                   October 29th, 2006, Sermon:   “The Truth Will Set You Free!”
                     ( Texts:  Jeremiah 31:31-34;  Galatians 3:1-14;  John 8:31-36 )

************************************************************************
     When I was a student at the St. Louis seminary in the 1980’s one of my professors told us about an inscription he saw on the front of the library of one of our famous American universities.  The inscription was a quotation of Jesus’ words recorded in John chapter 8, and it read:  “The Truth will set you free.”

     Sadly, most universities today would have to add another inscription immediately after those words of Jesus.  They would have to quote the words of Pilate found in John chapter 18.  Pilate asked Jesus:  “What is truth?”
     That’s the question most universities and many people are asking today:  “What is truth?”  The answer that many non-Christians and even some who claim to be Christians are giving is this:  “There is not one truth for all people.  Oh, some of us used to think that Holy Scripture was God’s truth for all people.  But now we know better.  Holy Scripture is nothing more than the subjective opinions of ancient people.  Our opinions today are just as valid.  In fact, our opinions are more practical because our opinions are suited for the needs of modern humans.  So, what is truth?  Truth is whatever works for you!”

     Today many Lutheran churches are celebrating the Reformation.  The Reformation refers to an event that took place in Europe during the 16th century.  At that time and place God used a man named Martin Luther to reform the Church of his day which had been misled by false teaching.
     Luther used Holy Scripture to refute many ungodly errors, the primary error being the evil idea that forgiveness of sin and eternal life with God was something that sinners had to earn by their efforts.  In other words, the Church was teaching that you had to do something to make yourself worthy of the salvation that Christ could provide for you.
     We still find this evil error today – even among Lutherans!  Many today think that people can make themselves worthy of God’s love and mercy by doing a few good deeds here and there.  Many think that God will overlook certain sins we love to do as long as we try to be good people in other areas of our lives.  However, Holy Scripture refutes this error and gives us the Truth.  What is the Truth?  Let’s examine our Gospel reading and we will find out.

     John 8:31 reads:  “To the Jews who had believed in 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.’”  Did you hear that?  John tells us that the Jews HAD believed in Jesus, but not anymore!  Why?  They rejected Jesus’ teaching and embraced the devil’s lie.
     Of course, they didn’t think they were rejecting God’s Word.  They thought they were God’s faithful children.  But they were actually rejecting the Truth.  They were actually trusting their own evil opinions while deluding themselves into thinking they were being faithful to God’s Word.

     So, what was their evil opinion?  They believed that they were good people.  Whatever sins they may have acknowledged were outweighed by their good deeds.  They did their best to obey God and this was their basis for thinking that they were God’s children.  But they were really children of the devil – the same devil who said to Eve:  “Did God really say?”

     Listen to these words of Jesus recorded in John 8:37.  Jesus says:  “I know you are Abraham’s descendents.  Yet you are ready to kill me, because you have no room for my word.”  Did you hear that?  Even though they were physical descendants of Abraham, a famous Old Testament believer, they actually rejected the God of Abraham because they had no room for His Word.  

     Listen to what John writes about this in his 1st Epistle.    1st John 1:8-10 reads:  “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the Truth is not in us … If we claim we have not sinned, we make God out to be a liar and His word has no place in our lives.”
     You see, the Word of God exposes the fact that we are all sinners who deserve only God’s wrath and there’s nothing we can do about it.  If we try to deny our sin or excuse it; if we try to manipulate God and boast in His presence by pointing to our good deeds as the reason He should save us, then we simply add to our guilt all the more!

     The Jews in Jesus’ day refused to hear the Truth of God’s Word.  Many in Luther’s day refused to hear the Truth of God’s Word.  Many people TODAY refuse to hear the Truth of God’s Word.  As Solomon said, “There’s nothing new under the sun.”

     We believers need to be warned lest we end up like the Jews in our Gospel reading.  Like us, they believed – but only for a time.  Eventually they were deceived by the devil’s lies because they did not hold to Jesus’ teaching.  
     The same can happen to us if we do not continue to grow in God’s Word.  Listen to this passage from 2nd Peter chapter 3:  “Therefore, dear friends, since you already know this, be on your guard so that you may not be carried away by the error of lawless men and fall from your secure position.  But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”  
     My friends, now we see why it is so important for us to grow in God’s Word.  Only the Truth of God’s Word can set us free and keep us free from the lies of the devil.  This is especially important in our modern world where Scripture itself is rejected.

     At least in Luther’s day most people respected Holy Scripture.  It’s just that they added human opinions to Scripture’s teaching about salvation.  But TODAY Scripture itself is rejected and completely replaced with human opinion – and this is happening even among those who claim the name “Christian.”

     Therefore, we must continue the Reformation today.  How?  Remember Jesus words:  “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”  How do we hold to Jesus’ teaching today?  We must continue to grow in God’s Word!

     First, we must repent of the times we despise God’s Word by doubting Holy Scripture or ignoring it.  We must repent of the times we despise God’s Word by failing to attend church or bible class.  We must confess these sins to God and then rejoice in the fact that through Jesus we are forgiven and set free from the bondage of our sin of despising God’s Word.  As people who have been set free from sin we are not free to hold to Jesus’ teaching by growing in God’s Word.  

     Therefore, after our children are baptized we get to continue to nurture their faith by teaching them God’s Word at home as well as bringing them to Services and Sunday School.  We also must be sure that our children attend Confirmation classes, and then after they are Confirmed that they continue to attend Services and Bible Class.

     Of course, the same is true for us adults whatever our age may be.  God invites you to grow in His Word by attending Services as well as Bible Classes on a regular basis.  That’s why I not only hope that more adults will attend my Sunday or Wednesday Bible class.  I also hope to add even more bible classes – some of them led by members in members’ homes.  The more we grow in God’s Word together the more we will be blessed as the Truth sets us free.
     Today we celebrate the Reformation – not merely as a past event but also as a present reality as God’s Truth sets us free.  God’s Truth has exposed our sin today.  But God’s Truth has also given you Jesus, your Lord and Savior, who has set you free from your sin that enslaves you.  You are free to live as God’s dearly loved child – now and for all eternity!

     Jesus had made you children of the Heavenly Father.  The Holy Spirit will continue to use God’s Word of Truth to keep you secure in your salvation so that you will never fall away from your faith in Jesus.  Therefore, continue to hold on to Jesus’ teaching today and every day.  The Truth will set you free!  Amen!
