
ECF 11th August 2019 John 8:31-38 True Freedom 
Video: Braveheart Freedom Speech!   This is from the 1995 film Braveheart, which was actually filmed in large part here in 
Ireland.   
 
It was based, kind of loosely, on the life of William Wallace - the 13th century Scottish hero or outlaw, depending on your 
point of view.  It portrayed the violent and gruesome actions of this man as he fought for freedom from oppression and 
tyranny. 
 
And it stuck a chord with many people.  Despite its glaring historical inaccuracies and Mel Gibson’s attempt at a Scottish 
accent, it won many awards – including 5 Oscars.   
 
Maybe that was because, this desire for freedom is something that we can all relate to.  Whatever our background or 
politics, we can all identify with someone in their fight for freedom. 
 
Freedom is something we hold very dearly – freedom of information, freedom of choice, freedom of speech, freedom of 
conscience, freedom of religion.  It is something that we all want to experience. 
 
And yet the Bible is clear that real freedom can’t be won through the sword or gun.  It’s not something that we can fight for 
and achieve through our own actions.  Instead, Jesus declared that true freedom can only be found in him. 
 
John 8:31-38: “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, “I tell you the truth, 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 for ever. 36 So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed. 37 I know you are Abraham’s 
descendants. Yet you are ready 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 do what you have heard from your father.”  
 
1. We Need To Be Set Free  
The people Jesus was speaking to on this day didn’t feel that they were in need of freedom.  When Jesus told them how 
they could experience real freedom, they responded by saying, “We are Abraham’s descendants and have never been 
slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?” John 8:33 
 
In many ways this is a startling claim.  Throughout their history, the Jews, the physical descendants of Abraham, had been 
dragged into slavery.  For example, they were enslaved by Pharaoh in Egypt, then later by King Nebuchadnezzar in Babylon.  
And at the time of Jesus, they were basically under slavery to Rome, controlled and oppressed by them. 
 
But this wasn’t the slavery that Jesus was offering to set them free from.  He was focusing in on a much more serious 
slavery – a slavery that we all need to be set free from.  That is a slavery to sin because “Everyone who sins is a slave to sin.” 
John 8:34  
 
When someone rebels against God and his moral standards, they might think that they are exercising their freedom to do 
just what they want, to follow their own desires, to live their own life.   But Jesus said, that instead, they are showing that 
they are bound in slavery to sin.  They are demonstrating that they are under the authority and power of the sinful nature.  
 
a) From Sin’s Presence  
And if we are honest, that includes all of us, because all of us “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Romans 
3:23.  All of us have sinned and continue to fall short of God’s standard of moral purity and holiness.  And so if everyone 
who sins is a slave to sin, then we were all slaves to sin.  We all need to be set free. 
 
In fact John wrote in his first letter: “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.” 1 John 
1:8  There is none of us that are free from the presence of sin.   
 
b) From Sin’s Power  
And so if we are not set free, then sin will always exercise its power in our lives.  We will continue to be controlled and 
oppressed by our own sinful and selfish desires.  Paul wrote to Titus that “At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, 
deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures.” Titus 3:3 
 



And in Romans 7:18-19, Paul described what it that experience looks like in our lives.  He said: “I have the desire to do what 
is good, but I cannot carry it out. 19 For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on 
doing.”  
 
And I’m sure many of us can relate to this.  We keep on making the same poor choices, we keep on reacting the same wrong 
ways, we can’t break the same bad habits or stop the same destructive behaviour.   
 
Rationally we know that these things are not good for us.  And many of us want to live a better life.  But we can’t just stop.  
We can’t change our attitudes and actions, we can’t just walk away from temptations.  We are caught in a seemingly 
endless cycle of failure. 
 
That is because we are slaves to sin.  In our very nature, we are rebels against God’s character and standards and it infects 
and corrupts everything that we do. 
 
c) From Sin’s Penalty  
And that failure has incredibly serious consequences.  Each day when we listen to, or read, the news we can see the horrible 
impact that sin has on our lives.  Mass shootings in the States.  Terrorism in Egypt.  Gang-land murders in Dublin.  Human 
trafficking in the Mediterranean.  5 years of war in the Yemen or the 8 years or war in Syria.  And the list goes on and on.  It 
is the consequence of sin in this world. 
 
But this is just one aspect of the impact of sin.  In Romans 6:23, Paul said that: “The wages of sin is death.”  This is the 
penalty of sin.  Death in all its aspects: not just physical death, but spiritual death and finally eternal death, separation from 
God forever.   
 
Jesus hinted at this in our passage.  He said “A slave has no permanent place in the family.” John 8:35  These Jews thought 
of themselves as members of God’s covenant people, but their slavery to sin meant that they had no secure place in his 
family.   
 
This is the ultimate penalty of sin.  Sin has not just brought suffering and misery into our lives, it has broken our relationship 
with God, now and if nothing changes, then forever.  As Isaiah 59:2 says: “Your iniquities have separated you from your 
God.  Your sins have hidden his face from you.” 
 
2. We Can’t Free Ourselves 
And so, just like those who heard Jesus speak that day, we are all in slavery to sin and we need to be set free from its 
presence, its power and its penalty.  But how?  How can we be set free? 
 
This week in the news was a strange story from Brazil.  A convicted drug dealer was caught trying to escape from a prison in 
Rio de Janeiro where he was serving a 70 year sentence.  His escape attempt was based on trying to impersonate his 19-
year old daughter.  When she visited him, he switched places with her by wearing a wig, a silicone mask and t-shirt that had 
been smuggled into him earlier.  He planned to leave her in the prison, while he made his escape.  But not surprisingly 
prison guards were not fooled by his impersonation, and quickly returned him to his cell. 
 
a) Not Through Our Family Connections 
In a way, that is what Jesus’ opponents were trying to do here.  They were trying to impersonate a member of their family in 
order to set themselves free.   
 
Abraham was someone who was set free from sin through his faith in God. Genesis 15:6 says that “Abram believed the 
Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness.” Abram accepted God’s Word and trusted in God’s promise, and in 
response, God completely forgave his sin and declared him righteous in his sight.   
 
And the Jews thought that because they were the physical descendants of Abraham, they were also dressed in the same 
righteousness.  But Jesus refuted that claim.  He said “I know you are Abraham’s descendants. Yet you are ready to kill me, 
because you have no room for my word.”  John 8:37 
 
They were claiming that they were free from sin by dressing themselves up as the spiritual descendants of Abraham.  And 
yet, their actions proved that this was not true.  They had rejected Jesus, the Messiah sent in answer to the promise given 
to Abraham.  And they were even ready to kill Jesus.  That was because unlike Abraham, they refused to accept the Word of 
God.   
 



So their family connection to Abraham did not free them from their slavery to sin.  And it is the same for us.  Some people 
think that they are ok with God because of who their parents or grandparents are, or who they are married to.  But we 
cannot experience true freedom through our family connections.  They cannot set us free. 
 
b) Not Through Our Religious Achievements 
Neither can we be set free by our religious achievements.  The people Jesus was speaking to here were not terrible people 
whose lives were obviously ravaged by a sinful lifestyle.  They were deeply religious people who were committed to trying 
to please God with their lives.   
 
After all, they were there in the temple that day because they were attending the Feast of Tabernacles in obedience to 
God’s command.  And later on in this chapter, they claimed, “The only Father we have is God himself.”  John 8:41  But all 
this good living and religious activity could not set them free from their slavery to sin.   
 
This is what Paul declared so clearly in his teaching.  Like many of Jesus’ listeners he was a passionate Pharisee, committed 
to keeping all the laws of Moses and following all the requirements of his religion.  But when he met Jesus face to face on 
the road to Damascus, he realised that he was a slave to sin who desperately needed someone to set him free.    
 
So later on he wrote: “No-one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we 
become conscious of sin." Romans 3:20   Religion, even one based on truth, can’t set us free.  The most it can do is reveal to 
us how enslaved we are by our sin.   
 
3. Only Jesus Can Set Us Free 
But Jesus here didn’t only diagnose this problem to those who were listening.  He also offered the solution.  We can’t free 
ourselves from our slavery to sin – but he can.  He said, “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” John 8:36  Jesus 
can set us free from all of the aspects of our slavery to sin.   
 
a) From Sin’s Penalty 
He can set us free from the penalty of sin.  Romans 8:1-2 says: “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 
Jesus,2 because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death.” 
 
On the cross, Jesus took the penalty of our sin on himself.  He died in our place.  He suffered the wrath that we deserved.  
And so our sin debt has been paid in full and we can be fully forgiven, declared completely righteous in God’s sight forever, 
and rejoice that we will never be condemned under the weight of our sin ever again! 
 
b)   From Sin’s Power 
And Jesus can also set us free from the power of sin.  1 Peter 2:24 says that “He himself bore our sins in his body on the 
tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness.”  
 
When he paid for our sin, Jesus opened up the way for our lives to be transformed, for us to be made new through the 
indwelling presence of the Spirit.  So we no longer need to live according to our sinful natures, but instead we can be set 
free to love and worship God and love and serve others!  
 
Of course, this transformation doesn’t happen instantly.  Our sinful nature is still present and active in all of us, but God’s 
promise is that “We… are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is 
the Spirit.” 2 Corinthians 3:18.  Jesus is able to increasingly set us free from sin’s power. 
 
c)   From Sin’s Presence 
But when Jesus starts this process, he promises to complete it.  He can ultimately, set us free from even the presence of sin.  
1 John 3:2 says about Jesus that “We know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.”  
 
When Jesus returns to take his people to himself, he will finish the work that he has begun, and their transformation will be 
complete.  All trace of their slavery to sin will be removed as they will be holy as he is holy. 
 
4. If We Trust in Jesus  
But here is the crucial question.  Who are those who will experience this complete freedom that Jesus alone can give?  Who 
are those who have been set free?  Well, Jesus gives us the answer to that at the start of our passage. 
 
a) Believing in Him  
Jesus was speaking “To the Jews who had believed him.”  John 8:31 This is the key to experiencing this freedom.  It is faith in 



Jesus.  That is all that is required to experience his freedom.  It is not something that we achieve or work for or fight for.  It is 
something that we just receive through simple faith in Jesus. 
 
This is of course why John wrote his gospel: “These are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, 
and that by believing you may have life in his name.” John 20:31  
 
b) Abiding in Him  
But we need to be careful here, because there are some who claim to have believed in Jesus when they’ve not.  As a result, 
like some of the people in that crowd that day, they think they’ve been set free, when actually they are still in slavery to sin. 
 
So how can we know if we truly have been set free?  Well, Jesus gives us the test: “If you hold to my teaching, you are really 
my disciples.” John 8:31 
 
This doesn’t mean we need to obey all of Jesus’ teaching perfectly.  None of us do that.  But it means that we accept his 
teaching as true, we value it, we treasure it, we love it, learn from it and seek to live it out.  And we continue to do this.  We 
abide, we remain, we stay in the truth of Jesus. 
 
This is not how we become disciples of Jesus – that happens the moment that we put our faith in him.  But rather, this is the 
evidence that we have put our faith in him.   
 
Saving faith is not just an intellectual agreement as to who Jesus is.  Many people believe the truth about Jesus, only to turn 
away from him when they don’t like what they hear, or it becomes too costly.  Instead, this saving faith is a whole-hearted 
commitment to Jesus as our Saviour and Lord.  It is about putting our trust, our hope, our lives in his hands, and depending 
completely on him for our salvation.  And this is demonstrated by abiding in him. 
 
And it is those who have made this commitment to Jesus, who have been brought into a saving knowledge of him as the 
Way and the Truth and the Life, who can be sure that they have been rescued from slavery to sin and brought into the 
freedom that only he can give.   It is to his disciples that Jesus said, “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 
John 8:32 
 
Conclusion 
So William Wallace got it wrong.  Real freedom is not something we need to fight for.  It is not something that we can strive 
for.  It is not something we can achieve through our efforts. 
 
Rather it is a gift that Jesus offers to each of us, based on his finished work on the cross and received by all who put their 
faith in him.  So: 

• If you haven’t done so yet, then I pray that you will put your faith in Jesus and know this truth that will set you free. 

• And if we have truly put our faith in Christ, then we will know the joy of living in this freedom, because if the Son sets us 
free, we will be free indeed. 
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