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Sermon for Reformation 
Sunday  

 
 

Freedom from shackles 

It never ceases to amaze me how blind to reality the Jews of 
Jesus’ day were in their lives.  Every time I think they can’t 
sink lower or say or do something more stupid, they do it.  
Just listen to the ignorance spilling forth from their mouths in 
today’s Gospel lesson.  Jesus tells them that if they abide in 
His Word, they will know the Truth, and that Truth will set 
them free.  And how do they respond?  “What do you mean 
by ‘set free’?  We’re offspring of Abraham, and we’ve never 
been enslaved to anyone.” REALLY?!  The offspring of 
Abraham have NEVER been enslaved to anyone?  What 
were the whole Egyptian and Babylonian captivities about?  
What was that whole exodus thing about?  “Oh pastor, they 
didn’t mean those bondages.  They got that.  That was in the 
past.  They’re referring to themselves personally.” 

Oh…so the Roman soldiers occupying every street corner is 
all part of being “free”?  These Jews had nothing to worry 
about as far as making the Roman authorities mad by saying 

Text: John 8:36 
 
Jesus said to them, “If the 
Son sets you free, then you 
will be really free.” 
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or doing something that might offend Caesar?  Hmm…that 
doesn’t make sense.  You know as well as I do that none of 
us here would want to live under the “freedom” of martial 
law.  Not one of us here would consider ourselves free if the 
military was posted everywhere throughout daily life, 
ensuring that we mind our “P’s” and “Q’s,” and that would be 
with our own US military.  Can you imagine how it would feel 
with foreign military constantly walking the beat and keeping 
us in check, ensuring that we pay our taxes and our homage 
to their foreign leader?  Welcome to first century Jerusalem! 

“Boy pastor, you put it that way and you’re right—these Jews 
really were stupid and blind to their own reality.” Yes…but 
before we go any further, I need to make clear that I’m not 
even referring to the Roman occupation in terms of the 
reality of slavery…and neither was Jesus.  When Jesus 
spoke these words to the Jews who actually believed in Him, 
He was referring to knowing and abiding in His Truth; His 
Word; His Law and His Gospel.  They didn’t get it.  All they 
heard was the term “freedom,” and their minds instantly went 
to worldly bondage and slavery, and even in that respect, as 
we mentioned earlier, they were blind and stupid to their own 
reality. 

“Amen, Amen, I say to you that everyone who commits sin is 
a slave to sin.” That’s how the original Greek reads.  “Amen, 
amen”; not “truly, truly.” Why is this important to point out?  
Because Jesus begins with the last word.  We end our 
prayers with “amen,” as in “yes, it shall be so.” Jesus begins 
with “amen.” He begins with the last word.  There is no 
argument to be made.  There is no compromise or “that’s 
your opinion, but here’s mine.” “Amen, amen…this is it: 
everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin.” 

This is the slavery Jesus is referring to—the slavery of sin.  
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The freedom Jesus speaks of is the freedom from the 
crushing, killing effects of the brutal and insatiable 
taskmaster that is sin.  But…the Jews didn’t get it.  These 
Jews, we’re told, even believed in Jesus, and they still didn’t 
get it.  The bondage of the law—the bondage of works-
righteousness—engrained into them since conception, had 
effectively blinded them to the life-giving freedom of the 
Gospel Truth in Christ.  

They honestly thought of themselves as “free” in terms of 
their faith, and yet they were still bound down and weighed 
down by the impossible demands of the Law.  Just think of 
how foolish this must’ve looked and sounded.  Here they are 
proclaiming their freedom all the while being scared to death 
that they may have not honored and kept all 613 rabbinic 
laws.  “Jesus, I’m free, and I’d love to stay and chat more, 
but I need to get home before the Sabbath begins, and I’m 
more than 6/10 of a mile away, which will put me out of 
bounds for righteousness and make me a sinner.  I need to 
get going because I still have to go and make sacrifice at the 
temple, and I still have unleavened bread to make, and 
kosher olive oil and lamb meat to pick up at the market.” 
That exactly doesn’t sound like one who has been set free in 
the Truth of God’s Word, does it? 

And before you look down your noses at these poor, 
miserable ignorant slaves to the sinful grind, I want you to 
hear again these words of Jesus: “EVERYONE who commits 
sin is a slave to sin.” That’s pretty all-inclusive, isn’t it?  
EVERYONE even includes us.  “But pastor, I’m not a slave.  
I’m a free Christian.  I have been set free in the blood of 
Christ.  Don’t you know what today is?  Today is 
Reformation Sunday!  Today is the day we celebrate our 
Christian freedom!  Of all days to come out and accuse us of 
being slaves, you picked a doozy!” Boy…it’s amazing how 
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quickly we can sound just like the problem children in 
Scripture!  

I won’t go into all the many different ways that we are slaves 
to sin, even as faithful Lutherans.  We are slaves to sin.  
That’s the cold, hard truth.  We can recognize it in others, 
but we rarely ever recognize it staring back at us from the 
mirror.  Just consider how many faithful Christians are slaves 
to their own man-made rules and bylaws and opinions.  Just 
consider how many faithful Christians work themselves 
ragged and wear themselves out in an attempt to earn God’s 
grace and favor: to earn their piece of the salvation pie.  
Many a faithful Christian falls prey to pietism—the self-
righteous, holier-than-thou attitude that infects Christians 
with the belief that they are better and holier and more 
pleasing to God because of all that they do for Him and His 
Church, or more specifically “their church.” All that holier-
than-thou effort takes work.  It’s hard work policing 
everybody else and making sure everybody else knows how 
wonderful you are.  Slaves to sin, every one of ‘em!  

And if you still don’t think that any of this includes you, just 
ask yourself if you’ve ever transgressed the First 
Commandment.  You remember that from your catechism 
days, right?  “You shall have no other gods.  What does this 
mean?  We should fear, love, and trust in God above all 
things.” Think about that.  Sometimes the biggest sinful 
taskmaster is staring back at us from the mirror, and the 
worst part is that we gladly hear and obey.  But…that’s 
different, right?  

How many of you have ever put something or someone 
before God and faithfulness to Him?  It’s one thing to do it 
ignorantly, but it’s even worse when we do it willfully and 
knowingly.  “I know I shouldn’t, but I’m going to do it anyway.  
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I can ask for forgiveness later.” You, my friend, have just 
subjugated yourself to whatever false god was enticing you 
away from the one true God.  You are a slave to your sin.  
Do you see it?  Can you recognize that ugly reality?  As long 
as we sin: as long as we transgress the First 
Commandment, we are slaves to sin.  We have a master 
other than God. 

But here’s the thing: All this talk of slavery makes it sound 
like being a slave is always a bad thing, something to be 
avoided.  I’m here to tell you today that it’s not.  I know that 
sounds strange, especially given our Lord’s own words in the 
Gospel regarding freedom and being set free in the Truth of 
His Word.  I am not contradicting or correcting my Lord.  In 
fact, I’m doing just the opposite.  Consider how St. Paul 
opens many of his epistles, including the epistle to the 
Romans: “Paul, a slave of Christ Jesus….” Thanks to our 
politically correct, emasculated version of Christianity today, 
we soften these words up to say “servant.” But that’s not 
what the Holy Spirit inspired Paul to write!  “Paul, a slave of 
Christ Jesus.” And what does a slave do?  He obeys.  He 
doesn’t question.  He doesn’t argue or rebel or offer up his 
opinions and suggestions.  He simply hears and obeys.  He 
does what the master desires.  

“But pastor, Jesus says that we are set free in His Gospel 
Truth!  Today we celebrate the freedom of the Gospel and 
the freedom of the Christian.  It’s Reformation Sunday, for 
God’s sake, and you’re splitting hairs and talking about the 
benefits of slavery?!” Yup.  As I said moments ago, I am not 
and will not contradict my Lord.  You are absolutely free in 
Christ.  You have been set free from the bonds of sin, death, 
and the devil, not because of anything you have done, but 
because of what your Lord and Savior did for you in His all-
redeeming life, death, and resurrection.  
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Jesus Christ willingly went into sinful captivity for you, giving 
up all of heaven’s majesty in order to take on your fallen and 
sinful flesh.  Why?  So He could redeem and save your 
flesh, His precious creation.  Christ Jesus willingly made 
Himself the ultimate slave of sin, going into hell’s bondage 
and suffering His Father’s just and righteous wrath for us, all 
so that He could lead us out of this deadly darkness and into 
His marvelous light.  It’s ironic when you think about it, but at 
Christ’s crucifixion, when all the world was being plunged 
into darkness, Jesus was at the same time leading the 
exodus out of the captivity of sin, death, and the devil, 
leading His precious children into the life, light, and freedom 
that is known only in Him and through Him.  

And this wasn’t just a past-tense event that took place two 
thousand years ago.  Your triumphant Lord and Savior 
physically and truly came to you in the waters of Holy 
Baptism, bringing His victory over sin, death, and the devil to 
bear upon you.  In these waters, your Lord and Savior stole 
you away from the devil and the grave.  The stronger man 
bound up and defeated the strength of sin, death, and Satan.  
In baptism your Lord made you His own, putting His triune 
name upon your head and your heart, marking you as His 
own, marking you as one redeemed by Christ the Lord.  And 
He’s still not done with you.  He comes to you today with His 
victory, feeding you with His own living body and blood, 
which triumphed over the deadly bonds of sin, death, and 
the devil.  

Folks: This should all mean something to you!  I can’t make 
it mean anything to you.  I can’t make you believe it.  I 
certainly can’t make you appreciate it, but this is the Truth.  
As a baptized child of God, you have been set free from the 
damning, condemning demands of the Law.  Christ Jesus 
fulfilled each and every demand perfectly, up to and 
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including the just and righteous demand that the wage of sin 
is death; the payment and demand for sin is the spilling of 
life-blood.  He did that—perfectly.  He did that for you, for 
me, and for all mankind.  This is the joyful reality of the 
Gospel that set Martin Luther and the Reformation-era 
Church free; a joyful reality and freedom that still needs to be 
heard and preached today as we languish under the dark 
bonds of sin.  

As a baptized child of God who has been set free in the 
Gospel truth of Christ, you are absolutely free to do whatever 
you please, for it is by God’s free gift of grace that you have 
been saved; a gift that is ours because of the work and 
person of Christ alone.  But…what pleases a Christian?  
Answer: What pleases a Christian is that which pleases our 
God and Lord.  Basically, in our baptismal freedom we are 
freed up to be slaves of Christ Jesus, our Lord, our Savior, 
our King and Master.  We are freed up to serve Him with all 
that we say, think, and do.  

This is why I won’t give you a list of demands and chores 
and tasks that you must do in service to your Lord.  Look 
right here.  Look at this cross of your Lord and Master and 
King.  Here is all the truth; all the motivation you need to 
serve and obey Him.  For the baptized child of God, in true 
saving faith, being a slave of Christ Jesus is true freedom 
and peace, a liberating peace that surpasses all human 
understanding.  It is a privilege and a joy to be a slave of 
Christ.  The slave of Christ clamors to serve.  “Here I am, 
send me!” 

My prayer for you is that you get it.  I pray that this blood-
bought freedom of the Gospel makes you yearn to no longer 
be a slave to your sin, but instead a slave of Christ Jesus; a 
slave who is indeed free in the grace of God, the love of 
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Christ, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.  May God grant 
you the joy of being set free in Christ in order to be a slave of 
Christ. 

 


