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CHRIST AND HUMAN FREEDOM 
by Lester J. Start 

Undated 

Text: John 8: 36. “If the Son therefore shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed” (King James 
version) “So, if the Son sets you free, you will be really free.” (Moffatt). 

It is no accident or coincidence that the message of Jesus was embraced and most loyally 
followed by all of the hopeless, poor, and disenfranchised peoples of the early Christian era. It 
was the poor slave class under the dominion of a ruthless Roman government, the peasants and 
shepherds, bled white by the tax collectors, the Roman publicans, that first found in this man of 
Galilee the dawning of a new hope. For they heard from his lips a strange new gospel of a God 
who loved all his children no matter what their social position was, a God who respected the 
widow’s mite as much as this heavy gold coins of the wealthy, a God who called all men to live 
together as brothers, as true children of God. They saw a man who cut through all of the 
accumulated traditions of the past to reinterpret all of the law and prophets in two great 
commandments, love to God, and love to one’ s fellow-men. Here was a man who at the 
beginning of his ministry described his mission in a kind of inaugural address in these words: 
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me for He has consecrated me to preach the gospel to the poor He 
has sent me to proclaim release for captives and recovery of sight for the blind, to set free the 
oppressed, to proclaim the Lord’s year of favor.” Here is a man who followed his mission so 
faithfully that those who knew him best said, this is the Son of God; for shining from his face, 
and illustrating his every action and word was the love and power they knew to be in the heart of 
God. No wonder this new message was called the gospel, the “good news!” These people had 
found a new hope, a new freedom, in the spirit of Christ, and knew that “if the Son therefore set 
them free, they would be really free.” They heard with longing ears his promise: “Ye shall know 
the truth, and the truth shall make you free.” 

Unless we realize the hardness and cruelty of that world, we cannot fully appreciate what Jesus 
meant to these people; Just as today we catch the full import of the Christian message when we 
are caught up in situations of hopeless tragedy. In a later day Rousseau said, “Man is born free - 
and everywhere he is in irons.” This might much better be applied to those early days of 
Christianity when the little peoples were wickedly oppressed under a cruel yoke which had 
become corrupt through years of military successes and prosperity. It is not strange that Jesus 
bitterly assailed the social evils that allowed poor widows to be exploited; his own mother was a 
widow, and he knew the conditions from first hand. This dream of the prophets came to 
fulfillment in Jesus of Nazareth, as he preached the coming of a new kingdom based on the 
justice and love of God, instead of the powers of worldly men. This great principle set forth in 
the sermon on the Mount and practically illustrated by Jesus’ own life and death has been the 
inspiring Word that in every age gives hope to man. The darkness of wicked men has never been 
able to extinguish the light which came into this world with him. 

A new light, a new spirit entered history with Christ, which to use his figure has served as a 
leaven to the lump of society, gradually permeating it and transforming it ever closer to the 
justice and love of God. The process is slow and full of setbacks, and we wonder why this is so. 
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There were those in Jesus’ lifetime who could not understand why he did not take control as a 
military ruler and inaugurate justice by force; and many today wonder why God allows such 
evils as wars, why He does not assume control (forgetting what a moral imbecile God would 
appear if we were allowed impunity for our Injustices). Jesus realized, however, that the 
kingdom of God bringing man the freedom based on the justice of God could come only as It Is 
embraced in the hearts of men. 

Thus the spirit of God seeks to bring men to their true freedom by planting In their hearts the 
Justice and love of God. Whenever men’s hearts have been blind to this spirit, He has Inspired 
prophets throughout the years to awaken them. A classic example of this is found in the Old 
Testament. King David desiring the wife of another man caused this man to be killed that he 
might marry his widow. A prophet of the Lord went to David to express the wrath of God for this 
act. He tells David a story: there were two men in a city, one very rich and the other very poor. 
The poor man had nothing but one ewe lamb which he had nourished and cared for, sharing his 
own food with her, for this was all he had. The rich man had many flocks, and yet when he had 
need of a ewe, he took the ewe away from the poor man. David, hearing this story, was angry at 
the injustice, and vowed that the man was worthy of death. Then the prophet accused him: thou 
art the man. This story is a symbol of the injustice with which history is stained because of the 
greed of man. The story is so true to life, because the guilty man ever ready to see the sins of 
others needs to be told: thou art the man. It is so easy to rationalize one’s own acts of injustice by 
the cruel logic of self-interest. That is why we need the figure of Christ before our eyes to show 
us the life of justice and love, that we may illumine our lives by his. Jesus knew that no one man 
can be truly free until all men are free. And so he struck at social evils, inspiring men to put aside 
selfish values and unite in a spirit of brotherhood, for he saw this was the way to spiritual 
freedom, a life in which each man was free before his God and his fellow man. He looked at the 
sordid conditions about him and said “the poor you have always with you”; always this curse of 
poverty stares you in the face. Pious rationalists interpret this to mean that we will always have 
poverty, that somehow this is God’s plan for the universe. In this way we soothe ourselves and 
close our eyes to our duty to set free the oppressed. But the commandments of Christ will not be 
denied, and through the ages the message of the gospel has stirred the company of poor and 
meek to inherit the earth which is theirs. 

In the early years of the Reformation the peasants of Germany just beginning to read their Bibles 
for themselves were caught by the vision of freedom promised in the New Testament. And so 
they penned a pathetic appeal to the ecclesiastical and secular leaders pleading for an end to their 
serfdom, since the gospel teaches all men should be free. The answer to this appeal was complete 
lack of sympathy on the part of Luther. You are interpreting freedom carnally, he said. Don’t you 
know that you can be in chains and still your soul is free? And the answer from the governors 
was the bloody extermination of the groups of peasants who had hoped that the new spirit in 
religion of spiritual freedom would carry with it the social freedoms that the gospel implied. 

So the struggle has gone on in the history of our civilization; a few individuals caught by the 
vision of the kingdom of God, in which justice shall reign teaching men true freedom, keep 
rising up to remind men blinded by greed of their obligation to their fellow men, and to their 
God. It was not so long ago that the churches in this country were divided on the Issue, so clear 
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to us today, whether or not human slavery was right. Churches in the south were padlocked when 
courageous ministers dared to attack the evil system. The issue was finally settled as Christian 
consciences became sensitive to the evil they had taken for granted. A great president said that 
“those who deny freedom to others deserve it no for themselves, and under a just God, cannot 
long retain it.” Lincoln led the fight for freedom for all, knowing that no man can be free unless 
all men are free. The fight was won at the cost of a bloody war, because man loved his own 
interests more than the welfare of his brother. 

In our own day a similar war has been fought with the avowed purpose of winning freedoms for 
the peoples of all the world, - freedom from fear, freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and 
freedom from want. The threat of world slavery finally forced us into a fight that should have 
been fought long since in the Christian conscience. Now we see how no one man is free unless 
all are. 

But do we really see this today? Do we really seek the freedom of all peoples? Do we really have 
the Christian concern for the welfare of our brothers?, we who still suppress our negro peoples 
by disfranchisement, improper education, and economic sanctions, while we piously protest 
elections in the Balkans. We say we want freedoms for all peoples, freedom from fear and 
coercion, and so we take the markings off the ammunition we manufacture and give it to the 
Chinese to make war with their fellow Chinese. We say we are champions of democracy and 
then allow Fascism to grow on our southern doorstep in Argentina, making no protest when the 
peoples are advised by their Catholic state church to vote against the democratic elements 
struggling for recognition. We self-righteously agitate for a Jewish state in Palestine, although 
the business seems bungling and slippery, because our hands are stained with oil, and all the 
while keep our doors locked to our wide lands, and fields of plenty. Our suppressed sense of 
guilt crops out in ever-increasing anti-Semitism, as we seek a scapegoat for our own blunders. 
See how the Jews get rich on the Christian Christmas trade, we say, and we forget how rich we 
have become because of the gift of a Jewish woman, Mary, who brought the Christ-child into the 
world. 

We insist that we are working for world peace and world government, yet we are so far from 
really wanting to cooperate that we want to retain the most terrible weapon of destruction the 
world has yet known. Irresponsible congressmen and the lunatic fringe of the press are already 
saying we must keep it to use on Russia, to protect our way of life. And we wonder why Russia 
acts suspicious! We are fearful lest the peoples of Europe turn to Russia, while we haggle about 
relief appropriations to keep these unfortunates from starving. Our production slows down while 
industry fills warehouses with consumer goods, waiting until it can sell them under lower profit 
taxes. Labor-management negotiations stall as industry refuses to open its books so the people 
can see whether they can afford to raise wages. All of these considerations might well make us 
stop and ask ourselves whether we are really working for freedoms now. 

These items are mentioned not with the intention of being pessimistic, but in an effort to make us 
inquire seriously into our intentions. The peoples of the world are watching us to see if we really 
mean to be friends or use the bomb we are holding as a means of spreading the American way 
throughout the world. 
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The atom bomb furnishes the apocalyptic note of urgency to our times, but the fundamental 
problems have not changed; the only difference is that today we must solve them or perish. The 
problems are the same ones that poisoned the world in the days of Jesus, greed, hate, selfishness 
and pride, made now more dangerous in a shrinking world. The same process of social 
redemption that has made halting progress from the days of human sacrifice, through the days of 
slavery to the present time must now be further extended. Just as the Christian conscience had to 
decide whether or not it was wrong for one man to own another as a slave, now it is called upon 
by all the oppressed peoples of the world to decide whether or not one man may properly hold 
economic, political, or social control over another for his own self-interest. The ultimate question 
of man’s freedom all over the world is now facing us; the Christian church must decide on the 
side of the ultimate justice of God, the justice which is expressed in brotherhood not poverty and 
starvation, in active love not self-seeking exploitation. This is the freedom for which the little 
peoples everywhere are clamoring, from the slums of our cities to the jungles of Java. 

Freedom is an ambiguous word, with different meanings. The southern negro has a different 
interpretation of it from that of the businessman who calls it freedom of enterprise. The same 
ambivalence is illustrated by two English thinkers of the seventeenth century, Hobbes and 
Milton; and it could be traced back to the days of the Greeks. Hobbes, a philosopher who spent 
much of his energy defending the divine right of kings defined a free man as “he that in those 
things which by his strength and wit he is able to do is not hindered to do that what he has a will 
to do.” Such a definition seems strangely familiar to us today who have heard industry ask for a 
not dissimilar freedom. Milton however would disagree violently; Milton was a devout Christian 
and had the strange idea that freedom was indissolubly bound up with morality. He said: “None 
can love freedom heartily but good men; the rest love not freedom but license” Freedom implies 
a moral discipline; it is not license. Rather it is the right of man to develop freely in a free society 
so that he can fulfill his God-given potentialities, a right that must not infringe upon the 
freedoms of others. 

After all, this is the freedom most of us seek, for in this lies our soundest hope for happiness and 
security. Greed for domination, a vestigial remains from the jungle law of tooth and claw, must 
be destroyed. Security can be found in community, not power and wealth, for these are what 
breed wars. Interestingly enough a recent poll of high school students shows that the majority of 
our young people want only to lead a simple and happy life. Only 10 percent felt they wanted a 
lot of money. In these things of ultimate importance, children are often wiser than their elders. 
Perhaps that is why Jesus said we must be as little children if we are to enter the kingdom of 
God. This is why he told the young ruler he must sell all that he had to enter into the kingdom, 
why he said, “How hard it is for those who have money to enter the kingdom of God.” Man 
cannot serve two masters; he must choose between God and money, love and power, 
brotherhood and sovereignty. And he must choose now. 

In the dark days of the Civil War Lincoln reminded the people that the dogmas of the quiet past 
ware inadequate to the stormy present. Jesus told the Samaritan woman at the well that the 
external walls of authority and tradition could not slake one’s thirst, that the living water of the 
spirit of Christ springing from within alone would satisfy man’s longing. In a weary and bruised 
world the Christian must dare to measure the dogmas of the past, political, social, and economic, 
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against the yardstick of the eternal in the light of the deep needs of mankind. We dare not shirk 
the task, we must not shut our eyes to the needs for justice and love, our ears to the yearning cry 
from the throat of humanity for the freedom to live as a son of God. 

During this war, at a certain hospital tent near the battle lines two friends lay badly wounded. 
One of them was dying. He said to the other: you have had an unhappy and unfortunate life. You 
have gotten a bad name before the war which will always haunt you. Let us change places. I am 
about to die; I will take your name, and you take mine, and you will live in me. My friends, this 
is what Christ did for all of us on that cross at Calvary, if we can but enter into this knowledge 
through the eye of faith. He takes upon himself the sins of man leaving him free to face the world 
with a new freedom, a freedom which finds it highest fulfillment in deeds of service, sharing the 
burdens of others. May we feel this impulsive power of Christ in this Christmas season, and 
know that “if the Son therefore shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed.” 

 


