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Creation itself will be set free from its bondage . . .   

The whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until now.  

And not only creation, but we ourselves groan inwardly  

while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. 

(Romans 8:21-23) 
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This is the third in my Lenten sermon series, Masterpieces, inspired by some of Michelangelo’s 

greatest works of art, Masterpieces guiding us thru Lent. In the two previous messages we’ve 

come from Adam to Moses, from Creation in the Paradise of Eden’s Garden to the Law received 

by Moses on fiery Mt. Sinai.    

 

We began with The Creation of Adam, the most famous of Michelangelo’s paintings on the 

Sistine Chapel ceiling and dedicated on October 31, 1512. Focusing our attention on “The Gap” 

between the extended index fingers of God and Adam, not quite touching, we discovered in this 

Thin Place that innate human awareness that we were not made for this world alone.  

 

Yes, but in the Lenten story that thin Gap becomes a great Gulf.  The Fall into sin is an element 

of the human story which Michelangelo did not leave out of the Sistine Chapel ceiling, depicting 

Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the garden on one of the nine panels.   

 

Now that the Gap has become the Gulf, we look for something to bridge that chasm. Might the 

giving of the Law be that bridge, bringing us back into a close relationship with God? 

 

That’s the question we asked as we moved last Sunday from Adam to Moses, viewing 

Michelangelo’s Moses the Lawgiver, today found in Rome’s Church of St. Peter in Chains. 

Moses is the most prominent Masterpiece among Michelangelo’s sculpture for the tomb of Pope 

Julius II, who died only a few months after he finished the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. He 

completed Moses the Lawgiver in 1515, three years after the Sistine Chapel.   

 

We found Moses’ eyes are ablaze. Descending from Sinai after forty days on the mountain with 

God, he carries the Ten Commandments written on tablets of stone by the finger of God. Moses 

might have imagined that the Law would bring the people back to God, the Torah might be the 

implement to bridge the Gulf separating God from his people.   

 

It is not to be. As he descends he finds that the people have already sinned, fashioning a golden 

calf and worshipping it. Instead of creating a bridge to re-connect God with his creatures, the 



Law has made the Gulf even wider.  Paul confessed this in Romans 7, last week’s text: 

 

For we know that the law is spiritual; but I am of the flesh, sold into slavery under sin.[c] 
15 I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very 

thing I hate.  For I delight in the law of God in my inmost self, 23 but I see another law at 

war with the law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my 

members. 24 Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? 
25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! 

 

Today’s Masterpiece is one of Michelangelo’s unfinished (non-finito) sculptures known as “The 

Atlas,” one of four Michelangelo created which are known as The Prisoners. Each are in a state 

of not being fully released from the 

marble, just as Paul confesses to not 

being fully released from his true nature 

as a sinner. Look at this Atlas in the 

context of Paul’s words and may see 

yourself as a Masterpiece in the making, 

not yet fully formed, still captive to what 

we are by nature, just as Michelangelo’s 

captive is still a block of marble. Ah, but 

look closely and you will see potential, 

promise, even beauty, as we imagine 

what we can become when fashioned by 

the Master’s Hand. 

 

This non-finito Masterpiece is named the 

Atlas for obvious reasons, the caged 

captive a Titan holding the weight of the 

world upon his shoulders, his rib cage 

bulging as he struggles for freedom from 

that which is his very nature.   
 

Despite being unfinished, these Prisoners 

-- now at the Accademia Gallery in 

Florence, Italy – are regarded as some of 

the finest examples of Michelangelo’s 

work, their only partial release from their 

matrix of stone emblematic of the struggle of human persons to free themselves from their basic 

sin nature. Some say Michelangelo deliberately left them incomplete in order to represent the 

eternal struggle of human beings to reckon with their two natures of flesh and spirit. 

 

This, I think, is the very reason our text in Romans 8 speaks so powerfully to Christians, 

especially during Lent. God is not finished with us yet! We are still being fashioned. This is why, 

to many eyes, the rough-hewn Prisoners are more poignant than the polished Moses, our manifest 

imperfections and incompletions providing a glimpse into the human soul.   

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+7&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-28091c


Christians are non-finito, Unfinished, in the process of a sanctification not yet complete. No 

wonder we love this section of Romans, and why this Masterpiece is so compelling, for we know 

ourselves non-finito. We sang earlier, in Charles Wesley’s great hymn, “Love Divine, All Loves 

Excelling,” in the last stanza, “Finish then thy new creation, pure and spotless let us be.  Let us 

see thy great salvation, perfectly restored in thee.  Changed from glory into glory, til in heaven 

we take our place.  Til we cast our crowns before thee, lost in wonder, love, and praise.”   

 

To be sure, if all we had were Romans 7 and Paul’s struggle with his sin nature unable to comply 

with the Law of God, we would not find much hope. At least, not until the last verse, which sets 

the table for Romans 8. “Who shall rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God 

through Jesus Christ our Lord!”  

 

Next comes Romans 8, where hope is abundant.  In Romans 8 the finished Masterpiece is 

envisioned, a promise of full conformity to Christ: “If God is for us, who can be against us?  In 

all these things we are more than conquerors – Atlases we are! – through him who loved us!  I’m 

convinced that neither death, nor life, not angels, nor rulers, nor things present nor things to 

come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 

separate us from the love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord.”    

 

In Christ we find the righteousness needed to bridge the Gulf between God and the sinner.  

Through his sacrifice, nothing will be able to separate us from the love of God. 

 
When we arrive at the end of these forty days of Lent we will find Jesus to be the true Titan, the 

Atlas who fully and completely broke the bonds of sin and death which crushed in around him.  

Laid in the borrowed tomb of Joseph of Arimethea, newly hewn from the rock, will he be there 

forever?   

 

The glory of Easter is that the rock tomb could not hold him, that he broke the bands of sin and 

death and rolled away the rock stone. On Easter morning we will discover God’s Masterpiece of 

redemptive love.   

 

 

 

 
 


