June 27, 2004
Galatians 5:1, 13-25
Fourth Sunday



After Pentecost (C)


Using Your Freedom

Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father through His Son Jesus Christ.  The Word of God which calls for our attention is the Epistle reading.

What would happen if you could do whatever you wanted.  You would have absolute freedom.  How would you exercise that freedom?

This is the underlying question in the movie “Bruce Almighty.”  Before I go any further, I want to say this IS a Hollywood movie.  It doesn’t present great theology, but the story fits our text.

Bruce Nolan is a TV reporter in Buffalo.  He gets the stories that don’t get airtime.  He gets overlooked for a promotion.  He loses his cool and then his job.  He thinks God is picking on him.

The next day, Bruce has a job interview.  There he gets a face-to-face encounter with God.  God looks at the last record in Bruce’s file.  Bruce had demanded that God be fired.  God confronts Bruce about his whining.  He has a way to set Bruce straight.  He has a job for Bruce if he’s willing to take it.  It’s not just any job.  Nope.  It’s His job.  All of God’s power to see if Bruce could do any better.

Bruce claimed that an almighty God should be able to fix everything in five minutes.  Now Bruce had the power.  He had the freedom to exercise it any way he wanted.

You and I have the freedom to do whatever we want as well.  No.  We haven’t had a face-to-face encounter with God.  God hasn’t bestowed His omnipotent power on any of us like in the movie.  No.  We have something greater.  We poor, miserable sinners have the assurance of the forgiveness of our sins.

Paul drives this point home to the Galatians.  Paul wrote this epistle to a group of churches struggling with their religion.  There were Jewish Christians who were telling their Gentile brothers and sisters in Christ that to be REAL Christians they had to obey the Mosaic law.  They said, “Be circumcised.  Worship on the Sabbath.  Don’t eat pork.  These things will make you REAL Christians.”

Don’t we face the same things today?  Many Christians say there are things you need to do to be able to count yourself as a REAL Christian.  Tithe.  Speak in tongues.  Vote Republican.  Read your Catechism daily.  Lose weight the Christian way.

St. Paul tells the Galatians (and us), “Don’t listen to them.  If anyone tells you that you have to prove your Christianity, they’re lying to you.  It’s what Jesus did that makes you a Christian.  Jesus lived for you.  Jesus died for you.  Jesus rose for you.  Jesus kept the rules for you.  YOU don’t have to do anything.  You are free!!”

This means you are free to live however you want.  But how do you exercise that freedom?  Two possibilities:  indulge yourself or serve others.

Paul warns us about indulging ourselves.  “The acts of the sinful nature are obvious:  sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissentions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies and the like.  I warn you as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.”

Bruce decides to indulge his flesh first.  He decides to do what feels good at the moment.  And boy does it!  After testing his power, he declares himself Bruce Almighty.  “MY WILL BE DONE!!!”

Now he can do whatever he wants.  Bruce uses his freedom to give his life a much needed U-turn.  He sets everything so that it’s going his way.

After a week, God decides to check in on Bruce.  Bruce now has the life he thinks he deserves.  Since Bruce was feeling on top of the world, God brought him to the top of the world.  THE top of Mount Everest.  (After all, Bruce might as well feel at home while he’s talking to God.)  What had Bruce done for others?  Nothing.  Unanswered prayers are being to pile up.  They’re beginning to invade his head.  Not a problem.  Bruce sits down at his computer and downloads the prayers into his Yahweh! Email account.  No more voices in his head.

The prayers continue to mount.  Bruce finds the beloved “Answer All” button.  With a click of the mouse, he answers “Yes” to every incoming prayer.  Chaos takes over.  

Here’s a good parallel. You pray for the Cardinals to win the World Series this year and your neighbor prays for the Cubs to win this year.  Yes to both prayers would be absolute chaos.

During the chaos, Bruce’s life goes from the penthouse to the outhouse.  His girlfriend Grace leaves him.  She catches him making out with his attractive co-anchor.  Bruce is starting to feel the consequences of his actions now.  Indulging his own desires isn’t fun anymore.  He tries to win her back through his divine power.  But divine power can’t change her freedom.  She’s free to not forgive him.  Bruce had become so enamored by his freedom that he had become a slave to it.

Are we like that?  Do we abuse the freedom we have as forgiven people?  Do we become slaves to our flesh’s sinful desires?  Do those desires control how we live?  Most of us would agree with Bruce that indulging our flesh is fun—at first.  However, we end up becoming slaves to sin.  The very thing our Lord has freed us from.

We place our jobs as the priorities in our lives.  We work for things that will make us happier.  We love those we want to be loved by.  The rest can go … well, you know.  We want what our neighbors have.  Their house.  Their cars.  Their children.  We blow up when things don’t go our way.  We want to achieve our goals, even if that means others can’t achieve theirs.

We indulge our desires for food, alcohol and sex.  Anything we think will make us happy.  Then we wonder where middle school kids get the idea for the outrageous orgies we hear about in the news.

Maybe you’re an exception.  Maybe you’ve never overindulged in food.  Maybe you’ve never had a drop of alcohol outside communion.  Maybe you saved (or are saving) sex for marriage.  Maybe you don’t watch movies with blatant sexual themes.

You can’t label yourself an exception unless you can answer “No” to this one question:  “Have you EVER slipped up?”  Is there one time where you bent the rules just a little bit?  You see, a single thought is damning.  Something as simple and innocent as admiring a woman in a low-cut blouse or a guy in tight jeans is just as damning as if you stabbed them to death with a butter knife.  One simple infraction drags us back into the yoke of slavery.  It is from this yoke that Christ has set us free.

What about the other side of the coin?  Paul tells us, “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”  This is what we want.  This is the life after Christ frees us from our yoke of slavery.  But how do we get there?

Maybe Bruce can help us.  He’s facing that same dilemma.  He’s lost the love of his life.  Peace has been thrown out the window.  There is no more joy.  He has no self-control because he’s impatient.  He hasn’t been kind, good, gentle or even faithful to those around him.  His life didn’t get any better.  It took a turn for the worse.

What causes a change in Bruce?  The only thing that is able to make any change—God’s intervention.  God explains miracles to Bruce.  It’s the little things that are important.  As Elijah illustrated to us in our Old Testament reading, God wasn’t in the violent wind, the earthquake or the fire.  He was in the sound of a low whisper.  Somewhere we sinners would never think to look for God.

This knowledge helps Bruce change his life.  He unplugs the computer—which was STILL answering “Yes” to incoming prayers.  Bruce gives up the anchor position he fought so hard to steal.

He finds out that Grace, his ex-girlfriend, spends her nights praying—for HIM.  The same theme keeps repeating itself.  “Help Bruce.  Bruce needs help.  Help Bruce.”  A new prayer is coming in.  It’s Grace.  She’s praying for him right now.  She still loves Bruce.  She doesn’t WANT to.  But she does.

Devastated that she doesn’t want to love him, Bruce gives up.  He falls on his knees in the middle of the highway, praying.  He gets hit by a Mack truck.

He finds himself in Heaven.  Face to face with God again.  God sends him back into the world.  I know—that’s now how God works.  This IS Hollywood after all.

Bruce has more life to live.  He goes back to his old job.  The job he did so well.  He and Grace are reunited.  And they live happily ever after.

You’re probably thinking, “That’s a great ending for a movie, preacher, but this is real life.  It doesn’t work that way.  How ‘bout a reality check?”

Here’s your reality check.  Paul tells the Galatians that we have been hit by a Mack truck.  God got your attention by showing your complete helplessness and hopelessness.  In despair, you fell to your knees in the middle of the highway of your life.  Then Jesus ran over you with the Mack truck.  It’s the best thing that could have ever happened to you.

When you came to this font, or wherever you were baptized, you were hit by the Mack truck.  Your sinful flesh was drowned.  Your sinful desires were washed away.  But you’ve probably seen that those desires keep coming back.

That’s what is missing in the movie.  Hollywood thinks it’s a minor detail, but it’s really quite important.  What’s missing?  There ain’t no Jesus in the movie.  

But Jesus is in your life.  He’s here assuring you that “He set His face to go to Jerusalem” for you.  He points to His death and tells you that it was for you.  It was no fluke.  Jesus knew what he was doing ahead of time.  He’s the one that set everything into motion.

It is Jesus that is missing from “Bruce Almighty”.  Bruce had God’s power.  He didn’t have God’s forgiveness.  Without this forgiveness, everything else is meaningless.  You, my friends, have God’s forgiveness.

Now that you’ve been forgiven, how do you keep from using your freedom to indulge your desires?  Drown your old sinful flesh daily.  Crucify your flesh by confessing your sinfulness daily.  Hear how Jesus died and rose for you every Sunday.  Embrace the promised return with faith.  Rejoice that at this altar, your Lord pours His very blood down your throat to drown your inner desires.  His blood fills you with the fruits of the Spirit to fortify you with the forgiveness that blood purchased for you.  These are the true miracles in life.

People like to talk about the flashy miracles in Bruce Almighty.  But parting a bowl of tomato soup doesn’t compare to the gift of eternal life.  You want to see a REAL miracle?  Come to the font, the pulpit and the altar.  That’s where the real miracles happen.

Want to use your freedom to serve others instead of indulging yourself?  Indulge in Jesus.  Go where he says he will be as often as you can.  His Word, the font, the pulpit and the altar.  He lays out how to use your freedom wisely.  He washes away the yoke of your slavery to sin.  He speaks to you the forgiveness by what He has done for you alone.  And he feeds you with His Supper.  Go in that freedom and may the peace of God which surpasses all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.
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