07.06.25 ~ Pentecost 4 & Independence Day

“Spiritual Freedom”
The United Baptist Church, Annandale, VA

Psalm 82 NV
A psalm of Asaph.

' God presides in the great assembly;
he renders judgment among the “gods”:
2 “How long will you defend the unjust
and show partiality to the wicked?
3 Defend the weak and the fatherless;
uphold the cause of the poor and the oppressed.
4 Rescue the weak and the needy;
deliver them from the hand of the wicked.
> “The ‘gods’ know nothing, they understand nothing.
They walk about in darkness;
all the foundations of the earth are shaken.
6 “I said, “You are “gods”;
you are all sons of the Most High.’
" But you will die like mere mortals;
you will fall like every other ruler.”
8 Rise up, O God, judge the earth,
for all the nations are your inheritance.
Leader: These Are the Words of God.
People: Thanks be to God!

Galatians 5:1, 13-18 NRSVUE
"'For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again
to a yoke of slavery.

3 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 enslaved 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.

The Works of the Flesh
16Live 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.
Leader: These Are God’s Words of Free Will.
All: Thanks be to God!

Please pray with me:
Gracious God, we thank you for the comfort and freedom to worship you here
today, even though we’re in a different space. We ask you to bless our efforts at



repairing the A/C for our Mission Center partners and ourselves. We thank you for
opportunities to minister to others in freedom and compassion. May the words of
your Scriptures be opened to our minds and hearts so that you can guide us through
this message and messenger. May our spiritual freedom become a witness of love
and hospitality within the community. Thank you for your safety, abundant
provision, and miraculous power in all things. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Happy Independence Week! And thank you again for your
flexibility and patience with worship today! It is good to have responsible
teams like our Sandwich Ministry folks who remained mission-focused
while the Fire Department made sure the building was safe. Rest assured,
the responders were prompt and thorough! It was also God’s good
providence to have facilities management people here or on the phone
that Thursday to brainstorm temporary options, like custodial and office
staff, our electrician, church leaders, and retired HVAC consultants. We
put our heads together and got things moving quickly and will have more
information this week. Everyone has been so understanding and praying
with us for solutions. This experience demonstrates how the body of
Christ comes together in love, work, and fellowship.

On Sunday, June 22, we began talking about freedom and the week
of Juneteenth from 1865 in Galveston, Texas where the slaves were
notified that the Civil War had been over for two years and all slaves
were indeed free. We then explored holy freedom that God provides in
his grace and mercy. We touched on superficial freedom in and of the
world as compared to the freedom in Christ who forgave our sins on the
cross because he loved us so dearly. Then we read more about Christ’s
Pentecostal-type of supernatural power in the prison earthquake with the

apostle Paul and Silas, whose chains were broken, and their obedience
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became a witness to the jailer and his household who all became believers
in Jesus Christ! In the middle of all that learning, we came together also
to freely pray, and support loved ones who face serious illness or injury,
and for our country who defended our freedom from aggression and
potential war as we prayed for global weather disasters. Some in our
congregation and staff travelled freely to other states or countries on
vacations or served in missions here and elsewhere.

This Sunday culminates our study of different types of freedom. On
July 4" T hope you celebrated our country’s 249'" anniversary of the
signing of the Declaration of Independence, a hard-won battle of values,
beliefs, life, and death. With the middle east situation, the ongoing
Ukrainian war, and Congressional budget debates, our comfortable
foundations were shaken a bit this month like those mentioned in the
psalm. But our triune God and our personal choices to trust and obey
strengthen our faith at times like these. It is mid-year, so it may be a good
time to reflect and evaluate where your faith stands. Do you feel
spiritually free despite these burdens? Are you spending private, intimate
time with God through prayer, meditation, or Scripture?

Psalm 82 reminds us that it is God who ultimately judges and
punishes us, not humans or leaders. And it is God who prevails in his
desire for us humans no matter the mistakes of leaders. A turn of the
century scholar, Matthew Henry, interprets it this way: “both the
legislative and the executive power of princes is under his [God’s] eye
and his hand.” In the passage, the word for magistrates is used for God’s
chosen leaders and keepers of the peace; but they too can be misled by
sin. Justice 1s God’s alone, but we are instruments of his peace, mission,
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and Kingdom work here on earth. Because of our divine creator and how
we are made, we have a choice to participate in how we live and are led
by others in this world. This psalm warns about social justice needs being
God’s agenda, not a political one. We must meet the needs of our fellow
humans. We must take personal quiet time to reconnect with God’s plan
and re-evaluate from time to time our many blessings and the spiritual
freedoms that we do have because of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Essentially, that 1s what the apostle Paul is saying in the Galatians
passage. Verse 1 of chapter 5 summarizes chapter 4, declaring that Christ
is the great liberator who set believers free from all bondage. He appeals
to the Galatians to stand firm in their faith and that liberty, despite
circumstance or influence. Sounds like good advice for us today. Paul
warns them not to slip back into slavery to the law. Love should replace
the law as it did when Jesus came to earth. A slavery to mutual love was
to be preferred as Christ’s example proved. There had been false teachers
in the area whose information pitted Christ followers against one another.
Where was their unity in the freedom of Christ? Paul saw that the false
teachings scared them, causing them to retreat to the more comfortable
Mosaic Laws. But unity comes from living according to the Spirit,
yielding to the Holy Spirit of Pentecost, to God’s forgiveness, and not
giving in to sinful human nature.

Paul reminds the Galatians and us that there will always be
temptation, but they had, and we have a choice. They were to give up a
rigid love of the law in comfortable conformity and engage intimately
with Jesus, through his Advocate, the Holy Spirit. Sin and human
weakness made humans vulnerable and still do. Christians’ spiritual
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freedom demands love and lives itself out in the freedom to love God first
and then neighbor as oneself. Even loving the unlovable or those who
hate us can be transformative. Being set free from the rules of the Mosaic
law created vulnerability, as it did for our young country of Thirteen
Colonies. Congress couldn’t agree on many things or the exact ways to
live in this new land apart from Great Britain. They did agree on
independence from tyranny and not being told how to run their farms and
businesses or what unfair taxes to pay. They agreed on the fundamentals
and worked out the rest, as we continue to work things out today in our
imperfect union.

We must love our neighbor as ourselves, walk in the spirit not the
flesh, and celebrate the freedoms we do have in this earthly life. Freedom
in Christ means having a new master, a new guide, one that loves us and
loved us enough to die on a cross for our sins and bad choices. Can we
not just get along in that unifying belief and trust, but also serve others in
that same unity with Christ our Savior? That reminder question is one
reason we celebrate communion each month. And we have the choice of
freedom to believe and serve, or to die to sin in judgment. What do you
choose? Amen. ||

Let us pray. Dear Lord, we kneel in spirit, obedience and love, asking
you to help us appreciate our freedoms, both physically and spiritually.
You forgive us when we do not deserve it and transform our hearts to
serve others. Help us to trust more in your freedom and grace. Thank you
for your mercy, protection, and love, reminding us daily that you are a
generous provider. We love and trust you. Help us to share our freedoms
in service every day so that you may change lives. In Jesus’ name, we
pray, Amen.
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