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“For freedom Christ has set us free.  Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of 
slavery.”  Galatians 45:1 

 
 The movie “Saving Private Ryan”, starring Tom Hanks and Matt Damon, tells the story 
of an American army unit sent out after the D-Day invasion to search for and bring home Private 
James Ryan because the army has discovered he’s the sole survivor of four brothers killed in the 
Normandy Invasion.   All but two eight the rescue soldiers are lost while Ryan is saved.  In his 
dying moments on the battlefield, one of them, Ryan’s rescuer, Captain John Miller whispers to 
Private Ryan, “earn this!” 
 
 For the rest of his life Ryan seeks to do that, He is haunted and spurred on by the costly 
sacrifice made for his life.  In the final scene 75-year-old Ryan is kneeling in front of the grave 
of his beloved rescuer.  With tears in his eyes Ryan turns to his wife and says, “Tell me I’ve led a 
good life.”  Ryan’s wife replies, “What?”  “Tell me I’m a good man.”  She affirms softly, “You 
are.”   
 
 It is a question we all ask at some time or another as we look back on our life, “Have we 
lived a good life?  Have we been a good person?”  We ask this as we consider the sacrifices 
others have made for us, our parents, our friends, our employers, those patricians and plowmen 
and pioneer women who formed this nation, fighting to make it a reality, then on July 4, 1776 
those members of the Continental Congress declare the 13 colonies of Britain to be the United 
States of America a free and independent nation, a democracy, concluding with that famous 
exclamation --- 
 

“And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the Protection of Divine 
Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred 
Honor.” 

 
As Christians we rely on the costly core sacrifice God has made for us in sending Jesus 

Christ, his only Son, our Lord, who made the ultimate sacrifice for us on the cross. 
 
Now Paul writes the Christians in Galatia this fiery letter rebuking them for forgetting all 

that, the freedom that Christ has won them, and its cost and falling back into old patterns of the 
Old Law.   He excoriates them saying, “You foolish Galatians!  Who has bewitched you?  It was 
before your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly exhibited as crucified?  Are you so foolish?  
Having started with the Spirit, are you now ending with the flesh?”i   

 
For them the issue is requiring circumcision, that intimate physical mark mandated by the 

Old Law.  Something about which Paul is essentially indifferent, as he writes “For in Christ 
neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only thing that counts is faith 
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working through love.”  Yet it is something which he criticizes them for now requiring’ because 
you see circumcision is here for the Galatians a symbol of rejecting the freedom that has been 
won for them on the cross and putting back on a yoke, a sign of slavery.  Paul declares, drawing 
on the story of Abraham and his son by the slave maid Hagar, Ismael and his son by his wife 
Sarah, Isaac. 
 

I 
“So, then friends, we are children, not of the slave but of the free woman.  For freedom 

Christ has set us free.  Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.”  It is 
a call for us to hear and heed as followers of Jesus and as citizens of a great nation.   

 
For most of us that nation is these United States of America.  For Nicholas Okai our great 

member, deacon and friend, it is Ghana.  Now obviously we do not require U.S. citizenship to be 
a member of South Highland Presbyterian Church. We love our country. But we are citizens of a 
higher Kingdom, the Kingdom of God.  In this Kingdom all are welcome, and to this Kingdom 
all are called to offer our ultimate loyalty, to God alone.  Living up to the saying on our money, 
“In God We Trust.”   
 
 God has made us free people, his children in Jesus Christ at great cost.  Yet we so readily 
allow our freedom to degenerate into a yoke of slavery as we, in practice, place our trust in other 
things and values and people.  We descend into a form of slavery once again, putting on a 
suffocating yoke.    
 
 We do this in our faith, and we do it in our citizenship.  As we come to the 246th 
anniversary of this nation’s birth, the oldest democracy on Earth we look across the landscape of 
a great nation that is in trouble.  Our Democracy is at risk.  The news shouts out to us of so many 
places of brokenness; racial inequality, the abortion issue, mass shootings, now in churches right 
here in our community, polarization of our politics, tribalization of our groups, withdrawing into 
little clusters, silos, all separate, the CNN and MSNBC bunch, the Fox News bunch.   Always 
only talking to or listening, mostly talking, our little group rarely talking or listening to those 
who do not share our particular convictions and prejudices.   And for those of us who are 
Christians, Jesus followers, too often practicing only a thin veneer of Christian living.   
 
 What are we here for? 
 The Westminster Catechism begins, “Our chief end is to glorify God and enjoy him 
forever.” 
 
 A fellow Jesuit, eulogizing St. Ignatus Loyola, said, “The aim of life is not to gain a place 
in the sun, but to lose ourselves in the glory of God.”  Our call is to be faithful not successful.”ii   
 

My friend, former housemate, and the former Governor of Tennessee, Bill Haslam, writes 
in his recent book Faithful Presence, The Promise and the Peril of Faith in the Public Square,  
 

“My experience after 45 years of trying to follow God is that doing things his way is 
more fruitful and productive than following my own strategy for success.” iii 
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My reason for being in the public square was my desire to be faithful to what I thought 
God was leading me to do.  Our best public servants are those who are there to serve.”iv 
 
It is my hope that Christians in being faithful to the role God has called us to will become 
people who help heal the political differences that are ripping our country apart.”v 
The more I have seen of our problems, particularly the ones that seem the most 
intractable, the more convinced I am that acting justly, loving mercy, and walking 
humbly are our only hope for real change.”vi 

 
  

II 
 Instead of falling back into slavery, God calls us through Isaiah to embrace and live in 
real Christian freedom, extending justice, mercy and compassion.  “To let the oppressed, go free, 
and to break every yoke”vii “To share your bread with the hungry and bring the homeless poor 
into your house.  Paul reminds us if you remove the yoke from among you – then you shall be 
called the repairer of the breach.” The restorer of streets to live 
 

“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.’”viii 

 
Instead of falling back into old patterns of slavery under the Old Law, Paul calls us to live 

the new life with Christ in and with us, not a lazy, flabby, flagrant, loose, libertine life, but a 
good life, a moral life, a compassionate, complete life as justified people through the power of 
God’s Spirit.  Only then we are truly free.   

 
You see, we all are slaves to something.  We all wear a yoke, as the image of an ox’s 

yoke that enables the farmer to guide his animals to plow the field of something.  The question 
is, to whom or to what are we yoked?  When we are genuinely wearing the Yoke of Christ we 
are then, and only then, truly free.   When we are open to receiving the Heart of Christ, and 
experience him as A Tender Friend, we find full freedom because we are Yoked to the one who 
descended all the way down and ascended all the way up for us. 

 
Remember the lines from the old hymn, 
 
“The dearest Idol I have known, what err that Idol be,  
Help me to tear it from thy Throne, And worship only Thee.”ix 
 
 

 
 Are you yoked to a false God?   Are you yoked most closely to a little tribe, a little 
special interest group, a little bad habit, or addiction, rather than the vast Family of God, living 
free as servants of Christ and citizens of his higher Kingdom? Even patriotism can become a 
false god.  Rightful love for country, which is good, can devolve to an ugly angry exclusive 
prideful nationalism.   Do we recognize and participate in the vast family of Christ throughout 
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the whole world? “In Christ there is no east or west, in Him nor south or north. But one great 
fellowship of love, throughout the whole Earth.” How big is our neighborhood? 
 

  John Calvin wrote,  
 

“Christ has shown us in the Parable of the Samaritan that the term ‘neighbor’ includes the 
most remote person… I say we must embrace the whole human race without exception in 
a single feeling of love.” 

 
III 

 Let me tell you about two discoveries I made a week ago in Nashville.  As many of you 
know we had gone up for the celebration of Gayle’s Dad, Winfield’s 95th birthday.  And that was 
such a joy to have all the kids and grandkids together with Gayle’s parents.  But ahead of that on 
Thursday I gathered with several Hurley cousins at the home of a cousin by marriage, Jeannine 
Hurley.  She is the widow of one of my Dad’s first cousins.  We got together to learn about our 
family history.  You see, Jeannine who recently turned 90 has done an amazing amount of family 
genealogy and historical research.  She put together and shared with us a scrap book about 5 
inches thick of Hurley family history.   Here are two things I learned, one of which I am proud, 
and one of which I am horrified by and ashamed of.   
 
 I am proud to know that my distant relative Moses Hurley fought in the American 
Revolution, in 1776 serving in the Anson County, North Carolina Revolutionary War Militia, the 
Light Horse and Independent Company.   I can now become a member of the Sons of the 
Revolution! 
 
 But I am horrified to know that another Moses Hurley, grandson of the Revolutionary 
War Moses, 64 years later was a slave owner.  Here is a portion of a deed recording a sale near 
Dyersburg, Tennessee, to him and two partners on May 11, 1840. 
 

“I Charles M. Smith, of the county and State of Tennessee for the sum of one dollar to me 
in hand paid, and other consideration hereinafter set, hath bargained and sold and by 
these presents doth convey unto John Payne, Moses Hurley and Henry Welch of the same 
County and State, Two Negro boys one aged about fourteen years named Lewis, the other 
aged ten named Peter, slaves for life to have and to hold and their heirs.   

 
 That ugly revelation, that inconvenient truth, brought home to me both the hope and the 
horror that I now know are part my own family history.   Moses the Liberator. Moses the 
Oppressor. The one Moses Hurley who helped free our fledgling nation from the tyranny 
England was visiting upon them.  The other Moses Hurley – who otherwise seemed to have been 
an upstanding citizen, businessman and Presbyterian bought and held two human beings created 
in the image and likeness of God, Lewis and Peter, as “slaves for life to have and to hold.”  I 
have pondered those two and what became of them. Lewis and Peter    would have been in their 
mid-30’s at the time of the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation.  I wonder- Did they live to 
see it?  Did they experience freedom? Did they die as slaves?  
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 We all have a mixed heritage. Check yours out on Ancestor.com. We all have a mixed 
inner person.  The question is, which person will we feed. Will we hold fast to our freedom in 
Christ, or will we fall back into our own particular yoke of slavery?  The difference comes 
through Paul’s admonition- “Through love become slaves to one another.”  And through Jesus’ 
great commandment, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”     
 
 Peter Gomes, University Pastor at Harvard wrote,  
 

“For it is through our lives, our patience, our labor, and our love in a world easily content 
without God, that God will be known and served; indeed, the Acts of God become the 
Actions of men and women who know and love him, and who seek to serve him. “x 
 
“Friends, we are children, not of the slave but of the free woman.  For freedom Christ has 
set us free.  Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.” 
 
 
Amen.  

  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i Galatians 3:1,3 
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v Haslam, ibid. p.11 
vi Haslam, ibid. p. 167 
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x Peter Gomes, Sermons, “Are You Playing Favorites?   p.4 

                                                      


