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Then Jesus said: “if you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and will know 
the truth, and the truth will make your free.”   
 
This is one of those texts where context is so important.   Jesus is standing on the 
temple mount.  It is a place of teaching.  It is in the middle of the feast of Sukkoth or 
Feast of Booths, also known as the Feast of Tabernacles.   During this festival Jews 
would make pilgrimages to Jerusalem.   There they would build booths in which they 
would eat and sleep for the week long celebration.  Originally it was a feast celebrated 
in the fall and was associated with the in gathering of harvest. The “booths” were 
reminders of the  shelters used in the fields during harvest time.  These eventually 
become associated with the tents and shelters used during the wilderness years 
following the exodus from slavery in Egypt.  So the feast begins to take on a futuristic 
and messianic hope. 
 
According to the prophet Zechariah, in the messianic era Sukkoth will become a 
universal festival and all nations will make pilgrimages annually to Jerusalem to 
celebrate the festival.  There are two great themes that are woven together in this 
celebration.  Water and light.   
 
In the messianic age, water is to flow from the threshold of the temple out into the 
Judean wilderness, transforming it into a new Garden of Eden ...a new paradise.  The 
other great symbol is light.  In the messianic age there will be no darkness, just 
continuous light.   
 
In John, chapters 7, 8, and 9 form a single unit around this festival in which Jesus 
makes to two pronouncements, one regarding water, the other regarding light,  and 
then heals a blind person using water and light.    In John 7 Jesus said: “If anyone 
thirst, let him come to me and drink.  He who believes in me, as the scripture has 
said, ‘out of his heart shall flow rivers of living water.’” In John 8 Jesus said: “I am 
the light of the world, he who follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have 
the light of life.”  Then in John chapter 9, making reference to being the light of the 
world, Jesus uses spittle, “water” to make mud and places it on the eyes of a blind man 
and then sends him to the pool of Siloam to wash, and when he washes, he sees.   
 
Now one would think that it would be these verses which we would cite and remember 
from John 7-9 but they are not.  Instead we focus on Jesus comment to the Jews who 
had believed in him.  Then Jesus said to the Jews who had believed in him, “if you 
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continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and will know the truth, and the 
truth will make your free.”   
 
So the context of this utterance is the great Feast of Sukkoth, with all of its messianic 
hopes, dreams of a new Exodus or a new Restoration.  The words are being spoken 
from the “Temple Mount” the large flat area about the size of three football fields 
enclosed by a wall, all of which surrounds the temple.  It is on the temple mount that 
folks gathered during the festival.  At the north end of the temple mount there is a huge 
police barracks called the Antonia. All of the ceremonial objects for religious 
observance were kept under Roman control. And during major  festivals Rome would 
deploy troops to the Antonia so that if any trouble broke out they would be on hand to 
suppress it.   In other words, they, Rome, controlled the temple mount.  
 
Now listen again to the dialog between Jesus and his listeners.  In John, these 
conversation would have occurred with the Jewish authorities gathered on the temple 
mount.    When Jesus says his word will make them free, they reply: “we are 
descendants of Abraham and have never been slaves to anyone.  What do you mean 
by saying, “you will be made free’?” 
 
Can you grasp the irony of this.  They are standing in the shadow of the temple, a 
symbol of the longed for  Jewish nation.  But the temple itself stands in the shadow of 
the Antonia, a symbol of Roman Imperial power and domination.   Josephus, that great 
1st century Jewish historian, said that the temple dominated Jerusalem, but that the 
Antonia dominated the temple.   
 
In the very shadow of Roman domination they say “we have never been slaves to 
anyone!”   That is to say nothing of their history which was the story of domination by 
one empire after another, down to the present day.  Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, Persia, 
Macedonia, and now Rome.  And yet they say:  “we have never been slaves to 
anyone!”  
 
Why should the powers who choose the lectionary texts have chosen this passage 
from John 8 for our celebration of the great Reformation of the church?  What is the 
message intended for us to ponder?   Could it be our own slavery? 
 
The Jewish authorities, because of their collaboration with Rome, and therefore 
because of their own favored status in the politics of the day, could not clearly see their 
current bondage.  And at the same time, with their selective memory, they could ignore 
the bondage of the past.   
 
 
Today, there are strong voices that talk about freedom of the individual, and freedom of 
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the corporation.  This is primarily a selfish freedom, this is a freedom that seeks to 
ignore the needs of others, as it seeks unfettered access to accumulation of more and 
more wealth and power, at the expense of the poor and powerless.  It is a freedom to 
label and ignore others.  What is missing from their debates is any sense of Jesus 
word’s to “preach good news to the poor, .... or release to the captives, ..... or to 
proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.” 
 
Could it be that, I as a white male, am blinded to the privilege that biological fact gives 
me. Could it be, that because of our status a white Americans, that we are blinded to 
the reality of how deeply racism is ingrained into our very being.   
 
Could it be, that like the Jewish authorities who had forgotten about their former 
bondage to Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, Persia, Macedonia, we too have forgotten much 
of our history.  A history that still manifests itself unjustly in our systemic structures of 
politics and economics.  History, such as our destruction of the indigenous peoples, 
whose land we now claim as our own?  Past histories such as the lynchings of black 
Americans and current history such as the American Apartheid, otherwise known as 
the imprisonment of young black men for offenses that are not even prosecuted 
against white males? 
 
Could it be that our American economic scene, that constantly pushes us for more and 
more is invisible to us.  So that we think that we are not in bondage, while everything is 
around us is commoditzied.  Could it be that this economy that teaches us to focus on 
what we want, instead of what is needed for the common good has blinded us to the 
distributive justice of the reign of God? 
 
Could it be that our way of life has caused us to turn a blind eye towards the care of 
the cosmos that God so loved?  So that we do not begin to understand that how we 
eat, how we dress, how we travel, how se spend and how we invest all have 
implications for our true freedom? 
 
Is this why Jesus said what he did to the Jewish authorities on that day in the temple 
mount?  And is this why we also should hear these words as if they were spoken 
directly to us?  
 
Today is Reformation Sunday, a Sunday when we focus upon our desire to reform the 
message of the church so that it is relevant and meaningful for the world in which we 
live.  And this is a great text for Reformation if we hear it in its proper context, with all of 
its conditional language.  Not as Law, but as invitation to leave behind our own 
enslavement, as a summons to break free from our bondage, so that we are free to be 
the people of God.  
 



 

 
4 

 With a first glance at the text we might settle on that final phrase ....   “So if the Son 
makes you free, you will be free indeed.”  And I suspect that is why we like this as a 
Reformation day text.  It sounds like and it feels like grace and not works.   
 
But the problem is that we like to read that statement as a declarative sentence.  What 
we so often miss is that it is a conditional sentence.  This is not saying the Son has 
made you free,  it is saying “If” the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.”  And 
that takes us back up to the opening statement: “if you continue in my word, you are 
truly my disciples; and will know the truth, and the truth will make your free.”  
Again we like to quote that saying by dropping off the first part of the statement, so that 
most often we hear it like this: “....you will know the truth, and the truth will make 
your free.”   What we choose to leave off is the conditional clause, .... “if you 
continue in my word, you are truly my disciples”   
 
The Jewish authorities of Jesus day, in their blind collaboration with Rome, could not 
see their own slavery to the system in which they existed.  So they called what they 
had “freedom.”  I suggest to you today, that we like our ancestors in faith, are blinded 
by our own slavery to our American reality.  And that until we see it clearly and hear 
and respond to God’s alternative way, we too remain in bondage, all the time thinking 
that we are free.  
  
The point is this, as long as we ignore the conditional phrase “if you continue in my 
word, you are truly my disciples” no matter how much we pretend otherwise, we will 
never be either disciples or free.   
 
“if you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and will know the truth, 
and the truth will make your free.” Free to live in and participate in God’s distributive 
justice.  But until we submit to the Lordship of Jesus the Christ, we will remain in our 
bondage, no matter how much we may deny it. We will never truly be made free until 
the Son makes us free.   
 
And if this sounds hard, or scary, or threatening, listen again to some of Jesus’ other  
words...spoken to the authorities and to the disciples.  Words, which also address us 
as the living word of Jesus, the crucified and Risen one desires to set us free.  
 

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, ... How often have I desired to gather your children 
together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not 
willing!  

 
Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I 
will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am 
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my 
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yoke is easy, and my burden is light." 
 
Amen.   


