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For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to 

a yoke of slavery. Listen! I, Paul, am telling you that if you let yourselves be 

circumcised, Christ will be of no benefit to you. Once again I testify to every man who 

lets himself be circumcised that he is obliged to obey the entire law. You who want to 

be justified by the law have cut yourselves off from Christ; you have fallen away from 

grace. For through the Spirit, by faith, we eagerly wait for the hope of 

righteousness. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts 

for anything; the only thing that counts is faith working through love. 

 

For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as 

an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one 

another. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, “You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself.” If, however, you bite and devour one another, take care 

that you are not consumed by one another. (Galatians 5:1-6, 13-15) 

 

* * * * * 
 

This is the Fourth of July weekend, and we all know what that means: 

 

 Fireworks 

 Parades 

 Picnics 

 Summer haircuts 

 Appliance Sales 

 And, for we Michiganders, time up north.   

 

So, faithful remnant, I am glad to see you here this morning. 

 

Inspired by the Fourth, this week I read our nation’s Declaration of Independence. The most 

often quoted words are those that begin the second paragraph: 

 

“FREEDOM AND FAITH” 
Galatians 5:1-6, 13-15 
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We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they 

are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these 

are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.  

 

They are words that still inspire. 

 

Yet, we also know that the view of liberty articulated by our nation’s founders was limited. The 

founding fathers who signed our nation’s Declaration of Independence did not believe that all 

persons were created equal—indigenous persons, African Americans, persons of color were not 

valued as full persons; women were not valued equally as men. And, as a nation, we continue to 

be haunted by this legacy. 

 

As a citizen of this country, for me, the Fourth of July is a day to celebrate the ideals on which 

our nation was founded. It is also a day to recommit to the work, the journey, of making such 

ideals a reality for all. 

 

That we as a nation might always be on a journey, might always have that upon which we can 

improve, is affirmed in the prelude to our Constitution, the purpose of which is declared to be the 

formation of “a more perfect union.”    

 

A more perfect union—not a perfect union or the perfect union. Rather a “more perfect union,” a 

phrase that acknowledges the need for a continual process of reflection, repentance, 

improvement and growth.      

 

As a nation, there is much that we can and should celebrate. At the same time, we can and should 

confess that we’ve had our struggles and will continue to have them, because we are human, and 

our institutions are human, not perfect. And so our calling as citizens, a calling contained in our 

nation’s founding documents themselves, is to work each day to perfect our nation, our life 

together as citizens, our union.   

 

* * * * * 
 

Now, that which is true of our nation is also true of our church. The journey is not complete. 

There is still much about our life together that is not ideal. We are human, and our institutions—

yes, even our churches—are human, not perfect.    

 

The epistles, the letters of the apostles to the early church, function as founding documents for us 

as church. It is to the first Christian churches in Galatia that our scripture for today was 

addressed.   

 

Paul founded the church in Galatia. Paul’s converts in Galatia were Gentiles. They accepted the 

good news of Christ that Paul brought them, they were baptized, and they were alive with the 

Holy Spirit.     

 

At some point after Paul left Galatia, he received word that his work was being undermined by 

Jewish-Christian missionaries. These were not non-Christians trying to get the Galatians to 
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abandon their newfound Christian faith; the conflict Paul addresses in this letter is an intra-

Christian dispute. Disagreements within the church are as old as the church itself.   

 

New teachers had arrived in Galatia and they were teaching a different message than that which 

Paul had taught; this different message emphasized circumcision and obedience to the law of 

Moses. There were new layers of complexity being added to being Christian, to being church.  

 

In his letter back to the churches in Galatia, Paul insists that it is through grace, through God’s 

redeeming act in Jesus Christ, and through this alone—not good works, not ritual observance, 

not the law—that we are reconciled to God, that we know ourselves to be God’s beloved.    

 

Richard Hays, who I knew as an assistant professor of New Testament at Yale Divinity School 

and who recently retired after many years at Duke Divinity school, including a short time as that 

school’s dean, suggests that Galatians 5:1, the first verse of our reading for today, “encapsulates 

the message of the letter in a single powerful slogan.” (Hays 306) Hear that verse again: 

 

For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again 

to a yoke of slavery. 

 

God’s saving act in Jesus Christ is that which saves us, that which sets us free from all that 

would separate us from God. We cannot accept any conditions on it. When we start accepting 

other requirements—Paul’s example being circumcision—we are relying on something other 

than grace, other than God, for our salvation, and we cut ourselves off from the very love God 

extends to us.   

 

Or, to use Paul’s words:  

 

You who want to be justified by the law have cut yourselves off from Christ; you 

have fallen away from grace.  For through the Spirit, by faith, we eagerly wait for 

the hope of righteousness.  For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor 

uncircumcision counts for anything; the only thing that counts is faith 

working through love. 

 

Allow me to quote again from Dr. Hayes:   

 

It takes no great leap of imagination to see how Paul’s comments on the issue of 

circumcision might be applied to other issues that arise from time to time in the 

life of the church. We face an analogous challenge whenever the preaching of the 

gospel is accompanied by some further proviso that says, “of course you must 

trust in God’s grace through Jesus Christ, but if you really want to belong to 

God’s people, you must do one more thing…”   

 

It is the “but” clause that is fatal, no matter what the “one more thing” may be.  

The analogy to the Galatian situation is particularly strong when the “but” clause 

includes some stipulation about national or ethnic identify. Paul is the eternal 

enemy of all efforts to bundle the gospel as part of a package deal that includes 
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additional membership requirements.  All such attempts at bundling turn out to be 

rejections of the grace of God. (Hays 317) 

 

It is no wonder that reformers in every era have gravitated towards Paul’s letter to the Galatians.    

Paul’s letter to the Galatians is a declaration of independence from anything other than grace that 

anyone might claim as necessary for salvation. 

 

* * * * * 
  

And yet, there is always the question that follows: So, if we are free—if we are saved by grace 

alone—does that mean anything goes? If we are free from the law, then what?     

 

Paul instructs, “Do not allow freedom to become a base of operations for the hostile power of the 

Flesh.” Most scholars agree that the latter phrase refers to what Paul understood to be sinful 

power resident in human existence, and not simply desires of the flesh.   

 

So, what are we to do? The advice I expect to hear: “Do not allow freedom to become a base of 

operations for the hostile power of the Flesh. Instead, with all the might you can muster, resist 

sinful desires.” But that is not what Paul says. He says: “Do not allow freedom to become a base 

of operations for the hostile power of the Flesh. Through love, become slaves to one another. For 

the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself.’”    

 

How do we protect our freedom, the freedom of grace, grace alone that saves?    

 

 “Through love, become slaves to one another.”    

 

Slave language and imagery is wrought with peril. Slavery has been called our country’s original 

sin; it is a part of our history that confirms that ours is a nation ever in need of repentance, of 

improving, of becoming more perfect.    

 

At the beginning of our lesson for today, Paul speaks of not submitting to a yoke of slavery. He 

does so to emphasize that nothing, save grace, redeems us; and that nothing, save grace, owns us.  

And now he is saying that how we live in the freedom of grace is to become slaves to one 

another. Not slaves to Christ. Not slaves to God. But slaves to one another.   

 

With this phrase—“slaves to one another”—the concept of slavery is turned on its head. Rather 

than a hierarchical system where some have more worth than others, being slaves to one other 

suggests loving mutual service.    

 

Care. Humility. Equality. Mutuality.   

 

If we need more instruction, if we really need a law, Paul obliges, reminding us: “For the whole 

law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’”   

  

* * * * * 
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This week, I was reminded me of short rhyme, accompanied by hand gestures, that I learned as a 

kid in Sunday School. Perhaps you did, as well. 

 

Here is the church. Here is the Steeple. Open the doors. Here’s all the people. 

 

Let’s do it together… 

 

Here is something that I now notice in the church I learned about as a child. The people are all 

connected. Linked. Mutually bound together. 

 

And they are all reaching out to the world. And this is what else I’ve noticed. In this church I 

learned about as a child with a rhyme and hands intertwined, the people don’t point at each other. 

They can lean on each other. They can support each other. But not point at each other. 

 

Paul is clear: All that would separate us one from another is not meaningful. What separates, 

what divides, what distinguishes—they do not save. In fact, they destroy.     

 

It is community, flowing freely as a fruit of the Spirit, that protects us from those powers that 

demean and destroy us, what Paul calls “the hostile power of the Flesh.” 

 

* * * * * 
 

Here, today, we celebrate the freedom that is grounded in grace.   

 

Here, today, we seek to love one another, to love our neighbors, to be community for each other, 

because this is the calling of those who know freedom in Christ.  

 

Here, today, in this space, we gather as community not at picnic tables, but at God’s table to 

celebrate holy communion—a sacrament, a vehicle of grace.  

 

A church committed to caring for one another, loving each other, welcoming each other— 

without regard for anything save for the freedom to do so that we are given by God as gift. 

 

With the loudest voices in our civil life being those bent on dividing us, our world, our country 

today desperately needs us to be such a church.   

  

Here is the church. Here is the steeple. Open the doors. See all the people…supporting each 

other. Linked. Connected. Caring. 

 

Free, free though the grace of God to care, to love, to support each other, to reach out…   

Free, free through the grace of God to be church for each other. 

Free, free through the grace of God to be church for the world. 

 

Amen.  
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