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 This passage from Romans has always intrigued me. But I don’t think I’ve ever actually 

preached from it. Mostly because it’s nearly indecipherable. When I read it I find myself getting 

lost in the words, which may have been Paul’s intention. The reason I’ve always been fascinated 

by it is I’ve assumed it’s sort of confessional. It sounds like Paul is disclosing something about 

himself and his inner struggle.  

 

 Saints often do that. As far back as Augustine we have their words of personal anguish 

and angst. A more recent example can be found in the journals of Mother Theresa which were 

published after her death. She writes there of her own feelings of inadequacy, a sense at times of 

being abandoned by God. I find words like that from such spiritual giants comforting. So often 

we’re encouraged to display false bravado in the face of difficulty, when inside we’re crumbling. 

It’s nice to know I’m not alone in my self-doubts and misgivings and uncertainty.  

 

 But because I never really preached from this passage, I never really studied it. I assumed 

Paul was just like me, but it’s always risky to assume. Turns out, Paul probably wasn’t disclosing 

his personal feelings of anguish. That just wasn’t something writers did in his day. He seems to 

be using a common rhetorical device by setting up a “straw man” who is represented by the 

narrator’s “I.” So, another illusion shattered.  

 

 But even though Paul may not have been revealing deeply personal information about 

himself, however confusing his words might be, he does offer insight in the human condition. 

What he describes, this experience of knowing what is good and yet doing what evil, is one we 

all are a part of. He says what stands in our way is sin. He doesn’t really elaborate on that; sin is 

presented almost as a living entity at work in us. But I think it takes a variety of forms in 

different cultures at different times. It’s more than simply moral behavior, though. Morality is 

largely relative. What Roman society considered moral, such as keeping slaves or torturing 

enemies, is abhorrent in ours. The sin Paul talks about runs deeper than our behavior. 

 

 The sin he describes is rooted in a worldview, a perspective, that shapes our motives and 

actions beneath our awareness. It allows us to embody contradictions and conflicts without 

recognizing them. For instance, we just celebrated July 4
th

, Independence Day. It’s the day our 

founders signed the Declaration of Independence. Yet that celebration was hollow for millions of 

people in our country who were enslaved. Frederick Douglass, the formerly enslaved African 

American abolitionist, once delivered a speech on July 5
th

, 1852, to a gathering of anti-slavery 

women in Rochester, New York. The title has come to be known as “What to the Slave is the 

Fourth of July?”  

 



 He minces no words when he describes what a mockery a celebration of independence is 

in a country that holds millions of people in chains. He said, “The blessings in which you, this 

day, rejoice, are not enjoyed in common. The rich inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and 

independence, bequeathed by your fathers, is shared by you, not by me. The sunlight that 

brought light and healing to you, has brought stripes and death to me. This Fourth of July is 

yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn…” How was it possible for the signers of that 

Declaration to ignore the hypocrisy of their words?  

 

 Douglass, as a formerly enslaved man, recognized the hypocrisy of claiming “self-

evident” truths of equality and rights that did not apply to enslaved African people or to 

Indigenous people, to women of any color or even to landless, poor white men. The principles 

announced in the Declaration are good in themselves, but because they were mired in the sins of 

white supremacy, misogyny and love of wealth, they worked for evil on people considered 

unworthy of them. The Founders knew what was right but could not do it because of sin that 

dwelt within them, within the society they built. 

 

 For Paul this is a recipe for death. Even when our values are good and our principles are 

just, when they’re practiced from a worldview of sin, they only cause injustice and evil. His 

remedy for that is to realign ourselves by dying and rising in Christ. For Paul, Christ is the 

lifeline that rescues us from our death spiral. But it’s not a passive redemption. It demands 

something of us. We have to recognize our dilemma; we have to know that we are hurtling 

toward death when we turn a blind eye to police brutality or preserve racist monuments or 

occupy land held sacred by Indigenous people. We have to feel the burden we carry before we 

can become unburdened.  

 

 And that’s not always easy to do. Waking up from our sleep of ignorance and arrogance 

to acknowledge the lives around us in need of access, empowerment and justice requires 

repentance. But it can’t stop there. We have to make space in society for lives that have been 

ignored or neglected. Something that’s not always accepted, as Jesus points out. This generation 

is never friendly to those who go against the grain, who refuse to dance to the music. If we hope 

to find our life in Christ, to die and rise in him, then we have to be prepared for resistance from a 

world steeped in sin, a world that thrives on division and turmoil, bigotry and injustice. 

 

 But Jesus doesn’t promise an end to our burdens. He promises that his is lighter than the 

one we carry now. In his wonderful memoir The Luminous Darkness, theologian and mystic 

Howard Thurman describes the effort expended to maintain segregation in the South:  

 

The fact that the status of the Negro in a segregated society 

is frozen does not mean that he is without a special kind of  

power. In order to keep his status frozen, many things must be done 

within the white society which limit its development and hamper 

its enrichment. When a new law for the common good is being 

considered, before the merits of the law itself can be examined, 



there is a previous consideration that must be taken into account: 

what bearing will the new law have on the relationship between 

whites and Negroes? A way must always be found that will  

provide maximum benefit to the white community and minimum 

benefit to the Negro community. The touchstone is not to disturb 

fixed status while at the same time to develop increased freedom 

for growth and development within the white community. How  

much improvement can be given to the schools for white children 

without providing a similar improvement to the schools for Negro 

children? How much improvement can be made in city streets and 

lighting without improving streets in the Negro community? If there 

is a county or state fair, what can be done so as to exclude Negroes 

or include them as insignificantly as possible? Can white society 

function as if Negroes did not exist, or if their existence is  

acknowledged, can this be done so as not to encourage their getting 

out of their place? (Thurman, The Luminous Darkness, p. 8) 

 

That’s a tremendous burden, a constant worry that exhausted the South for decades. It’s much 

harder to maintain a lie than to live the truth. Jesus offers us a chance to let go of the lie, to come 

out from under the burden we carry, the yoke of fear and hatred and bigotry, burdens that wear 

us down. He offers his own burden, the yoke of compassion, humility and sacrifice. We have a 

chance to escape this death spiral and discover life; a chance to find real freedom…not through 

independence but inter-dependence.  

 

 That’s the hope that kept Paul going through the years, bearing incarceration and 

beatings, but willing to face whatever was necessary to die and rise in Christ. And it can be our 

hope, too. We can let go of the burden of this sin-filled world and bear with Jesus the yoke he 

offers. He shows us how through his compassion; he leads us to find rest for our weary souls by 

teaching us to die to our lives of privilege and power and rise again, committed to equity, justice 

and peace. 

 

Amen 

 


