FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND RELIGIOUS LIBERTY

A young man name Joel Klimkewicz who enlisted in the Marine Corps spent most of his pay on women and drink. Then he came face to face on a ship with an Adventist chaplain.
 His life changed. He became an Adventist and joined our church in October, 2002. At the same time, he re-enlisted in the Corps before anybody bothered to tell him anything about the church’s historic background of non-combatancy. He began studying that, and within four months he said, “I must be non-combatant. I cannot kill other people.” He said, “My church teaches me that all people are children of God, we are all part of the same family, and I cannot go somewhere and kill other members of God’s family.” 

The Marine Corps did not believe that. They court-martialed him. He was convicted and sentenced to seven months in the brig plus loss of all pay and benefits and a bad conduct discharge.

In his closing argument, this is what the prosecutor had to say, “All of us have to give up things for the greater good. We must all not do things we would prefer to do, for the greater good. I for instance, must occasionally give up having breakfast with my children because of my duties to the corps.”

To equate missing breakfast with your children to violating deeply held conscientious belief is an insult to anyone who takes any religion seriously. You are saying that religion is no more important than having breakfast occasionally with your children!

Joel may not have been granted freedom of religious but even in the brig he had religious liberty.
Civil liberty is a product of the Gospel. To demand complete freedom for himself is natural to every man; but to deny to all others the same liberty which he so earnestly desires for himself is just as natural. To the unregenerate person liberty means freedom from authoritative control coupled with the possession of despotic power over all other men.
Freedom to enslave, liberty to exercise the right of might, the gospel of force,—the possession of this only satisfies him. What freedom really is—actual liberty—is alone comprehended by the spiritual man. Before the understanding of this paradox, of freedom through subjection, can enter the mind of man, he must first have talked with God, as did Nicodemus; and, being taught of the Lord, have learned the mystery of regeneration.
If there have been those who unreservedly espoused the cause of civil liberty and human rights, pure and simple, and yet seemed to antagonize Christianity, it was because they unconsciously followed in the steps of Christ. They but needed some one, like another Paul to the Athenians, to preach to them the God whom they ignorantly worshiped. It was not Christianity which they antagonized but the power and authority of a false Christianity which they saw exemplified in the minds, hearts, and lives of their contemporaries. Who will say that the Athenian who knelt at the altar of the unknown god was not nearer to the kingdom of God than the Pharisee, the dust of whose city Paul had shaken from his feet?
From the desire for liberty to its possession is an upward step, but this is the pinnacle. There is but one step from the possession of liberty to the desire for power; this is a downward step. Through ambition the angels fell; by it the covering cherub lost his high estate; how, then, could feeble humanity, whatever its Christian profession, expect to gain by that through which heavenly power was lost? When once the unholy lust for power has entered the heart of the church, Satanic poison has begun its work and that is a fallen church, no less than is Lucifer a fallen angel. When the fallen angel and the fallen church are animated by the same motives,—ambition for power,—they will be kindred spirits, and will work the same works.
Lucifer sought supreme authority, eternal in the heavens. When the spirit of worldly ambition has entered a church it seeks temporal authority supreme on earth. This is but the natural course for human weakness to take, when it has forgotten to subject itself in child-like humility to Divine leading. When the fallen church and the fallen angel have purposes which complement each other and tend to the same end, they become natural allies. But when the church forsakes its Divine Master, it subjects itself to Satan’s leadership, and becomes, with all its power and intelligence, the dupe and the tool of supernatural subtlety. The two will then work together for the same ends,—the supremacy of self, and the subjugation of all else, and will have a common purpose,—to destroy the product of the Gospel, liberty, civil and religious. When a church does this it becomes an ecclesiasticism and no longer the congregation of God.
Religious liberty, freedom from control in religious matters, must have its spring in every individual heart. This liberty is not effected by wholesale measures, but it is an individual affair. All the favorable law that could be thought of might be passed, but that could not bring it. We might get a majority vote, proclaiming freedom of religion, but that would not be it.
Religious liberty comes only from the yielding of the individual mind to the Lord, and from His freedom ruling in the heart. The Lord has made all people free to give themselves to Him. The devil himself cannot prevent us. Although we sold ourselves to him, and though he holds us with an iron chain, and will still control the flesh, yet the conscience and the will God has set in every one eternally free. We can choose, and just as soon as we choose God, we are God’s, because we belong to God. The Lord has bought him. Christ tasted death for every man, and by His blood purchased the right to every soul. Whoever yields himself to obey, his servant he is to whom he obeys. Oh, the breadth and depth of the plan of salvation! The power of this love is that which wins us to Him.
There is a vast difference in the meaning of religious freedom and religious liberty, although they are usually confounded. The term religious freedom, or religious liberty, is commonly used when only liberty or freedom of religion is meant. Thousands of people are zealous workers for freedom of religion, who have not the slightest idea of what religious freedom is, although they make use of the term. Unfortunately, many people who understand and possess religious liberty often make the mistake of applying the term to freedom of religion, the inevitable tendency being to cause others to think that if they have freedom of religion they need nothing more.
Freedom of religion means simply freedom in the exercise of religion. The two countries where it exists in the greatest degree are England and the United States of America. Here every form of religion and non-religion is not simply tolerated, but is absolutely free. It is true that there is an established church in England, but that does not at all interfere with the freedom of other churches. The fact that one body is singled out by the State for attention, does not in England nullify the fact that the others are left alone to do as they please. People are free to congregate wherever they please, provided they do not obstruct the public ways, and hold forth any system of belief or unbelief. Even the worst phases of anarchy may be advocated, and the speakers will not be molested, if they do not attempt to put their theories of murder and destruction into practice.
In some Asian countries freedom of religion is almost unknown, except for the established religion of the country. Those who form the majority, and who have the power in their hands, are very naturally unhindered in the exercise of their religion. That power, however, they use to hinder others in the exercise of a like freedom. Other European countries have freedom of religion in varying degrees. It depends entirely upon the laws of the country, and is a very pleasant thing to have, although it is not in the least degree essential to religious liberty.
Steve freely worshiped in our church every Sabbath morning. No one bothered him when he left home with his family and came to Sabbath-school. He enjoyed freedom of religion. He was very quiet. His wife and daughter were very friendly, but he was troubled. One cloudless night he drove his car out to the Marin headlands and parked. Walked out on the Golden Gate bridge and jumped off. Obviously Steve did not enjoy religious liberty. His soul was trapped in bondage and the only way he thought to freedom was death.

Religious liberty is an individual matter; it is granted only by the Lord Jesus Christ, to every one who believes, and cannot be granted, protected, or taken away by the State. The difference between the two things, religious freedom and freedom of religion is clearly indicated in the following portion of Scripture:—

“Jesus therefore said to those Jews which had believed Him, If ye abide in My Word, then are ye truly My disciples; and ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free. They answered unto Him, We be Abraham’s seed, and have never yet been in bondage to any man; how sayest Thou then, Ye shall be made free? Jesus answered them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Every one that committeth sin is the bondservant of sin. And the bondservant abideth not in the house for ever; the Son abideth for ever. If therefore the Son shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed.” John 8:31-36, R. V.

The Jews possessed freedom of religion. In every city they had synagogues. A long time after this the Apostle James said, “Moses of old hath in every city them that preach him, being read in the synagogue every Sabbath day.” Acts 15:21. Jerusalem abounded in synagogues, and the temple service was carried on with as much freedom as in the days of Solomon. The Jews were free to come up to Jerusalem to worship from every part of the earth, and to return. So when they understood Jesus to imply that they were not free, they resented it.
Jesus did plainly intimate that they were not free, because He said that if they continued in His words they should know the truth, and the truth would make them free. If they had been free already, He could not have spoken of making them free. Then when they indignantly denied that they were in bondage, Jesus said, “Every one that committeth sin is the bondservant of sin.” John 8:34. A bondservant is a slave; those who commit sin are slaves of sin: “We know that the law is spiritual; but I am carnal, sold under sin.” Rom. 7:14. The evidence of this slavery is shown by the statement which describes the condition of every enlightened sinner, “What I would, that do I not; but what I would not, that do I.” Rom. 7:15. “I delight in the law of God after the inward man; but I see another law in my members, warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me into captivity to the law of sin which is in my members.” Rom. 7:22, 23.
It was in this bondage of sin that the Jews were. It is the lot of every one who is not in Christ. Only He can give freedom from it. For we read further in the seventh of Romans, the bitter cry of the man to whom the bondage has become a burden, “O wretched man that I am! who shall deliver me from this body of death?” Rom. 7:24. And the reply immediately comes, “I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord.” Rom. 7:25. And then we have the joyous cry of the emancipated slave, “There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit. For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus hath made me free from the law sin and death.” Rom. 8:1, 2.

Here is religious liberty, of which the apostle says in another place, “Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free.” Gal. 5:1. It is the only real freedom that there is in the world, and especially the only religious freedom; for mark the words of Christ, “If therefore the Son shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed.” John 8:36. Indeed means in fact, in truth, in reality. “Ye shall be really free.” He whom the Son of God makes free is really free.

What then of him whom the Son does not make free?—Evidently he is not really free; he has at best only an apparent freedom. But of what value is it to seem to be free, or to imagine oneself free, when really in bondage?

Mary felt she was trapped in marriage. She was young and wanted the excitement that an affair would bring. She had an alliance with a younger man. Her husband, David, found out about it. He later said, “I would have loved her forever, but since she proved unfaithful she couldn’t be trusted.”

The freedom Mary so much desired proved only a bondage. She was divorced. She went through several relationships. Now in her fifties she wishes she had never made that mistake. The regrets for what might have been haunt her.

There are many different religions in the world, even as there are “gods many and lords many.” But there is only one true religion, even as there is only one true God, and one Lord Jesus Christ. So as there is but one true God, the religion of Jesus Christ, whom He has sent, it is the only true religion.
But it is only the truth that makes us really free. Everything that is not truth makes us slaves. Therefore since the religion of Jesus Christ is the only true religion, it alone can give religious liberty. False religion is incompatible with religious freedom, because “no lie is of the truth,” and only the truth can make us really free. We may have freedom of religion,—freedom to practice every form of false religion, and every perverted form of the religion of Christ, or no religion at all,—but we have no religious liberty. That is something that is found alone in Christ. Without this, the one who boasts of his freedom is simply mistaking the clanking of his chains for the ringing of the bells of liberty.
The Jews possessed freedom of religion, but they had no conception of religious liberty. They had made the service of God a yoke of bondage. Their rulers bound heavy burdens, and grievous to be borne, and laid them on the shoulders of the people, while they would not move them with one of their fingers. Matt. 23:4. But that does not show that only the people were in bondage, and that the rulers were free. The fact that the religious leaders led the people into religious slavery, shows that they themselves knew nothing of religious liberty. No man who knows the freedom which Christ gives can ever impose any sort of bondage on another.
The apostles and the early disciples, on the other hand, did not have freedom of religion. The laws were all against them, and they were forbidden to teach or preach in the name of Jesus. Their assemblies were broken up, their dwellings were entered by armed men, and they were hunted from one city to another. Yet they rejoiced in the most perfect religious liberty, which they offered to their persecutors.
When Paul stood before Festus and Agrippa, he was bound with a chain. He was in bonds for the sake of the religion of Christ. His freedom of religion was cut off. Yet he was absolutely free in the Lord, and with boldness offered freedom in the name of Jesus, to those who held him captive. They were sitting in all the pomp of the Roman State. They were apparently absolutely free, for they could do what they pleased. Yet if they had been not only almost, but altogether such as Paul was, even including his chain, they would have been infinitely more free than they were.
Paul and Silas rejoiced in their religious liberty while their feet were in the stocks; and from their prison cell they proclaimed liberty to their jailer.
They were so free that they could not contain themselves, and they sang songs in the night. Their liberty was religious liberty, a freedom which was theirs even with their bodies in stocks and in prison. And the Lord showed them they were his freedmen also by sending an earthquake and loosening their bonds. But they were no more religiously free after than before. They had religious liberty. They lived amongst an oppressive people, and under pagan and anti-Christian laws, but that did not hinder them from rejoicing in the liberty with which Christ makes men free. What a freedom that was! So free the prison walls could not take away their freedom. That is a freedom greater than can be guaranteed by any government on earth. They were so free that the prison couldn’t contain them.
It is a sad mistake to confound freedom of religion with religious liberty. It is true that even freedom of religion is never granted unless the rulers are influenced, unconsciously in most cases, by the Spirit of Christ; but that is not the end for which Christians are to work. Men may labor with great zeal and untiring energy to secure freedom of religion, and have only a selfish motive in it all. The disciples of Christ have not time to waste in laboring for anything less than the highest results. Suppose they should all unite in working to secure freedom of religion, and should succeed, the work for which Christ sent them into the world would even then remain undone. They would have made little if any progress toward leading men into the religious liberty which is Christ’s one great gift. On the contrary, their labor would have had the tendency to make men rest satisfied with a semblance of freedom, and not the reality. Men may proudly sing,

“Americans never shall be slaves,”

and at the same time be forging the chains of their bondage. 

On the other hand, no one can work for the cause of religious liberty with any selfish motive. He is not seeking anything for himself, because he already possesses everything that he wants, for as He works He sings,

“Thou, O Christ, art all I want,

   More than all in Thee I find.”

He must be in this condition, or else he cannot accomplish anything in the cause of religious liberty. It is the very joyousness of this freedom that has the most influence in winning others to the liberty that is in Christ. The joy of the Lord is his strength.
Then let all Christians give themselves to this grand work. If as one of the side results of their preaching of Christ, rulers are sufficiently influenced by His Spirit to grant freedom of religion, let them thank God for that, and labor in the only work that He has given them to do. Let them hold the standard so high that civil rulers will never get the idea that they can by any possibility confer favors on the cause of Christ, but will understand that it has favors for them. Let it be fearlessly proclaimed that the mightiest king who breaks God’s law is but a slave, while the poorest peasant who through Christ keeps its precept is at liberty, even though he be in a prison cell.
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