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“None are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe they 

are free.” 

… … … … … … … … … … 

Ravi Zacharias teaches that “freedom is not the same thing as autonomy.”  

Think about that for just a moment…  … … … … … … Freedom does not 

mean I am a law unto myself.  

Zacharias continues…  

“In an attempt to be reasonable, man has become irrational. In an 
attempt to deify himself, he has defaced himself. In an attempt to be 
free, he has made himself a slave. And like Alexander the Great, he 
has conquered the world around him but has not yet conquered 
himself.” 

… … … … … … … … … … 

 “None are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe they 

are free.” 

Newsweek magazine ran an article in it’s December 22, 2003 issue… that 

contained the following… 

Ali is a young man with little money and no wife. This is all the 
incentive he needs to take the ninety-minute bus ride from his village 
to Baghdad. As soon as he arrives, the 21-year-old Iraqi heads 
straight to Abu Abdullah's. There it costs him only $1.50 for 15 
minutes alone with a woman. 
The room is a cell with a curtain for a door, and Ali complains that 
Abu Abdullah's women should bathe more often. But Ali sees the 
easy and inexpensive access to sexual favors as a big improvement 
over the days when Saddam Hussein was in power. The dictator 
strictly controlled vices such as prostitution, alcohol, and drugs. The 
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fall of the regime gave rise to every kind of depravity. In addition to 
brothels, Iraqis have their choice of adult cinemas, where 70 cents 
buys an all-day ticket, and the audience hoots in protest if a 
nonpornographic trailer interrupts the action. 
Referring to all the newly available immoral activities, Ali grins and 
says, "Now we have freedom." 

… … … … … … … … … … 

“None are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe they 

are free.” 

“Freedom is not the same thing as autonomy.”  … It does not mean that 

you are unrestricted… and allowed to do whatever you want.  

Jesus (reading from Isaiah 61… about His earthly mission)... stood up in 

the synagogue at Nazareth and read…   

Luke 4:18 (ESV)  
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to 
proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to 
the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those 
who are oppressed,  

 

You might be fully aware that freedom is an important part of Christ’s 

mission… in coming to earth.  But do we fully understand it…?   Some may 

be thinking that Christ has given it to them… when indeed… this may not 

be the case. 

“None are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe they 

are free.” 

So we are going to be studying a passage this morning in Matthew… 

where Christ was teaching some important principles about this very 



3 
 

important topic.  Have you been given this freedom…?  What evidence is 

there in your life… that you have the freedom that Christ gives…?  

“Freedom is not the same thing as autonomy.”   

In our study through Matthew’s Gospel… we have seen that ever since 

Matthew 16:5… Jesus has turned away from proclaiming His Messiahship 

to the masses.  Instead He has focused on private interaction with His 

disciples.  Before He leaves them… He wants to give them some intense 

training. So He took them away from the Jewish crowds.  

We saw Jesus warn His disciples about the Pharisees teaching (16:5-11)… 

He revealed to them His identity (16:13-17)… and right after that… He 

showed His program for the church (16:18-20.  Then Jesus told them about 

His future and theirs… (16:21-28)… and Jesus gave three of them a 

glimpse of His real glory… as He was transfigured before them.  Last 

week… as we opened the 17th chapter… we found Jesus teaching His 

followers about faith and prayer. … The conflict between Jesus and the 

religious leaders continued… and it was intensifying… but Jesus had pulled 

His 12 disciples away for a while… into Gentile territory… where He taught 

them these lessons. – And their little faith was growing.  We see this right 

away in our passage this morning. 

Matthew 17:22-23 

They had been in Tyre and Sidon… Caesarea Philippi…  and the Mount of 

Transfiguration. … On the journey home… He told them again of His 

impending betrayal, arrest, crucifixion and resurrection on the third day. … 

This was the second discussion that Jesus had with His disciples about it. 
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We see that their little faith was growing… because THIS TIME they had 

accepted… Jesus’ clear prediction that He would suffer, die, and rise again 

in Jerusalem. … After the first time Jesus talked about it (at Caesarea 

Philippi)… Peter rebuked Him. … This time… rather than an impetuous  

attempt to rebuke Christ… the disciples were filled with grief… This was 

because they still could not understand what He was really telling them. 

Sometimes a growing faith is not able to experience all of the freedom that 

Christ has for us… because of our failed understanding.  … Their severe 

grief implies that they had not yet begun to grasp the reality of Jesus’ 

resurrection. 

It was imperative that His disciples understand the implications of their 

future. Because of their hesitancy to accept His ominous prediction, it was 

necessary for Jesus to tell them again that He was going to die.   

As on the previous occasion, Jesus informed his disciples that "the people" 

would kill Him. Just as He had before, He also informed them that He 

would be brought back to life after three days. However, the disciples' 

struggled with the very thought of his death. The idea that their Master was 

going to die… prevented them from hearing the second part of his 

prediction. While it is understandable that the subject of death would bring 

sadness to these men, the subject of His resurrection should have had a 

profound effect on their mood. The outcome of Jesus' prediction was cause 

for great joy. Instead, their mood was steeped in the sadness that He was 

going to die. 
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Jesus was free to follow His Father’s will perfectly – even though it meant 

terrible suffering… and death.  His disciples knew nothing of this kind of 

freedom. 

The disciples were having a hard enough time trying to grasp the fact that 

the Messiah would be killed by the Jewish leaders of the day. … They had 

no concept at all of the reality of Jesus' impending resurrection. … The 

same Jesus Who was nailed to a cross… would be raised in power and 

triumphant victory. 

 

(LISTEN)… Rather than experiencing true freedom that Christ wants to 

give to us… many believers are bound with so many fears.  They do not 

experience the freedom to follow Christ fully… because of their fear that 

there may be some suffering involved.  … And it is true.  There very well 

may be!    

So let’s be very clear… The freedom that Christ gives… means willingness 

to go where God leads… not power to avert all unpleasant circumstances. 

… We mature as the Lord leads us through hard tests for His name's 

sake… forcing us to actively trust His provision and power.  And the result 

is… even more freedom… which we can use with our next challenge to our 

faith. 

But often we do not experience the freedom to follow God’s leading… 

because we are missing a key component… just like these disciples… We 

are not understanding Jesus’ resurrection… Jesus is the First-fruit of all 

who will be raised from the dead.  We do not realize the implications of it to 

our own impending resurrection.   Jesus… Who was nailed to a cross… 
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was raised in power and triumphant victory – and so will every believer who 

places their trust in Him.  

Do you know the freedom of Christ in your life…? It is a freedom that is 

willing to go where God leads… not power to avert all unpleasant 

circumstances.  … It is a freedom that is well grounded in the truth of our 

glorious future with Christ. … … … Take time to regularly think deeply 

about your future glory with Christ.  It will lead you to greater freedom to 

follow God’s leading.   

“None are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe they 

are free.” 

The conversation about Jesus' impending death consumed much of the 

disciples' time during their journey to Capernaum. … However… when they 

arrived there… a more immediate concern intruded on their conversation. 

… They were approached by the temple tax collectors… to collect the 

taxes necessary to maintain the temple in Jerusalem.  This was a fund for 

the priests, the scribes, and the Sanhedrin. ... By Jewish Law… (Exodus 

30:11-16)… every male Jew was responsible for this tax when he reached 

the age of twenty. The tax amounted to two days worth of wages. It is 

described in Exodus 30 as a payment of 'a ransom for his life'. Those who 

paid the tax… showed a commitment to the function and ministry of the 

temple… and the role of it’s leaders… as a means of communion with God. 

Now… let me remind you of something very important… that we saw when 

we were back in Matthew chapter 12.  … Jesus claimed to be greater than 

the Temple… … In Matthew 12:6… He said… “I tell you, something greater 

than the temple is here.”   
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He is greater than the Temple… because Jesus is the literal dwelling place 

of God… and we know that He came to usher in an altogether new and 

glorious way to access God.  Jesus was about to offer Himself as the 

perfect sacrifice… so that the Temple sacrifices would no longer be 

necessary. When Jesus died… the veil in the Temple was torn… 

symbolizing that a new access to God was established.   

(Interestingly)… the request to support the soon-to-be-replaced Temple 

system… came at a time when… Jesus had just been teaching His men 

about His perfect sacrifice.  And based on Jesus' comments about His 

impending death at the hands of Jewish leadership… it would be 

understandable that he would refuse to support the people who intended to 

kill him. (Part of the Temple tax was for their financial support.) 

So… what we read next… is the perfect situation… for us to learn more 

about freedom.  Certainly Christ ought to be free NOT to pay this tax. 

Matthew 17:24-26 

Peter had responded quickly to the tax collectors that his teacher certainly 

paid the temple tax. Peter then turned his back on these tax collectors and 

entered the house. The Lord did not wait for Peter to bring up the subject. 

Being omniscient, He knew all that had happened.  

The Lord… by His question… reminded Peter of Peter’s confession at 

Caesarea Philippi.. (that Jesus is the eternal King… He is 

Christ/Messiah)…  and of what Peter saw and heard on the mount of 

transfiguration. The Lord's question could be expressed as follows: "Peter, 

you said I was the Christ… the Son of God. Now you are telling these men 
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that it is right for Me to pay this half-shekel. … Which is it, Peter…?  How 

can that law have any claim on Me as the Son of God?" 

I can almost see Peter’s eyes grow real wide at this point. … “Oh yeah…” 

Even though Peter and the other disciples did not yet comprehend that 

Jesus’ death would do away with the whole Temple system… from Peter’s 

confession… Jesus was the rightful heir to David's throne. … As such… He 

should be exempt from paying the tax. … If anyone in all Judea had 

freedom NOT to pay… it was Jesus. 

Matthew 17:27-28 

Jesus is greater than the temple, yet He still pays the tax. … But why? 

Because He is under obligation…?  … … No… It was because He chose to 

love others. 

Peter answered a question from the tax-collectors… without really knowing 

the answer.  But Jesus used this situation… however… to emphasize His 

kingly role… and to teach an important principle about freedom.  Just as 

kings pay no taxes and collect none from their family, Jesus, the King, 

owed no taxes. But Jesus supplied the tax payment for both Himself and 

Peter… rather than offend those who didn't understand His kingship. 

Jesus' point here… is similar to Paul's point…  in 1 Corinthians 9…  and in 

1 Corinthians 10:29-33… when he wrote that love for others should dictate 

whether or not we eat meat that has been sacrificed to idols.  Even though 

you have freedom to eat it… if it will cause someone else to stumble… 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+9
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+10%3A29-33
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don’t do it. … Jesus’ and Paul’s point is: We should sacrifice our own 

privileges… for the sake of the gospel. 

You and I need to know… because of Christ… there are many freedoms 

we enjoy… BUT… our small actions may cause large problems to others. 

… Our sensitivity to others and our love for them…  means we may need to 

sometimes do things we would not consider essential… but send valuable 

signals to other people. … … We need constant wisdom from God to 

recognize which “rights” we should dig ourselves trenches and hunker 

down… and which liberties we should let go of – for the sake of others. 

Jesus chose which battles to fight…  and which to ignore.  One cannot help 

but recall that Jesus did not mind offending the Pharisees on the matter of 

ritual hand washing (which we saw in Matthew 15:12)… but this Temple tax 

was not a big issue… therefore… so as not to offend others… Peter was 

sent to throw his line into a lake… catch a fish… and in it he would find a 

shekel coin. With that he was to pay the tax of both Jesus and Peter. 

It’s kind of fun to consider what had to take place for this miracle to occur: 

Jesus ordained that somebody would drop a shekel into the water, that a 

fish would scoop it up in its mouth but not swallow it all the way, that that 

fish would swim over to the shore at the moment when Peter walked up, 

and as Peter cast out a hook, that he would catch that fish. All of that 

happened so that a temple tax could be paid… in order not to bring 

unnecessary offense to people… whom God desires to save from sin. 

Jesus is sovereign over the sea, yet He graciously stoops protect the 

conditions by which others might come to faith in Him. 



10 
 

How do we apply our text in Matthew to our lives today…? … Our freedom 

that we have in Christ… includes a willingness to compromise our own 

comfort and convenience… for the sake of other people… coming to faith 

in Jesus.  And that’s what Jesus does here… and teaches His disciples to 

do. … The greater good is the gospel. He refuses to put a little stumbling 

stone—like the temple tax—in front of the cross, the great stumbling stone. 

We conservative Christians often fail to apply this principle. Sometimes we 

would rather stand up for our personal rights than see the wrong person get 

right with God. I once dealt with a church leader (in a former church where I 

was pastor)… because it seemed that he would rather have a young man 

dress appropriately in church… than come to church at all. Sometimes we 

would rather that our neighbor stop drinking alcohol than come in faith to 

the table of our Lord. Yes, sometimes, I fear, we still snicker outside the 

door to Matthew’s house, whispering to one another, “What’s Jesus doing 

with those people?” 

Jesus protected the emotional climate… preventing it from becoming 

negative… by which others might come to faith.  He was careful not to 

create any stumbling blocks. … … But sometimes we neglect such 

diligence… don’t we…? … How quick we are sometimes to give a dirty look 

(or show some other sign of our disapproval)… to those who are not giving 

us the respect that we think we deserve. 

Listen… as children of God we have been freed… freed to love… even if 

we have been disrespected… or inconvenienced. … And love means 

paying your taxes. Love means sacrificing the small for the greater good. 

Love means removing every unnecessary barrier to our friends… family… 
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neighbors… coworkers… high and low government officials… from hearing 

and responding to the good news of Jesus Christ. 

Martin Luther, in his excellent treatise The Freedom of a Christian, phrased 

it this way: 

A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. 
A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.  

There you have it—death and taxes. Christ’s death has freed us to love. 

And love means putting up with trivial matters and pushing aside any and 

every obstacle to get people to the gospel, the lifesaving message of our 

Lord Jesus Christ. 

Do you have this freedom…? Are you experiencing the freedom to love 

others…?  Or are you still bound to demand your rights and privileges…?  

“None are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe they 

are free.” 

 

 

 


