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""" The word ‘freedom’ has been much in the news and in the atmosphere as
of late. As a nation, we approach the 250" anniversary of the signing of the
Declaration of Independence. Freedom seems to be on everyone’s mind. As a country, we mark the
annual celebration of Independence Day as a celebration and recognition of the freedoms that we enjoy
as a republic. It is especially meaningful this year being either the Semiquincentennial or
the Sestercentennial or the Quarter Millennium, depending upon your proficiency with pronunciation.

The words of Paul in his Epistle to the Romans speak of freedom as well in two categories: (1)
Freedom from sin and (2) Freedom for God and grace. Of course, Paul is not writing about nationalistic
identities or the concerns of nation states. He writes of something of greater import -- the inner struggle
of all humankind upon which the news of God’s liberating action in Jesus Christ has shined a bright and
defining light.

Some of you are old enough to remember the great folksinger, Bob Dylan’s dalliance with the
Christian religion, following a conversion that lasted at least for two albums. Possibly the most well
known song from the 1979 album ‘Slow Train Coming’ was the lyrical and catchy, ‘Gotta Serve
Somebody.” Here are some of the lyrics:

You may be an ambassador to England or France
You may like to gamble, you might like to dance
You may be the heavyweight champion of the world
You may be a socialite with a long string of pearls

But you’re going to have to serve somebody, yes indeed
You’re going to have to serve somebody

Well, it may be the devil or it may be the Lord

But you’re going to have to serve somebody.

Maybe Dylan’s dualism is an oversimplification of a complex theological concept, but he sounds
remarkably like Paul in our text for this day. Paul was convinced that we either serve sin or we serve
righteousness as followers of Jesus Christ.

Another dualistic understanding of the text that I think is a bit more enlightened and true to the
good news of God’s love, involves whether we are freed from something or we are freed for something.

Congregationalist minister, Harold E. Masback III put one side of this discussion this way:

Most of [us] probably think of freedom in terms of ‘freedom from’; freedom from the tyranny of a
distant crown, freedom from governmental meddling in how we speak, associate, and worship; or
even freedom from meaningless jobs, middling marriages, or conventional mores. [For some, our]
measure of freedom is the degree to which we are free from constraints.

Masback is convinced that Paul, in this passage, does not envision freedom in these terms:
Plainly, Paul would not agree. ... This genuine freedom is possible only when conduct is

determined by a motive that transcends the present moment, which is obedient to a higher call, a
call from God.
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What God has done in Jesus Christ is not only given us the freedom from the ultimately
controlling power of sin in our life, but even more so, a freedom for the life that God grants us; a
freedom for God and grace in our lives and therefore, a freedom essentially, not just for us and our
personal, individual employment of that freedom, but a freedom for others.

Too many of us consider freedom as a freedom from involvement with others. We think of our
individual freedoms as protecting us from others who might make or have a claim upon our lives. We
consider what we are granted as citizens of this republic as freedom to do what we please when we
please free of critique or criticism or restraint from others. This is not all what Paul meant by the
freedom that is afforded to us in God’s action in Jesus Christ. We are freed that we might be obedient in
heart, mind and soul to the purposes of God and God’s purposes are always directed towards others.

This we dare not forget -- we are reconciled to God in Jesus Christ not because of our inherent
goodness or because we have behaved so well or wisely, but because of God’s love and God’s freedom
to be merciful and gracious. We are thus then given the freedom to respond to this goodness of God in
Christ with what Paul calls ‘righteousness’ in our living.

Ethics professor, Ted A. Smith, put it this way:

Righteous living is not the condition of reconciliation with God, but the content and consequence
of that reconciliation.

This ‘righteous living” of which both Professor Smith and Apostle Paul speak is essentially
demonstrated in our God-granted freedom for others. We are granted freedom in Jesus Christ that we
might live towards God and towards our neighbor and in this freedom, the two go together without
exception.

Of course, such faithful response to God’s freeing grace requires both responsibility and humility
on our part. One particular preacher who I am often quite impressed by, provided a personal illustration
that failed, I think, to best illustrate this principle:

When I was a teenager, I had a creative way to keep myself out of trouble. When friends would
call and ask me to do something I knew was questionable, I found a way to say no without losing
face or popularity. I would ask my mother’s permission, but add, ‘I need you to tell me no.” She
would say no, so I could say to my friends, ‘My mom won’t let me go.” As a teenager, surrendering
control to my mother allowed me to do the right thing without a struggle.

Now, I may be engaging in a bit of hypercriticism here, for indeed this is a clever response for an
adolescent who wanted to do the right thing. However, if we appropriate this way of thinking to our
adult decision-making about what to do with the freedom we have been given, we are abrogating our
responsibility as God’s people. We are called to actually struggle with every choice, bearing in mind
what the freedom of God’s grace means for us and for others in this world. We are called to think
through our response as responsible Christians and responsible citizens of this republic.

Humility is realized when we consider that freedom is not so much from something but rather for
something. God’s very being is illustrated in Jesus Christ as God being free for creation and not from
creation. In the incarnation, we see this most surely, that God has elected not to be free from his
creation, distant and unfeeling, but rather has chosen to hear the travail of creation and has come to us,
thus demonstrating that freedom for others is one of the central ways that we know God.

As we approach the celebration and commemoration of 250 years of American freedom, let us
remember that as Christians we are not called to be free from others or from God, but rather that we are
called to live responsively, being free for and with others, bound together by what God has done in Jesus
Christ. This is the freedom that Paul and scripture proclaim. May we take heed, even here and even now.



