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A Community Called Freedom
Connecting:

•
•
•

45 minutes
(The

following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work

•
•
•

God

is doing in your lives.)

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us?
(Graciously thank group members for their
honesty if they state they have held back.)

•

•

Getting Started:
10 minutes

•

Do you believe that it is possible to experience
a life marked by true freedom? Could you
elaborate?

•

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•

Using the notes, discuss the practice of baptism

•

and how Paul uses it as a metaphor in Romans 6.

Read Romans 6.1-14 aloud. Pause and read the
text once more.
In what ways has Jesus’ work on the cross made
freedom from sin possible?
What implications, if any, might the possibility of
this freedom bring about in the lives of believers?
Do you see these implications in their lives? Why
might this be?
According to Paul, atonement makes a life of
freedom from sin the only life possible (Romans
6.1-2, 7). What struggles, if any, might you
have with this claim? Could you explain?
In Romans 7-8, Paul discusses the difficulty in
living in light of the freedom atonement makes
possible and God’s response to this difficulty.
Paul argues that the movement toward freedom
is slow but it does happen. In what ways, if any,
does this modify your understanding of Paul’s
claim that atonement makes a life of freedom the
only life possible?

What might it look like move toward the freedom
which atonement has made possible? What steps
might you be willing to take to allow God to
make this freedom a reality in your everyday
experience?

Consider closing as a group by encouraging one

another with the gospel truth that atonement
means a life of freedom is the only possible life
we can live and we are moving toward that life
and will one day fully experience it.

Context and Background
Baptism

Literally, baptism is the practice of immersing
someone in water. Within Christendom, baptism
is an initiation rite, a spiritual practice which
represents the union of the believer with the life
of the Triune God (Matthew 28.20), made possible
through union with Jesus by his atoning work
upon the cross (Romans 6.3-4).
Baptism is a spiritual practice with a rich tradition,
a tradition which has its roots in the worship of
God by the people of Israel. The Jews practiced a
form of baptism as part of a process of repentance
and cleansing from sin or uncleanness. When a
person wished to demonstrate that they were
acknowledging before God their need for his
cleansing and forgiveness, the immersion of that
person in water was often a part of that process.
In the Essene community—those who wrote
the Dead Sea Scrolls—there were actual pools
designed for this very practice. John the Baptist
carried on this tradition, calling his fellow Jews
to prepare themselves for the coming Kingdom of
God by repenting and being baptized (Matthew
3.1-6). When people were baptized by John,
they were stating publicly that they wished to be
part of what God was about to do, and that they
were offering their lives to God for his cleansing
in preparation of that movement. It is in this vein
that Jesus himself was baptized by John (Matthew
3.13-17). In his baptism, Jesus was making a
public statement that he was part of what God
was about to do.
When Jesus began his ministry, he made baptism
an integral part of his ministry (John 3.26; 4.1-2),
with baptism serving a very similar function as it
did in the ministry of John the Baptist. In Jesus’
ministry, baptism was a spiritual practice which
showed the one undergoing baptism was aligning
himself or herself with what God was doing, by
now clearly, through Jesus. Before Jesus ascended
to Heaven, he charged his disciples to continue the
practice of baptism, commanding them to baptize
all future disciples in the three-fold name of God:
Father, Son, and Spirit (Matthew 28.19-20). That
phrase means that Jesus understood baptism to

be the formal indication that the one baptized was
uniting his or her life with God.
The earliest practice of baptism within the Church is
seen in the book of Acts. In Acts, from the beginning,
the Church understood baptism to represent the
uniting of one’s life with God’s life by uniting one
with Jesus (Acts 2.38-41; 8.12, 36-37; 10.44-48).
In addition, the Church understood baptism to
represent the uniting with Jesus as the act which
made Jesus’ work of atonement effective in one’s life
(Acts 2.38-41; 16.31-33).
Within the first few decades of the Church, divergent
means of baptism were developed based upon
the accessibility of water for immersion, means
which certainly stand behind the divergent forms
of baptism across the various streams of Christian
traditions today.
Now concerning baptism, thus baptize ye: having
first uttered all these things, baptize into the name
of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit
in running water. But if thou hast not running water,
baptize in other water; and if thou canst not in cold,
then in warm. But if thou hast neither, pour water
upon the head thrice, into the name of the Father
and Son and Holy Spirit. (Didache, 139-145)
While this early Christian document makes room for
divergent forms of baptism, it retains the foundation
of baptism, that of representing the uniting of the
life of the believer with the life of God. Because this
is the understanding of the early Church concerning
baptism, baptism could be used as a metaphor to
refer to the entire conversion experience because
the practice itself pointed to the deeper realities of
salvation, the uniting of one’s life with God (Romans
6.3-4).

The Text

Romans 6.1-14: Atonement and New Life
Paul’s letter to the Church in Rome has often been
identified as Paul’s systematic explanation of the
gospel. While Paul certainly does delve deeply into
the redemptive work of God through Christ, this
letter is not what we might refer to as systematic
theology. Rather, this letter is task theology; that is,
Paul is describing the gospel from a specific angle for

the purpose of addressing a specific issue within
the Roman Church, that of unifying the Roman
Church (Romans 14-16). Paul used the gospel to
unify the Roman congregation by explaining that
the gospel made it plain that no person was above
another, but that due to the common problem
of Sin and the general need for redemption, all
believers were equal and therefore should be
unified; that is, the gospel makes it plain that
all people have the same predicament for which
there is but one solution made available in Christ
(Romans 3.21-31). Justification (God’s action to
make people right) was available through the
work of Christ to those who turned to God in
faith (Romans 1.16-17). This is God’s pattern in
extending justification to those who respond to
him in faith. There is no other path to having one’s
life righted.
Paul uses the life of Abraham to underscore this
point. For this he turns to the covenant through
which God extended the promise of redemption,
God’s covenant with Abraham (Genesis 12.1-3;
15.1-6). As God made this covenant with Abraham,
he extended justification to Abraham as Abraham
turned to God in faith (Genesis 15.6; Romans 4.117), a faith which took the form of hope (Romans
4.18-22). Because Abraham’s covenantal response
to God was faith which took the form of hope, so
too should the believer’s covenantal response to
God be that of faith which takes the form of hope
(Romans 4.23-5.11). when the believer responds
to God with this kind of faith, like Abraham, they
experience the righting (atoning) work of God in
their lives.
Those who have experienced this righting of their
lives are part of God’s larger work to “start over”
with humanity by providing a new Adam (Romans
5.12-21). The first Adam had chosen to sin which
created a trajectory of sin for those who were
members of his family; that is, the descendants of
Adam were bent toward a life of sin because the
one from whom they were descended had marked
the path all after him would follow with his choice.
A new way of life, a life without sin, was needed.
For this, God provided a new “Adam” in the person
of Jesus, a man who lived without sin. With this
life, Jesus made a new way of life possible, a life

fully connected to God without sin (Romans 5.1819). According to Paul, the Law of Moses was given
so that people would recognize that the life they
were living as descendants of Adam was not the
life they were created to live. However, the grace
(effective power) of God was greater than the hold
sin had on the lives of those descended from Adam.
Through his covenantal faithfulness, he made it
possible for people to experience a fully connected
life with him marked by his character (eternal life)
through the atoning work of Jesus (Romans 5.2021).
With this, Paul turns to address his critics, some of
whom may be within the Roman Church. Paul was
regularly criticized that his constant proclamation
of God’s grace expressed through Jesus as the sole
means of taking care of sin and restoring one’s
relationship with God gave people a free pass to sin.
Since God’s grace increased so that it could overcome
the powerful grip sin had on the lives of people,
freeing them to a new way of life, it made sense to
continue to sin so that an ever-increasing amount
of God’s grace could be witnessed and experienced.
Paul argued that this was a silly way of thinking
because those who had experienced God’s gracious
work of atonement in Christ were moved from the
family of Adam to the family of Christ. Therefore,
they could only take up the life of this new family,
a life marked by a freedom from sin.
Paul turns to the rite of baptism to illustrate his
point. Here, Paul uses baptism to refer to the
entirety of the conversion experience, the full work
of the gospel in one’s life (1 Corinthians 15.3-4). In
baptism, one was claiming that they had united
their life with Christ thereby experiencing Christ’s
vicarious death, burial, and resurrection as their
own. Here Paul returns to the atonement metaphor
of substitution (2 Corinthians 5.14-15). Paul argues
that the purpose of this union with Christ was to
have Christ’s death be a person’s death, that was
brought about by sin, and for Christ’s life to be their
life, a new life free from sin.
Paul elaborates on this idea in verses 5-10. He
begins by reasoning that to be united with Jesus in
his death means that one is also united with Jesus
in his resurrection. If one is united in one, she must
be united also with the other. In one’s union with

Christ in his death, Jesus died the death brought about by
sin so that a person could be freed from sin. Those who have
experienced sin’s consequence of death no longer are bound to
sin. The penalty has been paid. If one not only experiences the
freedom brought about by Christ’s death but also is united in
resurrection, then a person is able to live the life Jesus now
lives, a life free from sin and death. While alive in his ministry,
Jesus was subject to the experience of death, a consequence of
his choice to take on the full experience of humanity. However,

12.1-2). However, I am moving in the direction of freedom,
full freedom. This is the only way I can go. I do not need to
be anxious that I might move backward or that I might get
stuck and stay stuck. No. Atonement means that only one life
is possible for me now and I am moving to that life and only
that life. That is encouraging, no matter how long it takes.

in his resurrection he defeated death so that now the only life

Atonement makes a difference in our lives, our everyday lives.
One of the biggest differences atonement makes is that it frees
us from a life of sin; frees us to experience the life we were
meant to have, a life which shares God’s own life. Atonement
doesn’t just make this possible but atonement makes this life
the only possibility for those who have experienced atonement.
However, when we are honest about our lives it can be hard

which is possible is a life fully connected with God the Father.

This means, Paul argues, that the only life possible for those
who have experienced the atoning work of Christ is a life fully
connected with God, free from sin.
Therefore, believers were to live their lives as those who were
free from sin and fully connected to God through the atoning
work of Jesus. Sin was not to mark their earthly lives, but
rather in their daily life, believers were to offer themselves
to God as instruments of his covenantal righteousness. Sin
no longer was the master of those who had experienced
atonement. Rather, God’s grace had charted a new way of
living.

Real life with You:

to observe this reality because our lives are often anything

but free from sin. What we must realize is that atonement has
made only one life possible for us and we are moving toward

that life at the pace God determines as he does a transforming
work from the inside out (Romans 12.1-2). However, we are
moving in a singular direction. God will not allow us to be

sidetracked or short-circuited. Because of atonement there is

Real life with Blake:
Atonement makes a difference in our lives. Atonement means
I have family and my life matters. Atonement gives me hope.
And, atonement grants me freedom, freedom from a life of
Sin. Atonement means that it is possible to live the life I was
made to live, a life fully connected to God, living on his terms.
That is a wonderful message of hope, for it means that I am
not trapped or bound to old ways of being. I can be free from
the family dysfunctions which I inherited, free from the pride
and arrogance with which I struggle, free from the depression
which comes upon me and doesn’t want to leave. Atonement
makes all of this possible and more because atonement grants
me freedom.

This is an encouraging message until I really read what
Paul says about atonement and freedom. Paul claims that
atonement doesn’t just make freedom available to people like
me. Atonement makes a life of freedom the only life possible
for people like me. That is less than encouraging because I
don’t live free in so many areas. Does this mean I have not
experienced atonement? Hardly. I have experienced atonement
and it really has made only one way of life possible, a life of
freedom. I am just moving toward that life in a gradual way,
a way that begins on the inside and works its way out (Romans

now only one way for us to live, a way known as freedom, and
atonement means that we will move toward and experience
only this life.

This week, we encourage you to consider your life as you
are now living it. Are their areas where you see yourself
living and experiencing the freedom to live as God intended?
If so, give thanks to God because you are experiencing the
transforming work of atonement. Are there areas where you
see the need to experience the freedom to live as God intended?
If so, offer these areas to God and ask him to do the work
which only he can do to grant freedom in these areas. And,
give thanks to God because this freedom will come and you
will experience the life he intends for you, because, in light of
atonement, this is the only life we can live.
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