
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 

neighbour as yourself.’ If, however, you bite and devour one another, take care that you are 

not consumed by one another. 

 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. 

Freedom Is Not, “Anything Goes” 

 When my granddaughter was in high school she had the lead in Quabbin High School’s 

musical, “Anything Goes.” Unfortunately I was in China and couldn’t be there to witness her 

triumph but thanks to recording devices, I was able see the production and hear her sing one 

of my favorites. She knocked it out of the park! 

    

                        In olden days, a glimpse of stocking  

        was looked on as something shocking, 

                        but now, God knows, anything goes. 

               

                        Good authors who once knew better words 

                        now only use four letter words 

                         in writing prose, anything goes. 

                    

  Cole Porter’s lyrics were and still are clever and his tunes catchy but his stereotypical 

characters, while amusing, do not stand the test of time. Certain attitudes just don’t age well. 

Doesn’t it seem that every generation believes that things have gone a little too far? Can 

anyone remember the horror of parents when Elvis came on the scene? In today’s more 

permissive climate, Elvis seems pretty tame.  
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 It can appear as if we’ve taken “anything goes,” as permission to do anything we want, 

regardless of the consequences. Some call it freedom but the freedom Paul talks about is not, 

anything goes—it is living into the freedom that Christ calls us to. Mainly, Paul was arguing 

about whether Christian converts needed to become circumcised as required in Jewish law. 

Christian freedom, he insists, is freedom from the requirement of male circumcision, as well 

as from the required keeping of the whole Jewish law. “For in Christ Jesus, neither 

circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only thing that counts is faith 

working through love.” 

 So what does that lived freedom look like? It is not freedom for self-indulgence (usually 

translated from the Greek as “the flesh”). In a confounding paradox, our love calls us “to 

become slaves to one another”. Freedom from the requirements of the law does not 

constitute an “anything goes” freedom; it still has constraints. The constraints are the 

responsibility and commitment to the welfare of others in the community.  

 To be sure, the word “slave” has terribly negative connotations. In the past It was used 

to justify the oppressive system of slavery as “Biblically based.” Elsewhere Paul invokes the 

social reality of slavery to help describe the new life in the new community in Christ. He 

writes, “in the Christian community ‘there is no longer slave or free.’  He also uses the same 

language — recycled, reimagined, repurposed,  to describe the relationship and mutual 

commitment of the members of the community to one another.  

 Paul’s genius is, that at the same time he is refuting, “The Law” as outlined in 

Deuteronomy and Leviticus, he describes in Galatians, the work of faith which is “the only 

thing that counts.” This is precisely the work of the law. Not, of course, law/works such as 

circumcision, food laws, etc., but the ethical core and central command of the law found in  

the verso from Leviticus “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” This love of self and 

neighbor, this being slaves to one another in love, stands opposed to the works of self-

indulgence or “the flesh’.  

 It’s not necessary to repeat them all, only to say, they are those things which harm and 

disrespect oneself and others in the community. Paul considers fornication—sex outside the 

marriage, and licentiousness on an equal plain with anger and dissensions. I’ve always 

wondered why so many faith leaders have chosen to focus more sharply on the negative 

aspects of sexuality rather than reflecting how anger and dissension are far more poisonous 

for the community. Human sexuality is a beautiful gift given to us by our loving Creator.  Such 

a gift should always be treated with care and respect, not to mention joy.  

 Next Paul turns to the Holy Spirit. If the list of the works of the flesh is lengthy with 

many components, there is only one fruit of the Holy Spirit and it is love. As Fred Craddock 

has written,  

  “God’s Holy Spirit … generates a singular fruit—love.  Love is not one    

 ‘virtue’ or  ‘ideal’ among others. It is the mainspring from which unselfish love and   

 care for others makes concrete acts of unselfishness possible”.  
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 This week, millions of people, the vast majority women, were disheartened by the 

Supreme Court decision striking down the previously thought to be settled law, affirming a 

woman’s right to control her own reproductive health. Other millions rejoiced over the 

decision they had long hoped for. Such is the great divide we face as a people.  

 Much has been made about the religion of the justices who voted to overturn Roe v. 

Wade. While I would like to respect their views about the rights of the unborn, I am troubled 

that supporters of the decision appear to care less about the consequences for women who 

for a myriad of reasons may choose not to carry their pregnancies to full term. It was 

especially disheartening to hear one of the judges some months ago, suggest that the 

women who do not wish to keep the child they have carried to full term could just drop the 

infant off at a “safe” place and get on with her life. Here is a person who has put “the law” in 

lower caps above “the Law of Love.” The conflict reminds me of the one in today’s text. 

 Paul was writing to the Galatians about the law of circumcision. It’s important to 

remember that he was writing as one who had previously persecuted followers of Christ 

because he saw them as threats to Judaism. Then he had his conversion experience and 

everything changed. Paul experienced for himself how the law of love that Christ brought to 

the world superseded all the previous laws put together. Not that it became anything goes in 

the name of love, rather it is the freedom from bondage that love brings.  

 Remember too, that Paul was still living his Jewish faith—he was looking to widen the 

circle of Judaism to include the newly baptized followers of Christ. He could see how the 

requirement of circumcision for the new followers was a serious barrier. When he had 

established the community of disciples in Galatia he thought he had established the Law of 

Love in the hearts of the Galatians. But as will happen, there were new leaders in the 

community who felt strongly that traditional Law had to be the foundation of their faith. Thus, 

the conflict between those who had experienced the freedom that love brings and those who 

believed the only way to be in right relationship with God was to rigidly adhere to Mosaic 

Law.  

 What is missing in their argument is believing that God intends for Creation to remain 

static, unchanging. “God is the same, yesterday, today and tomorrow,” those who resist 

change will insist. I couldn’t agree more. However, the world, the Creation set in motion 

billions of years ago is constantly changing. Laws that regulate human behavior down to the 

minute detail may have been necessary for survival thousands of years ago no longer serve 

that purpose. Our Constitution enacted hundreds of years ago at the founding of our nation 

considered “persons who are not free” to count as three-fifths of a person. It was a 

compromise that made it palatable to the founders from the South who held thousands of 

slaves. President Abraham Lincoln issued the  Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863 

but it took a Civil War for that to become a reality. To this day we still see ramifications of 

systemic racism that still pervades much of our nation.   
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 Although white women were not slaves, they also experienced bondage. Those who 

married lost any right to their own property, their own person, their own identity. No wonder 

religion has been a comfort to so many but even there, women were confined to certain 

roles. Leaders could only be men, citing the twelve disciples but discounting the women who 

provided for the needs of Jesus and the disciples “out of their own purse.”  

 All this is to say that as the world around us changes, laws much change also. Imagine 

a world where families had many, many children—children who were needed for labor but 

when times were hard, children were often taken to a train station and left there in the hopes 

that some kind soul would take them in. Children who worked long hours in factories or 

farms. Children who died too young because of disease or malnutrition. Women who died in 

childbirth. This still happens in far too many places in the world.  

 The way to keep the status quo has always been to keep so called, “lesser beings” 

uneducated.  Somehow those so called “lesser beings” have always found ways to get an  

education and with education the ability to imagine a different life. Freedom from bondage 

for women came in the 60’s. The ability to control one’s reproductive health was life 

changing. It caused a seismic shift in the world. Women no longer were faced with the 

difficult choice of giving a baby up for adoption or marrying the father or living with the 

stigma of being an unwed mother with an “illegitimate child. There’s an old saying, “the hand 

that rocks the cradle, rocks the world.” When she no longer had to rock the cradle she did 

rock the world. We began seeing women in roles that previously had been denied them: 

Pastors, lawyers, professors, doctors, chefs, legislators, public safety officers, corporate 

leaders. Becoming a teacher or nurse became an honored professional choice among many 

choices.  

 I love seeing how young men are sharing in the challenges of raising children. On the 

way here I passed a young father cheerfully pushing a stroller down the street. My first 

husband and I had five children and never once did he ever change a diaper. I still vividly 

recall one evening when he woke me out of a sound sleep induced by exhaustion to let me 

know our infant son was crying. 

 We also know there was a downside to freedom. Faced with what seemed to be the 

hypocrisy of church leaders who preached one thing but lived another, many opted out of 

attending church, others decided to let their children make their own decision about faith but 

never gave them the tools with which to make that decision. Still others turned their back on 

faith altogether and entered the anything goes camp. Too many have ended in bondage to 

substance abuse, depression and anger. 

 In this time of extreme turmoil in our nation we have an opportunity to turn the tide. I 

love the United Church of Christ, not only because we stand on the right side of history but 

because we stand for the freedom that Christ’s love brings. Paul understood that this is the 

only freedom that matters—it enables us to love our neighbors and ourselves in a way that 
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build up rather than tears down. Here in Millbury, you can be that voice—how you love one 

another is more important than ever, it can bring about a freedom that endures forever.  

                 

    If I may paraphrase Cole Porter’s lyrics: 

                    We now know that there’s a better way 

                    to live in freedom every day,  

    Not anything goes, 

                    It’s how your love shows. 
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