SERMON                                            HIGHLAND                                              7-03-11.
                                    ‘THE REAL MEANING OF FREEDOM’

                                                                                                    Lk.15:11-24; Gal.3:23-26.
Tomorrow we will again celebrate the birth of our nation, it is July 4th.
 I will never forget the American who was a part of a group that I guided through Holyrood Palace in Edinburgh during a summer when I was a student. He was memorable because he was a part of that select group of people that have asked me what I consider to be off the wall questions. Questions like how long the Royal mile is? Well in part of our discussion that day he was telling me of the importance of the fourth of July. He went so far as to ask me whether we had the 4th of July in Scotland. After thinking for a moment I told him that we have one every year immediately following the 3rd and right before the 5th. Of course we have a fourth of July in Scotland!
Back in 1997 we attended the 50th anniversary celebration of my wife’s aunt and uncle in Altoona Pennsylvania. Following that celebration we drove to Gettysburg and spent a wonderful day there touring the battle site where so many had died fighting for their idea of freedom. Then on the next day and spent a day in Washington DC for what was my first ever visit to the capital. As a first time visitor it was a fascinating experience to find myself surrounded by so much history. Coming from Scotland, of course, I had been raised in a culture rich in history and even today many of the ancient buildings are simply awe inspiring. Touring the city of Washington that day was another of those awe inspiring occasions as I stood before the Statues of Lincoln and Jefferson as we toured around the city and on numerous occasions our various guides mentioned the word ‘freedom.’
The earliest settlers came to this new world seeking freedoms that they could not enjoy in their land of birth. They even fought a war to gain their freedom from an old world that wished to impose its rule over them.
And there are many who will argue that this bold dream has been a tremendous success.

In the United States in just over 230 years we have built a society that has striven to give an unprecedented measure of freedom to each of its citizens.
 Basically, as long as I obey the law, I can do whatever I want as long as I don’t interfere with your pursuit of what you desire.
And it seems that in this land of plenty, there is a veritable supermarket of desires where we are little more than consumers.

My friends I have come to realize that our problem with regard to freedom is that we may not even know what the real meaning of freedom is!

The teenager can hardly wait for the freedom of the adult. 

The adult longs to be a carefree teen again.

The poor would love the freedom of the rich, but the rich remember what it is like to be free of the worry of losing what they have and getting a full night’s sleep.

How we look at freedom depends on our perspective, and so it makes freedom very difficult to define.
When we turn to the NT it is evident that there is no confusion there as to the real meaning of freedom.

The Biblical view is that freedom, genuine personal freedom, consists in knowing that we are children of God and then living joyfully out of that knowledge without having to be guided by any external constraints.
That is also the basis for so many of today’s self-help programs. They are all about getting oneself into a right relationship with God to help them be free of their addiction.

My friends as we think about this this morning lets turn for a few moments to the story of the prodigal. 
The younger of two sons decided that he wanted to be free. He was tired of being told what to do, tired of being told when he could come and go, and with whom. An all too familiar scene in many of our homes today. He wanted to get away, to go where no one could give him orders anymore. He wanted to be free!
We all are familiar with the story and we know what happened. The boy took his inheritance and left home, heading down the road that he though led to freedom.

He was totally free, or at least he thought he was.
Then everything changed! 
This young man, who had so wanted total freedom, wanted it so badly that he could taste it, who wanted it so badly that he was willing to hurt his family and everyone else to get it, decided when he hit bottom that it was not freedom that he wanted after all. What he really wanted was total subjection! He could not make it on his own.
He wants to return home, better to be a slave in his father’s house, than this!
My friends there is a form of religion today that caters to this sort of personality and it is a religion that is quite simply built on psychology. It is that form of religion, with its strict code of behavior and its sense of super morality that thrives on getting hold of people who once were ready to go to the other extreme. 
They then become very obedient, docile servants in someone else’s moral system.
 Is that freedom?

That most certainly is not what the apostle Paul said. In Galatians Paul tells us that it is foolish to return to slavery once we have been set free in the Son (3:25-26). Paul is making in fact the same point that Jesus made in this parable: ‘NO!’ says the Father, ‘you can’t be a child again. You have to grow up and be an adult now.’
So he calls for a ring, and puts it on his finger. It was the ancient symbol of coming of age, of adulthood and authority. Then the father calls everyone together and says: ‘This is my son! He was lost and is now found. He was dead and now he is alive!’
For the boy-now-become-man it was a time to learn and to live with a new kind of freedom, the responsible freedom of Sonship.

My friends having real freedom, does not mean having complete freedom!

It means living freely out of whatever situation wee happen to be in.
It means accepting the limitations of our lives and not being hampered by them.

Think now about the prodigal after his homecoming.

Here’s what his new found freedom was probably like.

He rose early in the morning before daybreak and after breakfast he went into the fields to superintend and work alongside his father’s servants. During the heat of the day, the sweat ran down his face, and his wet clothing stuck to his body. He came in at end of the day, dirty and grimy, scorched and burned by the wind. Yet, he was free!

He was no longer the prisoner of his passions or his circumstances. He was home, and glad to be there.

He remembered his so called escape to the far country, the fickleness of his friends, his feelings of desperation, his sense of loneliness and destitution when his funds ran out.

He was thankful to be home, glad to be free.

My friends do we see?

Real freedom, the freedom we enjoy in Christ, is not the freedom to choose whatever we want. It is not even the freedom to remake the world and everyone in it, the way we would like it and them to be.

Real freedom is the freedom of forgiveness and restitution, the freedom of acceptance and renewal, the freedom to be who we are in joy and peace and love.
Real freedom is the freedom that Paul spoke about in his letter to the Galatians’, not to slaves of the law anymore, that only produces lives of anxiety and jealousy and desperation. It is the freedom to be sons and daughters of God, so that we can experience the fruits of the Spirit, love, joy and peace, patience, kindness, goodness, trustfulness, gentleness and self-control (Gal.5:22-23).
My friends freedom is not freedom to do nothing. It is not freedom to be anybody or anything that we want. Freedom is that ability to be happy with who we are as children of God and to give thanks for our human situations, knowing that God loves us and accepts us and is preparing us for our eternal destinies in Jesus Christ.
Anything else is not freedom but only an illusion of freedom.

The way that the prodigal was restored to being his father’s son and not his servant, this is what we too are made for. And when we finally discover that and integrate it into our self-understanding and way of relating to the world, we will experience the joy and excitement that the prodigal must have felt when he strolled in the moonlight and realized just how good it all was.

My friend, the good Lord does not want us to be his slaves. He truly wants us to be his sons and daughters through his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.
AND TO GOD BE THE GLORY.                                                          AMEN.
