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Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your word is truth.  

There have been some who have called Paul’s Letter to the Galatians “the Magna Carta of Christian Liberty.”  The Magna Carta, you remember, being that great English document from the early 1200’s which limited the power of kings, and gave certain rights – certain freedoms – to his subjects.  But Galatians as a Magna Carta?  That might be somewhat misleading.

Oh, the first sentence from our Second Reading might sound like the Magna Carta:  For freedom Christ has set us free.  But the second sentence jolts us to the reality of Christian freedom:  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.
Who would have thought you could have a definition of freedom which includes the word slavery!?!  Christian freedom, you see, is not about personal liberty.  It’s not the Magna Carta, it’s not The Bill of Rights.

Martin Luther knew that.  In one of his most famous writings, The Freedom of a Christian, Luther wrote:

A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.

Don’t you just love paradoxes like that?!?  And that’s the paradoxical nature of Christian freedom:  yes, it is freedom from the power of sin and death; but at the same time it is a freedom for service, a freedom for obedience to God.
For example.  A fish is not free to be a fish unless it remains a slave to water.  A fish cannot say, “I am tired of this watery home.  I’ll make one giant leap and hope I land in a tree.  If I make it, will build a nest and then be like a bird!”  Can’t be done!
Likewise, a bird is not free to be a bird unless it is a slave to the air.  A seed of corn is not free to grow unless it becomes a slave to the soil.  A Christian is not free unless she becomes a slave to God.

Archbishop Thomas Cranmer was the 16th-century author of some of those beautiful Collects – you know, those brief, concise Prayers of the Day that are an important part of our Sunday worship.  Here’s the beginning of one of his prayers:
O God, who art the author of peace and lover of concord, in knowledge of whom standeth our eternal life, whose service is perfect freedom…

Whose service is perfect freedom.  That could well be our theme for today.  

There’s a delightful story that comes from the early days of the Billy Graham Crusades – from a crusade that was held in Los Angeles.  A well-known gangster had been invited to the crusade by a friend who had experienced a conversion there.  Well, this gangster, too, was converted, having been impressed by Christian athletes and businessmen who spoke.

Later that same evening, the new gangster-convert attended a gathering which included some of the key leaders in the Graham organization, and they asked him what he was going to do with his life.  “Well,” he replied, “I guess I’ll be a Christian gangster.”  And he was serious!  Somehow he assumed that Christian freedom would allow him to continue to live his life as he pleased.

Christian freedom is not the license to do “whatever I want,” or to gratify every desire….”as long as I am not hurting anyone,” as our culture so quickly adds.  The freedom which Christ gives is not a freedom for self-indulgence, but a freedom from self for service to God and others.

That’s what distinguishes our Christian freedom from the freedom guaranteed by our American constitution.  In a recent Supreme Court Ruling – Lawrence vs. Texas, 2003 – Justice Kennedy wrote this for the majority:

At the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human life.
A Christian simply does not have that freedom.  Because we are slaves to God, we are then slaves to God’s concept of existence and meaning. The apostle Paul actually called himself “a slave to Christ.”  And that’s what we are, too:  we are slaves, obedient to Jesus Christ.

Now a lot of people in our culture think that’s too confining, too constraining…that such obedience limits our personal growth.  But think about all the cases in which confinement and constraint is really a way to freedom.

For example.  If you have musical aptitude, you may well decide to practice, practice, practice the piano for years.  And that’s a restriction, a limit on your freedom.  There are many other things you won’t be able to do because of the time you invest in practicing.  You’ve deliberately lost your freedom to engage in some things in order to release yourself to a richer kind of freedom to accomplish other things.

Or this example that my own teacher at the University of Iowa, George Forell, liked to use.  If you want to drive down the highway from one town to another, your freedom to take this trip and to arrive safely at your destination depends almost entirely on you being obedient….obedient to the traffic laws.  

Only because people are obedient to the laws which tell us – drive on the right side of the road, pass only on the left, stop for red lights and stop signs – only because of your obedience to the traffic laws do you have the freedom to go where you want to go.  Obedience is not the enemy of your freedom; it is its condition.
Let’s go back to the apostle Paul.  What does Paul say is the Number One constraint on our freedom?  Love!  Do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, Paul writes, but through love become slaves to one another.  

Remember how we said that being a slave to water liberates the fish?  In a similar way, being a slave to love liberates the Christian!  Here I am indebted to Pastor Tim Keller for this insight.  Tim is pastor of Redeemer Church in Manhattan; he wrote this book, The Reason for God.  Tim says, “Love is the most liberating freedom-loss of all.”  
Think about it.  One of the principles of love is that you have to lose independence to attain greater intimacy.  A newspaper reporter was interviewing the French novelist, Francoise Sagan, and in the course of it, he asked, “Then you have had the freedom you wanted?”  And Sagan replied:

Yes.  I was obviously less free when I was in love with someone…but one’s not in love all the time.  Apart from that, I’m free.

Sagan is right:  a love relationship limits your personal options.  But, of course, for a love relationship to be healthy, there must be a mutual loss of independence….a willingness for both partners to submit to the other, for both of them to be slaves to the other.

Given that, at first sight then, a relationship with God, being a slave in love and obedience to God, might seem to be unhealthy.  Surely that relationship will have to be “one way” – God’s way!  After all, God the divine being, has all the power.  I must adjust to God.  There is no way that God could adjust to and serve me.

Oh, really!?!  There is no way that God could adjust and serve you?  While that may seem to be true in other forms of religion, it is not true with the Christian story.  In the most radical way, God has adjusted to us!  In his birth as a human being in Jesus of Nazareth!  In his death on the cross!  Both of which were done for you!  Once you realize how Jesus changed for you and gave himself for you, you aren’t afraid of giving up your freedom and therefore finding your freedom in him.

We need a little English grammar lesson here at the end.  I don’t know about you, but I really had the rules of grammar drilled into me by my 8th grade teacher, E.O. Hillman.  One thing he taught us was the difference between the indicative mood and the imperative mood.

The indicative mood is that form of a verb which represents a thing as a fact.  The indicative mood is the way we Christians state the Gospel:  Jesus Christ died for us!  It is the great good news of God’s grace, of what God has done for us.
The imperative mood is that form of a verb which gives a command.  For example, the Ten Commandments are written in the imperative mood:  Honor your parents, do not kill, etc.
The apostle Paul is a master at combining the indicative and imperative moods – and that’s where our freedom lies!  We see this beautifully in our Galatians passage today.  Remember again:  the indicative is the Gospel, the gift of grace, what God has done for us; the imperative is asking for our obedience.  Here’s Paul:
· Christ has set us free [indicative Gospel]…stand firm therefore and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery to sin [the imperative calling for our obedience].
· You were called to freedom [indicative Gospel]
…but through love become slaves to one another [the imperative calling for our obedience].
· You are led by the Spirit [indicative Gospel]…
do not gratify the desires of the flesh [the imperative calling for our obedience].

· You belong to Christ Jesus [indicative Gospel]…

therefore crucify the flesh with its passions and desires [the imperative calling for our obedience].

M. Scott Peck writes of counseling a woman named Charlene who said about Christianity:  “There’s no room for me in that.  That would be my death!  I don’t want to live for God.  I will not.  I want to live for my own sake.”

Charlene is absolutely right:  to live for God would be her death!  It would be a dying to her self.  That’s what Paul tells us happens in our Baptism.  “Don’t you know,” Paul writes to the Romans, “that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?”  And that is precisely how we have been made free!
George Matheson was a 19th-century Presbyterian preacher in Scotland.  He had wanted to devote himself to a life of biblical scholarship, but his decreasing sight, eventually resulting in blindness, shut off that particular path.  So he devoted himself to preaching and the devotional life….and writing hymns.  
Here’s the first verse of one of his hymns [which we will be singing]:

Make me a captive, Lord, 

And then I shall be free;

Force me to render up my sword, 

And I shall conqueror be.

