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How can we who died to sin go on living in it?	
!
Living in Sin. It’s not what you think you know! We’re not talking “couples living together without 
getting married” here. Yet Paul seems to have completely missed the point with his opening ques-
tion. Should we continue in sin? Doesn’t he really mean -  should we continue to sin so that grace 
may abound? You see we’ve come to see sin as either an action or the result of an act, and as a result 
have become focussed on a rule-based approach to living. To sin, we’ve thought, is to disobey or act 
against this rule or that law, or that moral position. So, if we’re not doing that then we’re not sin-
ning and if we’re not sinning, then … well it’s all right then, isn’t it? Isn’t it? 

Perhaps, then, Paul meant something else. You see, our lives are not just the things we say and do, 
our lives are also how we relate to what we live in – to the families and countries and communities 
and institutions that we find ourselves immersed in. And most of our families, communities, coun-
tries and institutions are not shaped by the values of the gospel.  

For most of us, these days, they are shaped by the values of a major competing faith system. It is a 
faith system that says that the goal towards which we are moving is unlimited economic growth, 
that the value of each person is measured by their productivity, that the worth of any organisation is 
measured by its efficiency, and that true meaning and happiness is found in earning and spending. 
It is a faith system that goes by various names, “economic rationalism”, “neoliberalism” or “capital-
ism”, although the word “aspirationalism” seems to make sense too, you know – you can aspire to be 
anything you want, and with enough money you can have whatever you want. You would be hard 
pressed to find any major institution in our society, government, business or even in the welfare sec-
tor or the church, where the people in power do not acknowledge the power of this religion. And 
this year, election year, we are are going to hear a whole lot more of this sort of talk too! 

Christianity has always called such a religion idolatry. It doesn’t mean that everything it says and 
does is wrong, but it does mean that if it is the governing principle around which a person or group 
or organisation structures their life, then it is idolatrous. It is sin. And those who would follow Jesus 
have always been called to make a choice - will you live in that or will you live in opposition to 
that? 

So how should we live? Should we just accept that those around us offer daily sacrifices to this idol 
and quietly get on with our lives, co-operating with the idolatry, not offending anyone or rocking 
the boat, and thanking God that his grace is big enough to save us anyway? Should we continue in 
sin so that grace may abound? 

Well, Paul is in no doubt about the answer. “No!” he writes. “We have been baptised into Jesus 
Christ.” It’s all or nothing. In baptism we have died with him, died to the life in which we have 
lived - the life enslaved to the ways of sin and every idolatrous rival faith with their dehumanising 
creeds. But, having died with Christ, we have also been raised with him to resurrection life, to walk 
in radical newness of life, a totally different way of living free from the slavery of sin. 



That doesn’t answer the questions of how we should live it. We have to work those answers out to-
gether. And Jesus never promised that it would be easy - in fact he said that you have to take up a 
cross and follow and that if you do, your foes will just as likely be members of your own household. 
But also he didn’t promise that you could just ignore the need to decide and assume that if you sing 
Amazing Grace on Sundays that grace will bring you home, even though your life is shaped by an-
other faith for six and a half days a week. 

We have to work those answers out together day by day and year by year. We prayerfully try to be 
with one another so that we can be a community together in a particular way. The real significance 
of this is not in how it is embraced by each individual, but in how it shapes the shared life of our 
whole congregation. The principle that underpins this is what Paul and Jesus were talking about in 
these readings. We can no longer live in the systems and patterns we once lived in. We can no 
longer live at peace with those who will only accept a peace that is grounded in allegiance to their 
values and their idolatries. We need to know what we are going to stand for and we need to be very 
intentional about the way we set out to live it. 

What we do here Sunday by Sunday at Scots by our simple presence, is to acknowledge that fol-
lowing Jesus in the working out of God’s mission is an act that stands against much of what our 
society stands for. It is a stand for love and justice in the face of fear and oppression. It is a stand for 
worship in the face of blasphemy. It is a stand for prayer in the face of violence, greed, and oppres-
sion. It is a stand for welcome and hospitality in the face of pious exclusivity and border protection. 
It is a stand for reconciliation in the face of hostile gossip and disparagement. It is a stand for in-
tegrity, accountability and shared responsibility in the face of the idolatries of aggressive consumer-
ism and rampant individualism and selfishness. It may not get us arrested, but it is likely to arouse 
suspicion and tension, and perhaps even anger from those around you, and maybe even from some 
close to you. 

What we have been told in the darkness we must say in the light, and what we have heard in 
private we must shout from the rooftops. It is to say that the pursuit of wealth, of bodily perfection, 
and other artifices of the consumption driven media are not all there is to life. It is to say that the 
meaning of life is found in the practice of sacrificial, co-suffering love; that the Cross was not God’s 
violent solution to sin, but was an act of love in which the power of violence was destroyed by God 
refusing to be drawn into the power plays of the world.  

No one who lives in the real world can deny the vice-like grip that that rival faith has over the sys-
tems and structures and communities in which we live our lives. And so no one who knows can un-
derestimate the challenge involved in breaking free from that and living differently. I can’t know ex-
actly how its done — I am just another pilgrim on the road with you searching for the pathways of 
truth and integrity. I'm pretty sure that none of us will ever manage to do it alone. 

What I am increasingly convinced of, and why I’m here with you worshipping the God who raised 
Jesus from the dead, is that the grace of God revealed in Jesus and lived by the Spirit is powerful 
enough to break that grip. God has prepared us for freedom and new life and the power of God’s 
Spirit given to us in our baptism is able to lead us there. All we’ve got to do to start that journey is 
to make sure that the vice-like grip of our society’s values has been loosed, and we turn our faces 
into the wind of the Spirit and be blown wherever she carries us. 

This is living in the Spirit. 

The Word of Jesus is among us. Hear that Word.


