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HOMILY 41
On John 8:31-361
Augustine recalls what was said in the previous
sermon about truth and then about freedom
The other day I put off explaining the rest of the reading from the
Holy Gospel that was read to us just now, because I had already said more
than enough, and it would have been wrong to discuss the freedom into
which we are called by the grace of our Savior in a careless and passing
way; that is what I have decided to talk about with you today, with the
help of the Lord.
Now those to whom the Lord Jesus Christ was talking were Jews,
hostile to him for the most part, but some of them were already friends
and others would become friends, for he saw, as I have already said, some
who would become believers after his Passion. Looking at them, he had
said, When you lift up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am (Jn
8:28). There were also some who believed right then, as he was speaking.
It was to them that he addressed the words that we have heard today: So
then, Jesus went on to say to those Jews who believed him, If you remain
in my word, you will truly be my disciples (Jn 8:31). You will be so by
remaining, for, because you are now believers, by remaining you will be
those who see.2 Hence he continues, And you will come to know the truth
(Jn 8:32).
Truth is unchangeable. Truth is bread, it nourishes minds and isn’t
diminished.3 It changes the one who eats; it isn’t changed into the one
who eats. This truth is the Word of God, God with God, the only-begotten Son. This truth is clothed with flesh for our sake, so that he might be
born of the Virgin Mary and might fulfill the prophecy: Truth has sprung
from the earth (Ps 85:11). So, when this truth was talking to the Jews, he
was hidden in flesh, but he wasn’t hidden so as to be denied but so that
1.
2.
3.

Preached only a few days after Homily 40.
See Homily 40, 9; Sermon 134, 1. Augustine is referring to the vision of God.
“It nourishes minds and isn’t diminished”: mentes reficit nec deficit. See Homilies
13, 5; 25, 13; 26, 1; Sermons 28, 2; 130, 2; 179, 5.
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recognition would be deferred; it was deferred so that he might suffer in
the flesh; he suffered in the flesh so as to redeem the flesh of sin.4
Accordingly, standing there in the weakness of the flesh for all to
see, and hidden as far as his divine majesty was concerned, our Lord
Jesus Christ said to those who had come to believe in him while he was
speaking, If you remain in my word, you will truly be my disciples (Mt
10:22), for the one who perseveres to the end is the one who will be
saved. And you will know the truth, who is now hidden from you and is
talking to you, and the truth will deliver you (Jn 8:32). The Lord took
this word, deliver, from “freedom,”5 for to deliver is nothing other than
to make free. Just as to save is the same as making safe, and to heal is the
same as making healthy, and to enrich is the same as making rich, so to
deliver is the same as making free. This meaning is more evident with the
Greek word. For it is customary in Latin to talk about deliverance only
in relation to health and not in relation to freedom; we usually talk about
someone being set free from an illness; that is customary, but it isn’t the
proper usage. The Lord used this phrase, And the truth will deliver you,
in such a way that in the Greek language no one would doubt that he was
referring to making people free.
The frequent enslavement of Israel
2. That is how the Jews, too, understood it. And they answered him—
not those who had already come to believe but those in the crowd who
weren’t yet believers—they answered him, We are the seed of Abraham,
and we have never been slaves to anyone. How can you say, You will be
delivered? (Jn 8:33) But the Lord hadn’t said “You will be delivered” but
The truth will deliver you. In that phrase, however, all that they understood was deliverance, because, as I said, it is quite plain in Greek. So
they boasted about being the seed of Abraham and said, We are the seed
of Abraham, and we have never been slaves to anyone. How can you say,
You will be delivered?
O bloated flesh! This is not greatness but tumescence. Did you say
truly, even according to the liberty of this earthly time, We have never been
4.
5.

See Rom 8:3.
“Deliver…freedom”: liberabit…libertas.
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slaves to anyone? Wasn’t Joseph sold?6 Weren’t holy prophets led off into
captivity? And in any case, wasn’t this the people who were making bricks
in Egypt and were slaving away for harsh kings, working in mud and not
even working on silver and gold?7 If you have never been slaves to anyone, you ungrateful people, how is it that God so constantly claims that he
delivered you from the house of bondage?8 Would you perhaps say that
your fathers were slaves while you who are now speaking have never been
slaves to anyone? How, then, were you still paying tribute to the Romans,
whence you proposed to set a snare to catch even truth itself, so that you
said, Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar? (Mk 12:14), so that if he had said
that it was lawful, you would have caught him out as being ill-disposed
to the liberty of the seed of Abraham, while, if he had said that it wasn’t
lawful, you would have charged him before the rulers of the earth with
forbidding the payment of taxes to rulers? Rightly were you defeated when
you produced a coin and were forced to answer your own deceitful question, for when you had responded that the coin had the image of Caesar on
it, you were told, Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is
God’s (Mk 12:17), because, just as Caesar looks for his image on coins, so
God looks for his own in human beings.9 This was his response, then, to
the Jews. The useless pride of those who lied about their own liberty, which
they understood in such a fleshly way, by saying, We have never been the
slaves of anyone, offends me, brothers and sisters.
The meaning and purpose of Amen
3. But let us listen with greater attention to what the Lord responded
here, lest we too discover that we are slaves, for Jesus answered them,
Amen, amen, I say to you that everyone who commits sin is the slave of
sin (Jn 8:34). He is a slave; would that it were of man and not of sin!
Who wouldn’t tremble at these words? May the Lord our God grant us,
that is, both me and you, that on behalf of these words10 I may speak
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

See Gn 37:28.
See Ex 1:13-14.
See Ex 20:2; Dt 5:6; 13:5.10.
See Sermons 113A, 8; 303A, 7.
I.e., on behalf of Jn 8:34 (Amen, amen, I say to you…).
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about the liberty to be sought and the slavery to be avoided. Truth says,
Amen, amen, I say to you. What does it mean when the Lord our God
says, Amen, amen, I say to you? He is strongly emphasizing whatever he
begins in that way. In some way, if I may say so, Amen, amen, I say to
you is his oath. In fact amen means “true,” and yet it wasn’t translated,
although it could have been put down as “Truly I tell you.” Neither the
Greek nor the Latin translator dared to do this; this word, amen, is actually neither Greek nor Latin but Hebrew. That’s how it stayed; it wasn’t
translated, so that it might be honored with the veil of secrecy, not to deny
it but so that it might not be cheapened by being uncovered.11 And yet it
wasn’t just once but twice that the word was uttered by the Lord: Amen,
amen, I say to you. Understand from the repetition itself how important
this emphasis is.
To be a slave of sin is worse than being a slave of a human master
4. What, then, is being emphasized? Truly, truly, I say to you, says
truth, who of course couldn’t possibly lie even if he hadn’t said Truly,
I say. Still, he emphasizes the point, insists on it; somehow he rouses
sleepers, makes them attentive, and refuses to be ignored. What does
he say? Amen, amen, I say to you that everyone who commits sin is the
slave of sin.
O wretched slavery! Many slaves who suffer at the hands of bad masters claim the right to be put up for sale, seeking at least a change of
masters, not freedom from every master.12 What is a slave of sin to do?
To whom can he appeal? Before whom can he plead? Before whom can
he ask to be sold? Then again, a man’s slave, worn out by the harshness
of his master’s commands, sometimes tries to run away.13 Where can the
slave of sin run? Wherever he runs, he drags himself along with himself.
A bad conscience cannot escape itself, there is nowhere it can go, it fol11. “Deny…uncovered”: negatum…nudatum.
12. A judgment of the emperor Antoninus Pius (138-161) required harsh masters to sell
any slave who took refuge in a temple or beside any statue of the emperor. Constantine (306-337) extended the measure to those who fled to a church.
13. Runaway slaves were liable to severe penalties if caught. If they took refuge in a
church, they might get the bishop to require their masters to grant them their freedom by a formal act of manumission in the bishop’s presence.
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lows itself; rather, it never leaves itself, for the sin that has been committed is within. He committed a sin so as to have some bodily pleasure; the
pleasure passes, the sin remains. What was enjoyed has come to an end;
something vexing remains. An evil slavery indeed!
Sometimes people take refuge in a church, and frequently we put up
with them as undisciplined people who want no master but don’t want to
do away with their sins. But sometimes those who have been enslaved
wrongfully and dishonestly find refuge in a church because they are free
persons being held in slavery, and they appeal to the bishop; and if he
doesn’t go to endless trouble to put right this suppression of freedom, he
is considered merciless.14
Let us all take refuge in Christ, let us make our appeal against sin to
God the liberator, let us ask to be put up for sale, to be redeemed by his
blood. For the Lord says, You were sold for nothing, and without money
you shall be redeemed (Is 52:3), that is, without payment by you, because
I have paid. The Lord says this, for he paid the price not in money but in
his blood. We, indeed, have remained both enslaved and in need.
How to be reconciled with God
5. Only the Lord, then, can deliver from this slavery; only the one
who was not subjected to it can deliver from it, for he is the only one who
came in this flesh without sin.15 For infants whom you see being carried in
their mothers’ arms don’t yet walk, and they are already in shackles, for
from Adam they brought with them what will be shattered by Christ. The
grace which the Lord promises will also be theirs when they are baptized,
because he alone, who came without sin and became a sacrifice for sin,
can deliver from sin.
When the Apostle was being read, you heard: We are ambassadors
for Christ, he says, as if God were pleading through us. We implore you
on Christ’s behalf, that is, as though Christ were imploring you. To what

14. Augustine himself went to endless trouble in such cases and expected his colleagues
to do the same. See Letter 10, to Alypius, asking him, while at the imperial court in
Ravenna, to press the authorities there to act against the slave trading in the North
African Provinces that supplied slaves for Europe.
15. See Homilies 4, 10; 36, 2; Sermons 27, 2; 69, 4; 134, 4; 143, 1; 152, 8.

