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John 8:31-38; Rom. 3:19-28; Jer. 31:31-34 

 

“… and you will know the truth… and the truth will make you free.” 

What is TRUTH?!  This isn’t just Pilate’s famous question.  It’s mine… and maybe it’s yours, too – 

especially these days!  In a society filled with more “alternative facts” and “half-truths,” swirling conspiracy 

theories and outright lies… than fact- or data-driven information or “truth”… do people even care about or 

seek out TRUTH anymore?!    

Well, ready or not, the Reformation readings for today turn our full attention to TRUTH—God’s TRUTH… 

the TRUTH that really matters… the only TRUTH that can “make us free.”   

The 1st TRUTH is the hard one for us to acknowledge and admit—to God… and to ourselves.  It hits us right 

smack in the face in our gospel reading… and in our reading from Romans as well.  The 1st TRUTH that 

Jesus speaks… is the TRUTH about ourselves: We are slaves to sin.  Our lives are bound by the power of 

sin… and there is nothing we can do to free ourselves from its snare.   

Do we take this TRUTH seriously?   

Do we know (acknowledge) our need to be “made free” from sin’s power in our lives?   

If you know the biblical story of God’s chosen people, the Israelites, it is hard not to smirk when they 

respond to Jesus’ words about being “made free” with, “We are descendants of Abraham and have never 

been slaves to anyone.”   

Never been slaves?!  Really?!  Who do they think they are kidding?  What about the Egyptians… and the 

Assyrians… and the Persians; what about their current situation as a subject people under the Roman 

Empire?!   

Clearly this is a case of denial… or selective memory, at the least?!  Something we, too, are perhaps guilty 

of… especially when it comes to sin… and the power it holds in our lives.   

Jesus is, of course, talking about a different kind of enslavement… a slavery worse than what the Israelites 

suffered under Pharaoh… worse than their suffering under the rule of Rome.  A slavery that grips / holds 

captive not just individuals but groups, yes, even nations!  The slavery called “sin.”   

“Everyone who commits sin is a slave of the sin,” Jesus says, “The slave doesn’t have a permanent place in 

the household; the son has place there forever.  So, if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.”   

Sin—this condition that enslaves us ALL—is deeply woven into our existence.  As Paul put it in our 2nd 

reading, “There is no distinction, since ALL have sinned and fall short of the glory of God…”   

Sin holds us captive… it corrupts our lives / it invades and pervades our human systems... and it negatively 

impacts ALL of our relationships—with God… and with each other.   

If taken seriously, the words we speak at the beginning of each service—in the Prayer of Confession—are, 

perhaps, the most TRUTH-ful words we speak each week… because the TRUTH is, we never live up to 

what God expects / wants of us… we always fall short… and deep down, we know it.  And no matter how 

hard we try… no matter what we say or do or think, we cannot NOT sin… or make ourselves right before 

God… on our own. 

Which is why we need to hear the 2nd TRUTH from our readings today: the TRUTH about God—that 

despite our sin / our failures… God loves us… and forgives us.    
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This TRUTH comes through loud and clear in our first reading, from the prophet Jeremiah… where after 

speaking the TRUTH to Israel (and whether we like it or not, us too!)—how they shattered God’s covenant 

and commands… God, nevertheless, promises “I will forgive their wickedness and remember their sin no 

more.”   

Despite everything, God forgives… and God intentionally forgets when it comes to our sin… so we can be in 

relationship!   

This TRUTH also comes through our 2nd reading when Paul writes that we “are now justified (made with 

God) by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus… effective through faith.”   

These 2 TRUTHS—the TRUTH about ourselves (that we are sinners… that no amount of indulgences or 

good intentions or good works can redeem)… and… the TRUTH about God (that we are sinners whom God 

still loves… sinners whom Christ died for… sinners whose future is NOT determined by their sins and 

failures and mistakes, BUT by the “freedom” that comes through Christ’s death and resurrection)—are, 

together, the TRUTH of the Reformation… the TRUTH of the Gospel… the TRUTH of Jesus, himself.   

You see, when Jesus promises that we will know the TRUTH and the TRUTH will make us free… he is 

speaking of himself.  Throughout John’s gospel, HE is the One who is true… and who remains true—the 

One who, in mercy and love, brings life and freedom to the world.  HE is the One who dies on the cross as 

the highest act of love “for the whole world”… the One through whom the Father’s glory is revealed.   

When Jesus announces, “I am the way, the TRUTH, and the life”… he is telling us that HE is the very 

embodiment of God’s compassionate mercy and grace—true to the end… even truer than death.   

In Christ, God came (and still comes) to us… to meet us where we are—in the middle of our self-justifying / 

self-righteous / self-centered ways… our doubts / fears…our deep need… 

In Christ, we come to know the God who loves us NOT because of anything we have done to deserve it or 

earn it… BUT in spite of everything we do to push God away… in spite all the ways we demand the right to 

worship the gods of our own making… 

In Christ, we see and hear the TRUTH that we need to hear: the TRUTH about ourselves—our sin / self-

righteousness / self-centeredness / selfishness; but also the TRUTH about God—the God of surprising grace 

and love… who has given us everything we need… so that we can be free. 

In Christ, we are made free from everything that binds us and burdens us and holds us back from being the 

people we are created and called to be… we are made free to live as God intends for us to live—free to live 

NOT just for ourselves, but for others.   

This freedom that Christ promises and gives is NOT just about us—isn’t just freedom from… it is also 

freedom for… We are made free for a purpose!     

We are set free from sin and death… set free for our neighbors...  

And that seems to stand in stark contrast to how many people define freedom today, doesn’t it?!  A lot of 

people—even “good Christians”—define freedom as “being able to do whatever I want, whenever I want, 

however I want”.   

But according to the Bible, that is NOT freedom.  That is selfishness / self-centeredness.  That is pride / 

arrogance.  That is sin.  Because with God, life is never about the “me” alone.  And it’s not just about “God 

and me.”  With God, life is always about relationship—with God… AND… with our neighbors—ALL of 



 
 

3 
 

them.  For we were not created to live “for ourselves”… curved in upon ourselves / oblivious to the needs of 

our neighbors.  We are true to who God has created and called us to be… ONLY in and through our 

relationships with others.   

Remember… when Jesus—the TRUTH—was asked which is the greatest commandment… he answered: 

“‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’  This is 

the greatest and first commandment.”   

But he didn’t stop there.  He quickly added: “And a second st like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself.’  On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”   

The first commandment focuses on the vertical dimension of our faith—our relationship with God.  The 

second commandment focuses on the horizontal dimension—our relationship with others.  And it is clear 

that Jesus sees these two commandments as inseparable / necessarily and inextricably connected.  The 

second commandment builds upon the foundation of the first; the first shows itself through the second… the 

first is not complete without the second.   

In other words, loving our neighbors is an act of loving God – in whose image our neighbors are made.   

We can NOT claim to love God… if we do not also love your neighbors.  If our love for God does not 

translate into love for our neighbors—both near and far… Republican and Democrat… black, brown and 

white… resident and immigrant… Christian and non-Christian—even worse, if our love for God prevents us 

from loving our neighbors… then our love of God is just a mask / a façade… to cover up our indifference / 

hatred / hostility toward our neighbors… to cover up our sin.     

When Jesus says the 2nd commandment is “like” the first… and that “on these two hang all the law and 

prophets”—he is saying that these two must go together!  Loving God means coming to see other people—

ALL people—as God sees them… to see ALL people as the objects of God’s love.  So, anyone who truly 

loves God with all their being—heart, soul, and mind… must and will love others as well, as God loves 

them.    

Of course, this TRUTH that Jesus commands and lives—about loving God and loving our neighbors—only 

makes sense when we set it within the “whole” gospel picture… of Jesus—the TRUTH—dying for the sins 

of the world… and rising again with the message of freedom and new life.  That’s when these 

commandments begin to come into their own—when we see them NOT as commands to be obeyed “in our 

own strength”… but as invitations / promises to a new way of life (through Jesus)… in which, little by little, 

our pride and hatred and self-centeredness can be left behind… and LOVE can become a reality!   

“If you continue in my word… if you abide in me…”  Jesus says, “you are truly my disciples.  Only then 

will you know the truth – the truth will make you free.” 

The TRUTH that comes us in and through Christ Jesus… is the Father’s heart of love… that wants us to be 

free.   

In Christ, we are freely given God’s grace… we are freely given all that we need for salvation … so that… 

we can freely serve and love God “with all our heart and soul and mind”… and love and serve our neighbors, 

too!   

This is the TRUTH at the heart of the Reformation… the only TRUTH that still has the capacity to change 

lives… to change the church… and yes, to change the world… for the better!   

Amen. 


