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“Independence Day”

Galatians 5:1, 13-14

July 4, 2004


Independence Day, July 4, 1776! A great day in the history of our country! But it’s also important to remember that the days following that first Independence Day for America were not smooth and easy. In fact July 4, 1776 was the beginning of a long, painful struggle to realize the independence we had proclaimed. A lot of men and women died in the fight for independence that followed that day of declaration.

I hope the Iraqi people will be able to celebrate their Independence Day every June 28th from now on. But we and they would be naive to believe that the next months or years will be peaceful ones for them. All factions seem to be happy about the growing independence of Iraq from the United States military, but not all of them are happy for benevolent reasons. Some hope that the United States and our allies will go home leaving the still unstable and weak Iraqi people as a prize to the most powerfully violent. I would love to have our soldiers home, but I would hate to see us leave Iraq in such a fragile condition. Like it or not we are committed to their fight for independence. May God give us the wisdom and fortitude to help the Iraqi people establish a free, independent, and stable society.

Independence is a fine thing! To be able to make your own choices, set your own agenda, go in the way that seems best to you is a good thing. But independence does have consequences doesn’t it. A lot of our kids get their first taste of independence when they leave home for college, or when they are able to afford their first apartment. I remember well that newfound feeling of independence, it felt great.

But you know, it wasn’t long before I began to realize that being independent is not all it’s cracked up to be. Independence brought a lot of changes I had not counted on. Things like having no one to hug me when I needed a lift, or miss me when I wasn’t there. Or having a worldly-wise dad to advise me about how to handle the latest challenge. No more of mom’s good cooking. I had to learn how to do my own dirty laundry at the local coin op. I had to take care of every little thing. I was independent and responsible! I liked the independence but wasn’t crazy about the responsibility.

Independence, the right to choose for ourselves, is a fundamental desire of all human beings. God created us to be free. Or did God create us to be free? If by freedom we mean the privilege to choose for ourselves, then yes God created us to be free. But if by freedom we mean turned loose to do our own thing, independent of God, without responsibility, then the Biblical answer is definitely “No God did not create us to be that kind of free”. 

We don’t have the faculties to be completely independent of our Father in Heaven. We live in a world that by and large operates on a level far beyond our ability to predict or understand. Even our best scientists are only making educated guesses about things as basic as day to day climate changes. Our best financial advisors are only guessing at the way our markets will go. Our health experts are constantly reassessing their wisdom about diet and nutrition. Carbs are in, carbs are out. Eggs in, eggs out. Milk …. Well you know what I mean. There is a lot we don’t know. This world does not rotate on our behalf. We are on it, subject to it, and amazingly fragile in it. We need our Father’s wisdom to properly survive.

The desire for independence is something we all develop. As little children we look to our parents for everything. But there quickly comes a time when we begin to express our desire to do it ourselves, and that desire for independence just grows. A few months ago I tried to buckle my 5-year-old granddaughter Cameron’s seat belt and she got all huffy at me, “Pappaw, I can do it myself”. She was expressing an independence that will grow increasingly wider as she grows older, eventually taking her into adulthood. 

Sometimes the willingness to take responsibility and the desire for independence don’t keep in sync. Our offspring try independence without responsibility. That will always fail as the very mechanics that makes our free society work depend on responsible independence. Sometimes we as parents are forced to lovingly kick the bird out of the nest while at the same time leaving the door open for parental help. In the animal world parents simply abandon their offspring. In the human world that isn’t possible, we will always love them and worry about them.

Along the way that drive for independence will cause our children to question many of the things we have taught them, even their faith in Jesus. That will be troubling for a Christian family, but that expression of independence is good. As the family we can lead our kids to Jesus but we can’t make their profession of faith in Jesus for them, they must establish their own relationship with the Lord born out of their own desire to let him lead them, giving up some of their independence.

In Galatians 5 Paul says, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.” (5:1) Paul is talking about freedom from the killing power of the laws of God. The laws of God have been given to us to show us what God expects from us, and as a perfect guide for living. But the laws of God set the bar so high that it becomes immediately evident that we regularly break some of those laws. Those same laws that are perfect guides for living make it perfectly clear that we are sinners incapable of perfectly keeping God’s laws. The inability to keep God’s laws is a sin against God and the bible says “the wages of sin is death”. (Romans 6:23) So the laws of God are both good news and bad news.

But Paul says that Jesus’ sacrifice has set us free from the consequences of the law that kills. Jesus, God’s perfect Son, died in our place, for our inability to keep God’s laws. So, Paul says, “Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery”. We are free from the consequences of the law, we have life eternal and freedom to express our love for God.

Some would tell you that when Jesus becomes our Lord we no longer are bound by the laws of God, those are Old Testament laws and we are New Testament people. But that is not true, we are not free from the law, nor are we free from the consequences of breaking God’s laws. Jesus said “I have not come to abolish the law but to fulfill them.” (Matthew 5:17)

God’s laws were given to us to keep our focus on God, encourage us to respect our neighbors, and develop in us a godly lifestyle. We are free from the eternal consequences of breaking the law, heaven is our home based on our faith in God’s Son, nothing can change that. In our freedom, if we choose to ignore God’s laws doing our own thing, we will suffer the here and now consequences just as Adam and Eve did. 

It can be really tempting to allow our independence to effect our judgement. Paul said, “You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.”

Christ Jesus died for us so that we could be free of the curse of the law. In Christ Jesus we have the promise of the Holy Spirit to care for us in this life and the gift of adoption into the family of God guaranteeing us a place in heaven with all the saints. We are free to live as we so choose with only the caution that to deviate from God’s law is to risk the consequences of questionable practices. We are free to choose, just as God always wanted for us.

Now, what will you choose? Will you choose, as Adam and Eve chose, to be your own person independent of God? Will you choose to “do life yourself” like a headstrong child? You can, God will not stop you, even though he knows that you don’t have the ability to make the best decisions based on foreknowledge.

Or, the opposite extreme, will you choose to become a servant of the Most High, an obedient son or daughter of God? Will you choose to allow your Father in Heaven to guide your life, becoming completely dependent upon Him? Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does.” (John 5:19) Jesus was completely dependent upon God, was the perfect servant of God.

I suspect that any one of us, no matter how devoted to God, walks somewhere between the two extremes of dependence on God and independence from God. I suspect that the degree of the path we choose to serve God determines the depth to which God can bless our life and use us to bless others.

Paul said, “The entire law is summed up in a single command: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’” That kind of love can never be generated out of a strong independent attitude. To love our neighbor as much as we love our selves demands that we sacrifice our independence for dependence on God’s help.

On this day we celebrate our independence the challenge from God is for us to take another step in our dependence on him, to give him even greater Lordship of our lives. What will you do this day? Amen.
