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Starting Over, Digging Deeper series

You’ll notice that there’s a misprint in your bulletin.  Even as I wrote down today’s sermon title, I wrote “independence” instead of “dependence.”  And I didn’t even notice it when I looked it over before we printed it!  

It’s a tough switch for us to make - to talk about dependence instead of independence.  But being here today is a declaration of dependence.  Worshipping together and honoring God, praying to God – we declare our dependence on God who saves.

This week as I listened to a news report from West Virginia where people were looking at the devastation of their homes and neighborhoods, assessing the damage and loss of homes and belongings, one reporter shared that she had seen church held in a grocery store parking lot after the flood waters subsided.  A man was preaching to a community in grief and shock.  And he said, “We think we have to be strong, but sometimes the strongest we can be is to learn to lean on somebody stronger than us.”
His words were a declaration of dependence - proclaiming the truth about our need for God’s help and hope.  In a culture where we’re taught to be independent, to figure things out on our own, to embrace rugged individualism and in a country where we prize “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” how do we hear the words of Scripture - Moses speaking to the Israelites as God seeks to make a covenant with them and then years later as Paul talks about freedom in Christ?   

Our history and heritage are important.  Tomorrow is Independence Day - 240 years of celebrating our independence as a nation - of being “a free country.”  Some say we celebrate our freedom.  That’s probably a good answer, but when I try to explain freedom to myself, I got stumped.  

The word freedom gets thrown around a lot - especially in an election year.  In these days of the “Brexit,” freedom and independence are in the news.  

The dictionary defines freedom as independence, privilege, the absence of restraint, license.  Liberty was also listed there as freedom from previous restraint.  Those were all okay, but the best definition I found for freedom was this one: not bound.  Freedom is a state of being not bound.

Not bound gave me more images to work with – images of hostages being let out of captivity; images of men, women, and children held in concentration camps coming out of hiding when the Third Reich had fallen; images of people coming out of incarceration.  We hear songs about freedom so often, but freedom is an abstract term.  It must have a more tangible meaning.

We praise our freedom as a nation, and it’s a blessing.  But we have to to consider freedom as part of our faith in Christ.  We must go beyond what history declares freedom to be.  It’s an attractive thought, but it needs definition.  Freedom isn’t just about independence or individual rights.  Freedom doesn’t mean that we don’t make sacrifices.  Scripture offers us an image of true freedom.  

Freedom is a gift – not because of our heritage or status.  Freedom is determined by our actions – not just by who we claim to be.  And Jesus says it’s the knowing the truth that makes us free.  To be a disciple is to believe that Jesus Christ reveals God to us.  We don’t have to guess what God is like because Jesus shows us clearly.  To be a disciple is to find freedom in Christ.  

To be a disciple is to find freedom from sin.  First, we have to admit it – we are sinners, and we need God’s help.  There are limits to what we can do for ourselves.  With God’s help, we’re not bound by sin’s power in our lives, yet we can never overcome sin alone.  It’s another paradox of faith: we must depend solely on God’s grace to find freedom from whatever it is that causes us to do what we know we shouldn’t do or not to do what we should.  It’s not a license to sin or do whatever we want, but a promise of God’s help.          

It’s only by God’s grace that we find true freedom.  By grace, we can overcome our tendency to fall short of what God intends for us.  John Wesley would say that God gave us free will to make choices that determine our present and future.  We rely on God’s grace, but we also have the responsibility to live as grace-filled people.  Freedom in Christ demands sacrifice and constant attention to our spiritual lives.  We’re created to love and serve God.  We’re created to be free to love and serve God.  Sin keeps us from that promise, but there’s freedom in Jesus Christ.  

When we stay in step with the Holy Spirit, we find freedom for loving and serving God.  Paul advises the Galatians – don’t forget the Law that’s written on your hearts.  This law is Jesus’ command to us, too – love your neighbor as yourself.  

Paul encourages them to pay attention to what’s happening in their community.  They’ve fallen prey to teachers who preach that a real relationship with God requires Gentiles to follow Jewish Law.  But Paul explains that God is doing something new.  No one can add to the simple Good News: God sent Jesus to set us free and gave us the Holy Spirit as a sign that we are heirs and children of God.

He couldn’t tolerate people going back to being slaves to the Law.  Jewish and Gentile Christians were together in community; now there was division.  What’s worse – they were rejecting God by trying to earn their salvation through keeping the Law.

Some teachers in Galatia were putting conditions on a relationship with God through faith in Christ.  It was like saying to Gentiles:  “Yes you can have a relationship with God, but first submit to Jewish Law – if you’re a male, then be circumcised.  Then, we can sure of God’s promises for you.”  

Perhaps these teachers thought following the Law was an easy way to be a first-class Christian.  They wanted something tangible – some kind of physical difference to mark believers.  But it was causing them to trust in their own ability to make things right with God rather than trusting in God’s grace.  It was easier to uphold Jewish Law - to have something that they could do - rather than to trust in God’s grace and live by faith.

It would be easier to be able to do something specific to make it right with God, but our faith in Christ isn’t about checklists.  How many of you make lists?  I’ve been a list-maker since I was kid, and I love being able to cross things off and throw the list away when it’s completed.  But a relationship doesn’t work like that.  God’s claim through Paul was that everyone could have a direct relationship with God through Jesus.  It wasn’t about being the right culture anymore.  It was about believing in Jesus.

Physical marks like circumcision don’t matter because God’s acceptance isn’t conditional.  And if we try to make God’s love conditional, then we don’t fully trust in what God has done once and for all in Jesus.  Gentiles are in the family through baptism in Jesus’ name.  And in Jesus Christ, we are free from the burden of the Law.  The Law can’t make us right with God anyway.  For Paul, sin isn’t breaking the Law or failing to uphold the Law.  Sin is being so big in pride that we have no need for grace.

So, Paul says, keep your faith in Jesus.  Stand firm, and don’t go back to how it was before when you were trying to impress God with your checklist.  Why would you want to turn back to how life was before?  God accepts all of us into the family and offers us all a close, intimate relationship.  We are heirs to hope of eternal life.  

Stand firm in the Gospel of Jesus Christ – that God saves us by grace through faith.  We can’t have it both ways.  We can’t earn God’s favor and receive grace.  We can’t trust in both human effort and God’s love – we have to choose one way to live.

The cross shows the truth of our faith.  Christ died for us while we were sinners, and that proves God’s love for us.  There’s not one more thing we have to do.  The only thing that counts, Paul says, is faith expressing itself through love.  What matters is our trust in God’s grace that shows through in acts of love.

So we are free to love.  But to talk about what Paul means by freedom is very different than what we claim as freedom.  For some, freedom means that we have no obligations to anyone or anything beyond ourselves.  Freedom means we can do what we want, whatever feels good.  

But Paul’s idea of freedom isn’t personal liberty.  It’s that idea of “not bound” by Law or sin.  Freedom comes with an obligation to serve God.  Freedom brings a responsibility to serve others.  Freedom means breaking down boundaries that separate and keep us from being together in community.  Freedom is a gift from God that allows us, however diverse we are (and we are!) to come together.  We are not here to please each other or to meet human expectations.  Above all, we are accountable to God.

Today we see our freedom in action when we come to Christ’s table and eat from the same loaf and share the cup.  This is a family meal that reminds us who we are and who we’re called to be – people who talk our faith and walk our faith.  We live in hope and we say together: Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again.  
And this meal is one way God gives us grace.  We receive grace to accept the freedom God gives us to overcome sin and find forgiveness.  We receive grace to express our love for God.  We receive grace through the sacrifice that God made for us in Jesus Christ – and in this sacrifice we find the power to give ourselves for one another.  We do the work of Jesus Christ - in acts of justice, kindness, mercy, and peace.  We show freedom that comes from a relationship with Jesus Christ – not doing as we please, but loving and serving as individuals and as a community saved by grace.

Friends, Jesus welcomes us at the table and is ready to receive us as we are.  May this meal be one more way we declare our dependence on Jesus.  May we live in his freedom today and every day!  

Thanks be to God.  AMEN. 
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