God’s only son.

C. Rabbinic Literature

The motif of Israel (Israelites) as “son (sons) of God” occurs fairly frequently in Rabbinic
literature from the earliest period onward (R. Akiba, m. ʾAbot3:15; R. Yose the Galilean,
Mek. on Exod 15:18). These show an explicit awareness of sonship as a unique privilege.
In the 2d century there is a dispute as to whether sonship is an abiding privilege
independent of behavior or whether it is to be seen in ethical terms, coming and going
according to practice (b. Qidd. 36a). Later texts seem to reflect long-standing disputes
with Christians as to whether Israel’s sonship privilege can be extended to gentiles
(Pesiq. R. 5:1).

All this material reflects an explicit consciousness of divine sonship as a distinctive
privilege of Israel, especially in connection with eschatological restoration, at the time of
the rise of Christianity.

D. The New Testament

In the NT the designation of believers as “sons (huioi)” or “children (tekna) of God”
occurs as a major motif in the Pauline and Johannine literature, although there are
isolated references elsewhere. However, the sense of God as “Father” and the disciples
of Jesus, correspondingly, as “sons/children” is probably far more central in the
Synoptic tradition than the scattered allusions might suggest: Matt 6:9 = Luke 11:2 (the
Lord’s prayer); Matt 5:45 (the exhortation to love one’s enemies in order to be “sons of
your Father in heaven”); the implications of the exhortation to petitionary prayer (Matt
7:9, 11 = Luke 11:11–13). While the references just mentioned bring out the ethical side
of sonship (Eph 5:1), the eschatological sense emerges in the beatitude of Matt 5:9 and
more strikingly in the teaching on the resurrection in Luke 20:36 (where being “sons of
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God” and “sons of the resurrection” is linked with being equal to angels). A similar sense
seems to attend the allusion in Heb 2:10 to God’s leading “many sons to glory”; here
Christian sonship is clearly patterned upon that of Christ, who bears the “Son” title in a
unique way (1:1–13). Later in Hebrews (12:5b–6 [a quotation from Prov 3:11–12]) the
“disciplinary” aspect emerges to explain the trials of persecution.

1. The Pauline Literature. In Rom 9:4 Paul lists huiothesia (sonship) among a
traditional list of Jewish privileges. The term does not occur in the LXX or in any
Hellenistic Jewish texts but its use is widespread in Greek literature and inscriptions to
denote the common Greco-Roman custom of “adoption.” There is a sense in which
adoption well suits the Jewish idea of sonship with its basis in election and creation
rather than any suggestion of divine procreation. On the other hand, adoption in the
strict sense was not a Jewish custom and it may be best not to tie huiothesia V 6, p 158
too narrowly to this meaning, but rather to see behind the term (also in Rom 8:15, 23;
Gal 4:5; Eph 1:5) principally the long-standing biblical tradition of Israel (Israelites) as
“son (sons) of God.”

In Galatians the motif of divine sonship indicates the status of freedom which believers
enjoy in the new age, in contrast to the slavery and fear of the old age. The Galatians are
tempted to go back into the old age of slavery and set about earning the eschatological
blessings by taking on the yoke of the law. But Paul points to the experience of the Spirit
(3:2, 5; 4:6–7) as empirical evidence that their believing response to the gospel has
ushered them into the new age in which they already enjoy the status of sons. He blends
the argument from experience with a complex scriptural proof showing Christ, as
unique “seed” (3:16), to be the sole heir of the promise to Abraham “and to his seed.”
Believers, including most notably Gentile believers, share in the sonship status and the
inheritance only by “entrance” into Christ through faith and baptism (3:26). Thus
Christian sonship is God’s eschatological gift, enabled by the redemptive death of Christ.
It has a totally christological base, attested by the fact that the Spirit of the Son impels
the baptized to address God in the way distinctive of Jesus: “Abba, Father” (4:6; Rom
8:15; Mark 14:36).

In Romans 8, Paul introduces sonship at the point where his discussion of the new
freedom made possible by the Spirit opens the prospect of the hope for eternal life (the
statement in v 14 that “all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God” picks up the
“will live” at the end of v 13). Sonship is a present reality, attested, as in Galatians 3–4
by the experience of the Spirit (vv 15–16). But this is so in a hidden way, surrounded by
suffering. The public revelation of sonship awaits the fullness of eschatological existence
and will be shown by resurrection (8:23), in which the freedom and glory of the
“sons/children of God” will be revealed, accompanied by the restoration of all creation
(8:19, 21). All this is simply the unfolding of God’s eternal plan that human beings
should share the “image of his Son (the risen Lord)” so that he would be “Firstborn
among many brethren” (8:29–30).

The upshot of Paul’s argument in Romans 8 is that God has conferred the eschatological
sonship upon all believers, Jewish and gentile alike. The acute problem this raises with
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respect to the unique Jewish privilege implied in the traditional understanding is part of
the general problem addressed in chaps. 9–11. In a complex scriptural argument, Paul
first establishes that sonship does not derive from fleshly descent from Abraham nor
does it involve any human meriting, but rests entirely upon God’s free choice and
election (9:6–18). He finally employs the text of Hos 2:1 (blended in a creative way with
2:23) to indicate God’s purpose to include the Gentiles (originally “not my people”)
within the scope of God’s eschatological call to sonship (9:22–26).

An isolated reference in Phil 2:15 shows a more ethical view of sonship based on Deut
32:5. In 2 Cor 6:18, possibly a fragment from an earlier text, we have eschatological
sonship in the shape of the Davidic oracle (2 Sam 7:14) rendered in a more “inclusive”
and “democratic” form: “you will be to me sons and daughters.” A similar use of the
oracle occurs in Rev 21:7.

2. The Johannine Literature. In contrast to the more fluid Pauline usage, the
Johannine literature reserves the strict sonship language (huios) for Jesus Christ,
describing believers as “children [tekna] of God.”

In the Gospel of John the expression occurs only twice (1:12; 11:52), but there are
indications that the title and status occupy a central place in the self-understanding of
the Johannine community. In the first instance a structural analysis of the Prologue
shows that the “power to become children of God” (v 12), those who are “begotten of
God” (v 13) is in fact the central affirmation (Culpepper 1980). To Nicodemus,
representative of sympathetic Pharisaic Judaism, Jesus insists that entrance into the
eschatological age likewise involves a being “born from above” (3:3, 5). Although the
actual title does not occur, the identity of the real children of God and the criterion by
which this is established stands at the center of the debate between Jesus and “the
believing Jews” in 8:31–47. The latter base their claim to sonship and freedom on the
basis of being “seed of Abraham.” Jesus contests that they are true descendants of
Abraham and asserts that they, in fact, have the devil, not God, as their father because of
their murderous intent towards himself (vv 39–44). Such passages appear to reflect
debates between the Johannine community and Jewish groups as to the criterion of the
eschatological divine sonship and its true possessors. Similarly, the comment in 11:51–
52 that the high priest’s prophecy unwittingly but accurately foretold the effect of Jesus’
death, namely that it would serve to gather into one all the “scattered children of God,”
shows a Christian redefinition of the epithet, reminiscent of Paul: the eschatological
Israel is gathered from all believers, Jewish and gentile, who constitute the “children of
God.”

In 1 John the sonship claim again features in a context of dispute—this time dispute
within the Johannine movement itself. Sonship is a status conferred by God and, as in
the Gospel, stems from being begotten of God (2:29–3:2; 3:9–10; 5:1–4). It is a present
possession but, as in Romans 8, there is a completion of sonship, yet to be revealed
(3:1–2). The polemical context, however, in a way reminiscent of John 8, brings to the
fore the ethical aspect of sonship: the “children of God” are distinguished from the
“children of the devil” by the fact that they do not sin, that they do righteousness (3:10),
that they love both God and the “children he begets,” that is, the true members of the
community (5:1–2).



From both the Pauline and Johannine literature it is clear that the motif of divine
sonship, traditionally understood as a distinctive eschatological privilege of Israel, had a
place at the center of Christian attempts at self-definition both with respect to Israel and
also to the inclusion of the gentiles until the close of the 1st century c.e.
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