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June 7, 2009

“The Truth Will Set You Free”

John 8:31-47

FCF:  Enslavement to sin yet longing for freedom
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) True freedom is found in Jesus Christ.
(magnet) We must then abide in Him to be free from what enslaves us.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

This past week marked the 20th anniversary of the massacre at Tiananmen Square, the bloody crackdown of a student movement by the Chinese government.  Thousands were killed and scores more taken away in the aftermath of the Chinese people’s resistance to the People’s Republic.  What caused this?  The collision of two things.  The cruelty of an oppressive government and the deep abiding longing for human freedom.

All of which points to yet another longing for an even greater freedom that exists within every human hearts that is met only by the person and work of Jesus Christ.
SCRIPTURE READING:  John 8:31-47
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

The setting of this text is important to recognize.  It follows directly after Jesus’ proclamation that He is the “Light of the world” and the tense dialogue this causes.  Some there heard Him – at least at some level (READ John 8:31-32).  The truth leads to life and freedom.  Falsehood to bondage and slavery.  Here’s the question.  These folks have said they are following God.  So why these words?  Because not all who claim to be following God actually are.  Saying a thing is so doesn’t necessarily make it so.  Not all are “abiding” in Jesus’ word – remaining in Him, adhering to His teaching, directing their lives by it, seeking to understand it better, finding it more precious than life itself.  Not all who say so are truly His disciples, know the truth, and are free.  This “fickle faith” is a recurring reality in John’s Gospel.  And so Jesus speaks to jar them – and us.  
Of course, word of freedom is meaningless unless you believe you are enslaved.  Jesus’ hearers did not.  And so His offer was not simply meaningless.  To them, it was offensive (READ John 8:33).  To offer freedom is to imply what?  That you are, in fact, enslaved.  But how were they enslaved?  Jesus makes this clear (READ John 8:34).  “You are slaves to sin.  To its guilt and penalty.  You know you’ve done wrong and somewhere deep within feel a need to fix it, to make amends.  To its sway and power.  Something seems to have a hold on you, ensnaring you, entrapping you.  And you can’t seem to resist it.  To its reality and presence.  You long to be rid of it, to be free.”  
As surely as their ancestors had been slaves in Egypt centuries before, they were slaves to sin at that very moment.  This text shows the symptoms of that enslavement.  And the nature of the freedom Jesus promises as well.  For the reality is this.  Whatever we may think, true freedom is found in Jesus Christ.  Which means we must abide and remain in Him, follow and give ourselves to Him, to be free from what enslaves us.  
Now, how do we see that – the symptoms of this crippling enslavement and this joyous freedom found in abiding in Jesus’ word, the good news of the gospel?

I. THE EMPTINESS OF RELIGION

In at least two ways, the first being the emptiness of religion, the lack of status, security, and certainty before God.  The labors of a servant instead of the life of a son.
A) Enslavement

Religion alone is an empty husk, lifeless and dead, no matter its appearances.
1. The shape of the walls
It’s a prison.  The shape of the walls seen in a focus on external things.  These folks were stuck on their heritage, their lineage traced back to Abraham.  They rested in that.  They were stuck on their rules, the Law they thought they were keeping while forgetting its heart and failing to see its purpose in cultivating a hunger all the more for the Lord.
2. The stench of the cell

And you could smell the stench of this cell in their blindness to their own history.  Never enslaved?  They’d been enslaved to the Egyptians, the Philistines, the Assyrians, the Babylonians, and, now in many ways, Rome as well.  Blind to their history.  Boastful in their hearts.  Proud towards others.  “God chose us.  And so you need to measure up.”


So they contest Jesus’ words.  They want His gift of life as an adornment to the status they assumed they possessed simply as Jews.  But Jesus is no adornment.

B) Freedom

He is the only hope we have.  And He has come to set the prisoners free.
1. What He’s came to do

He’s come to break down the walls of this cell.  He’s come to let in the fresh air.
2. How He actually did it

And how?  He has come from God – a point He makes repeatedly (READ John 8:42).  He has come from God as the Son of God to set free the slaves (READ John 8:35-36).  This is something of a mini-parable.  Slaves had no legal standing in the household, no status or security.  But the son had a place by right.  And when he came of age, he could act on authority because of his place.  And this is the imagery Jesus is tapping into here.
He is the Son of God come to make the slaves sons and daughters of the Father.
Application:

Let me say this at this point.  If you’ve said you are a Christian, a follower of Jesus, do you know yourself then to be a child of God, His adopted son or daughter?  A great question from the Westminster Shorter Catechism (READ WSC Q:34):
What is adoption?  Adoption is an act of God’s free grace, whereby we are received into the number, and have a right to all the privileges of the sons of God.

Christian, do you know that?  Do you know that there is nothing you can do to make Him love you any more?  And do you know that there is nothing you can do to make Him love you any less?  Do you know the freedom He offers?  That’s what comes from abiding in His word, remaining in Him, following and giving yourself to Him.  You’re His now.
II. HOSTILITY OF RESPONSE
Religion doesn’t give you that.  Jesus does.  He’s come to set us free from the emptiness of religion alone.  And the hostility of our deep-seated hostile response to God.
A) Enslavement

Think with me how we see that here and how enslaved these folks were.
1. Response to Jesus’ offer
In response to Jesus’ offer comes anger and then murderous plans that would seem to defy any logic or reason.  They are resolutely unwilling and so unable to hear Him.
2. Root of their response
What was at the root of this?  Why did they react the way they did?  (READ John 8:37-41a) They were but children of their father, showing the family likeness.  But it wasn’t the father and family they thought it was.  (READ John 8:42-43) These are strong words.  (READ John 8:44-45) The devil was the first murderer.  Think back to the temptation and fall of Adam and Eve.  He robbed them of life, bringing death to us all.  He is “a liar and the father of lies” as well – breathing out lies as naturally as God speaks and reveals truth.  And note the causal sense of this.  They cannot believe what Jesus says not just in spite of the fact it is the truth but precisely because it is the truth.  It’s as though they’re having an allergic reaction, choking on the truth of His words.  It’s a horrifying description.
And this is the paternity test – both for Jesus’ hearers and Jesus Himself.
B) Freedom

It is a deep-seated hostile response to God.  And Jesus came to set us free from it.
1. What He’s come to do
He has come to make us new, to make us part of a new family, give us new family traits.
2. How He actually does it

And how does He do it?  Sometimes it can be seen in a dramatic and decisive moment – a visible conversion.  Sometimes change takes place immediately.  And always then comes that change over time.  Again, the Westminster Shorter Catechism (READ WSC Q:35):
What is sanctification?  Sanctification is a work of God’s free grace, whereby we are renewed in the whole man after the image of God, and enabled more and more to die unto sin, and to live unto righteousness.

Application:

Let me just say this.  Reading this text, hearing the words of Jesus’ listeners, we’re repelled.  But at the same time, if we’re honest, we have to identify with them.  We can see something of this animosity, this resistance, this willfulness, doubt and dismay in our own hearts.  Is that where you want to stay – enslaved to all this?  Are you free?  Oh, we were made for so much more!  Do you know the freedom He offers?  That’s what comes from abiding in His word, from remaining in Jesus, following Him and giving ourselves to Him – once for all and each day through the day as we live and breathe.
CONCLUSION:

Last week, we closed by observing the exclusiveness of Jesus’ promises.  He is not “a” light in the world.  He is “the” Light of the world.  And there’s something of the same seen here as well.  There is an exclusiveness to the conditions laid out here.  “Abide in my word.  Be my disciple.  Follow me.  Then you will know the truth.  And then you will be free.”  There is an exclusiveness to this claim.  And to the results of heeding it, the fruits borne of taking this to heart.  For no one else could say this or do this in our lives.

I mentioned earlier the 20th anniversary of the Tiananmen Square Massacre.  It’s hard to say what the long term results of that will be.  Because of censorship, this current generation knows little about it.  And many of the revolutionaries of those days have had to face deep disillusionment.  They paid a high price and have seen little change.  Even in their own movement and groups, many are coming to see much bitterness, ambition, and corruption.  So much of what they were speaking out against seems so much closer than they thought.  Bob Fu was there.  He is now the president of Texas-based ChinaAid.  He said his hope in a system (READ WORLD, 6/6/09), “was destroyed by the tanks…The system is not reliable to change itself.  And I don’t find hope in myself.  Who can make the change?”  And then a missionary gave him a biography of a Chinese pastor.  And there he read these words, “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation.”  And that is what revolutionized the revolutionary.  “That’s it,” he said.  “Only the Creator can make the new creation I am dreaming to be.”  Bob Fu has been set free by the grace of God.  
It is that same grace, mercy, and love that is the sole source of real freedom for any of us – the freedom we were made for and long for.  The freedom that can be yours if you will abide and remain in Jesus, following and giving yourself to Him.  And daily so.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) True freedom is found in Jesus Christ.

(magnet) We must then abide in Him to be free from what enslaves us.

