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RESOURCES FOR CONTINUED STUDY

True Freedom in Christ September 20, 2026

In John's Gospel, John 8:31-38 is the only place where we encounter the language of
freedom and slavery. Recall that Jesus is speaking to his audience during the Feast of
Booths, which took place in the seventh month, the same month in which Israel
celebrated the great acts of repentance (Feast of Trumpets), atonement (Day of
Atonement), and dwelling with God (Feast of Booths). And every 49 years during that
same month, Israel was to celebrate the Year of Jubilee, when debts were released,
slaves were freed, and ancestral homes were restored (Leviticus 25). Against this
backdrop, Jesus declares what it means to live as his disciples. He speaks to those
enslaved to sin and offers them jubilee: restoration into the Father’s household. To any
that would believe in him, the Son extends true freedom in Christ as he sets us free to
make our home in his Word, to acknowledge our slavery to sin, and to embrace our
place in the Father’s family.

1. Jesus sets us free to make our home in his Word. (vv. 31-32)

John has already introduced Jesus as the eternal Word who "became flesh and dwelt
among us," (John 1:14). Christ's incarnation inaugrates God’s intent to make his
dwelling place with his people (cf. Luke 4:16-21, Revelation 21:3). Now, in John 8,
Jesus calls his disciples to "abide" in his Word (v. 31). The Word who came to dwell
with us invites us to make our home with him. Theologian Dale F. Bruner explains,
"To make our home “in his Word’ is in short, a decision to make Jesus” Word the major fact in
one’s week, life, and home...All Jesus asks is to please come in and live inside the home of his
Word."" As we remain in his Word, we will know the truth, and the truth will set us
free (v. 32).

READ John 15:1-11; 1 John 2:6; 2 John 1:9

DISCUSS What does it mean, practically and theologically, to "abide" in Jesus’
Word?

2. Jesus sets us free to acknowledge our past enslavement to sin. (vv. 33-35)

The Jews respond to Jesus by pointing to their identity as Abraham’s descendants,
insisting that they have never been slaves. Which is "ridiculously untrue" according to
biblical scholar, Gerald Borchert: "Historically they had been slaves or a vassal state of
most of the great powers. Given the context of the Festival of Tabernacles with its background
in the wilderness experience of Israel following the liberation of EQypt, however, the reference
to freedom and liberty should simply jump out to the knowledgeable reader."* But Jesus
redirects their attention from their physical heritage to their spiritual condition and
insists, "everyone who practices sin is a slave to sin" (v. 34). The Son reveals their bond-
age so that they might receive his freedom.

READ Genesis 4:6-7 and Romans 6:12-23

DISCUSS How do these passages help us understand what Jesus means by slavery
to sin?

READ John 3:1-10; Luke 18:9-14; Philippians 3:4-11

DISCUSS How does Scripture expose the danger of trusting in our religious
identity or outward behavior rather than acknowledging our need for
grace?

'Dale F. Bruner, The Gospel of John: A Commentary. 2012. Eerdmans. 530-31

*Gerald L. Borchert. The New American Commentary. 1996. Broadman and Holman Publishers. 303
*Herman Ridderbos. The Gospel According to John: A Theological Commentary. 1997. Eerdmans. 306
“Travis Loeslie. On the Freedom of a Christian. March 20, 2016. LutheranReformation.org.
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3. Jesus sets us free to embrace our place in the Father's family. (vv. 36-38)

Jesus declares, "If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed" (v. 36). Rather than
receiving Jesus' offer of freedom, the religious leaders respond with increasing
hostility. Dutch theologian Herman Ridderbos observes, "His absolute claim that faith
in him was the only means by which they could become 'free'...so struck at the root of their
self-awareness as the 'seed of Abraham' that their faith in Jesus turned into hostility."3
They believed their ancestry gave them a secure place in God’s household, but
Jesus tells them that only the Son can make them truly free. It is through the Son
that we are welcomed into the Father's family and given a lasting dwelling place
with him.

READ Matthew 3:7-10 and 1 John 3:7-10

DISCUSS What distinguishes those who truly belong to the Father from those who
merely claim a connection to him?

CONTINUING THE CONVERSATION

On the Freedom of the Christian

"Martin Luther’s On the Freedom of the Christian was a tract written to attempt to persuade
Pope Leo X and Roman Catholics that the theology of the Reformation was not a novelty
in the faith, but a pure confession of the Word of God and consistent with the truth of the
Holy Scriptures. Out of this affliction and the Lord’s refining fire, Luther was given to
write one of the most enduring treatments on Christian freedom ever in Christendom.

The tract begins with two seemingly contradictory propositions:

A Christian is an utterly free man, lord of all, subject to none.

A Christian is an utterly dutiful man, servant of all, subject to all.

Among the ancients, Aristotle stated the obvious about lords and servants: "If there is a
lord, then there is (also) a servant. And if there is a servant, then there is also a lord." Luther’s
paradoxical teaching of Christian freedom, following Christ and St. Paul, joins lord and
servant in one person. By faith alone, God sets a man utterly, completely, free in Christ.
He is lord of all, subject to none. Love binds him as an utterly dutiful servant to the
neighbor, subject to everyone. The paradox of Christian freedom then plays out in faith
and love.

Luther sees all things in Christ, His person and work as He applies His saving effects to
the Christian. Luther summarizes this tight connection of Christ and the Christian’s
freedom in the introduction:

'...in I Cor. 9:19, 'For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all,' and in
Rom. 13:8, ‘Owe no one anything, except to love one another." Love by its very nature is ready to
serve and be subject to him who is loved. So Christ, although He was Lord of all, was 'born of
woman, born under the law"' [Gal. 4:4], and therefore was at the same time a free man and servant,
'in the form of God' and 'of a servant.' [Phil. 2:6-7].'

As utterly free as Christ was, He also bound Himself under the law to serve His creatures
and win their salvation. Christ’s salvific example becomes the form of Christian
freedom."*
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