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John 8:31-36

 31So Jesus said to the Jews who had believed in him, "If you abide in 
my word, you are truly my disciples, 32and you will know the truth, and 
the truth will set you free." 33They answered him, "We are offspring of 
Abraham and have never been enslaved to anyone. How is it that you say, 
'You will become free'?"   34Jesus answered them, "Truly, truly, I say to 
you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin. 35The slave does not 
remain in the house forever; the son remains forever. 36So if the Son sets 
you free, you will be free indeed.

Some of you may remember the film, The Gladiator, starring Russell 
Crowe and Joaquin Phoenix. It’s the fictional story of Maximus, a noble 
son of the Roman Empire and a general in the Roman army in the service 
of the emperor, Marcus Aurelius. Maximus is a great leader of men, 
successful in battle, and loved by his soldiers. But then the emperor is 
murdered by his son, Commodus. Maximus also is bound and taken out 
into the woods to be murdered on orders of Commodus. Maximus escapes, 
but, in the process, he is gravely wounded. He is eventually captured and 
sold into slavery to become a gladiator. He is forced to fight, yet he 
eventually becomes the most popular gladiator, even in Rome. He’s a 
slave under lock and key, yet one might say that Maximus actually has 
some political clout in Rome. When he faces Emperor Commodus, 
Maximus refuses to bow like a slave. At the end, he leaves the Roman 
coliseum not like a slave but like a true son of Rome. So, is Maximus 
slave or is he free?

Are you slave or are you free? In so many words, Jesus asked that very 
question of a particular group of Jews who had believed in Him. Their 
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response was, “We are offspring of Abraham and have never been 
enslaved to anyone. How is it that you say, ‘You will become free’?” 

It’s true in one sense that Israel had never been enslaved. The faithful 
remnant of Israel had held to the God of Abraham. They had not lost hope 
in the promises God made to Abraham. Even when they lived under the 
domination of Egypt, Babylon, Persia, or Rome, they did not submit to the 
slavery of serving false gods. In that sense, they had never been enslaved. 

But Jesus was speaking about a different kind of slavery. Israel was 
enslaved, in that sense. And this group of Jews was having a hard time 
believing it. And if they couldn’t believe it, then they could not receive the 
freedom Jesus gives. It’s a kind of slavery that we stumble on, too. At 
times we also can’t believe it. It just doesn’t fit with the fact that we have 
received the freedom Jesus gives. So, what is this slavery? “Everyone who 
commits sin is a slave to sin.” 

By that definition of slavery, everyone is a slave. Whether you were one of 
the faithful remnant of Israel in Jesus’ time or one of His set free followers 
of today. Because everyone sins. Because sin is not just the evil a person 
does. It is also the evil a person thinks or feels. Hatred, envy, jealousy, 
anger, these evils of the heart serve as a breeding ground for destructive 
actions. So, they, too, are sins. By that definition of sin, no one is immune. 
No one is perfect. Every person experiences hatred, envy, jealousy, anger 
or other kinds of destructive thoughts and feelings. So, everyone commits 
sin. So, everyone is a slave to sin. Like an alcoholic, we can’t stop after 
just one. Jesus speaks the truth: You and I are slaves to sin.

But how does that fit with being a Christian? That is the question Martin 
Luther was asking in the year 1517. If I am a Christian, why do I keep 
sinning? What am I to do with all my sins? The answer we give ourselves 
is: “Well, I don’t worship other gods. I don’t kill. I don’t steal. I don’t 
commit adultery. I don’t bear false witness.” But, we only tell ourselves 
that to squash our guilt, because we are stunned by the sins we do commit. 
“We are stunned by our curse words, temper, greed, grudges, gossip. We 
can’t understand why we say yes to God one day and yes to Satan the 
next. Once we know God’s commands why are we not eager to obey 
them?” (Lucado) 

Why this continuous gladiator battle with the same sins? “We tell 
ourselves that no free son or daughter of God would struggle like this. And 
then inside our heads we hear words like, ‘God’s tired of your struggle 
with this sin. Your Father is weary of listening to you ask for forgiveness 
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for the same thing over and over again. You can go to the well 
too many times, you know. You don’t deserve to ask for 
forgiveness for this again.’” (Lucado)

“The thing is, who told you that you deserved forgiveness the 
first time?” (Lucado) No one. When you were baptized into 
Christ, did God know which sins you’d struggle with? Yes, 
and still He sent His Son to die for you, to set you free? Yes, 
so, “if your habitual sins were going to be one too many for 
His forgiveness, He never would have sent His Son in the first 
place. Right? Since God did give His only Son for you, there 
is no reason to think God won’t forgive you this time and 

every time even as He did the first time.” (Lucado) 

“The One who saved you at the first is there to save you still.” (Lucado) 
You didn’t set yourself free. And you never will. Jesus set you free. Jesus 
sets you free. So, rest assured you are free. Yes, in regards to your sinful 
nature you are a slave. And in regards to being a baptized heir of God’s 
kingdom, you are free. “There is never a point at which you are less saved 
than at another. Your name doesn’t keep sliding in and out of the Book of 
Life. You may have lost your temper yesterday. It may have harmed your 
relations with a loved one and with God. But you didn’t lose your 
salvation.” (Lucado) As we heard earlier this morning from Paul’s letter to 
the Christians in Rome: There is now no condemnation for those who are 
in Christ Jesus. You are free from the eternal consequences of your sins, 
from eternal death, and the power of the devil.

We are then both slave and free, both sinner and saint, as Martin Luther 
put it 500 years ago. We are at the same time slave and free. Like 
Maximus. That’s why for us, also, the gladiator battle continues. Inside us. 
For the Christian, nothing else would be normal while we live on this side 
of heaven. Satan teams up with our sinful nature to attack us. But that very  
fact means we’re on the right side. “Satan attacks us not because we’re 
weak, but because we are a threat to what he’s trying to do.” (Lucado) Yet, 
our victory over evil, over our sinful habits will not come by our efforts to 
try harder. Jesus set you free through Baptism. Jesus sets you free through 
Baptism. 
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That’s what Jesus means when He calls us to abide in His Word. He calls 
us to hear afresh each day God’s Word, to remember daily that we are 
baptized, to dine regularly at the Lord’s Table. So that we can confess our 
sin and our slavery to it. And hear God’s Words of forgiveness through 
Christ’s death and resurrection. 

That’s how Jesus raises up from you a new person. That’s how Jesus 
loosens sin’s enslaving grip on your life. 

Not by your trying harder. 

Jesus set you free.  Jesus sets you free. 
For if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.

Amen
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