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Romans 6:12-end 
 

Our second lesson for today, from the epistle to the Romans, reveals Paul’s thinking at its most convoluted.  

Just as he appears to promise an explanation, he slides away from his original point and answers a question 

that no-one appears to have asked!  It is, however, worth persevering with the text, because Paul is attempting 

to address a big question that life and faith throw up. 

 

For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace.  What then?  Should we 

sin because we are not under law but under grace? By no means! says Paul.  At one level this seems laughable, 

what believer would ever think such a thing? - That because the grace of God covers the sins of all those saved 

by faith we can live our lives in as wayward a way as we like with no repercussions?  But it is a fact that 

throughout the history of the church many professed believers have slipped into just this thought, and thought 

has led to action of an entirely reprehensible kind.  It was his encounter with the hedonistic goings on in 

Christian Rome, based on just such thinking, that led to my hero Pelagius (the British or Irish monk who had 

gone there for the first time in the early fourth century) to denounce such theology.  That led him into direct 

conflict with Augustine of Hippo and resulted in Pelagius being denounced as a heretic, but the fact remains, 

that he was drawing attention to lives lived riotously under a pretend cover of Divine Grace. 

 

Dietrich Boenhoffer, the German theologian, killed by the Nazis towards the end of the Second World War, 

railed against this sort of understanding, of what he called ‘Cheap grace’:  Cheap grace is the grace we bestow 

on ourselves. Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without 

church discipline, Communion without confession...Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without 

the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate. 

 

Boenhoffer makes clear how insidious this sort of thinking can be.  I hesitate to share his remarks with you 

lest you apply his thoughts to any sermon you may have heard me preach (and I am conscious how different 

these written texts of the past few months are from what I might have said in a sermon preached, on the same 

texts, in church).  However that may be, I do think we see this sort of self-justification going on all the time; 

the idea that people who would generally see themselves as good and generous realising some little peccadillo, 

or some unfortunate trait of character, has somehow slipped under their radar but they have ‘got away with it’.  

(Although, dear Lord, I am a sinner, I have done no major crime, and I’ll go to evening service, when so’er I 

have the time, as the lady muses in Westminster Abbey in Betjeman’s poem.)  Sometimes there is a general 

collusion in this, and whole societies, purportedly Christian, can find themselves living in a way that, viewed 

from outside, seems profoundly unchristian.  I was shocked, when on holiday in Cologne a year or two ago, to 

see, in a museum portraying the history of the city under Nazism, a photograph of an art deco church hall with 

a statue of Martin Luther at one side of the main entrance and an SS storm trooper at the other side.  By what 

twisted logic could that have been thought appropriate? – by the logic of ‘approving what is approved of’ I 

suppose.  My indignation over that image has been challenged in recent weeks by my response to the toppling 

of the Colston statue in Bristol in connection with the Black Lives Matter demonstrations.  I don’t approve of 

mobs tearing down statues, but I cannot think myself into the mind-set that ever imagined that slavery was an 

acceptable feature of social organisation.  Nor am I very comfortable with the fact that the Colston statue was 

erected, almost two centuries after his death, not as a demonstration of public affection for a benefactor, but 

by a group of prominent Bristol business men keen to exalt the virtues of private philanthropy rather than 

advancing the enfranchisement of the lower orders. 

 

When we consider the sort of world we want to live in once we can shake off the terrible effects of Covid-19 

we need to be honest with ourselves and be clear that we are not lingering in the shadows of thinking that 

Divine Grace will give us a free pass to eternal bliss without any consideration of our motivation.  Only then 

can we hope to see what a world could be made! 

Clive Lemmon 


