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Sermon for Trinity 14
Galatians 5:25-6:5    Psalm 95:1-3    Luke 17:11-19
 Have you ever heard someone talking too loud on their cell phone in public? Suddenly you’re overhearing all the gory details about somebody else’s issues. And we can’t help but guess what the other person on the phone is saying. We fill in the blanks. 

 A comedian named Bob Newhart did this on stage. He’d pretend he was talking to someone on a phone, and you’d easily guess at what was going on. And it was hilarious.

 Paul’s letters are like that: one side of an overheard conversation. We are hearing Paul on his cell phone, so to speak, and we can guess what the other people are saying. They might be in Corinth, or Rome, or his friend Timothy.
 In today’s epistle reading, we overheard what Paul said to the church in Galatia. Paul has been explaining to them, sometimes in a very cranky loud voice, why we’re not saved by keeping religious laws, but by Jesus Christ dying on the cross for our sins. 

 Here is the background to the conversation we’re overhearing: Paul was the first evangelist to preach the gospel of Jesus Christ to Galatia. He made sure they understood just how huge was the impact of Jesus Christ on human life. His death on the cross and his resurrection changed literally everything. Everything.
 Christ has given humanity a new lease on life with God. If we go back to some old religion instead of grasping the new life Christ offers, we totally don’t get it. That’s what the Galatians were tempted to do. That got Paul mad. He tried to tell them what’s at stake. Going back to your old religion is like going back to slavery after you’ve been freed. 
 Many religions try to cut a deal with God. But we just can’t cut a side deal with God. The moment we think we have our own way to get to God, or that we manage how God deals with us, we’ve blown it. Our own ways won’t work. Jesus Christ is the way to God. Forget the other ways. Jesus is the One whom God sent.
 Once we realize that the new life in Christ is creative and exciting like nothing else on earth, we won’t want any other way. “Walk by the Spirit,” Paul says, “then you won’t want to do what your sinful nature craves.”
 But what if we do sin? What if we do backslide? As Paul puts it, “All have sinned.” He’s very inclusive, isn’t he?

 When we overheard Paul talking to the Galatians in today’s lesson, he was telling the church how to deal with backsliders. Here’s a rough translation of what Paul said:

“If you live by the Spirit, then let the Spirit direct your life. 

Let’s not be stuffed shirts, let’s not provoke each other, Let’s not envy each other, as if everything is a competition.”
 “Brothers and sisters, if someone is overtaken by a sin, you who are Spirit-led should gently and humbly help that person get back on the right path. But while you’re at it, keep an eye on yourself, so you won’t sin as well. 

  “Carry each others burdens, and that way you’ll obey the law of Christ. For if one of you thinks, “I’m really somebody,” you’re just kidding yourself. 

  “Pay careful attention to your own work, for then you will get the satisfaction of a job well done, and you won’t need to compare yourself to anyone else.

  “Everybody has to carry their own load.”

 By this point in the conversation, Paul has calmed down. He started with thunder, calling the Galatians foolish, backsliding, and ignorant. He cools off, but he doesn’t suddenly become “anything goes” Paul. 
 Paul was really ticked at people who came and preached a different gospel, after he had been there. The false preachers told the people, “Jesus is fine, but he’s not enough. You have to do this other thing from the other religion.”

 The “other thing” they wanted was circumcision, from the Old Testament law. For Paul, that was a huge step backwards from Christ. What’s more, these false preachers used religion to put people in their place. They said, “Follow our rules, or else!”
 There is a long and dreary history of religions that with strong arm tactics and intimidation. At their worst, they are cults. What Christ offers is not a rule-bound life, but real freedom from within, the freedom of the Holy Spirit.

 We have the freedom of sheep being led by a loving shepherd. False preachers want to herd us into corrals, tightly managed by…guess who? The false preachers!
 Paul is furious with them. He really raises his voice. But he’s equally frustrated with people who cave in, get scared, and back off from salvation in Christ alone.

 Don’t give up your freedom in Christ, Paul says. For freedom he has set you free!

 Of course, there’s a trap here. “Wow,” some people think. “No more rules! Now we can finally have some fun!”
 “Not so fast,” Paul would say. “Do you think you can use your new freedom as a licence for sin?”
 And just so no one can miss what he’s saying, Paul lists sins to avoid: sex without constraints, mindless pleasure seeking, second-rate idols and gods, witchcraft, arguments without end, fits of brutal temper, murderous jealousy, and addictions of every sort, from sex to gambling to drugs.

 Instead, Paul says, here is the fruit of the Spirit: more love, more joy, more peace, more patience, more kindness, more generosity, more faithfulness, more gentleness, more self control. When you want more of Christ, the Holy Spirit does those things in us. Sounds good, doesn’t it? 
   So, let’s not add or subtract from the free gift of salvation in Jesus Christ. Let’s live in the faith and freedom and fullness of life that Christ alone can give us. 
