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Our New Testament Lesson for today comes from Paul’s letter to the Galatians. A 

few weeks ago, Jeff preached on Galatians and told us that it was a church struggling 

with how to be a community of Christ. Specifically, there were those in the community 

who felt that circumcision, the sign of God’s covenant with Abraham, was necessary to 

be a part of the church. Jesus is the new covenant, and circumcision is no longer 

needed. While that is the dissention Paul is addressing, the struggles of living in 

community still apply to us today. 

 One more note- I often find reading Paul’s letters to be difficult. To help me 

translate between first century and twenty first century, I read the NRSV translation and 

the biblical paraphrase The Message by Eugene Peterson together. I will refer to this 

translation a good bit. 

 

 

Galatians 5:1, 13-25 

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

to a yoke of slavery.  

  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.  
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  Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For what the 

flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; 

for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want. But if 

you are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law. Now the works of the flesh are 

obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, 

anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like 

these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not 

inherit the kingdom of God.  

  By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things. 

And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and 

desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit.  

 

The Bounds of Freedom 

Jo Nygard Owens 

June 26, 2016 

 

Do you know those people who start at the end of a book to know “who done it,” 

or even if the book is good enough to read? Wait, could any of you be one of those 

people? I’ve never really felt the need to skip to the ending first and then read the rest 

of the book. But today, we’re going to do it with the sermon. Because contrary to what 

the Sound of Music tells us in the song, “Do, Re Mi,” sometimes, starting at the very 

beginning isn’t the very best place to start.  

The benefit of knowing the ending before the story or sermon unfolds is that you 

know what clues to look for throughout. The sermon title gives a hint, “The Bounds of 
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Freedom.” But what makes up the bounds of freedom? Freedom isn’t normally 

something we think of as having boundaries. In fact, it seems completely opposite to 

what freedom is. 

According to the Apostle Paul in his letter to the Galatians, love is the bounds of 

freedom. Not the mushy-gushy feeling of love, but the actions that come with self-giving 

love. Verse 14 says, “For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself.’”  
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Eugene Peterson puts it this way in his biblical paraphrase The Message, “It is 

absolutely clear that God has called you to a free life. Just make sure that you don’t use 

this freedom as an excuse to do whatever you want to do and destroy your freedom… If 

you bite and ravage each other, watch out—in no time at all you will be annihilating 

each other, and where will your freedom be then?” 

 

Nelson Mandela, South African freedom-fighter, knew what it meant to be a slave 

to the rule of the minority, and also what it meant to be the leader of a free majority. He 

said, “To be free is not merely to cast off one’s chains, but to live in a way that respects 

and enhances the freedom of others.” That’s what Christian freedom looks like. It’s 

living in a self-giving way instead of a self-serving way. If our actions and choices fit 

within the bounds of love, then we are free. 

And in case we are confused, Paul gives us a list of behaviors that fall outside of 

these bounds in verse 18: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, 

enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, 

carousing, and things like these. 

When 15 examples of living in self-indulgence are strung together, it’s easy to 

glaze over and think they don’t apply. I mean, we’re not sorcerers here. But if we look 

closer, these first century words have definite 21st century applications. 
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Let’s turn to The Message again for a few of these words. Impurity is reworked as 

“a stinking accumulation of mental and emotional garbage.” Yuck.  

Licentiousness is “frenzied and joyless grabs for happiness.” Ouch.  

Idolatry is “trinket gods.” Whoa.  

We could go on with all of the words Paul uses, but we get the idea. Perhaps this 

list applies to all of us more than first glance indicates. 

 To live this way means that we’re not free.  

 

Thankfully, Paul doesn’t dwell there, because, in fact, we are free through Jesus 

Christ. In our freedom, Paul instructs us to live by the Spirit and be free from the law 

and from self-indulgence. “What happens when we live God’s way?” Peterson 

interprets. “God brings gifts into our lives, much the same way that fruit appears in an 

orchard—things like affection for others, exuberance about life, serenity. We develop a 

willingness to stick with things, a sense of compassion in the heart, and a conviction that 

a basic holiness permeates all things and people. We find ourselves involved in loyal 

commitments, not needing to force our way in life, able to marshal and direct our 

energies wisely.”   

Living a free life in the Spirit turns self-indulgence into self-giving. It turns dislike 

of self and others into love for self and others. It turns a life enslaved to the flesh into a 

life freed for love. 
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Because for us, Christ-followers, that’s what the bounds of freedom is: self-giving 

love. And that kind of love, that kind of action, changes things. It doesn’t leave things 

the way they were.  

And our world can use a good dose of self- giving love these days. 

Take Chick-fil-a, for example. You may remember three years ago the COO of the 

company, Dan T. Cathy announced he did not support same-sex marriage and donated 

money to organizations that worked against it. An outcry from the public went up 

against the chain, and they backed off the issue.  
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After the horrific attack on a gay nightclub in Orlando earlier this month, Chick-fil-

a took action. While normally closed on Sundays to allow workers to attend church and 

take sabbath, some employees at one Orlando location came in to prepare food for the 

first responders. Another location fed blood donors. The company saw real human need 

and responded out of self-giving love. 

Columbia Theological Seminary professor Mark Douglas puts it this way, 

“Discerning what God has done in Christ and what Christ has done for us shapes the way 

we love our neighbors, and loving our neighbors helps us see what God has done.”  

I wonder who out of those workers, first responders, and others close to the 

scene found a new neighbor to love and see God in? 

As I was brainstorming illustrations for this sermon, I found it was pretty easy to 

find examples on a grand scale. I mentioned Nelson Mandela earlier, a man who used 

his life to fight for freedom from apartheid in South Africa. We can think of folks like 

Martin Luther King, Ghandi, and Mother Theresa.  

However, most of us in this world do not feel called to use our lives on such a 

grand scale. I wonder what it looks like for us to use our lives this way on a local scale? 

It looks like a retired teacher, volunteering a couple of days each week in an 

elementary school classroom helping Title I kids with their reading. Sadly, she is already 

too late for some of the children, but she is able to foster a spark and make a difference 
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in a few. And those children soak up the time, attention, and praise as if they are a 

parched field in a spring rain shower. 

It looks like the parents who teach their children to be open and honest, polite 

and understanding. To ask questions before passing judgment, especially when they 

encounter someone with differences.  

It looks like the youth who give up their time throughout the school year and in 

the summer to work alongside others in places that look very different from where they 

live. They encounter people and situations that are foreign to them and make them ask 

questions about their own lives. It helps them appreciate all that they do have and not 

ask for too much more. 

It looks like a community of women who have lost their husbands and have 

banded together in a group of fellowship, support, and love. These women share the 

burden of loss with one another, and they check in with each other. No one in this group 

is alone; each one is missed by name when not present. The pain of one is the pain of 

all; and likewise the joy of one is the joy of all. 

It looks like the choices we all make daily, hourly sometimes—to think of 

ourselves first and only, (pause) or to think of others before ourselves.  

Don’t be fooled by thinking this is easy. There’s a reason this letter to the 

Galatians was written—it is just plain hard to live in community. But love as the bounds 

of freedom works two ways. The first way is to show us the space in which to live and 
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move and have our being. The second way is for the community in which we live to have 

a way to pull us back in when we do cross over that bound. Not with force, but with 

love. 

Choosing to be in community with each other means we are accountable to each 

other. We rejoice with those who rejoice; we weep with those who weep. We build 

each other up and encourage each other as part of the body of Christ. So whatever you 

do, may it be done in love. 

Amen.  

 


