Christ, Sin, and Freedom

John 8:31-38

There have always been people — they existed in Christ’s day and they exist in ours — who say “I’m a follower of Christ — I believe in Jesus,” yet their lives seem to indicate something else.

John 8:30 says there was a significant “revival” (my word) in response to Jesus’ teaching — “many came to believe in Him.”  Yet a short time later Jesus would say that the devil is their father (v. 44).  What happened?

This interaction begs the questions, “Does just saying you are a follower of Jesus make you a follower of Jesus?  Or is there something more?”

In John 8:31-38, Jesus examines their hearts with four statements about what a genuine believer looks like.  What Jesus is saying is that salvation is not a point in time, but it is progressive and ongoing.  Believe is not something we “did” one time, but something we do each day.


“This section of discourse is addressed to those who believe, and yet do not believe.  Clearly they were inclined to think that what Jesus said was true.  But they were not prepared to yield Him the far-reaching allegiance that real trust in Him implies.  This is a most dangerous spiritual state.” [Morris, John, p. 454.]


Those who genuinely believe in Jesus Christ will be transformed by Him and his Word.

1. A True Believer in Christ Continues in His Word and with Him  (v. 31)

Are the believers in v. 31 the same as those in v. 30?
· Some have made much of the difference in terms between vv. 30 and 31 — believe in Him supposedly declines to believe Him (as if He is no longer the sole object of faith).  However, 2:23; 12:42 also use believe in Him to refer to an illegitimate faith.

· Verse 31 also draws a conclusion from v. 30 — so = “therefore,” i.e., “Many believed; therefore Jesus said to them…” (as if to exam the reality of their faith; e.g., 2:23-25; 9:32, 35; 11:26).  The people had made a bold assertion of belief; He was testing whether they really did.

· The people in v. 31 are identified as those Jews who had believed — the pronoun “those” emphasizes it was the very ones who had affirmed faith in v. 30.

What kind of conditional sentence is this?
· Jesus’ statement begins conditionally — if — and it means “this might happen, but there is no certainty; there is no guarantee that you will continue to feast on My Word.”

· It is not a certainty.  In other words, there is something of a condition to salvation — being a disciple of Jesus — a believer is not simply one who claims belief, but one who has something happen in his life because of his belief in Christ.

What does it mean to continue in Christ’s Word?

· The word continue is generally translated abide — it means to live and dwell.  This is the test.

· Discipleship is going to be revealed by a continuance with & faithfulness to Christ.  The one who abides with Christ stays with Him.  (Notice Christ is claiming authority — My word.)

· Jesus and John refer to continuance in the Word of God several other times — 


· John 5:38 “You do not have His word abiding in you, for you do not believe Him whom He sent. 

· John 15:7 “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. 

· 1 John 2:14 I have written to you, fathers, because you know Him who has been from the beginning. I have written to you, young men, because you are strong, and the word of God abides in you, and you have overcome the evil one.
· Another way to say one abides in Christ’s Word is that he is submissive to it — he allows it to do its transforming work.  Most people do not have a problem with Jesus; they just don’t want to obey Jesus.  But there is no salvation apart from a life that is in submission to Him (cf. Jn. 14:15, 21-24; cf. also Col. 3:16).

· “Only he who believes is obedient, and only he who is obedient believes.” [Bonhoeffer]

· There is a connection between one’s commitment to (application of) the Word of God and the genuineness of faith.  

· And this is why Jesus’ final command to the disciples said, “Go and make disciples of all nations…teaching them to observe (obey) all that I commanded you…” (Mt. 28:19-20). 

· There is no salvation without obedience.  There are no fruitless, faithless Christians.
· To clarify:  We are not kept by our continuance and faithfulness; we are saved and kept by Christ alone (1 Pt. 1); but our continuance w. Christ is evidence that He has genuinely saved us.

· Nor is this a requirement — “do this to become a disciple…”; it is a reality of what happens

· Nor am I saying that a believer never sins (more on that in a moment), but one who continually rejects the authority and conviction of Scripture will have no assurance of his salvation.

· Those who do not continue with Christ give evidence to their lack of salvation (1 Jn. 2:18-19). 

· So to continue in Christ’s word means to be submissive and obedient to Christ and what He says.

What does it mean to be a true disciple of Jesus?
· This is the only occurrence of this phrase — truly disciples — in the NT.  The word truly might be translated “really,” i.e., if/when you continue to obey Me, you really are a disciple.  

· In using the word truly, Jesus is also implying that there are those who are “falsely” disciples…

· It also is clear that Jesus is using the word disciple interchangeably with “believe.”  I.e., “You say you are a believer, but you really give evidence to being a believer in me when you do what I say.”

· This has profound implications for how we do evangelism.  We aren’t interested in having people pray a prayer or raise a hand or walk an aisle.  The goal as we evangelize and disciple is to produce people who genuinely love and live for God — to be obedient to Christ (Mt. 28:18-20).

Summary — Jesus is addressing an issue of “fickle faith” (Carson); the way to separate those who say they are followers of Christ from those who genuinely are followers is obedience.
2. A True Believer in Christ Knows the Truth  (v. 32a)

· Follow the train of Jesus’ thought — “If you continue…[then] you are My disciple and you will know the truth.”  The reality of relationship with Christ will also produce knowledge of the truth.

What does it mean to know the truth?
· This word refers not only to the intellectual comprehension of the truth, but to experience it through a moral commitment.  The one who continues in the Word of Christ will have a moral commitment to that Word and the truth that is contained in it.

· To know the truth means there is a unity to that truth.

What is the truth?
· Truth is an important word in this gospel (55x) and this section (13x in vv. 13-46).

· Truth is intimately associated with Christ (1:17; 14:6) and the gospel (v. 36).

· If you believe Jesus Christ, His Word is in you and you are in it, you will know the Truth — you will know and be in fellowship with Christ Himself.

· The world is cynical about truth (and always has been) — cf. 18:37-38.  But the true disciple of Christ has a bedrock assurance in what is true, lasting and sure.

· Truth in John refers to the revelation of God Himself (not just teaching about Him) in the person of Christ.  But in this passage, it refers specifically to the truth about our relationship with Him (16:7f) — our sinfulness and our need of His righteousness (and nothing more)…

Summary — a genuine follower of Christ will give evidence of his faith through commitment to and transformation by the Word of Christ.
3. A True Believer in Christ is Liberated from (and Hates) Sin  (vv. 32b-36)

What is the freedom that Jesus is talking about (v. 32b)?
· the truth shall make you free = a favorite word of Paul — meaning “to be free from domination, to be liberated” — and it always is used in relation to spiritual and moral matters.

· The hearers related it to physical slavery — “we’ve never been enslaved!”  

· They had been enslaved to Assyria, Babylon, Persia, Alexander, the Ptolemies, and the Syrians.  And now they were under the domain of Rome!  

· How deceptive and deluded the heart that rejects Christ is.  “The power of self-deception is infinite.”  In fact, their question at end of v. 33 — how is it that You say… — is a challenge from men who were enslaved in every way — physical and spiritual.

· The great tragedy is not that they were enslaved by Rome, but they enslaved to sin and they — the experts in the Law — did not recognize the very truth the Law was given to reveal — that they were enslaved to sin and could do nothing about it (Gal. 3:19).  This is for every man.

What is slavery?
· v. 34 — Those who live in a continual state of sin (commits sin = “practices sin” 1 Jn. 3:4, 8) are enslaved.  Here slavery is defined as continually committing sin (commits sin = present tense).  Slavery to sin might be called “life-dominating sins,” “habitual sins,” or “addiction.”  This is exactly the same phrase as is used in 1 Jn. 3:4, 8.  This is not the committing of individual sins and then repenting and confessing, but an ongoing pattern — “sin, like the worst narcotic, is habit forming.” [Robertson]  The one who lives that way is not free to do what he wants; he can only sin and do nothing but sin.  He is “free” to sin, but he is not free to do righteousness; the believer is free to do righteousness and is free not to sin.

· There is a sense that people do not sin because it is fun and satisfying, but because they cannot stop.  They are addicted to it and they cannot help themselves (which makes “self-help” books so utterly helpless!).

· “The man who sins is a slave to sin, whether he realizes it or not.”

· v. 35 — Changing the analogy, Jesus says that slaves don’t stay in the house forever; but the Son does.  He has a secure place in God’s house and family, and has an inheritance.  Jesus is addressing the falsely believing Jews who think of themselves as Abraham’s sons (v. 33) and not as slaves.  They were spiritually self-confident (but they should not be).  The slave’s position in the house is temporary — even if a manager, he will  not inherit the house and has no right over the house; he has no security.  And He Himself can be sold or removed at any time.  (The son in v. 35 is not the believer, but Christ Himself — cf. v. 36).

· 
Only the Son (v. 36) then can make a man free.  Only Christ can move someone from slavery to sonship (Gal. 4:1-7; Rom. 8:12-15ff). 

· This is the work of Christ — He came to liberate us from sin (Rom. 6:18, 22; 8:2).

· He gives us freedom from doing that which we could not stop doing (sin) so we can do that which we could not do previously (righteousness)!

· This is genuine (true, actual) freedom (free indeed), as opposed to that which only appears free.

· They had no such freedom, as evidence by their desire to kill Christ (v. 37a).

· So another mark of a believer is one who does not perpetually sin, but is grieved by his sin…

Summary — a genuine believer is one who is liberated from sin; he does not use his freedom to indulge fleshly desires but he uses his freedom to practice obedience to Christ.

4. A True Believer in Christ Progressively Grows in Christ  (v. 37)

What is the mark of a liberated person?
· The Jews who said they believed really didn’t.  They really wanted to kill Christ (vv. 44, 59).  Why do these people seek to kill Christ?  There is no room for Christ’s Word in their lives (vv. 37, 47).

· The Word of God is the means by which Christ and salvation are revealed; if the Word is rejected, nothing else will be believed (Lk. 16:31), and salvation will not be obtained.  

· Jesus is reiterating the statement that began this section — if you continue in my word… (v. 31).

· Some people live to please themselves — self-indulgent, passionate pleasures.  Some attempt to gain approval from others.  Our goal is to live to please one Person supremely.  God alone (v. 29).

· This is the mark of a believer — someone who is growing in His desire for God and the Word of God richly dwells within Him (Col. 3:16), so that he is increasingly transformed (2 Pt. 3:18).

· The people of Jerusalem were becoming just like the fickle followers of Galilee (6:60ff).

· Christ and the Word of God intrigued them for a short time, but it made no progress in their hearts — it did not abide in them, and they did not abide in it.  Like the seed in shallow ground (Mt. 13:5, 20-21), they had no root in Christ.

What are some implications of this passage?
· All this is conditioned on the if of v. 31 — not all who profess Christ belong to Christ.  A profession of Christ does not ensure salvation — only a life lived with Christ gives evidence of salvation.

· This will change the way we live (living for Christ, instead of living for sin with a “get out of jail free” card).  

· This will change the way we evangelize — discipling others for a life with Christ rather than a profession.
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