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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

3rd Sunday after Pentecost; June 2nd, 2013 

Galatians 1:1-12 

“For Freedom We Have Been Set Free!” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Last week’s sermon ended on what I considered a very high note 

of grace.  Last week I ended a sermon on the Trinity quoting 

from a sermon by Pope Francis.  The quotation was all over the 

internet, and many declared it was a good day for atheists.  I 

think it was a good day for the church that seeks to embody for 

the world the unconditional love of Christ. 

 

Here again is some of what the Pope said: 

The Lord created us in His image and likeness, and we are 

the image of the Lord, and he does good and all of us have 

this commandment at heart: do good and do not do evil.  

All of us. “But, Father, this is not Catholic!  He cannot do 

good.” Yes, he can...The Lord has redeemed all of us, all 

of us, with the Blood of Christ: all of us, not just Catholics.  

Everyone!  “Father, the atheists?” Even the atheists.  

Everyone!  We must meet one another doing good.  “But I 

don’t believe, Father, I am an atheist!”  But do good: we 

will meet one another there.   

I think Pope Francis was giving voice – a very important voice –  

to the gospel of grace, welcome and inclusion.   

 

It was, however, a statement too radical to let stand.  Shortly 

after the Pope’s sermon a Vatican spokesman clarified the 

Pope’s remarks.  The Rev. Thomas Rosica released a statement 
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quoting a section of the Catechism of the Catholic Church that 

says people who reject the teachings of Jesus Christ cannot 

attain salvation.  The Reverend Rosica went on to say – All 

salvation comes from Christ, the Head, through the Church 

which is his body; hence they cannot be saved who, knowing the 

Church as founded by Christ and necessary for salvation, would 

refuse to enter her or remain in her.   

 

The Vatican felt compelled after the Pope’s sermon to clarify 

that there are conditions on the grace, welcome, and inclusion in 

the family of God. According to the statement released by the 

Vatican a day after the Pope’s sermon, there are conditions that 

must be met in order to be in right relationship with God.  

Grace, in other words, is not free!  Love, in other words, is not 

unconditional!  A welcome into the family of God, in other 

words,  must be earned! 

 

The Vatican is not alone in this thinking.  It is pervasive even in 

Protestant churches.  For many of us, if not most of us, radical 

grace is too repugnant a notion to accept.  For many of us, 

especially those of us in the leadership of our churches, the 

proclamation that God’s grace is absolutely unconditional 

undermines the power and position the church and its clergy 

have in the lives of people.  Our fear is that if God’s love, grace 

and welcome are truly a gift without condition then maybe some 

will decide that there is no reason to come to church much less 

pay money to support the church and pay the preacher.  If God’s 

grace is truly free then maybe the church is unnecessary?  We 

cannot have that idea spreading around; so, we clarify and 
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quantify and put conditions on divine love so we, the 

institutional guardians, will have a perceived control over the 

flow of divine love and therefore create a reason for people to 

give money and resources to the church. 

 

Now, that is a cynical view.  It is true that many in the church 

consider all the rules and practices of the church to be handed 

down from God and a requirement in order to obtain 

justification before God.  Many truly believe this and are only 

seeking to help others come into the fold of the faithful.  But 

whether the reasons for putting conditions on grace are cynical 

or well-meaning, Paul has something to say to the church about 

freedom and grace and welcome in the Spirit of Christ. 

 

You see, this dynamic is pretty much the same one that Paul was 

addressing in his letter to the church in Galatia.  Paul had 

preached the gospel of Jesus Christ as the free gift of grace from 

God, the unconditional love of God, the unearned welcome of 

God into God’s family.  Paul had preached this gospel of grace 

and love and many Gentiles – non-Jews – believed him and 

found new life in the Spirit of Christ by faith.  But then some 

new missionaries came to those churches and started to say that 

Paul’s message of grace was deficient.  The missionaries were 

people who believed that Jesus was the messiah but they also 

believed that the way to right relationship with God required that 

a person become Jewish in practice; for example, these 

missionaries believed that it was required for a man to be 

circumcised if he was going to be in the family of God.  Jesus 

was the messiah, as Paul had preached, according to these 
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missionaries but Jesus did not rescind the requirements of the 

Jewish Law that had been handed down from Moses. 

 

Well, Paul sent to the churches of Galatia a letter, and the letter 

is an angry one.  Paul wants the Galatians to realize that the 

missionaries are perverting the purity of the gospel of grace that 

Jesus embodied for the world.  Paul dispenses with niceties at 

the opening of the letter and gets right into the point.  You can 

almost hear the voice of Paul shaking with emotion as he lays 

out his radical understanding of God’s work in Jesus. 

 

 Listen for the Word of God in Galatians 1:1-12... 

Paul an apostle – sent neither by human commission nor from 

human authorities, but through Jesus Christ and God the 

Father, who raised him from the dead – and all the members of 

God’s family who are with me,  

 To the churches of Galatia:  

 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ, who gave himself for our sins to set us free from 

the present evil age, according to the will of our God and 

Father, to whom be glory forever and ever.  Amen.   

 I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one 

who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a 

different gospel – not that there is another gospel, but there are 

some who are confusing you and want to pervert the gospel of 

Christ.  But even if we or an angel from heaven should proclaim 

to you a gospel contrary to what we proclaimed to you, let that 

one be accursed!  As we have said before, so now I repeat, if 

anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to what you received, 
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let that one be accursed!   

 Am I now seeking human approval, or God’s approval?  Or 

am I trying to please people?  If I were still pleasing people, I 

would not be a servant of Christ.   

 For I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the 

gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of human origin; for I 

did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but I 

received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ.   

 The Word of the Lord. 

 Thanks be to God. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

I suspect you have had – as I have had – those moments in your 

life when you knew you had to speak out about your 

understanding of the truth.  You may have been, as I have been, 

so overwhelmed with what you felt you needed to say that your 

voice shook or your legs were wobbly.  You said what you had 

to say but with fear and trembling because what you were saying 

was not casual or mere politics or esoteric in nature; rather, what 

you had to say felt like life and death in its importance.   

 

I think this is where Paul was with the churches in Galatia – 

what he had to say to them was life or death, it was truth or a 

perversion, it was holy or a sacrilege.  Jesus the Christ came to 

set us free from all that would bind us, including the Law of 

Moses.  Grace comes through faith in the revelation that is Jesus 

the Christ and it is unmerited, without condition, free!  To 

demand anything else in order to secure a person’s place with 

God was, in Paul’s understanding of God in Jesus, a perversion 

of the gospel of love and grace.  Those who were calling the 
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people of the churches of Galatia to follow the practices of 

Judaism and those who were following their lead were following 

a path back into the desert and even back into Egypt; they were 

moving from freedom to slavery and Paul’s voice and the 

passion of his convictions about unconditional love could not be 

silenced.   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

The church, like Paul, at various times in its life has had to rise 

up and speak with a strong voice to address perversions of the 

gospel.  When Martin Luther nailed his ninety-five theses to the 

door of the castle church in Wittenberg in 1517, protesting the 

sale of indulgences, he was confronting the distortion of the 

truth by Christian leaders who had lost sight of the gospel of 

God’s free, unmerited grace.  (It is no coincidence that Luther 

found in Galatians the clearest articulation of Christian 

freedom.) When Karl Barth and members of the Confessing 

Church in Germany drafted the Barmen Declaration in 1934, 

they said no to the Nazis’ usurpation of the church.  In this way, 

they defined the truth of the gospel against a false gospel of 

nationalism and ethnicity.  Likewise, when in 1982 the World 

Alliance of Reformed Churches denounced the acceptance of 

racial apartheid by the Dutch Reformed Church of South 

African as a heresy, they were following Paul’s example of 

pronouncing a curse on a dangerous perversion of the gospel.  If 

the Church is to bear witness to the gospel with integrity in “the 

present evil age,” it must have the courage to make such 

discernments and to speak prophetically against destructive 

teachings that deny the grace of God (Richard B. Hays in The 

New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume XI, page 207). 
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~~~~~~~~ 

We in the church need to make the Word be what the Word of 

Christ truly is – a revelation of God’s unconditional, freely 

given, universal love!  There are no conditions we have to meet, 

no price we have to pay, no group to which we have to belong in 

order to be in the good graces of our Creator!  Christ has 

revealed the absolute, radical freedom of grace, and we have 

been set free to live in freedom not to fall into some new set of 

bars and chains and rules and regulations and practices. 

~~~~~~~~ 

I raised the fear at the beginning of this sermon that if indeed 

God’s love is free, then why go to church, why pay the 

preacher?  Well, I hope it is clear that the reason to go to church 

has nothing to do with earning our place in the family of God – 

Christ has done that for us, praise be!  The reason we go to 

church, the reason it might be a helpful thing to do, is not to 

change God’s mind and heart about us, but to change our minds 

and hearts about God and neighbor.   

 

We come to be transformed  

into the free and beloved children of God  

we already are in the eyes of the One who made us.   

We come to be transformed  

into the free and beloved children of God  

we already are in the eyes of the One who made us  

and to shape our hearts and minds in the direction  

of loving our neighbors as we love ourselves.   

We come to church to claim the freedom that is already ours!   
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All the practices –  

prayers, songs, readings, Eucharist,  

sermons, baptisms, blessings, all of them –  

can be helpful in the pathway to transformation,  

but God does not require them;  

rather, God, I think, has blessed us with  

the church and our faith practices  

as a gift to help us fine our way to God.  

 

But it is not a law of God that we have to be here! 

We are free to come or not come to church;  

our attendance, our absence  

will not change God’s love for us!  

So, let us be free! 

For freedom we have been set free! 

~~~~~~~~ 

Thanks be to God,  

the One who set us free in Christ  

and Sustains us in freedom by the Spirit.  Amen. 
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