“The Truth Will Set You Free”

John 8:31-38

May 11, 2008

As we begin this morning, I want to say happy Mothers’ Day to all of you mothers. It is a day to remember and celebrate the blessings we have received from our mothers – the love, the care, the compassion. It is a cultural recognition of the importance of one of the Ten Commandments, to honor your father and mother. In other words, Mothers’ Day is consistent with Scripture.

But that’s about all I am going to say about mothers on Mothers’ Day because it is not a part of our sermon text this morning.

This morning also is Pentecost Sunday. It is the birthday of the church. We are wearing red because of the symbolism of the “tongues of fire” that appeared over the believers heads. We read the Old Testament prophet Joel, who declared that in the days after the coming judgment (and here, understand that to mean the judgment Christ endured on our behalf on the cross) “You shall know that I am in the midst of Israel, and that I, the Lord, am your God and there is no other and my people shall never again be put to shame.” Then comes the dreaming dreams and seeing visions.

In the New Testament, the text for this Sunday is normally Acts 2. I have preached on it before, so am taking the risk of not preaching on it this year. However, I do think a brief summary is in order: the disciples were waiting in Jerusalem. They were waiting because Jesus told them to wait. He told them that the power of the Holy Spirit would come upon them and that they would be his witnesses to Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. The day of Pentecost – the celebration of the harvesting of the first fruits – arrived and, sure enough, the Holy Spirit came in a mighty manifestation. Three thousand new believers on one day. It was the birth day of the church. Promised by Jesus, delivered by the Holy Spirit: God is true to his promises.

Now, our text this morning takes us back to a time before the birthday of the church, before the crucifixion, it takes us back to a time when Jesus was revealing who he was and what he was called to do. We pick up the story where we left off last week: Jesus has said, “I am the light of the world,” and the Pharisees objected because he has not met their stipulations for the Messiah. 

We are still in that conversation. Jesus was teaching in the Temple during the Festival of Booths; he had just claimed that he was the presence of God right there in their midst, that he was the embodiment of the glory of God. The Pharisees did not believe him.

That gets us to our text. Read John 8:31-38

As we read this on Pentecost, there are a couple things we need to note:

1. Humans cannot control God

2. Someone will always try to talk you out of believing

3. Freedom – release from sin – comes only through the truth.

Humans cannot control God. 

God does not meet our expectations. This is the first things we learn from our passage this morning. It begins with Jews who had believed, but quickly turned and became those who would be picking up stones to kill him. They wanted to dismiss Jesus.


The same thing happened Pentecost morning. When the Holy Spirit came and the people heard the marvels of God proclaimed in their own tongue, some of the by-standers remarked to each other, “They are drunk.” They wanted to dismiss the work of the Holy Spirit.

Why can we not accept what God is doing in our midst? More than that, why are we offended? The way John describes these people, they had initially believed; but as Jesus continued to reveal who he was, they turned on him. These Pharisees were not ignorant of the faith – they went to Bible studies and small groups and fellowship times together. Why were they so upset by seeing God do what God promised to do?

The reality is that we are not happy about a God we cannot control. We are not happy about a God who acts beyond what we allow, beyond what we want, beyond what we think would make us happy. Yet, God is consistent in acting beyond what we allow, beyond what we want, and beyond what we think would make us happy. Humans cannot control God.

The new Narnia movie is coming out this week – Prince Caspian. If you saw the original, you saw something that was pulled straight out of the book. The Pevensie children are on the run from the White Witch in Narnia, and have found shelter with Mr. and Mrs. Beaver. The conversation turned to Aslan, the lion, who is symbolically the Christ-figure in the story. 

“Oh, yes! Tell us about Aslan!” said several voices at once; for once again that strange feeling – like the first signs of spring, like good news, had come over them.


“Who is Aslan?” asked Susan.

“Aslan?” said Mr. Beaver. “Why, don’t you know? He’s the King. He’s the Lord of the whole wood, but not often here, you understand. Never in my time or my father’s time. But the word has reached us that he has come back. He is in Narnia at this moment. He’ll settle the White Queen all right. It is he, not you, that will save Mr. Tumnus.”


“She won’t turn him into stone too?” said Edmund.

“Lord love you, Son of Adam, what a simple thing to say!” answered Mr. Beaver with a great laugh. “Turn him into stone? If she can stand on her two feet and look him in the face, it’ll be the most she can do and more than I expect of her. No, no. He’ll put all to rights as it says in an old rhyme in these parts:

Wrong will be right, when Aslan comes in sight, 

At the sound of his roar, sorrows will be no more,

When he bares his teeth, winter meets its death,

And when he shakes his mane, we shall have spring again.

You’ll understand when you see him.”

“But shall we see him?” asked Susan.

“Why, Daughter of Eve, that’s what I brought you here for. I’m to lead you where you shall meet him,” said Mr. Beaver.

“Is – is he a man?” asked Lucy.

“Aslan a man!” said Mr. Beaver sternly. “Certainly not. I tell you he is the King of the wood and the son of the great Emperor-beyond-the-Sea. Don’t you know who is the King of Beasts? Aslan is a lion – the Lion, the great Lion.”

“Ooh!” said Susan, “I’d thought he was a man.  Is he – quite safe? I shall feel rather nervous about meeting a lion.”

“That you will, dearie, and no mistake,” said Mrs. Beaver; “if there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees knocking, they’re either braver than most or else just silly.”

“Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy.

“Safe?” said Mr. Beaver; “don’t you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells you? Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s the King, I tell you.”

The arrival of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost Sunday morning raises the question, Is God safe? Who said anything about safe? Of course he is not safe. But he is good. 


And there it is: the problem we have with God is that God is not safe. Jesus was not safe. Look at the setting in John 8: Jesus came into the Temple and confronted the people whom he knew – he knew – were wanting to kill him. 

God is out of the box. He never was in it; but he sure is out of it. On Pentecost, he bowled people over by the testimony they heard in their native languages. On this day in the Temple, it was Jesus who addressed the crowd directly. They could not yield their own expectations and demands and, therefore, could not see who he really was; their offense was that God would not fit squarely in their box.

I struggle with this all the time. I want a god I can control. I want a god I can make do what I want and when I want. But then, I am confronted with the true God who loves me enough to not give me what I want when I want it. I am awed and astounded by the true God who does not do things how I think ought to be done, but does them better and more mysteriously. Fortunately, God also has a tremendous amount of patience in dealing with me. 

Remember this: if you can control what your god will do, there is a strong likelihood that you are not worshiping the true God.

Someone will always try to talk you out of believing.

These were people who had been persuaded initially by Jesus’ teaching and authority; then, they were talked out of believing. Our text this morning actually continues through the end of chapter 8. In those verses, the former believers register five separate objections to faith in Jesus. 

The first one sets the stage for the others, so we are going to focus our attention there. When Jesus said, “If you abide in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free,” their response was, “Free? What do you mean, ‘free?’ We are free. We are descendant from Abraham and we have never been slaves to anyone.”

This is remarkable in its ridiculous-ness. Of course they had been slaves. Remember Egypt? Remember Assyria and Babylon? Remember Rome? They were living under the authority of Rome! Yes, they had been slaves.  More important than correcting their historical amnesia and denial, however, is the distinction that Jesus began to draw between “descendants” of Abraham and “children” of Abraham.  

The Pharisees claimed a righteousness based upon genetic heritage from Abraham. Jesus emphasized the relationship with him as the basis of righteousness. “Yes, you are descendants of Abraham; but, look, you are trying to figure out a way to kill me.” Later, Jesus would tell them about how real children of God would know his voice and accept his word. 

The Pharisees and the crowd continued to object. You can get the feel of the peer pressure mounting against Jesus. 

Negative peer pressure is powerful.  Think of it in terms of sporting events: home teams do better because the crowd cheers for them; visiting teams feel the energy against them in the taunts and rejection from the crowd. Christians – who are in the world but not of the world – have to recognize that we will always be the visiting team (until Jesus comes again and the kingdom of God is fully revealed.)

Negative peer pressure remains an issue for believers today. We feel it. How often conversations begin, “I would have believed in God if this had not happened.” The believer is put in the position of trying to defend the goodness of God to someone who is angry, hurt, or unwilling to look beyond their own pain. The non-believer sits in judgment of God as if they were the aggrieved party. And, generally, that is not enough – generally, they are not happy unless they can convince you of the unjust-ness of God in their situation. “How could a good God let this happen to me?”

Christians often seem taken aback when that kind of a question arises. We feel like we need to give an answer – an answer that we know we do not have. The problem is the question – not the lack of an answer. Instead of trying to defend God – inadequately – it would be better to remember that God is God and we are not. In other words, “I don’t know,” is a perfectly adequate response. We, the creation are not able or suited to answer for or defend God. We do need to remember God does not need to meet our expectations in order to be God; though that is what people would like you to believe. 

Friends, God is God and we are not. God is God whether or not our expectations and desires are met. 

Demanding our own way is a trap. It is idolatry. It is bondage. It is slavery to sin.  


Freedom – release from slavery to sin – comes only through the truth.

The truth is as Jesus said, “Everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin.” 

Jesus was addressing their condition in relation to God; the Pharisees want to be judged by their heritage linked back to Abraham. The problem is that the righteousness they want by heritage is not Abraham’s righteousness to leave to them – Abraham was reckoned righteous because he believed God. He believed the truth and followed and for that God reckoned righteousness to him. 

Jesus said the same thing. “If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” 

Having Christian parents does not make you a true disciple. Befriending your Christian pastor does not make you a true disciple. Sitting in church evaluating whether the service is any good does not make you a true disciple. Confessing with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believing in your heart that God raised him from the dead makes you a true disciple – it is the truth that sets you free.

Let me expand on that for a moment.  What is the truth?

The truth is that God is sovereign over everything – including death – and Jesus’ resurrection was the ultimate validation and manifestation of that sovereignty. 

The truth is that we are sinners. Jesus does not hesitate to identify sin. He came to save us from sin; in order to be saved, we need to realize and confess that we are sinners. 

At Pentecost, those who listened to Peter’s sermon about what God had done in Jesus responded by asking, “Brothers, what shall we do?” Peter answered, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” 

The truth is God loves us so much that he redeemed us from slavery to sin and death. The truth is that believing in Jesus, continuing in his word, makes us free. 

One last note about our text in John: Jesus revealed himself plainly to the Pharisees and Jews; they rejected his testimony. Look at the last verse here in Chapter 8, “So they picked up stones to throw at him, but Jesus hid himself and went out of the temple.” Refusing to believe the truth results in the truth being hidden from you. 


Conclusion

Pentecost is a day of joy. Hear the good news: Let the entire house of Israel know with certainty that God has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified.” Pentecost is the community celebrating – by the power of the Holy Spirit – the goodness of God in liberating us from sin and death. For those with eyes to see and ears to hear, it is good news. 

Jesus said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.”

Go forward today in the light, hope, knowledge, and certainty that we are God’s witnesses – those who have come from Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth – even to Chula Vista, California. Go forward from this place telling of God’s deeds of power. The world will be amazed and perplexed.

Jesus said, “If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.”

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

8:45  prayer and offering (Mother’s Day!)

10:00 offering
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