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What is the truth?
We live at a time when it is harder than ever to know the truth. We are overloaded with information, making it more confusing and tiring to work out the truth. Every day, people are exposed to misinformation through social media, influencers, and deep fakes. Even in our traditional media, sensationalism, along with ideological and political bias, can lead to misinformation.
Discerning the truth has always been a challenging task. It was challenging in Jesus’ time. 
Many people were misinformed about Jesus. Some believed he was merely a good man, (John 7:12), others that he was a prophet (John 7:40), Some believed he was the Messiah because of the signs he performed (John 7:31). Some believed he could not be the Messiah because they assumed he came from Galilee and were unaware of his birth in Bethlehem (John 7:41). Some believed he was a dangerous blasphemer and wanted to seize him and kill him. 
Jesus is in the temple courts during the Festival of Tabernacles or Feast of Booths, one of the three great pilgrimage festivals held each year. It was a time to remember the 40 years God cared for his people in the wilderness. Jesus is teaching, and gathered around him are pilgrims who have come to Jerusalem. Some of these pilgrims believed what he was teaching, including the claims he was making about himself.
As he is teaching, Jesus says, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:31-32). This was too much even for those who believed Jesus. “They answer him, “We are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?” (John 8:33).
These people were under Roman occupation and, therefore, not free in a political sense. It is more likely they were talking about spiritual freedom. They may have been under Caesar’s rule, but their true and ultimate Lord was God, and because of their ancestry as descendants of Abraham, they were right with God. 
Paul, before receiving faith in Christ, also based his freedom and rightness before God on his ancestry. He was circumcised, of the tribe of Benjamin, one of the tribes of Israel and therefore a Hebrew or Hebrews and child of Abraham. Not only did he base his standing before God on his ancestry, but he also based his righteousness before God on the fact that he was a Pharisee, and therefore had a deep commitment to living a faultless life based on God’s law. 
When Paul received faith in Christ, he considered all these as self-righteous and nothing but garbage.
Self-righteousness still happens with people who believe Jesus. It reveals itself in many ways. When a person’s last name changes the way we accept and include them. When we look with suspicion on those who are new to the faith or those from a different denomination. When we judge someone’s behaviour based on our own ideas about what is and isn’t acceptable. When we make judgments about a person based on their race, ethnicity, culture, religion, job, gender, or appearance.
At its core, self-righteousness leads to sin because it leads to thinking we are better than other people.
Jesus says, “Very truly I tell you, everyone who sins is a slave to sin” (John 8:34, NIV).
The problem is that every human being is a slave to sin. We all have thoughts that we should not have, we all have attitudes that we should not have, we all say things we should not say, and we all do things we should not do. If we are self-aware, we will notice that we are constantly messing up. As Paul says, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23, NIV).
Knowing that all human beings are slaves to sin should be a great leveller. Since we all sin and we are all condemned, we should be very careful to guard against self-righteousness because, without fail, we will end up condemning ourselves. 
We all need someone to tell us the truth.  We need to hear the truth that we have sinned, continue to sin and are indeed slaves to sin.  On the other hand, we also need to hear the truth that we can be set free from our slavery to sin. Jesus is at the same time the bearer of these truths and the Truth personified. Jesus is the one who reveals to you the truth that will set you free.
What is at the very centre of this truth that sets us free? 
The very core of this truth is that we are made right with God through faith in Christ and we are justified freely by God’s grace through the redemption that came by Christ (see Romans 3:24). When you dwell in the teachings of Jesus, through the Holy Spirit, you will come to know and believe this truth about him, and it will set you free.
This grace is the other great leveller because it is available to all people. Jesus died for all, no matter what race, ethnicity, culture, religion, job, gender, sexuality or appearance. No one has a greater claim than another, and no one is excluded.
This truth reminds us of the worthlessness of self-righteousness before God. God did not send Jesus because of a select few people who have the right ancestry and lived faultless lives. As Jesus reminds us, God sent his one and only Son because he loves the world, in other words, all people and the whole of God’s created order (see John 3:16).  
If God excludes no one from his offer of forgiveness, then who are we to decide who is in or out, or who is more or less worthy? After all, we have received God’s Word as a pure gift of grace, spoken to us by Jesus as a pure gift of grace, which created faith in our hearts as a pure gift of grace and have received forgiveness, life salvation and freedom as a pure gift of grace from our loving God, through Jesus Christ, our Saviour.
Amen.
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