JOHN 8:31-36

Reformation, October 26, 2025 Smith

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

* 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?” ** Jesus replied, “Very truly I tell you,
everyone who sins is a slave to sin. ** Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but
a son belongs to it forever. * So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.

There is an echo in our text, or from it. In John 8, we have a preacher who has heard that
false teachers are holding up the wrong path to heaven. Their path puts confidence in having
the right family and ancestors. The preacher who opposed them, who is our own Jesus, tells
them that he is only path to heaven.

And today we hear an echo of this because in Wittenberg a little more than 500 years ago, a
preacher there heard that false teachers were holding up the wrong path to heaven. Their path
put confidence in money, in paying for the souls of family and ancestors-- and oneself-- to be
set free from a suffering that was rumored to purge sins and release the soul to heaven. The
preacher who opposed them, who was Martin Luther, told them that our own Jesus is the
only path to heaven.

Jesus found two groups of people following him. One group believed in him, praising and
hearing the Gospel and saying, “This is the real truth.” These are Christians who keep
following Christ, whether life is smooth or life is rough, they don’t lose sight of their Savior.
The other followers are oaky with the way Jesus teaches for a while, but sometimes when
there aren’t many challenges, they wonder why they need Jesus at all. “We’re really busy,”
they say, and “We’ll get back to church when we need to.” But when things get hard, and
bumpy, and even tragic, they wonder where Jesus was in their life, and they turn away.

And they don’t understand how some people can keep believing in Jesus. These true
believers are people who say, “Let it come-- whatever God sends me. If I am not to be well,
then I will be satisfied being sick. If I am not to be rich, then I am content to remain poor.
Whether I live or die, I will remain in Christ.” They have been brought into Christ’s family,
and they are truly free, free indeed.

Now, there were men and women standing with Jesus who could claim to be descended from
Abraham by blood. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Judah (or Benjamin, or Levi)-- they could trace
their genealogy right to the father of the faithful. Now, Abraham had received promises from
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God about his children being blessed. But we are blessed through faith and through the blood
spilled blood of Christ, not the inherited blood of grandparents and parents.

And now, there are still other errors in the church. We cannot assume that people who use
similar language for worship that we do, necessarily believe the same thing. People go to
church on the weekend, they pray the same table prayer, the same Lord’s Prayer, quote the
same Ten Commandments, but may not know the way to heaven. Some trust in themselves,
or in the depth of feeling they have about Jesus. Feelings do not atone for sin-- Jesus’ blood
atoned for sin, for all sin, once for all on the cross.

To trust in your family gains nothing. To hope that you can work out all your sins after you
die is worse than nothing, because it cancels the need for repentance, the need to trust in
Christ, and it even cancels out the need for the cross of Christ, because it imagines that the
individual sinner will get rid of her own sin, or his own sin, but only the blood of Christ
covers our sin.

This was the original problem that Luther faced in Wittenberg, when the people of his church
were being deceived into thinking that they could buy their way out of some of their
suffering in between heaven and hell.

But there is nothing, after Judgment Day, except heaven and hell. Yes, the Bible talks about a
new earth, but always in connection with a new heaven. That full term, “the new heaven and
new earth,” which is Revelation and also in 2 Peter, is a way of saying “heaven” so that we
all understand it. It will be heaven, the place of God, and heaven, where we will physically
live with him forever. But besides hell, there will be no other place, no limbo, no purgatory,
nothing. So those who think that they will have time to get rid of their sins as if they’re
arguing their way out a traffic ticket will discover that they have dies with all their sins still
on their own heads, and they will not enter in to Paradise.

This is why Luther threw himself in between the indulgence-seller and his people. This is
why Jesus waded into the crowds of people in the Temple during one of the most crowded
festivals-- so that he could proclaim the truth, and rescue souls.

But Paul teaches us to have no confidence in the flesh, even if it might be the flesh and blood
of Abraham the father of believers. Paul said to the Philippians, “We rejoice in Christ Jesus,
and we put no confidence in the flesh. Though I myself could have confidence in the flesh! If
any other man thinks he could have confidence in the flesh, I have more: Circumcised on the
eighth day, of the race of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews. As to the
law: a Pharisee, as to zeal: a persecutor of the church, as to righteousness under the law:
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faultless. But whatever was to my profit I now count as loss for the sake of Christ. More than
that, I count everything as loss compared to the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my
Lord. For his sake I have lost all things. I count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain
Christ (Philippians 3:3-8).

The sin that Jesus exposes in our lesson is the sin of relying on what does not lead to heaven.
Now, every single sin is dangerous and condemns us, but to rely on anything that is not Jesus
is the same as rejecting Jesus. It means that one would take back all of the sins that Jesus
paid for, and say, “No, I’ll do this all over again and do it my way.” When we avoid Jesus,
avoid worship, avoid the sacrament, we run into the danger and the temptation of looking for
some internal feeling or righteousness inside of us that just isn’t there. But Jesus has indeed
loved us and forgiven and rescued. Trust in him, because he gives you the gifts of faith, of
heaven, of forgiveness, and everlasting life.

How would you tell people what makes you glad or delighted about being a Christian? Being
right with God, having no fear about Judgment Day, being forgiven-- all of these and more,
and you may have quite a long list. What a good way to count your blessings on this
Reformation celebrSation.

And have you thought about what makes you glad or delighted about being a Lutheran? To
have been instructed in correct doctrine, to have learned from Luther’s Small Catechism and
to keep on learning from it year upon year; to know that what I believe marches in lock step
with the will of God because it is proved, thoroughly proved and explained by the Word of
God and nothing else. This confidence builds up my faith every day. It was this same
confidence that we share with some of the world’s greatest musical composers, who came
out of the Reformation or like us were born after it, and they came singing. People like
Beethoven, Bach and Brahms each had a special confidence and joy in their music that is so
obviously missing from their contemporaries.

Our celebration of the Lutheran Reformation commemorates the event, when at noon on the
31st of October 1517, Martin Luther posted his Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of
Indulgences-- commonly called the 95 Theses, to the university bulletin board, which was
the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg. He did this out of a pastoral concern for people
who were misled, misguided, and who misunderstood the way to heaven. He wanted to show
them that the only way to heaven is through faith in Jesus Christ.

You and I can show our faith in a similar way. We have been taught by our Savior that
everyone who sins is a slave to sin. But we have been set free by the Son of God himself.
And if the Son has set us free, we are free indeed.
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