The Romans Roadmap

1/30/11 Sermon:   “We are Slaves of Christ!”

( Text:  Romans 6:15-23)

**************************************************************************************
     On Monday, January 17th, our nation observed Martin Luther King Day.  As most of you know, Martin Luther King was the famous black civil rights activist in the 1960s.  We can thank God for those who have opposed the sin of racism and for the progress we have made in our culture in that area.
      Having said that, many are shocked to hear what the Apostle Paul says in today’s reading where he talks about our spiritual life in terms of slavery.  Paul writes:  “Don’t you know that when you offer yourselves to someone to obey him as slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey – whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness?  But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted.  You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.”

     Now, if slavery is a sinful treatment of another human being, why does Paul use that word “slavery” to describe our relationship to God?

     Before we hear the answer to that question, we must first understand what Scripture teaches about slavery.  For example, before and during the Civil War there were many in the American South who believed that Scripture supported their enslavement of human beings with dark skin who had been taken by force from various parts of Africa.  However, these Southern supporters of slavery were misinterpreting Scripture!

     In fact, in Pastor Eckstein’s book Bearing Their Burden he has a section where he shows what Scripture DOES and DOES NOT teach about slavery.  Simply put, there were FOUR types of slavery in the ancient world – but none of these FOUR types of slavery was the same as the race-based slavery we had in the American south.

     The first type of slavery was a type of prison sentence.  Criminals were arrested for various crimes and part of their punishment was that they had to serve as slaves.  

     The second type of slavery was for those who were prisoners of war.  

     The third type of slavery was “indentured service” – this means that a person would WILLINGLY sign a contract to be someone’s slave in order to guarantee that he and his family would have shelter, food, clothing, etc.
     Finally, the fourth type of slavery was the practice of forcing innocent people to be slaves against their will.  However, this was not race-based slavery, because in ancient times people of all skin color were forced to become slaves.  In fact, some black people actually owned white slaves!  
     During Jesus’ day the Roman empire had a slave class.  If you were born into this slave class you were forced into a life of slavery – although, depending on whether you had a merciful master or not, you could purchase your freedom eventually.

     Now, the Bible does not command or forbid the first THREE types of slavery.  However, the Bible DOES regulate them – especially insisting that “indentured servants” be treated fairly (unlike criminals or prisoners of war who were being punished justly).
     However, regarding the FOURTH kind of slavery – forcing innocent people to become slaves against their will – the Bible condemns this practice as sinful.  Therefore, the Bible clearly condemns the race-based slavery we had in the American south.

     But if the Bible condemns this FOURTH kind of slavery, why doesn’t the New Testament command Christian masters to free their slaves?  First of all, some Christians DID free their slaves – but NOT most of them.  

     Why not?  The reason is that the slaves did not want to leave their loving, Christian masters.  Many slaves with Christian masters were treated very kindly, paid wages, and also received shelter and food as part of their compensation.

     In fact, the Apostle Paul gives specific commands from God to those Christians who continued to own slaves.  Paul writes in Ephesians:  “…masters,… do not threaten [your slaves], since you know that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no favoritism with him.”  Also, in Colossians Paul writes:  “Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you also have a Master in heaven.”
     There you have it!  The Bible condemns forced slavery and especially the race-based slavery we had in the American south.  In addition, during the time of the Roman Empire when masters had the legal right to torture and kill their slaves, God commands Christian masters to love their slaves and treat them kindly just like God, the Master of all, treats us with love and kindness.

     Now that we know what the Bible DOES and DOES NOT teach about slavery, we are ready to understand what Paul is trying to teach us in today’s reading.

     First of all, Paul says:  “Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace?  By no means?”  Last Sunday pastor explained that even though our salvation is a free gift of God’s grace that we do not have to earn or merit in any way, this does NOT mean that we are now free to live as we please.

     In the first part of Romans chapter 6 Paul explains that God uses Holy Baptism to set us free FROM sin and FOR a life lived in accordance with God’s loving plan for us.  

     But if we willingly remain under the slavery of sin and rebellion against God we thereby reject our Baptism and run away from God – our loving Master.

     In contrast, the Holy Spirit moves us to rejoice in God’s mercy that is ours in Christ because “in Christ” the Law no longer condemns us.  However, the Law still has a place in our lives as forgiven sinners!  

     As Christians who are no longer condemned by God’s Law, the Spirit now moves us to view God’s Law not as a burden but as a loving gift because God’s Law shows us how we were meant to live as human beings created by God!

     In other words, true freedom does NOT mean being your own god and living as you please.  That’s actually slavery!  Instead, true freedom means living the way God intended you to live “In the beginning…”

     In Galatians chapter 3 Paul writes:  “You, my brothers, were called to be free.  But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.”  Did you hear that?  The freedom God gives us in Christ leads us to say “No” to sin and “Yes” to a life of love – and God’s Law shows us what a life of love looks like!

     Now, why does Paul have even have to make this point?  Well, the devil wants to deceive us into thinking that God’s grace means that we are free to sin all we want without fear of God’s wrath – as though sin were no big deal.  But sin IS a big deal!  That’s why Jesus had to suffer on the cross in our place of damnation!
     If we use God’s grace as an excuse to rebel against God and live as His enemies, then we mock the sacrifice of Christ and remain under God’s wrath.  Listen to these words of God from Hebrews chapter 10:  “If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left, but only a fearful expectation of judgment and raging fire that will consume the enemies of God … How … severely do you think a man deserves to be punished who has trampled the Son of God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified him…?”
     Please understand!  This does not mean that you have to live a perfect life and that if you struggle with sin you are outside of God’s grace.  No!  The words I just read to you are for those who reject God’s judgment of sin and think that God’s grace means that we are free to sin all the more.  

     In contrast, those who grieve over the sin in their lives and long for mercy can be sure that they have full and complete mercy through the sacrifice of Jesus, God’s Son, who shed His blood for us sinners.

     You who are burdened by the many sins in your life and know you deserve God’s wrath, you can rejoice in knowing that your sins are forgiven and that you are holy in God’s sight because Jesus suffered God’s wrath in your place and has clothed you with His own holiness in the waters of Baptism.

     But that leads to a question.  Since you are God’s forgiven and dearly loved children, what does that mean for how you live your lives?  Listen to what Paul writes about this in 1st Corinthians chapter 6:  “You are not your own; you were bought at a price.  Therefore, honor God with your body.”  Did you hear that?  Paul uses “slave language” to describe how God has saved you.  “You were bought at a price” Paul says.  

     But why did God need to “buy” us?  Well, we were all born into a “spiritual slave class” because we were conceived as slaves of the devil – and the devil is an evil and wicked master who wants to torture us and accuse us for all eternity.
     But God could not bear the thought of our slavery under the devil.  Therefore, God REDEEMED us!  That word “redeemed” was used in the slave culture for a master who would buy a slave from another master and then set that slave free.

     Some Christians did just that.  They would buy slaves from wicked masters and then give those slaves their freedom.  However, in many cases those slaves would willingly and joyfully stay with their new masters because they knew their Christian masters would love them and provide for them.

     My Christian friends, Jesus has redeemed you from slavery under the devil.  But what did He redeem you with?  Listen to these words from 1st Peter chapter 1:  “For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed … but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.”

     Jesus knew that we could not be redeemed unless something was done about our sin and the damnation we deserve.  So Jesus redeemed us with His own blood when He suffered for your sins and mine – for the sins of ALL people!
     Because of Jesus, you now have a new Master – a Master who was willing to sacrifice His only son for you.  This Master is the One who created you and He wants you to live in His love forever.  

     At the end of today’s reading Paul writes:  “…the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

     We should have been doomed to live forever as slaves of the devil.  That’s what we deserve.  But Jesus has given you a precious gift – a gift purchased with His holy blood.  Because of that gift, you get to live forever in God’s love.

     The Bible says we are slaves of Christ.  This means we get to live in His love forever and live in the way He meant us to live “In the beginning.”  We belong to God.  He bought us with His precious blood.  We get to honor our loving God with our bodies.

     In closing, listen to what Paul writes about this at the beginning of Romans chapter 12:  “…I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will.”

Amen!

