
Grace Presbyterian Church, Orleans, ON; Dr. J. Dent, pastor; January 31, 2021 
 

1 

Grace Presbyterian Church                January 31, 2021 

Psalm 118: 1-9, 29, Isaiah 61, John 8: 31-37  

"Searching and Finding: Freedom” 

Pastor Jonathan 

 

Friends, I’m continuing our series on Searching and Finding the biggest 

things human beings need in this life: meaning, satisfaction, freedom, 

identity and hope. On this last day of January in the year of our Lord, 2021, I 

would like to talk to you about freedom. Last week I told you that many 

words evoke many songs from my past. Perhaps you experience the same. I 

would also note that many words evoke movie and television scenes. 

“Freedom!” does this for me. I can hardly not think about Mel Gibson’s 25 

year old Braveheart movie, depicting the 13th century William Wallace, a 

Scottish patriot and leader of a rebellion against England’s Edward I. He is 

portrayed as a man who rallies the men of Scotland to fight for their country 

after his newlywed wife is murdered by an officer of the local government. 

Two scenes in that movie come to mind. The first where he rallies the troops 

who want to run away from the battle, where he parades back and forth on 

his black stallion, noting that this is your one chance for freedom, isn’t it 

worth the effort, the risk and the goal. The other scene is at the end of the 

movie where he is being tortured to death by the king’s men in front of a 

large crowd to warn them about rebellion against the king, and he cries long 

and loud, “Freedom!” For me, this echoes the cross, where Jesus knows the 

freedom he will bring to us, as he personally, painfully dies on the cross. 

 

What comes to mind for you when you think about freedom? We are taught 

about political freedoms in school, to some degree. You may know the Bible 

also speaks of freedom. The Psalmist clearly notes in Ps. 118 that the Lord’s 

love endures forever. If it is David speaking, we know that he regularly 

“prayed to the Lord, in his distress,” as we too are encouraged to do in this 

season. No matter how badly it is going for you, you are encouraged to come 

close to God. It is there you find your answer and there God sets you free. 

Does that mean all your troubles go away? No. It means that when you are 

close to God, you need to have God’s perspective on what is happening in 

your life and that of your loved ones, that you can be released from a prison 

of worry and anxiety, and be free. “If the Lord is for me, I will not be afraid. 

What can human beings do to me?” (Ps. 118:6) Or as Paul reflects on this, 

he says the same thing: “If God is for us, who can be against us?” (Romans 

8:31) Where do you find your freedom? 
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In Luke 4, Jesus quotes Isaiah 61, which we read this morning. Jesus refers 

to himself as the fulfillment of this prophecy. One of the great promises in 

this prophetic list of good things the Messiah brings is: freedom for the 

captives. What kind of captives? All kinds. But I think it is most helpful to 

remember that our first captivity is that to sin/ rebellion against God. Once 

we are clear we are the Lord’s, that is when we know freedom. Without that, 

we experience prisons of many kinds, spiritually and otherwise. Are you 

brokenhearted today? Come to the One who can bring you freedom, comfort 

in loss, beauty rather than ashes and destruction, gladness in the midst of 

mourning, praise even if you are despairing.  

 

Of course, we have to pause and reflect on what culture is telling us about 

freedom. That is the water in which we swim. Our western culture appears to 

have abandoned almost all moral imperatives, that is, we don’t know any 

rights or wrongs any more. The one exception is individual freedom. That is 

the essential human right. And what does that mean in our culture? Do 

whatever you want, however, whenever… 

 

Freedom today is an absolute value. 

There are many who refer to any kind of guilt as something to reject. Why? 

An artist or a free person creates his or her own moral universe. Think first 

of Walt Disney: Do you know the movie Frozen? Elsa’s famous song: It’s 

time to see what I can do, no right, no wrong, no rules for me…I’ve got to 

break through to be free.” To be clear, Christianity is the archenemy of that 

kind of freedom.  

 

Mark Lilla, taught Humanities at Columbia University, wrote against God in 

many of his works, but knew an educated businessman who to his shock, 

went forward at a Billy Graham meeting to be born again. So Mark went 

back to read the gospel of John, chapter 3, where Nicodemus, one of the well 

known religious leaders of Jesus’ time came to Jesus at night, so he wouldn’t 

be recognized talking with Jesus. And you know what Jesus told him: “You 

must be born again.” Dr. Lilla realized as he was reading this passage, that 

Jesus was telling Nicodemus he must recognize his own insufficiency, turn 

his back on his own autonomous life, a seemingly happy life, and be reborn 

as a human being who sees his dependency on something greater. And that 

seems to be a radical challenge to our western cultural understanding of 

freedom. And it is. 
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Brendan Gleeson plays a character in the 2014 movie Calvary. He says, “My 

life is my own. I belong to myself. It belongs to nobody else.” Now is that 

true or false? And he wasn’t going to change his mind that that is true. And 

it is true to a certain degree, but is ultimately false. 

Does a relationship with Jesus Christ impede your freedom? Yes, but what 

kind of freedom does he ultimately bring you? 

 

Let’s turn to John 8. John 8: 31-37. Three points. To the Jews who listened 

to him…then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free. But 

they contended they had never been slaves. Jesus contends they are, and we 

are. But, if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed. I want to talk to 

you about three things found in this passage. Those three are: (1) The 

complexity of freedom, (2) The anatomy of unfreedom, (3) Slavery.  

These are all about how Jesus can set you free. 

 

When Jesus’ interrogators say they had never been slaves: had they forgotten 

their own history in Egypt, in Babylon, and now Rome? Yet even now they 

have asserted themselves, so they had never been slaves to anyone: the 

absence of all restraint. Just like we say today that we can be totally free as 

individuals, that our human right. We talk about freedom as if we can fill up 

a helium balloon and it goes as high in the sky as it goes. The helium balloon 

goes as far as it can. Having no restraints. No limits on it. True freedom. 

 

But we know the balloon has limits, many limits. We know that the 

postmodern western definition of freedom: “no limits, no restraints,” is an 

unworkable definition. Atul Gawande, a surgeon, writer and public health 

researcher wrote a book: Being Mortal and What Matters in the End. (2014) 

He speaks of autonomy as free action, free of coercion and limitation. But 

that life is a fantasy. We are inherently dependent on others and subject to 

forces and circumstances beyond our control. Autonomy, like safety, is an 

empty and self-defeating goal. Freedom in our Western culture means: “my 

will be done. I choose what I want to do. I create my own moral universe.” 

 

But consider this example. A man is in his sixties. He likes to eat what he 

wants to eat. Very satisfying. His diet is a very important part of his daily 

joy and delight. But one day a doctor comes along and says he must severely 

limit his diet. Otherwise his life will be very short indeed. What is freedom 

for this man now in this context? Is freedom doing what you want? This 

older gentleman wants to live. He also wants to eat the way he wants to eat. 

All of a sudden, he has to choose. His desires contradict within him. He has 
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to face his life vs. his lifestyle, his diet. He lives with conflicting desires (as 

do we all). He has deep desires and strong desires contradict (as is the case 

for all of us). Which of the desires are the liberating ones and the enslaving 

ones? Do you want the freedom of health? Or do you prefer the pleasure of 

eating food? We all must face the strategic loss of some freedoms to get the 

greater freedoms. Every day in a place like Ottawa or Oxford, how are you 

going to get a great job? Every day, you students are choosing to constrain 

yourself to study, rather than multiple other free options. Why are you doing 

that? You will never get to the freedom of musical skill or a professional 

skill unless you limit some freedoms in light of others. You must say “no” to 

all kinds of other choices. It is not the absence of some kinds of constraints; 

it is finding the liberating constraints. Freedom is not being able to do what 

you want; you have to decide, amongst many options, which are the strategic 

ones. You might say this is the no, no, no strategy. You haven’t chosen the 

options you choose from, but you do choose.  

 

We already know this about physical reality. Physical reality is: if you live 

any way you want, you will die quickly. You must conform to the physical 

limits placed upon you. Once you understand that, you live accordingly. You 

don’t run in front of the bus, assuming you have super powers. Freedom is 

not an absolute. There are physical restraints placed upon me. Okay, well 

that’s not only physical reality. I can’t flap my arms and fly (except in my 

dreams). What is true of physical reality is also true of metaphysical reality. 

However you define freedom: e.g. “self-assertion, my will be done, the 

absence of restraints, get rid of the limits…” the problem with that is that the 

person who enters into that will never know the freedom of being in a loving 

relationship.  

 

There’s nothing like a love relationship. There’s nothing more like freedom 

than that relationship. The minute you get into it. The deeper it gets. The 

more you have to give up your independence. Have you ever noticed that? 

You’ve got a love relationship. Have you noticed the minute you want to 

leave town, you can’t just leave, and you have to check it out with your love. 

And if you don’t check it out and say: No right, no wrong, no rules for 

me…I’ve got to be free, I’m leaving town. The other person, says, “Yeah, 

okay, sure… we’re breaking up.” If one person asserts this freedom, then 

that goes against the freedom of love, but if both people agree, then there is a 

love relationship, I will give up my freedom, I will sacrifice, I will agree. 

And if only one person constantly gives up their position, their time, their 

ways for the other, that is an exploitative or abusive relationship. But on the 



Grace Presbyterian Church, Orleans, ON; Dr. J. Dent, pastor; January 31, 2021 
 

5 

other hand, if both people are saying, I will change for you, I will sacrifice 

for you, experiencing self-giving; note that person is losing an enormous 

amount of freedom. That is a love relationship. Françoise Sagan, a secular 

novelist, spoke of her freedom to love. But how did she speak of it? She 

said, “Have you had the freedom you wanted in a love relationship? I was 

obviously less free than when I was in love with someone. But thankfully, 

that love relationship only lasted for a while.” The key is to simply “dip into 

love” to recharge your batteries to empower your freedom, but not more. 

Don’t choose a long-term relationship, because you won’t be free. There’s 

the Western individualistic freedom, scandalous sixty years ago when she 

began writing, but not now. 

 

If you want to be free, in the sense of no one telling you what to do, no one 

can tell what is right or wrong for you, creating your own moral universe; it 

is unworkable, you can’t live it out on a daily basis. It is not the way your 

life is working, it is completely overblown, and an absolutized sense of 

freedom. It doesn’t work. If you see that, particularly in the context of a love 

relationship, then you are on the doorstep of understanding what Jesus said, 

and perhaps some of you from outside the church might roll your eyes at 

this, but the deepest slavery is being a slave to sin. 

 

Remember the Jews in John, chapter 8 saying they have never been slaves to 

anyone? I’m not talking about political freedom. I’m talking spiritual reality. 

You are a slave to sin. We all are. Let me tell you what Jesus means when he 

says the ultimate slavery is sin.  

 

The anatomy of unfreedom: slavery.  

If there is a God, then there is a metaphysical reality like physical reality. 

You have to honour your design, your physical “givenness.” God has moral 

directives. Imagine a car: a beautiful British sports car. But there is a five 

year old driving it. We all know this won’t turn out well. This five year old 

will kill somebody, or destroy something. The car is not designed to be 

driven by a five year old. The biblical laws also reflect the Designer’s 

warnings: Don’t lie. Don’t be selfish. Don’t bear false witness. 

 

The Designer sets up morals. To break them is to violate your own nature. 

Just like someone eating the wrong foods winds up in the hospital. Or take 

forgiveness. It is a moral directive: you must forgive. If you don’t, I’ll tell 

you what will happen in the short run: it will feel good, but in the long run, it 

will disintegrate. It will hurt you. Take anger, it might feel good for a while 
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to hate someone, but if you do it for a long enough time, it will take its toll. 

It will distort your relationship with that person, with persons like that 

person, and then people in general. You are going against the moral design 

set up to protect you. It’s like you being a five year old wanting to drive a 

car. It will not work. “No right. No wrong. No rules for me” is a recipe for 

spiritual enslavement, eating the wrong thing, all the breakdowns, and all the 

disintegrations. 

 

Jesus says that a slave has no place in the family, but the son belongs in it 

forever. If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed. In Downton Abbey, 

everybody lives in the home. There are sons and daughters, but also many 

servants. For the servants, the head of the estate is your boss, not your father. 

You are only on good terms with the boss as you are doing your duty, and if 

you are not doing your duty, you are out of there. The slave has no 

permanent place in the family. As a boss, if your employee is not doing their 

work, they have to leave. They can’t stay. But as a parent, what happens if 

your children are not doing their work or what they are supposed to do? If 

anything, a parent feels closer to their children when they are messing up.  

 

Jesus says you are a slave as long as God is a boss to you. You will never 

measure up. Jesus says I can make God into your Father. Why would Jesus 

say, anyone who thinks of God as a boss, is a slave. Two reasons. (1) If you 

are a religious person, you say: I’m going to be good. Then God has to 

answer my prayers. You are like a servant. You are a slave. You do what is 

your duty and you get your pay. You are obeying the rules to get something, 

ever prayer answered as your pay. And you will ask: Why isn’t God blessing 

me more? You will look down your nose at others who aren’t doing right. 

You will bolster your sense of being self-righteous. But you are a slave. God 

is a boss.  

 

But let’s say just for a minute that you are not religious. It makes your skin 

crawl to talk about moral directives and things like that. Such a person can 

believe what is right or wrong for themselves, and they do that. They choose 

what they are going to live for. Fine. You are assuming God is a boss, if he 

exists. But you are a slave. You have to live for something. You have to 

serve someone/something. Here’s what David Foster Wallace, an American 

non-Christian post-modern novelist, said in a 2005 commencement speech at 

Kenyon College:  

There is no such thing as not worshipping. But pretty much whatever 

you worship will eat you alive. If you worship money and things, you 
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will never have enough. Worship body and beauty, you always feel 

ugly. When time and age start showing, it will make you die a 

thousand deaths. Worship power and you feel weak and afraid, and 

you will need ever more power over others to numb you to your own 

fear. Worship your intellect and being seen as smart, you will always 

feel stupid and a fraud, always worried about being found out. The 

insidious thing is that these are sub-conscious. You’ve got to live for 

something. Whatever that is, that is your master. If anything goes 

wrong with it, you will melt down, be furious, and beat yourself up. 

 

Here’s the problem: if you don’t live for God, you will live for something 

else as your god. Why? You don’t belong to yourself. (repeat) 

 

Now we are at the very verge of what Jesus teaches us. He says that He is 

the only lord and master, that if you get Him, He will love you. And if you 

fail Him, He will forgive you. Your career can’t die for your sins. If you live 

for your career, and you fail it, it will destroy you. It is not a person. If you 

make something else a god, you belong to that, not yourself. If you get me, 

Jesus says, I will satisfy you. But if you fail me, I will forgive you. I know 

you are Abraham’s descendants and yet you want to kill me. 

 

How do we know we are sinners? St. Augustine in his Confessions, Book, 

chapter 2, sections 9-14 he recounted how as a teenager he had broke into a 

neighbour’s land and stole some pears from his neighbour. This was wrong 

for many reasons, but he gave two: (1) He didn’t like pears. (2) He wasn’t 

hungry. He had in his heart: “No one tells me what to do.” This is the human 

condition called “Incurvature”: We are curved into ourselves.  We 

experience misery today because we are like that. Augustine needed to have 

his heart captured by something else. He decided that he would pour himself 

into his job: he decided he would be the best Professor of Rhetoric. But did 

that free him? No. 

 

Now you might notice that a love relationship has to be a two-way 

relationship. I will change for you… But how can that work with God, since 

it will have to be exploitation with God, because God has all the power in 

the relationship. In other religions, maybe, but with Jesus dying for us, 

broken for us. There is a debt we owe God. Jesus pays that debt. The cross 

reminds me: God is saying: I will adjust to you. I will change for you. I will 

give up my freedom. And even be tortured to death for you. How is that for 
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giving up my freedom? I will give you that love relationship that will finally 

free you. Jesus pursues you. Think about that. Pray about that. 

 

So how can you get liberation truly? I believe it is by strategic freedom 

transfer, you give up some freedoms to get the better freedoms, you must 

recognize reality, that you restrain yourself in light of your love relationship, 

along the lines of the grain of the universe, you are serving something, 

Someone, why not serve this one?  

 

I have been pushing the analogy between relationship with God and a love 

relationship between two human beings. If you want to follow me, Jesus 

says, you take up your cross. You give up the right to call the shots in your 

life. You give up the freedom to get that rich love relationship. If you are 

loved and not known, that is superficial. But if you are known and not loved, 

you are rejected, our greatest nightmare. However, if you are known to the 

bottom, and loved to the sky; that is life itself. The night before going to the 

Cross Jesus’ wonderful disciples kept falling asleep on him. Imagine the 

moment, just before Jesus was going to be tortured to death on the cross. He 

had every right to be angry, frustrated, and furious. Instead, what did He say: 

“The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.” Essentially, “ I know you meant 

well.” He speaks so tenderly to them. On the cross, he felt the spitting, he 

saw the mocking, and the betraying, and he stayed there. He saw us to the 

bottom but loved us to the skies. You do not belong to yourself. Give up 

your weaker masters to follow the One who gives you freedom. 

 

Let us pray. 

 
 


