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John 8:31-47 – The Truth Will Set You Free! 

Last week Pastor Rich mentioned that Jesus needed to keep repeating himself to get 
through to his listeners. Christ is from above; they are from below. They seek a kingdom of 
their own design, and he brings an eternal one. In this passage he speaks to those who he is 
getting through to, to those who are beginning to believe in him. I say beginning to believe in 
him, because Jesus still has some hard words for these people.  

To these people who are beginning to believe, Jesus speaks about how truth and freedom 
relate to each other. And adversely, how lies and slavery relate to each other. While they 
might be beginning to believe in him, Jesus still has to let them know the situation they are 
in. He is a saviour, they might know that, but what they are being saved from might still be a 
mystery. Let’s look to God’s word together to see what we are saved from, what kind of 
freedom we have in Christ in this life and the next. 

John 8:31-47,  

To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my 
disciples. 32 Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”  

33 They answered him, “We are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of 
anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?”  

34 Jesus replied, “Very truly I tell you, everyone who sins is a slave to sin. 35 Now a slave has 
no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever. 36 So if the Son sets you 
free, you will be free indeed. 37 I know that you are Abraham’s descendants. Yet you are 
looking for a way to kill me, because you have no room for my word. 38 I am telling you what I 
have seen in the Father’s presence, and you are doing what you have heard from your 
father.”  

39 “Abraham is our father,” they answered.  

“If you were Abraham’s children,” said Jesus, “then you would do what Abraham did. 40 As it 
is, you are looking for a way to kill me, a man who has told you the truth that I heard from 
God. Abraham did not do such things. 41 You are doing the works of your own father.”  

“We are not illegitimate children,” they protested. “The only Father we have is God himself.”  

42 Jesus said to them, “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I have come here 
from God. I have not come on my own; God sent me. 43 Why is my language not clear to 
you? Because you are unable to hear what I say. 44 You belong to your father, the devil, and 
you want to carry out your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, not 
holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native 
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language, for he is a liar and the father of lies. 45 Yet because I tell the truth, you do not 
believe me! 46 Can any of you prove me guilty of sin? If I am telling the truth, why don’t you 
believe me? 47 Whoever belongs to God hears what God says. The reason you do not hear is 
that you do not belong to God.” 

This is the Word of the Lord. 

Slide 9-10 

If I were to ask you to finish this sentence, “If I only had _______, then I would finally be free.” 
What you answer? More money? Pay o^ your mortgage? To be rid of a lingering sickness? 
For a certain relationship to be restored? Maybe a relationship created? How might we 
think the truth would fit into this? 

“You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” This line has got to be one of the 
most famous sentences in the Bible. We see it inscribed in the headquarters of the CIA, all 
over various university slogans, even in one of the latest Marvel movies. Martin Luther King 
Jr. famously said, “I still believe that freedom is the bonus you receive for telling the truth. 
Ye shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free.” Many, knowing this famous speech, 
might not even know where the phrase came from! 

Of course, we know that the kind of freedom that Jesus is speaking about is not just any 
kind of freedom. It is ultimate freedom. Likewise, we know that the kind of truth that he is 
speaking about is not any truth, it is the truth. Now, there is an obvious link with all truth 
and freedom, that’s why it’s such a handy catchphrase for various groups. When we know 
how things are, we are free to act accordingly. But Jesus is saying something more than 
that.  

Slide 11 

In our world we tend to think of both truth and freedom in ways that are out of sync with the 
way God presents them to us in his word. For truth, our world is more likely to ask the same 
question Pilate asked Jesus at his trial, “what is truth?” Because we have so much 
information at our fingers, so many conflicting stories constantly thrown at us, the only 
truth we feel like we have is some kind of relativized ‘my truth’. We often hear, “speak your 
truth,” at political rallies and journal articles. Truth in our society has simply become a 
means to political ends, data that is convenient for your perspective. Some people even 
call this social time the ‘post-truth’ era. 

Slide 12 

Likewise, freedom is understood as simply not being restrained. People feel inhibited by 
various barriers in their lives, and so to be free they want to remove those barriers. Freedom 
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is unlimited personal expression. Those barriers might be things like laws, or physical 
restraints. We want to be free to drive as we wish, so to do so, we want nobody in our way 
and no one to stop us. Freedom to speak as we wish, without consequences. Freedom in 
this sense is all about our desire, the ability to do as we please, our will must be 
uninhibited.  

Slide 13 

Jesus’ answer though understands these two concepts very di^erently. I don’t mean to be 
dismissive of the other aspects, there is much to learn from both of those, but we don’t 
have time to get into a long philosophical discourse. By “truth” Jesus is referring to 
something very much like how we would say ‘gospel’. It is just like how Jesus says in 14:6, “I 
am the way, the truth, and the life, no one comes to the Father except through me.” \ 

Slide 14 

Knowing Jesus’ truth means having your eyes opened to see him for who he is. This is a 
spiritual reality; another way of saying being born again. It is not a politicized weapon, but 
the way things are behind our this-world veiled eyes. Likewise, the freedom is not simply 
being freed from constraints so that you can do what you want, but being freed from your 
own self-destructive desires to gain desires for actually good things. A freedom to live 
eternally—both now and in the age to come. Jesus’ freedom is a positive freedom, not 
simply free from constraints, the negative freedom of this world, but free to live a certain 
way.  

Slide 15 

Take this example. Imagine yourself driving at night. Every light is green. There is nobody in 
front of you. You are free to do what you want. Now, we ask the question, why are you 
spending your evening driving around at night, and it turns out that you’re out to pick up 
some cigarettes. So really, the inability to stop smoking is turning the car this way and that 
in order to get something that you don’t really even want. Is the picture of someone free, or 
enslaved? There is an absence of barriers, no cars or tra^ic lights in the way, but there is 
really no reason to be out there anyways. If the person’s desires were working properly, they 
would have no need of the empty road. Their actions are not free to live for their true good 
ends.  

Slide 16 

As we have seen in many places, God has given us limits for our good, for our freedom. 
Being free from those limits leads to chaos and idolatry. God’s law acts as a positive 
freedom. It leads to lives to how God designed them to be. Remember last week when we 



 4 

recited the Ten Commandments, how does God introduce them? By saying, “I am 
the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.” Now that he 
has brought his people out of physical slavery, he also delivers them from slavery to sin, in 
giving them the true law.  

This cycle of sin and slavery is more obvious the more extended our sin becomes. Anyone 
who has been trapped in addiction, or seen someone fall into addiction, knows this. At first 
it is a declaration of misunderstood freedom, “I don’t need to listen to God, my parents, my 
teachers, I can do whatever I want.” Then the feeling of letting go of responsibilities, 
obligations, relationships, all these feel like a kind of freedom, but they aren’t. It pulls us 
into lives out of how God designed us to live. Then the eventual discovery that what you 
thought was a kind of freedom has now trapped you, and you have slowly alienated yourself 
from all those around you.  

Let’s look at a couple di^erent examples to make this more concrete. First, this is easily 
seen in someone’s struggle with pornography. First, it is a curiosity. This curiosity turns into 
increased time spent indulging. What once was satisfying now is boring, so the curiosity is 
deepened, and more grotesque forms of pornography are sought. Eventually, this desire for 
stimulation leaves your desires deformed, and you habitually seek it, as a slave.  

The slavery will not be felt immediately by the computer screen, but it certainly will be felt 
when this person attempts of have a relationship with a real person and they do not gratify 
them as God intended. More than this, the creation of pornography creates many literal 
slaves, as the women used for these obscenities are often coaxed into these places with 
drugs and violence. God’s vision for sex is so much better; not being a slave to your 
distorted desires is a real gift.   

This same series can also be seen in our slavery to money. I think these two are probably 
the biggest slave drivers in our society. One’s enslavement to money is a little harder to see 
though, as to many around you it simply looks like being responsible. Parents might even 
encourage slavery to money without knowing, as they create their own image in their 
children. The desire for ever increasing money is a slave master, and it doesn’t even let you 
enjoy what you have as you’re always searching for more. While being irresponsible with 
your money is a sin, as it is poor stewardship, being stingy is also a sin, as everything 
belongs to God and we should treat it that way.  

Slides 17-18 

Augustine says this, “Make use of the world, do not be taken in by the world. You entered 
the world, you are making a journey, you came intending to leave, not to stay; you are a 
wayfarer; this life is a wayside in. Use your money in the way a traveler at a wayside inn 
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uses the table, the cups, the pitcher, the bed—intending to leave, not to stay…The reason I 
have been urging all this on you, brothers and sisters, is that the freedom of which our Lord 
Jesus Christ is speaking is not of this age.”1 In order to be free, we need to know what we are 
made for, the truth about ourselves. We are created for Christ’s eternal kingdom, and we 
pass through this life like pilgrims, or travelers in an inn as Augustine says.  

Slide 19 

Jesus makes this very clear, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then 
you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” Somehow, I imagine the director 
from the Marvels to be less inclined to promote following Jesus’ teaching in order to be free. 
Paul says something very similar in 2Cor.3:17, “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is 
liberty.” 

The slavery from which we are being freed is of our own making. Jesus says, “everyone who 
sins is a slave to sin.” Isaiah 52:3 says, “you were sold for nothing, and without money you 
shall be freed.” We are sold for nothing, because the sin that we commit, and so hand 
ourselves over to, isn’t really anything at all. In our delusional self-importance, we think we 
are getting a better deal. But in reality, we are just tricking ourselves into our own slavery. 
Again, that is why the truth of Christ frees us, it frees us from our delusion toward our 
eternal purpose.  

This is why Jesus speaks like this to these Jewish beginning-believers the way that he did, 
saying that they are enslaved to their sin, and this enslavement is causing them to want to 
kill him. Now, that they want to kill him might be news to them! but all who sin say with their 
actions that they want Jesus to die. More than this, Jesus says their slavery is not merely to 
their own sin, but to the Devil himself. All this is in contrast to Abraham, who by faith lived 
according to the truth and freedom that Jesus extends. 

The Jewish people who had believed Jesus don’t feel like they’re slaves. Sure, they have 
been under the thumb of the Romans, and before that, the Persians, and the Babylonians, 
but in the sense that Jesus is speaking, they don’t feel like they’re enslaved to these, but 
that they’re the sons of Abraham. They know the freedom that following God’s law brings. 
They are not like the Gentiles living in the squalor of their sin.  

Slide 20 

Jesus admits that these are in fact “Abraham’s descendants,” but they are not true sons 
because of their enslavement to their sin. Just like the Devil, who wishes to usurp God’s 
place as the rightful ruler of the world, they wish to remove Jesus from his rightful rule. The 

 
1 Augustine, Homilies on the Gospel of John 1-40, 603-4.  
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serpent led Adam and Eve to disobedience unto death through his lies, thus being a liar and 
a murderer, so too the Jewish leaders bring Jesus to death through their lies. Jesus is being 
charged by them for blasphemy, and truly, he would have been a blasphemer if he was not 
actually God, but these do not even try to prove him guilty of sin, hence their lies. 

Slide 21 

It is important to recognize that Jesus is saying this “to the Jews who had believed in him.” 
He does this to make sure that they know what they are being freed from, what kind of 
slavery they must be freed from. They might recognize that Jesus is the Messiah, but they 
don’t know what they are being saved from yet. Our primary battle is not outside us, but it is 
in the rebellion to God in every human heart. Jesus would not be minimized to yet another 
revolutionary, his battle takes place in every believer. As one commentator puts it, “In 
Jesus’ view, Caesar himself is a slave.”2 

Slide 22 

Jesus says, “if the Son sets your free, you will be free indeed.” However, many of us do not 
feel altogether free. We know the battle within us with sin. In fact, it is a sign of Christian 
maturity to gain greater clarity as to how you are enslaved by your sin ever deeper. Getting 
closer to God is like slowly turning up the brightness of a light and seeing more mess.  

Slide 23 

Paul shows this conflict in our lives well in his letter to the Romans. Paul says in Romans 
6:17-8, “But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you have come to 
obey from your heart the pattern of teaching that has now claimed your allegiance. 18 You 
have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.” Very similar to what 
Jesus teaches in our passage.  

Slide 24-25 

And yet, Paul goes on to Romans 7, “So I find this law at work: Although I want to do good, 
evil is right there with me. 22 For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; 23 but I see another 
law at work in me, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the 
law of sin at work within me. 24 What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this 
body that is subject to death? 25 Thanks be to God, who delivers me through Jesus Christ 
our Lord! So then, I myself in my mind am a slave to God’s law, but in my sinful nature a 
slave to the law of sin.” Paul helpfully teaches us about the Christian life, it is freedom, but 

 
2 D. A. Carson, The Gospel according to John, 350. 
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freedom to actually struggle with our sin. At the same time we delight in God’s law, we are 
at war with our flesh.  

Slide 26 

In a classic text, John Owen’s “The Mortification of Sin,” he deals with this problem in the 
Christian life. We hear Christ’s teaching, we desire to be ruled by his truth and live in his 
freedom, but we are still mastered by our sin. Are we actually free? To this Owen famously 
says, “Be killing sin, or it will be killing you.” This is another way of saying what Paul says in 
Romans 8:13, “if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to 
death the misdeeds of the body, you will live.” 

Owen defines killing sin as a habitual weakening of sin that involves constant warfare with 
the flesh. Owen gives three principles for killing sin. First, it is a daily work. If sin is left 
unchecked in the Christian’s life, it will grow and dominate. Second, the Holy Spirit is 
su^icient to do this. Do not feel like you are powerless, as John says in his first epistle, “he 
one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world.” Third, experiencing the 
freedom that Christ o^ers depends much on the daily practice of killing sin.  

Slide 27-28 

In order to make progress in killing our sin, Owen says that we should first consider the 
symptoms of the sin, considering whether the sin is rooted in your nature or temperament.  
Then we must dwell on the guilt, danger, and evil of it, not turning away from this, but 
attempting to see it as God does, loading our conscience with the guilt of the sin. Consider 
the situations in which this sin has taken hold, and watch out for further opportunities to 
stumble. After this, keep a constant longing for deliverance from it, considering your own 
sinfulness to your core. At the end, hear what God says to your soul, not speaking peace to 
yourself before God does.  

Slide 29 

We are free to do this. Jesus insists that, “if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” 
Jesus says this is a future event, “you will be free.” Not you might be, but you will be. And in 
this life, as we struggle with our sin, God gives us freedom too. Yes, it is not perfection, but 
there is growth and victory in this life too. We are not simply free from our limits, but free to 
do good. Paul says in Galatians, “You, my brothers and sisters, were called to be free. But 
do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh; rather, serve one another humbly in love. 

We must recognize that we will not be fully freed from our desire for sin in this life. Our 
belonging to God comes from our belief in him. Jesus says, “Whoever belongs to God hears 
what God says.” This should cause us to come to God with deep humility, we do not hear 
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him because we are so good at listening, but because he has called us. All the while we 
preach the gospel to ourselves, battling sin while we know that Christ has set us free from 
its eternal consequences.  


