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Jesus said, “Everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin,” but “if you continue in my word, you are 
truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.”

I bet there are a lot of people who, when they hear these Bible verses, – the words don’t really feel true.
There are a lot of people who think about things like God’s word or commandments, being a disciple, 
being part of the Church, following Jesus – they think about those sorts of things, and they don’t 
associate them with freedom, but with the total opposite. 

They think “church,” and think of a place of judgment and shame. “Following Jesus” or being “a 
Christian” sounds like a code word for thinking you’re better than everybody else. “Sin” is just a list of 
superficial things some people think are bad; society’s prejudices; an out-of-date word that conjures up 
hypocritical judgmental-ness. So yeah, “continuing in God’s word” or “being disciples” – that can 
sound a lot more like being chained-up than being free.

And honestly – the Church has done a lot to earn that reputation.

But I’m not here to focus on all the ways the church has bungled the message of grace and freedom 
over the centuries. Instead I want to shift focus: to how the living in God’s word, following Jesus, and 
therefore knowing the truth really can set us free.

So here’s a story about a man that one priest called “one of the freest people [he’s] ever known.” His 
name was Joe. Joe was a Jesuit priest who lived in a house with a group of men who were working on 
entering the priesthood. 

Once, Joe was flying from Boston to Jamaica to visit some fellow Jesuits. Or, he was supposed to be 
flying to Jamaica; it turned out his flight was delayed. For FIVE HOURS. And after all that waiting 
around in the airport, the flight was canceled. Joe went back home.

That night, one of the other men in the house found Joe in the living room, reading a book. “You’re 
back!” he said, surprised to see him. “What happened?”

“The funniest thing,” he said. “We were supposed to take off, and then we were
delayed for an hour, and then waited another hour until they delayed us again.” Joe
chuckled  as  he  recounted  the  delays  that  led  to  his  trip’s  eventual  cancellation.
Afterward, he tracked down his luggage and took a long ride on the subway...to get
home. “So here I am!” he laughed.

Is that how you’d expect someone to tell that kind of a story? Laughing calmly while he talks about his 
trip to see friends on a sunny island was delayed for hours and hours, and then canceled? Maybe 
somebody might tell that story in a funny way, like, a year later – but on the same day? I’d expect to 
hear a lot more complaining, to hear anger and frustration and disappointment. Maybe even to hear him
throwing around some blame for ruining his plans.

The other man was just as amazed at Joe’s reaction. “Weren’t you angry?” he asked.



“Angry? Why?” Joe said. “There was nothing I could do about it. Why get upset over something you 
can’t change?”1

And isn’t that the kind of freedom we all really long for? Not the freedom to do whatever we want 
whenever we want to do it – most of us figure out pretty quickly that that is not as good as it sounds. 
But maybe what we really long for is freedom from being tossed about by bad situations or our own 
emotional reactions. The inner freedom that helps us to feel peaceful, to roll with the punches, to enjoy 
life more. The inner freedom that overflows into treating the people in our lives with greater patience 
and kindness.

Jesus’s teachings about how to live help guide us to that kind of deeper freedom. 

Remember how Jesus encouraged us to let go of the stress and worry that we so often let rule our 
thoughts: “Do not worry about your life, what will you eat or what you will drink, or about your body, 
what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?...Do not worry about 
tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own. Today’s trouble is enough for today.” (Matt. 
6:25, 34)

Remember how often Jesus encouraged us to forgive one another: a practice that helps us to let go of 
the anger and resentment that twist up our hearts, and to repair relationships when it is possible.

Even Jesus’s teachings about sin lead us to this kind of deeper freedom. In the Sermon on the Mount, 
Jesus gives that string of commentary on the commandments that can sound harsh: 

You have heard that it was said...”You shall not murder,”...But I say to you that if you
are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment… (Matt. 5:21-22a)

You have heard that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery.” But I say to you that
everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his
heart… (Matt. 5:27-28)

You have heard that it was said, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” But I say to
you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the
other also; and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well…
(Matt. 5:38-40)

You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.”
But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you. (Matt. 5:43-
44)

On the one hand, it sounds like Jesus is taking some of God’s commandments and making them harder 
for us. And maybe that’s so. But he’s also taking us deeper, past any focus on superficial wrongdoing or
judgment from the outside, and into our hearts – into the place inside of us where we can feel weighed 
down by our own wrongdoing, controlled by our own impulses, where we harbor a longing to be a little
different, a little better. St. Paul once wrote, in some of the most relatable verses in the whole Bible: 
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121.



I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing
I hate...I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but
the evil I do not want is what I do. (Romans 7:15, 18b-19)

And I think that part of us is one of the things Jesus is trying to reach with his difficult teachings. Don’t
we want to be free from those feelings? Free to let go of anger and grudges that start to control us in 
ways we don’t want? Free of feeling like we’re hiding darker parts of ourselves? Free of feeling like 
we’re not acting like the person we really are, or want to be? Free to feel peaceful, patient, kind, in 
control of ourselves?

“If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will 
make you free.”

Of course, achieving that kind of inner freedom sounds really hard – if not impossible. If you’re like 
me, you might even be thinking, But I have tried like a million times to find that freedom and that 
peace – and it’s never worked. 

So here’s the good news: It’s not like a light switch. We don’t hear “the truth” or decide to follow Jesus 
and then suddenly we’re all perfect on the inside. It’s a process. A slow process of learning to be more 
patient, more gentle; a process of learning to forgive and to let go of situations we can’t control. And 
that means that every day we can do little things to inch our way deeper and deeper into that freedom, 
until one day we, too, are laughing instead of screaming when something goes wrong.

And the even better news is: we are not in this alone. God promises to send the Spirit to empower us 
and transform us. God’s Spirit moves in us and changes us as we spend time with God in worship, 
prayer, and study; as we spend time with other people, talking through our problems, hearing and 
giving wisdom.

We don’t need to be perfect, to have totally found that inner freedom, in order for God to be in our 
lives. God is with us no matter where we are on our journey, no matter if we just beginning, moving 
forward, or falling backward. God is with us, ready to guide us deeper into that inner freedom and to 
build us up in the good life: a life lived in peace, patience, and kindness.

“If the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.”

Amen.


