
Sermon Discussion Information 
 
Sermon Series: Galatians: I Want to be Free 
Sermon Title: “The Crucible of Equality” 
Sermon Text: Galatians 3:26-4:31 
Listeners journey: I want my listener to realize that one key outcome of freedom in Christ is the struggle 
for equality to exist across human difference. And, that Christ followers are urged to courageously 
struggle with human prejudice, and our religious traditions, in order to create common life together as 
equals in Christian community and in broader society.  
 
Unique Quotes from Sermon: 
 
More than a few Christian historians and scholars point out that long before Thomas Jefferson and the 
first Continental Congress, 2,000 years ago, it was the Apostle Paul in his letter to the church in the 
Roman province of Galatia that framed an original societal immortal declaration, though at the time it was 
for the Christian church. And, similar to the way the 1776 Immortal Declaration sought to fix the problem 
of representational government and became the launching pad to a different way of forming society, Paul 
had been working to solve the problem of religious and cultural legalism and in the process crafted an 
immortal declaration that launched the Christian movement and arguably broader society in an entirely 
new direction as well. Some think that Paul’s declaration may have been a significant basis for the 
American declaration because how Protestant Christian had great influence at that time, and because 
Paul wrote: “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you 
are all one in Christ Jesus. (Galatians 3:28. NIV) 
 
The primary point that I am making here is that the idea of freedom in Christ developed throughout the 
entire letter of Paul to the Galatians clears that way for equality to exists across human difference. And, 
that Christ followers are urged to courageously struggle with our human prejudices, and our religious 
traditions, in order to create common life together as equals in Christian community and in broader 
society. Today’s Scripture tells us that Paul framed and supported this conclusion through the Christian 
concepts of “Baptism,” “Adoption,” and “Covenant.” Let’s look briefly at each, beginning with baptism.  
 
**  
It needs to be noted that water baptism is a much more inclusive ritualistic practice than male 
circumcision in that women can be recognized as much men in the covenant community. This was a big 
deal in Paul’s time, and a problem for Paul. In fact, some believed Paul to be heretical and wanted Paul 
killed. Why? For sure because he taught that gentile and Jewish culture were equal in standing before 
God. And, also because, as Christian and Pauline scholar, Gordon Fee, puts it: 

 
“…women were subordinated in every way to their husbands as ‘master of the household.’ A typical 
marriage was established by contract, not based on love, and was usually between a man of about thirty 
and a teenage girl who went straight from her father’s household to his and therefore under his protection 
and instruction….”1 Conventional Greek and Jewish tradition co-mingled in an often repeated prayer by 
men: “Blessed are you, O God….that I’m not a brute creature, nor a Gentile, nor a woman.”2 
 
So, for Paul to say that male and female were “one in Christ” was a breathtaking break from convention 
and tradition. And, he didn’t do it in a theological vacuum. Gordon Fee points out in his paper on biblical 
equality that Paul’s highly developed idea of us becoming a “new creation” when we awaken to Christ is 
the wider frame for which we all have equal standing. And, of course between male and female.  

 
Yet, it also needs to be said that Paul must have been working this all out in his own thinking and practice 
while we wrote his immortal statement because in other letters to the Early Churches, Paul did not 

																																																								
1 Gordon Fee, Discovering Biblical Equality, “Male and Female in the New Creation” Page 180.  
2 IBID. Page 180.  



consistently speak of women and men as “one in Christ.” In his letters to the Corinthians and Ephesians, 
and to his protégé’ Timothy, Paul very clearly gave women a lesser standing than men, different specific 
rights than men, and generally promoted women less than men in their createdness.3  
 
** 
After chiding the Galatians for being lured by the legalists and pleading for them to remember his 
personal bond of relationship and community with them…and their original agreements about faith in 
Christ--Paul used a Bible illustration to clarify how God’s Covenant with people frames how Christ 
followers are to frame their relationships with one another. As with Paul’s inconsistency between naming 
women and men as equals and not having that all sorted out across his body of work, here, in his 
application of the Hebrew story of Hagar and Sarah, it is widely accepted by biblical scholars that Paul 
did not follow a core tenant of interpreting Scripture in his illustration, leaving the reader wondering about 
a few problems raised in his assumptions and application. 

 
The historic and traditional pattern for interpreting Scripture is to begin with discovering the meaning of 
the text in its context and then to proceed to its application in our context, if it is the kind of text that can in 
fact be applied to our context. And, to quote New Testament scholar Scot McKnight: “But this is exactly 
what Paul is not doing. The original context is neglected for, so far as we know, the original Sarah and 
Hagar did not stand for covenants.”4  

 
Even more, one can take offense at the fact that Paul showed no concern for the unjust power dynamics 
between Abraham and Sarah and Hagar who was Sarah’s slave that was forced to have sex with 
Abraham, and bear children for Abraham, because Abraham and Sarah lacked the faith to wait on God 
for their promise of a son to be fulfilled. The original Hebrew text also speaks to God being very 
concerned for Hagar and her son, and the abuse that she experienced at the hands of Sarah and who 
nearly died in the desert because she and her son were forced to leave the community by Abraham. 

 
I could go on and on about this important Hebrew story and context that Paul simply said “take this 
figuratively” and then painted a picture of covenant with a very wide brush and even with dualistic 
tendencies between Arabs and Jews, that might have actually encouraged cultural bias amidst culturally 
Jewish Christ followers at that time! 

 
This is where Christ followers look at this and say, “what a mess.” And yet, a mess that gives us insight 
because this is how the work of equality goes. And, when we see these inconsistencies in early Christ 
followers and Paul, we learn that equality is an ongoing work that Paul had not achieved, but was 
working toward. No wonder he said in a more humble example of his writing, and to the church in 
Philippi: “I have not yet obtained being as much like the resurrected Christ as I should…but, I will leave 
what is behind me and strain toward the future.”5 

 
 
Three Discussion Questions: 
 

1. How have you experiencing the crucible of equality in your life? (Personal sharing) 
 

2. Of the three points of focus: baptism, adoption, and covenant, which resonate with you the most? 
(Exploring the text) 

 
3. What are some ways (Direct application) 

																																																								
3 1 Corinthians 14:33-35; 1 Timothy 2:9-15; Ephesians 5:22-30 
4 Scot KcKnight, Galatians, NIV Commentary. Page 233. 
5 Philippians 3:12-14.  


