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Dramatic Scripture Reading 
 
Galatians 3:26-4:31 
 
26 So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, 27 for all of you who were baptized into 
Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 28 There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor 
free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 29 If you belong to Christ, then 
you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise. 

4 What I am saying is that as long as an heir is underage, he is no different from a slave, although he 
owns the whole estate. 2 The heir is subject to guardians and trustees until the time set by his 
father. 3 So also, when we were underage, we were in slavery under the elemental spiritual forces of 
the world. 4 But when the set time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the 
law, 5 to redeem those under the law, that we might receive adoption to sonship. 6 Because you are 
his sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, “Abba, Father.” 7 So 
you are no longer a slave, but God’s child; and since you are his child, God has made you also an 
heir. 
8 Formerly, when you did not know God, you were slaves to those who by nature are not gods. 9 But 
now that you know God—or rather are known by God—how is it that you are turning back to those 
weak and miserable forces? Do you wish to be enslaved by them all over again? 10 You are observing 
special days and months and seasons and years! 11 I fear for you, that somehow I have wasted my 
efforts on you. 
12 I plead with you, brothers and sisters, become like me, for I became like you. You did me no 
wrong. 13 As you know, it was because of an illness that I first preached the gospel to you,14 and even 
though my illness was a trial to you, you did not treat me with contempt or scorn. Instead, you 
welcomed me as if I were an angel of God, as if I were Christ Jesus himself.15 Where, then, is your 
blessing of me now? I can testify that, if you could have done so, you would have torn out your eyes 
and given them to me. 16 Have I now become your enemy by telling you the truth? 
17 Those people are zealous to win you over, but for no good. What they want is to alienate you from 
us, so that you may have zeal for them. 18 It is fine to be zealous, provided the purpose is good, and 
to be so always, not just when I am with you. 19 My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of 
childbirth until Christ is formed in you, 20 how I wish I could be with you now and change my tone, 
because I am perplexed about you! 
21 Tell me, you who want to be under the law, are you not aware of what the law says? 22 For it is 
written that Abraham had two sons, one by the slave woman and the other by the free woman. 23 His 
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son by the slave woman was born according to the flesh, but his son by the free woman was born as 
the result of a divine promise. 
24 These things are being taken figuratively: The women represent two covenants. One covenant is 
from Mount Sinai and bears children who are to be slaves: This is Hagar. 25 Now Hagar stands for 
Mount Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the present city of Jerusalem, because she is in slavery 
with her children. 26 But the Jerusalem that is above is free, and she is our mother. 27 For it is written: 

“Be glad, barren woman, 
    you who never bore a child; 
shout for joy and cry aloud, 
    you who were never in labor; 
because more are the children of the desolate woman 
    than of her who has a husband.” 
 
28 Now you, brothers and sisters, like Isaac, are children of promise. 29 At that time the son born 
according to the flesh persecuted the son born by the power of the Spirit. It is the same now. 30 But 
what does Scripture say? “Get rid of the slave woman and her son, for the slave woman’s son will 
never share in the inheritance with the free woman’s son.” 31 Therefore, brothers and sisters, we are 
not children of the slave woman, but of the free woman. 

Galatians 3:26-4:31 
New International Version (NIV) 

 
Introduction 
 
1. To be “free,” in the broadest sense of the word, is to be able to move in the world without being 

unfairly restricted, imprisoned or enslaved by people, ideologies, or systems. As such, the struggle 
for freedom in the human experience is a never ending struggle. And, depending upon when one 
lives, and where one lives, and who one is, the struggle can be minimal or profoundly difficult.  
 
The United States of America prides itself, and even sings a national anthem that ends with great 
emphasis declaring that we are “the land of the free!”1 Our country’s original idea of “freedom” was 
framed by European ancestral colonizers and politically framed around the problem of being 
governed and taxed by a monarchy across the Atlantic Ocean and without our representation. The 
United States 1776 Declaration of Independence is interesting because, of its complex 1,322 
words that begin “When in the course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to 
dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another and to assume among the 
power of the earth”….etc, etc, And, ends with “And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm 
reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our 
Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.”2 
 
…That amongst all of the words, arguments, and grievances in the declaration--it is what the 
world refers to as “The Immortal Declaration” that is most memorable, compelling, and universal in 
its impact: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and 
the pursuit of Happiness.” This is the most famous part of the Declaration of Independence 

                                                
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Star-Spangled_Banner (Accessed 10-20-17) 
2 https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration-transcript (accessed 10-22-17) 
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because it is the philosophical and theological basis for why the people of the United States could 
demand a more just and representational form of government. And, of course, why we struggle for 
human equality 250 years later as mightily as they did in 1776. 
 

2. 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 
 
3. 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 exist 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.  

 
A. Baptism 
 
1. Immediately before Paul’s immortal declaration he wrote: 
 

26 So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, 27 for all of you who were 
baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  

Galatians 3:26-27. NIV 
 

To Paul and other New Testament writers, Christian baptism was the new sign of the Covenant to 
replace circumcision, the crux of the entire debate with the Judaizers who demanded that all men 
were circumcised in order to be a Christian. As an ancient practice and in our protestant tradition, 
Baptism is considered a sacrament of the Church in that it is an outward sign of an inward and 
invisible grace. The act of baptism includes sharing a personal testimony of faith in Christ and 
being baptized in water as a symbolic commitment to living a life surrendered to Christ. Just as 
Jesus died, was buried, and rose again, so the Christian enters the water symbolizing a life of 
surrender and is raised out of the water representing a life transformed by God into a new life. 

 
2. 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 
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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...”3 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.”4 

 
3. 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 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.5  
 
We will look closely at those texts later in our New Testament shorter letter series. And, this 
speaks to the messiness of freedom in Christ and the crucible of freedom and equality in general. 
The most profound truth statements about freedom often significantly precede actual integrity and 
best ethical practices implied in the meaning of such things as immortal declarations. For 
instance, when Thomas Jefferson wrote, and everyone affirmed, that “All men are created equal” 
he most assuredly did not have women and people of color in mind. Or, even if he did, broader 
society did not because women didn’t even have the right to vote in the United States until 1920, 
144 years after the Declaration of Independence.  

 
4. “Remember your baptism” is an often repeated phrase in the Christian tradition. And, its intent is 

to help us remember the work that God has been doing and is continuing to do in us as we 
continually choose to surrender our lives to God and to live as Christ taught us to live, which 
includes honoring the sacredness of difference in each of us. If we are discouraged by how hard 
the work is, or how poorly equality is going for us, our churches, and for broader society, we are to 
take courage that it is not our work alone, and that the Creator of all things is attending to this and 
will never give up on humans, even if humans give up on God and one another.  

 
The second concept Paul used to reinforce his argument for equality is “adoption.” 
 
B. Adoption 
 

                                                
3 Gordon Fee, Discovering Biblical Equality, “Male and Female in the New Creation” Page 180.  
4 IBID. Page 180.  
5 1 Corinthians 14:33-35; 1 Timothy 2:9-15; Ephesians 5:22-30 
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1. Adoption into the family of God across human difference is an often mentioned idea in the New 
Testament with one of the most famous passages penned by John, the fourth gospel biographer 
of Jesus who wrote in the first chapter: 

 
“…to all who received Jesus Christ, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to 
become children of God—children born not of a natural descent, nor of human decision…but 
born of God” 

John 1:12-13. NIV 
 
Paul’s paragraph on adoption took that idea a level deeper and framed our participation in the 
family of God as a basis for equal standing in the family of God. 

 
4 What I am saying is that as long as an heir is underage, he is no different from a slave, 
although he owns the whole estate. 2 The heir is subject to guardians and trustees until the 
time set by his father. 3 So also, when we were underage, we were in slavery under the 
elemental spiritual forces of the world. 4 But when the set time had fully come, God sent his 
Son, born of a woman, born under the law, 5 to redeem those under the law, that we might 
receive adoption to sonship. 6 Because you are his sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our 
hearts, the Spirit who calls out, “Abba, Father.” 7 So you are no longer a slave, but God’s child; 
and since you are his child, God has made you also an heir. 

Galatians 4:1-7. NIV 
 

Its on the screen here. And, notice that while Paul didn’t true up his argument with his immortal 
declaration to include “sons and daughter of God’ he did make it clear that all who are adopted are 
equal heirs, and not slaves or hired hands. A beautiful concept that is once again, hard to actually 
live out.  

 
2. I have close relatives that adopted a child from an orphanage in Manila, the Capital City of the 

Philippines. The mother described the first days of their adoption as a sequence of unexpected 
events. She went to Manila thinking that she would see the little child and instantly be in love. 
What she experienced was a smelly, scared, and emotionally separated child. On the airplane ride 
home she tried to feed him and hold him to but she was continually confronted with a restless and 
crying child that, even after a bath, continued to smell like the orphanage. Her thoughts screamed 
at her “who is this child on my lap?”.  

 
The sleeplessness, questions, tears, and frustration continued for weeks until one day there was a 
breakthrough. Ironically, it was the child’s essence that brought the breakthrough. The aroma of 
the orphanage never left, but the mother realized that she had fallen in love with the aroma 
because it was a part of the child. Love had been poured into the child hour after hour, day after 
day, and week after week until the child was bonded to the family on every level. The smell that 
originally was offensive to the mother became the aroma of love. 

 
As the child grew in a small and rural part of America, their family has had to face racism that is 
inherent in many rural areas toward brown skinned people. Their family was changed because of 
this. And, had to learn what it means to be Christ followers engaged in the broader societal 
struggle for racial justice. Which ultimately speaks to why Christ followers, in light of their baptism, 
and in light of their adoption, are to lead the way in remembering our humble adoptions, and 
everyone’s equal standing before God and in our common life together.  
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Paul’s final point, and this is the climax of his argument in the Galatian letter, is framed by the concept 
of Covenant.  
 
C. Covenant 
 
1. 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.”6  

 
2. 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! 
 

3. 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.”7 
 
And, in the space of now and not yet, it is the unconditional covenant of God’s grace through 
Christ that is the promise for all of us none-the less. And, because we are First Covenant Church 
and are part of a denominational movement that holds the concept of “covenant” as our highest 
aspiration, the whole idea of covenant is of eminent importance for us as a specific community.  

 
                                                
6 Scot KcKnight, Galatians, NIV Commentary. Page 233. 
7 Philippians 3:12-14.  
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4. In a sermon I preached earlier this year that framed the often fitful conversation about LGBTQ 
equality in the life of Christian community I offered a simple illustration that is helpful here. (By the 
way, if you haven’t listened to, or read that sermon, I would encourage you to do so. All you have 
to do is enter “Dan Collison LGBTQ” into a google search engine and it will come up) Here is a 
framework for understanding the idea of Covenant, and why it is so important to think of when 
reading the Bible while reaching for equality: 

 
As the writer of the New Testament of Hebrews said so profoundly: Jesus, and Jesus’ teachings 
are the basis for all other truths in Scripture.8 Those closest to Jesus, the Apostle’s and their 
writings, interpretations and theologies are the next voice of authority.  

 

 
The Gospel biographers and the Apostle Paul wrote most of the New Testament. But, there are a 
few others as well. Then there are the authors of the Hebrew texts: 

 

 
The Hebrew authors are significantly reframed in the New Testament writings and especially with 
Jesus who often said “you have heard it said…I tell you…”9 It is important to not create 
unnecessary hierarches and pit authors against one another for the purpose of lessening the 
importance of Scripture, and at the same time the diversity of opinions and theologies will 
inevitably drive us to Jesus as pre-eminent. These are the three layers of voices. Then there are 
the three crosscutting levels of import with the first and highest being Christ’s unconditional New 
Covenant.   

 
                                                
8 Hebrews Chapter 1 
9 Matthew 5. 
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Grace and unmerited favor is the basis here. God’s agreement through Christ with humanity is 
clear—and Paul reached for it in today’s text: there is nothing that can separate us from the love 
of Christ.10 Historically speaking, the struggle for equality first began with culture and race, moved 
to female and male, and now is being sorted out with LGBTQ. And, in many ways, regardless of 
how one feels about LGBTQ and what is sin versus what is difference, the entire Christian debate 
should stop here with Covenant. All who confess Christ are under the big tent of God’s love in 
Christ. Period.  
 
The other two levels are important to recognize and grow in as well with “principles” being next. 

 
Principles are comprehensive assumptions such as the Ten Commandments that say “don’t make 
an idol before God” and “don’t covet your neighbors stuff,” and the teachings of Jesus such as 
“love your neighbor and your enemy”, “forgive,” “be generous,” “pray often,” and so forth. Failing to 
keep these principles is like accepting second best, missing out on being our best selves, and 
sometimes just making our lives much worse off. In all cases, though, the Covenant of God’s love 
holds us none-the-less. Then, finally, there are the rules we find in the Bible. 

 
The rules are tricky business. They are prescribed actions. Some very practical. Some bound to 
Hebrew and Early Christian tradition and not relevant for all time. Some based upon personal 
conscience like not eating meat, or avoiding pork. Or like having permission to eat meat and 
including pork. Rules are constantly being evaluated and changed, or given freedom, as 
discernment over time deems them so. Jesus, Paul and other voices disengaged and sometimes 
rebuffed rule keeping religion in favor of Covenant and principles all of the time, including today’s 
Scripture. 

 
 

                                                
10 Romans 8. 
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Conclusion 
 
1. In conclusion, it needs to be said that along with Paul’s immortal declaration and his struggle to 

true up what he was saying with his cultural and early church’s traditions and ethical practices, we 
struggle and will continue to struggle here and now as well. And, myself and the staff and elected 
Leadership of the church ask for grace, as Paul needed grace, even as we hold ourselves 
accountable to get better at the work. A recent example of our toil was mutually discerned at our 
fall leadership retreat.  
 
For those who are here for the first time today, or for those who are either new or not aware—our 
Covenant ordained staff and the Leadership of the church have been in an ongoing dialogue and 
disagreement with some denominational leaders about what historic freedom in Christ and faithful 
dissent means to the ethos of the Covenant. And, specifically in relationship to secondary matters-
-with human sexuality being our primary area of concern. And, by saying “secondary” I don’t mean 
not important, but rather say so with the wide and long sweep of the Christian movement in mind 
and in contrast to primary necessary agreements such as Christology and the six high level 
affirmations that has held the Covenant denomination together since 1885 through intense 
disagreements about baptism and gender roles.  
 
For your general interest, the Covenant denomination was started eleven years after our church 
was organized. And, before our church name became “First Covenant Church, Minneapolis,” we 
were originally named “The Swedish Evangelical Lutheran Mission Church in 1874.” So, we have 
a long, beautiful and storied history of such conversations all along the way in our 142 year old 
history. 
 

2. My previous sermon on Galatians covered the topic, “The religious struggle for freedom” and 
included historic covenant commitments. For here and now I will simply say what has been said 
publically at a special called meeting, and a town hall meeting a few weeks ago, and will be 
continued to be discussed on November 5…is that while we may not all be in the same place, we 
insist that LGBTQ individuals are equals in community and society and some of the elected 
leaders our denomination, and some of the churches of our denomination do not like that. And, in 
fact vehemently disagree with us and would rather have us leave the denomination than stay.  
 
To which I have consistently said, and to this point the leadership of the church has said, “we have 
been Covenant since before the Covenant was a denomination. And, when our denomination 
articulates on its ‘Who We Are’ page that our family of churches are “Evangelical but not 
exclusive, 11 biblical but not doctrinaire, traditional but not rigid and congregational but not 
independent” we are going to expect our inclusion and several other communities across the 
United States like us, at the table of fellowship.12 Just as we extend fellowship to churches who 
think differently than us as well.  
 

3. With that as a backdrop, I need to apologize for a recent situation where myself and First 
Covenant leadership struggled and arguably failed to be at our best in a moment of key decision. 
On September 17 we had a called special meeting to transfer our current line of credit loan from 
National Covenant Properties into our new development partnership with Community Housing 
Development Corporation. Simultaneous to this decision the Leadership was wrestling with the 

                                                
11 There is a lot of struggle with the word “Evangelical” because of how mis-understood it is in today’s religious milieu.  
12 http://www.covchurch.org/who-we-are/ (accessed 10-21-17) 
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best way to bring the congregation into our ongoing dialogue and conflict with elected leaders 
about our inclusive posture.  
 
We deliberated for more than a few hours in a few different meetings as to how to frame the called 
meeting and vote. We wanted to have the congregation vote on the merits of the loan product by 
itself, and yet how can we not but feel some tension our current loan and difference of opinion? 
What to do…And, “Do we open the conversation about the conflict before or after we do the 
official voting?” was our main question. We decided to have the meeting and vote first, then open 
the conversation second after the meeting. The vote passes nearly unanimously, and yet it was 
clear that there were lingering questions in the room by the time the meeting and the conversation 
were over.     
 

4. And, at our fall leadership retreat we processed feedback from the community and realized a few 
things. First, it has always been our intent to be transparent even when we were struggling as 
leaders to know how to frame complex issues. And, second, our planning of the congregational 
meeting did not correctly recognize the need for one issue to inform the other. We just got it 
turned around, and we are sorry.  

 
5. The difficult truth of the matter is that, even when many good and thoughtful people spend hours 

trying to do the right thing, we can miss it. That fact may apply to many areas of work, but 
especially the crucible of equality and its tremendous difficulties. And, I trust that (to use a 
Covenant phrase) we will remain in it together to always get better while we hold ourselves, and 
our broader Covenant elected leaders and families of churches to stay in the struggle as well.  

 
6. I learn so much from Paul. I learn new ways to keep the struggle going and with different energies 

and focuses. Sometimes he misses it and humble admitted that he hadn’t arrived yet. This gives 
me hope that we can not only get through the hardest issues of our day, we have the opportunity 
to grow toward Christ likeness through them as well. 

 
Prayer 
 
God of grace and freedom in Jesus Christ—help us in the mess. Help us to hold the truth bearing 
immortal declarations spoken in various times and especially our Scripture as entrustments to 
become better Christ followers that are sent into the world by Christ to seek a more caring and just 
world. 
 
In Jesus’ name. Amen. 
 
 
Benediction 
 
As our week begins may we remember 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 prejudices, and our religious traditions, in order to create common life together 
as equals in Christian community and in broader society.  
 
Go in Peace. Amen.  


