Rules to Freedom

Intro
What does it mean to be free? What do you think of when you think about freedom? How do you define it? What does it look like? If you were to look it up, a quick, simple definition says to be free is to have the ability to act without external restraint, compulsion, or control — to not have anything outside of you forcing you to do anything. That’s freedom. I think that’s typically how we would define it, right? Freedom is doing whatever I want without any outside forces dictating what I have to do.

I think we care about this deeply when it comes to politics within this country. We’re Americans. We have strong feelings about freedom. We care deeply about our freedom of speech – we should be able to say whatever we want to say. And we care deeply about freedom of religion –we should be able to worship however we want to worship. Our nation is born from the desire to be free. We didn’t want a government that overreached into our lives. We should be free. And then we constructed a government that began telling us what we can and can’t do. It’s almost like freedom … requires boundaries. 

We don’t just care about freedom politically; we also care about it personally. We want to be able to do whatever we want and to feel however we want. We want the power to make our own choices. Remember back when you were a teenager? That’s what you craved. It’s what you hoped for; it’s what you desired. I want to go where I want, when I want, how I want, and no one should even have to know about it. I shouldn’t have to tell anybody. And you had this conflict with your parents because you wanted freedom. You wanted the ability to do what you want to do. And it really hasn’t changed as an adult.

We want relational freedom. You probably want a marriage that’s easy, one that isn’t going to take a whole lot of work, something you can just kind of do comfortably. Or maybe you want financial freedom. You want to have the ability to spend your money in any way without any sort of fear of consequences. Or maybe you want freedom with your time – you don’t have to answer to anyone, you don’t have a boss who sets your hours, you can do what you want, when you want, however you want. The older we get, the more we realize that that kind of freedom doesn’t really exist. It’s almost like freedom … requires boundaries. 

So, we can’t have absolute freedom politically; there’s always going to be an authority over us. And we can’t have absolute freedom relationally because there’s always going to be someone that we are accountable to. And most of us will never accomplish financial freedom or time freedom. We want it so bad, but we can’t find it anywhere.

Religion and Freedom
And then religion enters the picture. One of the reasons many people never really give Jesus a chance is because it seems like it’s just one more authority that’s giving rules and removing freedom. Maybe you’ve felt that. Maybe you’ve heard that. Have you ever believed that being a Christian meant more rules to follow? It’s true. Christians even make up extra rules, don’t we? Have you ever gone to a church that had a dress code or expectations of what you could and could not wear on a Sunday morning? Have you ever been in a community of Christians who had strict standards about rated-R movies or secular music. I grew up hearing, “Don’t drink, don’t smoke, don’t chew, and don’t go with girls who do,” right? I grew up hearing that. Religion is good at creating rules. 

Religion tends to become a method of behavior modification. Maybe you were raised that way. There’s a technical term for it: legalism. You have to do everything just right if you’re going to be able to keep God happy. So then, following Jesus becomes the pursuit of perfect behavior, and if you fail, then Jesus is mad at you.

If you aren’t a Jesus follower, then why would you sign up for something like that? You already have a desire deep within your heart for freedom? You can see all the places in your life where you’re trying to pursue some sort of freedom, trying to be able to do what you want to do, how you want to do it, and you can’t. Freedom always eludes you. There are boundaries that keep forcing their way into your life, no matter where you look. 

And then you look at religion, and you see Jesus. Why would you sign up for that? Why would you want more rules and regulations, right? You already have all these other forces outside of yourself that are taking all of your freedom. Why would you add Jesus to the list? It looks like it’s just more rules, less freedom, more disappointment. Maybe you think that way. Maybe you used to think that way. 

Transition
Is it true? Does Jesus add more rules? Is that what following Jesus looks like? Is it a set of rules and the modification of your behavior? If you follow Jesus, does it mean that you get rid of any shred of freedom that you have left? Some people have that perspective. Some people believe that. What if the gospel reverses that perspective?

2 Corinthians
In 2nd Corinthians 3, Paul is writing to the church in Corinth and he’s talking to them about the contrast between rules and freedom. He says, “Now, if the ministry that brought death, which was engraved in letters on stone, came with glory, so that the Israelites could not look steadily at the face of Moses because of its glory, transitory though it was, will not the ministry of the Spirit be even more glorious? The ministry that brought condemnation was glorious; how much more glorious the ministry that brings righteousness?”

Now, these few verses are word salad. Paul finds one of the most complicated ways to say an idea that he’s trying to communicate, so let me help you out. Paul is Jewish, and he’s talking to Jewish people who are part of this church, who are holding on to an understanding of who God was from before Jesus. He’s talking to them about the old covenant, the old rules that were engraved in letters on stone. He’s talking about the Ten Commandments. He’s talking about Moses going up onto a mountain and meeting with God for a time. And then he comes down with these stone tablets that had been engraved by God. It was a list of rules … ten commands … expectations of what it should look like to be with God. And Moses’s time up on that mountain caused his face to glow. He was in the presence of God, and it did something to his face. So, when he came down off the mountain, he had a glowing face, which created some weird experiences for everyone else, and so Moses would, like, put a veil over his face.

Now, Paul says that old situation, that old covenant, that old agreement with Moses and the law, the one that was written on stone — it was great. It was great; it was good. It had a glory to it. There was something special about it. But … it isn’t as glorious as the new one. It’s not as special as the new covenant and new agreement. The new ministry comes from the Spirit. 

The old one brought condemnation … because that’s what rules do. Rules bring condemnation. And Paul still calls that glorious because it’s good to know the truth – it’s good to know what is right and what is wrong. It’s good to have clarity over truth. But rules brings condemnation. I think you know something about this intuitively. I think you know that rules don’t make you righteous. Rules don’t make you a good person. They don’t even make you a rule follower. Rules do nothing except reveal those moments when you aren’t a rule follower. They reveal the moments when you cross the line, when you break the rule. Rules reveal your guilt, not your good. Rules don’t make you good; they expose the bad.

But, according to Paul, the Spirit brings righteousness. The new agreement, the new covenant, the new situation that we have with God — it brings righteousness. The Spirit removes your guilt. Rules don’t remove guilt; the Spirit removes guilt. Paul says the Spirit gives you freedom. 

That’s exactly what Paul says a few verses later down in verse 17, where he says, “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is … FREEDOM.” If you want freedom, if you’ve been craving freedom, if you’ve been looking for freedom … if you’ve kept Jesus at an arm’s length because in your mind it sounded like just another guy with more rules to follow, another guy with more things that I have to do … if you really want freedom, according to Paul, you’ll find it in Jesus. 

That’s not what we would assume, right? It’s not. We assume when we read this verse, we’d say, “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is … CONDEMNATION … GUILT … RULES.” That is our expectation. It’s a lie from Satan, where he causes us to keep Jesus at that arm’s length. Satan is the one who gives us the guilt and the shame, which I think are two of his best tools.

But the truth is, you can be what the Bible calls, “justified.” “Justified” is a big church word, but if you break it down, it looks as if you could read it, “JUST AS IF I’D never sinned.” When you come to Jesus, he doesn’t give you more rules and more guilt. Instead, he takes your guilt, and he gives you freedom. It takes the work of the Spirit to relieve guilt. It takes the work of the Spirit to be able to relieve your shame. Jesus, through his Spirit, removes the condemnation and replaces it with freedom. 

It’s a massive, significant reverse. Because our perception, our expectation, says MORE JESUS EQUALS MORE RULES AND MORE CONDEMNATION AND LESS FREEDOM. That’s what we believe, so that’s what we expect. The gospel changes and reverses our perspective because the reality is: MORE JESUS EQUALS MORE FREEDOM AND LESS CONDEMNATION. 

Transition
Is it true? Is the gospel about freedom and not rules? Because some people think that the Bible is a really big book of rules. This is just one passage. I could be cherry-picking. I could be pulling one piece out that kind of slipped in somehow to the whole. Is that what’s happening here? Is it true that the gospel brings freedom, not rules? Let’s do a quick New Testament survey.

New Testament Freedom
In Matthew chapter 11, Jesus has some rough things to say about the generation he was living with. He called them a perverse generation. Because they refused to see truth. Their religion, the way that they had tried to follow and honor God, had become harsh and hateful. So, Jesus denounces them and calls them out. He says they are hard-hearted and mean-spirited. He says the religious leaders of Jesus’ day had exhausted the people. They had added more burden to the people because of their stingy rules and hateful message. 

But Jesus was something different. He stood up to them. He taught in a different kind of way. He taught, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you …” If you don’t know Jesus, and if you don’t know how the New Testament works, maybe you would assume that the next word would be “RULES.” Because some people think like that. They think that Jesus is going to bring more rules. But that’s not what Jesus said. He said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you REST.” He didn’t show up to add more rules and more burden. He didn’t want to cause you to be more weary. Jesus came to bring rest. If Jesus isn’t bringing you rest, maybe you aren’t following Jesus. 

In John 8, Jesus is in the middle of an argument with some religious leaders. They’re following Jesus around, they’re giving him a hard time everywhere he goes. They’re challenging everything that Jesus teaches and everything that he does because they don’t like what Jesus teaches, and they don’t like how Jesus lives. They don’t really like him at all. So, they try to pick everything apart. The way Jesus responded to these attacks caused many to believe in him. The way in which he talked to these teachers as they’re challenging him caused some people to believe in Jesus and the message he was saying. We see that in verse 30 of John 8.

So, in this moment, Jesus turns to those who are believing and addresses them. “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will …” Now, if you don’t know Jesus, and if you’ve always believed that following Jesus equaled more rules so you’ve kept him at arm’s length, and you look at this verse, then you might assume that Jesus says, “If you old to my teachings, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will … CONDEMN YOU WITH GUILT. Some people think that. Some people think God is just out there waiting to catch you doing something wrong. He’s waiting to get you, right?

Jesus says, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will … SET YOU FREE.” The truth of Jesus leads to freedom, not condemnation. That may catch you off guard. Jesus even doubles down on this. He goes all in on this idea just a couple of verses down. He says, “So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” That there’s something about Jesus. His purpose, his mission, was to give you freedom. Knowing Jesus is knowing freedom. Anything else looks like slavery in some form or fashion, and slavery is the opposite of freedom.

That’s language the New Testament uses. In Romans 6, Paul, the same guy who writes for us in 2nd Corinthians 3, writes another letter to a group that was the church in Rome. Paul tells them rules don’t make you righteous. Rules reveal your guilt. Exactly what we’ve talked about: rules reveal your sin. And no matter what you do, no matter how hard you’ve tried in your life, perfectly following the rules is something that you won’t accomplish. You can’t, and I can’t either. In fact, that’s the same letter where Paul says that every single one of us has fallen short of the glory of God. Every single one of us has failed. Every single one of us has sinned, and we can’t stop. It’s not like we messed up one time. We consistently do wrong. We keep messing up. It’s almost like we are slaves to it.

And that’s what Paul says in Romans 6. He says, “For sin shall no longer be your master, because you are not under the law, but under grace. Though you used to be slaves to sin.” Rules don’t make you righteous; rules reveal your guilt. But Paul says sin isn’t your master. If Jesus is your master, you don’t live under the law because you have a new master. You live under grace and freedom. Paul even reinforces it in verse 18, where he says, “You have been …” and then blank. And now, if you assumed that more Jesus equaled more rules, then you might assume that Paul here would say, “You have been CONDEMNED BECAUSE OF YOUR SIN.” Some people think that. What Paul actually says is, “You have been SET FREE FROM SIN.”

This isn’t cherry-picking. This isn’t some sort of a fluke. This isn’t just a couple of random points where this statement is made. It is everywhere in the New Testament. It’s all throughout Romans. It’s through the entire letter to the Galatians. It’s in Colossians 2. All of those were written by this guy Paul. But there’s more. There’s other letters too. It’s written in Hebrews 7 and James 1 — letters that were not written by Paul.

Jesus sets captives free. That’s the message of the New Testament. He brings rest to the weary. His truth brings freedom. Maybe you thought going to church or following Jesus, was going to mean more burden. But the gospel insists you’ve got the wrong perspective. You need a reverse; you need to flip the situation. The gospel insists on being THE SOURCE of freedom. 

Transition
That sounds awesome, right? But what do we do with all the rules? Because there are rules, right? Freedom requires boundaries, right? We see that politically. Freedom doesn’t equal lawlessness. Law-abiding citizens actually provide the greatest opportunity for freedom. 

I think it kind of looks like this. It’s the difference between swamp water and white water. Swamp water doesn’t have boundaries. There are no boundaries to force the water into one place or forcing the movement of the water anywhere. It’s a wide open area with no guardrails, with no boundaries. The water goes wherever it wants to go. And it doesn’t move with any sort of direction or purpose. It becomes stagnant. It has a stench to it.

But white water is different. White water has steep, harsh boundaries that force water into a compressed area, which causes the water to move with a direction and with a purpose. It becomes powerful. There’s no movement in a swamp, and there’s no power; it’s not channeled. But if you take water that is channeled, it moves and it has power. There’s something about boundaries that give purpose and power.

And I think you know this as well. I think you know we actually thrive with structure and rules. If you’ve ever raised kids, you know this is true. I don’t know anyone who does this better than my wife, who has not just raised my three kids, who I’m incredibly proud of, but I’ve watched her work as a teacher with students. And from the time that I’ve met her, from the time that we first started dating, she has always done best with the children that everyone else wanted to quit on. She loves them well first — that’s where it starts. She loves them, and she values them, and she has a compassion for them. She starts with care for the child, but then she follows it up with very strict and stern boundaries. She sets very clear expectations of what their behavior is going to be. And then gives them freedom to obey.

You would think that she’s the least favorite teacher because she’s stern and structured and purposeful. But, consistently, the kids who have misbehaved the most consistently for other teachers choose her as their favorite teacher. Because they feel loved, they feel empowered, and they are given clear expectations and boundaries of what is acceptable. And then they are held accountable to it. And they’ve loved her because of it. It’s almost like freedom … requires  boundaries. It’s the difference between swamp water and white water.

When it comes to following Jesus, there are rules, but there is also great freedom. And the rules don’t impede freedom; they empower freedom to the best potential. In fact, go back to some of these passages that we looked at earlier. 

Transformed
Go back to the 2nd Corinthians 3 passage where we looked at verse 17: “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.” And the very next verse says, “And we all, who with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glory…” — that’s taking us back to some of the imagery with Moses — “ARE BEING TRANSFORMED into his image with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.”

After all that talk about freedom and the Spirit giving freedom, Paul finishes his thoughts by telling us about transformation. The Spirit of the Lord brings freedom, and it brings righteousness … and it brings transformation. Jesus followers get grace. We do. We get freedom, and our freedom is greatest and most powerful and purposeful when it exists within the boundaries given to us by God. He isn’t taking away pleasure; he’s trying to keep me on target to enable me to be what I’m supposed to be. He’s giving me purpose and power in my life. Freedom … requires boundaries.

Go back to that Romans 6 passage: “Thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, YOU HAVE COME TO OBEY from your heart the pattern of teaching that has now claimed your allegiance. You have been set free from sin and HAVE BECOME SLAVES TO RIGHTEOUSNESS.” Paul says we are all slaves to something. You can be a slave to sin, or you can be set free from sin, and you can become a slave to righteousness.

What I’ve seen over 20 years in ministry is that so many people reject Jesus because of the rules. I’ve seen people walk away from Jesus because they didn’t want to give up on an addiction. And it could look like all sorts of different things — that addiction could be alcohol, it could be drugs, it could be your spending habits, it could be sex or something related to sex, it could be your phone and the hours you spend scrolling while in bed. Our kids call it “bed rot.” I’ve seen addiction in it’s many forms and people use their desire for those things to stay away from Jesus because they don’t want him telling them what to do with their life.

And we buy this lie that somehow Jesus wants to keep us from having fun. He takes away our autonomy and freedom. And we call our addictions our freedom. If you’re hanging on to something and staying away from Jesus because you don’t want him telling you what to do with your life, and you’re lying to yourself and calling it freedom, you need to hear this. 

LEAVING BEHIND A LIFE WHERE YOU ARE A SLAVE TO SIN SO THAT YOU CAN BECOME A SLAVE OF RIGHTEOUSNESS IS THE BEST WAY TO FIND FREEDOM.

If you’ve left something like an addiction behind to follow Jesus, you know that you’ve never been more free. Some of you are scared of losing your freedom while holding on to your bondage that comes with your sin. And you know there is a paranoia that follows you everywhere you go. You know you aren’t free. You know that you have become a slave to the urges of the sin that you have fed for years and years. You know that the sin you pursue in the name of freedom has become the thing that rules your life. You can’t escape it. 

If you want freedom, Jesus will give you freedom. And there are some rules. There are some expectations. But that’s not bad. You need some structure; you need some guardrails. Not to prevent you from your freest life, but so that there isn’t anything that rules over you. By choosing Jesus to rule over you, you will feel more freedom than you’ve ever had. It’s not about losing or having your pleasure taken away. He’s trying to keep you on target. He’s trying to enable you to become exactly who you’re supposed to be.

Conclusion 
If we go back to 2nd Corinthians 3, where we started, there’s a verse just before the section we started with that sums it all up. It says, “He has made us competent as ministers of a new covenant — not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.” Not the rule, but the Spirit. Because the rule kills. The rules convict — they lead to death. But that wasn’t God’s hope or his desire for us. We get life through Jesus. We get life through the Spirit. The freedom you’re searching for, the freedom you’re hoping for, is found in Jesus. 

That may be the “reverse” for you today. Maybe you’ve had the wrong view of God. Maybe you’ve refused Jesus because it felt like work. You thought it was more rules or more burdens; it felt like less freedom. I pray that you would be able to see today that the very reason Jesus came into this world was to free you from that kind of condemnation. I want you to see that Jesus marched to the cross to free you from the guilt of your sins. I want you to see that the law makes you guilty, but Jesus came with grace to give you freedom.

Today could be the day that you get right with God. And if you want to do that, I would love to have that conversation with you. I’ll be sitting right up front; come talk to me. 

Maybe you need a different shift in perspective. Maybe your reverse is something different. Maybe you need to see that there is a call to transformation. I mentioned Galatians earlier; the whole book’s speaks of the freedom we get from Jesus. In Galatians 5 Paul says, “You, my brothers and sisters, were called to be free.” You, my brothers and sisters here at CapCity, need to know you have been called to be free. “But do not use your freedom to indulge in the flesh.” Don’t abuse your freedom. We want to let go of legalistic rules. We want to embrace spiritual freedom. We want to pursue transformation by focusing on Jesus himself. 

You’re going to have a master. The question for all of us today: Is Jesus your master?

2

1

