The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Reformation Sunday, Year B
The Text: John 8:31-38

What do you think of when you hear the word ‘freedom’? 

In a couple of weeks will be Remembrance Day, and people will speak of the ‘freedom’ we enjoy in this country, because of the sacrifice of those who have gone before us. 

That’s one sort of freedom. 
Our year 12s are just getting to the end of their schooling, thinking about venturing out into the big wide world next year, and perhaps thinking about this as gaining some sort of freedom. 

In Australia at the moment we’ve had a review into religious freedom, which has raised significant issues for us as Christians.
Freedom is also a word associated with the Reformation. In fact in the lead up to the 500th anniversary of the Reformation, the Lutheran Church of Australia launched an initiative called faith, freedom, and future. 

So the question for today is, ‘what is this true freedom?  

What is Christian freedom, the freedom of the Gospel? 

It’s very close to the question asked of Jesus in our text, ‘What do you mean by saying, “You will be made free”?’
So let’s look at this theme of true freedom under three headings today: 

Freedom from what, 

Freedom by what, 

And freedom for what. 

So first is freedom from what? The Jews who has believed in Jesus get quite a shock when Jesus tells them that they can be made free, because they realize immediately that this implies they are currently not free. 

‘We’re descendants of Abraham and have never been slaves to anyone’. ‘What do you mean by saying, “You will be made free”?’

We all would like to think that we are relatively free, that we are in control, that we are the masters of our own destiny. Jesus challenges this. ‘Very truly, I tell you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin.’  
Jesus is not speaking about a lack of political or social freedom, where the slavery might be imposed by people or institutions. He’s pointing to something deeper, that there’s a spiritual slavery and spiritual freedom, that it’s the power of sin to which all people are enslaved apart from Christ. 

Now this is worth thinking about a bit. As Christians we know that sin is what we do or say that goes against God’s will, against the commandments, God calls us to live a certain way. When we don’t, we call that sin. And we acknowledge that since God is God, when we sin this makes us guilty before God. 

But here Jesus points us to another dimension of sin, which is that those very sins we get caught up in, actually exercise power over us. Do you remember that line from the hymn rock of ages? 

‘Be of sin the double cure, 

Cleanse me from its guilt and power’. 

Now if we reflect on this, I think we come to realize fairly easily what Jesus is getting at. Even before you get to the level of actual sin, just consider bad habits. You know you have this bad habit of staying up too late, eating potato chips, and then not getting up on time, and so not getting your room in order before you head out for the day. 

This sort of stuff isn’t sin, it’s just bad habits, you could say. 

So you say to yourself, that’s it, time to change this. And so you make a concerted effort to change this. 

What happens? It’s not easy is it? And let me stress again this is not even sin we’re talking about. 

But even at that level you find out that you’re not as free as you thought you were. You assumed you were the master of this bad habit, but in fact there a sense in which the bad habit has a bit of mastery over you. Peter says something interesting in this regard about the false prophets who crept into the early church. He said: 

‘They promise them freedom, but they themselves are slaves of corruption; for people are slaves to whatever masters them’.  

And when we move then into the realm of actual sin, it just escalates. You tell a little lie, and you think, its okay, I‘ve got control over this.

And what happens? You need to do something else you wouldn’t normally do to protect yourself from the first lie, and then after this you need to tell another lie to cover the other thing you’ve done, and on it goes. You thought you were a free person who had control over this sin, but you soon find out the sin is exercising control over you. 

‘We confess that we are born in… freedom?’ No, ‘we confess that we are born in bondage to sin, and cannot free ourselves’. 

Jesus says, ‘Very truly, I tell you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin.’  
So if we cannot free ourselves, which is the big problem with being enslaved, who can? How does our freedom come? Freedom by what? 

Or better, Freedom by whom? 

‘If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples;
and you will know the truth, and the truth 

will make you free.’ 

‘If the Son sets you free, 

You will be free indeed.’ 

Freedom comes from our Lord Jesus, true freedom is found only in Jesus, the Son of God. 

And the stress here is on continuing in his word. So let’s think a little about the connection between a person and his or her word. 

This word translated here ‘continue’, can also be ‘abide’, ‘dwell in’, ‘make your home in…’ is used by Jesus a number of times in different contexts. He says elsewhere we are to abide in him and he in us, That’s when he talks about the vine and the branches. 

He also says, ‘Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.’ 

But here in our text it’s specifically to abide in his word, and I think these are all meant to go together, abiding in Jesus, in his word, eating and drinking, it all goes together. 

Now when it comes to words, imagine you claim to have a relationship with someone, and I ask you, ‘well what does this person say about x, y and z?’

And you say,’ Oh I don’t know, I don’t listen to what they say, I don’t pay attention to their words.’
That’s clearly nonsense, it doesn’t work that way. Even at a human level our relationship with people is exercised largely as we attend to their words. And Jesus says there’s something similar with him. Continue and remain in my word, Jesus says, don’t give up on it, and don’t take away from it or add to it, you’ll find your freedom as you do this. 

This was one of the big issues in the Reformation: wanting to stick closely to and measure everything by the Lord’s word, not more and not less. 

Abide and make your home in my word Jesus says, this is in fact the mark of a true disciple, and it’s the means by which you find true freedom. So how does that work? 

Well let’s think about different ways you can abide in someone’s words. As we commemorate the Reformation today it seems especially appropriate to think about this in a Law/Gospel sort of way. First as law, what is it to abide in Jesus’ word? Well think about it like this. Let’s say you’re going away somewhere and leaving the kids with a babysitter. Sometimes you want to lay down the law a bit. 

Now kids, we’re not going to be here, and we don’t want you to be giving this person a hard time today, no fighting, no complaining, let’s be kind to each other and speak respectfully, and so on. We might say: “Kids, remember my words today”—in a sense, children please abide in my words today. 
And this is one part of abiding in Jesus’ word. As Christians we are to heed what our Lord says about how we are to live and treat each other. 

Jesus says, for example, ‘Love one another’, and we are to abide in that word. 

But then there’s also a ‘Gospel’ sense in which we can hear this call to abide in Jesus’ word, and here’s another illustration for that. This time imagine you’re sending your child off to university in another state or country. They’re going away and so you want to speak some words to them as they leave that will stay with them that will be of benefit to them as they go, and so maybe you say things like this: 

‘Always remember that we love you, please know we’re always here ready to help, don’t forget that our door is always open and the family home is there if you need it…’ 

And you want your dearly loved child to hang on to these words, you wants these words to be a part of them, so that they can flourish where they are going, so that can be free. 

And it’s something more like this that is the emphasis when Jesus says, ‘If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.’ 

When we pay attention to Jesus’ word, when we live in his words, what do we hear? We hear him say, ‘For God so loved the world that he sent his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life’. 
‘Whoever believes him who sent me has eternal life; they do not come into judgment, But has passed from death to life’. 

And we hear Jesus say, ‘I am the bread of life, whoever comes to me shall never hunger…’ 

‘I am the light of the world, whoever follows me will not walk in darkness but will have the light of life’. 

And Jesus says, Abide in my word, and as we make our home in these words, we come to know the truth. The truth that although there was nothing we could do on our own to free ourselves, Jesus has come to make us free. 
Jesus came to lay down his life, to take away the sin of the world, the Son became a slave, so that we who were slaves might become sons and daughters of God. And if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.

Which brings us to our final point for today, freedom for what? 

There’s a common and somewhat shallow view of freedom in the world, which is that freedom is simply my right to do whatever I want. But this is not Christian freedom, this is not the freedom of the Gospel. I’d suggest it’s not actually freedom in any true sense. 

Some of you remember the famous fish illustration with freedom. Where is a fish truly free? In the water. A fish can lose its freedom by getting caught in a net or on the hook, but also by jumping out of the water and onto the beach. A fish out of the water on the beach is not free. A fish is free in water. A fish is free when it is living as it was designed to live. 

And Jesus says that true freedom is not the ability to go and do whatever you want as an autonomous individual. No true freedom is being freed from one master, in order to serve another master, being liberated from the enslaving power of sin, to serve the Lord Jesus. 

As St Peter says, ‘As servants of God, live as free people, yet do not use your freedom as a pretext for evil’. 

Notice freedom is found in being a true disciples, in being with him as the master. This freedom comes from and in union with Jesus the Son who has the permanent place in the household. Our freedom is found not anywhere, but in a new household.  

Think of a slave in a household who is freed, but has nowhere to go? Or in a modern context, think of a prisoner who is freed from jail, but then has nowhere to go, no house or home, no opportunities. Is that true freedom? 

Jesus gives us true freedom, because he liberates us from slavery to sin, to become sons and daughters in a new household, to become disciples of a new master. 

Here’s how St Paul puts it, ‘But thanks be to God that you, having once been slaves of sin, have become obedient to the form of teaching to which you were entrusted, and that you, having been set free from sin, have become slaves of righteousness… Romans 6:17-18,22.
How do we know the shape of life in his household? It’s as we abide in his word. 

Christian freedom is freedom from the enslaving power of sin, it’s freedom by abiding in the word of Jesus by which we come to know the truth of who he is, and what he had done for us. It’s freedom for service to this gracious master in his household. It’s freedom for service of others, as we love one another. 

As Reformation Christians, may we continue his word and so truly be his disciples. Amen.  
