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Freedom:	  	  Romans	  6:12-‐23	  
 
Paul’s language of slavery and sin can be rather off putting to many people.  When reading our passage 
from Romans, it would be easy for us to misinterpret it, and conclude that it is about moral behavior.  
No one wants to be told to behave.  Even worse, no one wants to be told that they are enslaved to sin.  
But I think Paul calls us to something deeper.  Ultimately, this passage is about the nature of freedom. 
 
Freedom.  It’s a concept that we throw around a lot in our world.  We use it to describe the nature of 
government and its impact on citizens (democracy or dictatorship). We use it to justify war.  We use it 
to refer to the ability to make choices.   We lift up freedom as the human ideal, in which we are bound 
to nothing and to no one.  [After all, we should be free to do and think and say what we want as long as 
we don’t hurt anyone, right?]   
 
Our entire system of government and way of life is based on a particular understanding of human 
freedom: that all people are created equal, and that all people, regardless of anything at all, deserve to 
be treated fairly, with justice and dignity, and share equally in the basic rights that we have agreed all 
humans should share.  When these elements are absent or in jeopardy, our freedom has been 
compromised.   
 
In American terms, this boils down to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  In Canada, freedom 
means peace, order, and good government.  On a global level, we have laws that are designed to protect 
the humanity and dignity of all.  I think most of us would probably agree that upholding these basic 
human principles is a good thing.  And not merely a good thing, but an essential thing, something 
worth investing considerable effort and resources to ensure that all people everywhere enjoy the same 
basic rights.  This is good. 
 
However, Paul’s understanding of freedom stems from a different notion of what it means to be human, 
which results in a different notion of freedom.  For Paul, human beings are always under obligation to 
something.  The question isn’t whether you will be enslaved or free. The question is who or what will 
you choose to obey.  As to happiness, Paul is more concerned with goodness:  being transformed in 
such a way that our lives reflect the goodness, holiness, and love of God.    
 
Ultimately, Paul’s argument is that because Christians have died with Christ in baptism, we have been 
freed from the power of sin in our lives.  And because we have been raised with Christ in his 
resurrection, we are free to be who and what we are.  We are free to be fully human.   
 
So, what’s sin and in what way are we freed from its power?  There are a couple of ways of thinking 
about sin.  The first is to talk about individual or collective behaviours that scripture tells us have no 
place in the Christian life.  Things like envy, deceitfulness, lack of self-control, failing in any of the 10 
commandments, quarrelling, bickering, etc. We are all familiar with the many lists of “sins” that Paul 
and other NT writers include in their writings. All of these are behaviors which destroy relationships 
with others and with God.  They are acts which are deceptive to others and deceptive to the self.  They 
are often packaged in forms that appear to be benign, but in the long run they always result in death of 
some sort.  This kind of sin is primarily moral/behavioural sin.   
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It is easy for us to focus on this understanding of sin when we talk about the way that Christians are 
supposed to behave.  In fact, much of Christianity has focused on being moral people (ie. behaving 
well) rather than on being disciples and lovers of God.  But all of these behaviours stem from a 
fundamental alienation from God – what we might call our unredeemed state of being before God.  
This state of being is what causes sinful behavior.   All of these behaviours are the natural outcome of 
our decision to turn away from God.  And here is why.   
 
We have been created in the image of God for a specific purpose (to glorify God, love God, serve 
God), and the only way we can know how to be human is to look to the one who made us.  But when 
we look away, we can’t see who we really are.  We can’t see the image we are supposed to bear.  As a 
result, we end up trying to create our own image based on the images that we see around us in our 
culture. Our sinful behavior arises out our fundamental alienation from God, and a fundamental 
ignorance about whose we really are. 
 
But Paul reminds us that because of Christ, in and through Christ, we have been re-oriented toward 
God.  In Jesus we see the true and perfect image we are supposed to bear.  In Jesus we see the 
outcomes of bearing that image – peace, love, healing, justice, the breaking in of the Kingdom of God. 
 
What all of this means is that when we properly understand that being fully human isn’t about being a 
fully realized individual, but about being united to Christ who is perfectly and faithfully fully human, 
then we become free from our own pursuits which lead us down the road to death.  And we become 
free for obedience to Christ, rather than being enslaved to our own passions or the whims of the world.   
 
Christ’s death and resurrection, means that the power of sin to keep us alienated from God (and each 
other) has been destroyed.  As a result, we are no longer bound to it.  We are no longer compelled to 
live alienated lives with all of the associated behaviours. Now, there is no obstruction or impairment to 
being obedient to Christ. There is no longer any obstacle to keep us from entering into the fully 
redeemed humanity that Christ has purchased for us.   
 
In Christ, and by the power of the Holy Spirit, we have been given a power greater than our own to 
overcome becoming enslaved to that which does not give life.  And because we are no longer 
compelled to let sinful behaviours rule in our lives we are then freed up for obedience, righteousness, 
justice, holiness, love, and reflecting the true sanctified character of God in our midst. 
 
The movie Amistad is set in 1839 and tells the story of a mutiny aboard a slave ship headed for 
America and the slaves’ subsequent quest for freedom.  During the trial which will determine the fate 
of the slaves, John Quincy Adams reads from a text written by the “great minds” of the South, which 
argues that it has always been the natural state of humanity to be enslaved to something/someone.  John 
Quincy Adams rejects this statement, and suggests instead that the natural state of humanity is freedom.  
Now, in the context of the film, Adams is talking about the basic human rights that we recognize as 
inalienable.  However, I think that both are true, but only if we can understand the freedom to be 
obedient as a different order of freedom and a different kind of obedience.  It isn’t an obedience that is 
oppressive or that denies a person his/her fully humanity.  Rather it is an obedience that fully realizes 
that humanity as being created in the image of God for the purpose of being in obedient and loving 
relationship with Him. 
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This is what it is to be truly human – to be in right relationship with God and with others 
This is possible because we are free from the power of sin –the power which compels us to constantly 
strive after things which don’t give life, or to pursue the things that the world thinks are important (like 
prestige, wealth, success).  We can be free from the enslavement to an insatiable ego that constantly 
needs to be satisfied with recognition from others. 
 
In the Christian life, being free isn’t about having the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, 
or the right to peace, order, and good government, or even the right to anything else.  In the Christian 
life, being free is about living a life that is “barrier-free” when it comes to our relationship with God 
and becoming disciples of Jesus:  of being unrestricted by sin in order to worship God rightly, to serve 
God in love and holiness, and to therefore bear witness to God’s saving work in the world.   
 
So, where does this leave us?  I hope this leaves us in a place where we are willing to re-think our ideas 
of freedom a little bit – particularly the way we think about freedom in the West.  I am not suggesting 
in any way that we don’t work for the physical and emotional liberation of all peoples everywhere.  I 
am not suggesting for a minute that we allow injustice to continue in any of its forms. The gospel is 
clear about our responsibility for justice in these areas.  
 
But I am suggesting that our pursuit of freedom should be rooted in living into our fully redeemed 
humanity in Christ, for the purpose of becoming obedient to him in life, service, and worship.  I think 
this might reshape the ways that we live our daily lives.  I think that we will become much more 
attuned to the things in our lives that we pursue but which really lead to death – alienation from God 
and from each other.  And I think we will gain a deeper understanding of what it means to be free in 
our own lives – particularly lives that aren’t “enslaved” in the same kinds of ways that others suffer in 
other parts of the world.  
 
Paul encourages the Roman Christians to become fully what they are. That is, be what you have been 
created to be and what you have been given the freedom to be – the free gift in Jesus Christ.  Think 
about the ways have you allowed other powers to snare/capture/captivate/enslave your attention such 
that you are no longer oriented in God’s direction.  And then ask for and pray that the Holy Spirit 
would continually reorient you in God’s direction, reminding you that you have died to the old way of 
living apart from God, and that you have been raised with Christ into a new life of freely given 
obedience to the One who made you, who redeemed you, and who continues to transform you to bear 
more completely the image of Christ. 
 


