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We are Children of the Promise

Our family is definitely not natural

Our family is definitely the best

Grace and peace are yours, from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.


Dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

There is a phase in every kid’s life when they look at their family situation and compare it to the family situation of one of their friends and say, “I don’t like my family.  I wish I was a part of so-and-so’s family.”  It doesn’t matter if their home life is terrible or if they have the best family ever, there will be something that their family lacks that someone else has.  And this will make them envious of the other family.  

Here at St. Mark’s, we refer to each other as “brothers and sisters” in Christ.  We say that we are a family of faith.  There is good reason to call our gathering here a family because it is like a family in so many ways.  Just like children in a real family, we too can have the tendency to look around at other “families” in other “faiths” and become jealous of something that they have.
“Those Mormon kids are sure nice kids, aren’t they?  They’re so dedicated and such upstanding young citizens!  I wish we could get our young people out there spreading the Word on bicycles with such fervor and dedication!”

“I’m just fascinated by that orthodox Jewish man that I work with.  He observes such a strict code of ethics.  He knows all the Psalms in Hebrew.  There is such a rich culture there.  For instance, he and his family take the Sabbath so seriously.  They all go to synagogue and have real quality family time with the Sabbath meal.  I can’t even get my lazy teenage son to get out of bed for a family breakfast, let alone to go to church with me!”

“My Hindu roommate is such a neat guy.  He is very gentle and understanding when I talk about my faith.  He’s given me such insight into his religion.  I admire the way that he is sooooo accepting of not just his own faith, but the faiths of other people.  It’s such a fresh philosophy.  I wish I didn’t have to be the one always telling people how their religion is wrong.  It would be so much easier to make friends and influence people if I were Hindu.”

I’m not talking about buying into another religion hook, line and sinker here.  I’m talking about the very subtle longing to change just a few aspects of our Christian faith to make it somehow more appealing to others, maybe even more appealing to ourselves.  

The Galatians were having those same pangs of jealousy in their family of faith.  They knew about Christ, about his crucifixion and resurrection.  They knew about the full and free forgiveness of sins through his blood.  And yet, they had let just a few changes slip into their teachings and actions.  
There were a group of well-intentioned Christians who loved their new Christian faith, but found that it was lacking something that they had grown up with: the observance of the Old Testament laws that God had given his people.  They had lived so long under so many rules and regulations.  You couldn’t eat certain kinds of meat, you had to observe special festivals and days—like the Sabbath, you had to circumcise your male children on the 8th day, etc.  

Many a newly-married couple will argue in the first year of marriage over what their new family tradition is going to be.  The husband’s family opened presents on Christmas Day and had a big family celebration with food and fixings then.  The wife’s family opened presents Christmas Eve and had a big celebration with food on that night.  What do you do?  Usually, you compromise…you blend one tradition with the other, or mix and match certain elements.  

While that’s good advice for marital sanity, it was very bad advice when it came to trying to marry the legalism of Judaism with the freedom of Christianity.  The Judaizers compromised.  They would mix and match the two.  They would have their Christ and Sabbath laws too.  They would have their baptism and circumcision to boot.  
There were Judaizers in the Galatian congregations and they were telling their brothers and sisters, especially the ones that grew up Greek, that they had only gotten half the story from Paul.  He had given them the nice news, but so that he wouldn’t offend them right away, he left the observance of certain Jewish regulations out.   And so Paul wrote them an emotional and scorching letter to shake them out of their compromising ways.

He spends four chapters chastising them for their foolish compromise and reminding them of what pure Christianity is and what it means before he comes to the words of our text this morning.  By divine inspiration, Paul uses an Old Testament story about Abraham as the perfect illustration to paint the Galatians a clear picture of what was going on.
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 son by the slave woman was born in the ordinary way; but his son by the free woman was born as the result of a promise. 24 These things may be taken figuratively…”

Abraham had been promised descendants by God himself.  But after years of waiting for a descendant and not receiving one through Sarah, his wife, he took matters into his own hands.  He was going to provide the solution for God.  He did the natural human thing.  He took his fertile maidservant to make a descendant.  And Hagar, the maidservant bore him a descendant, a son—Ishmael.  

But that’s not what God wanted.  God had intended all along to use a barren woman, a woman who obviously couldn’t have children to have the child.  Why?  To prove that this is divine, that it was God’s doing.  Isaac, the son born to barren Sarah, was the child of the promise.  In fact throughout salvation history, God used barren women again and again to prove that the Savior of the world would come not through man’s effort, but through God’s power and promise.  That’s why he used a virgin—who could not have possibly given birth to a child, and had her bear the Savior.
Paul continues:

24 These things may be taken figuratively, for 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, O barren woman, who bears no children; break forth and cry aloud, you who have no labor pains; because more are the children of the desolate woman than of her who has a husband.” 28 Now you, brothers, like Isaac, are children of promise.

Hagar, the slave girl, is a perfect illustration of the law given to God’s people at Mt. Sinai.  The law only gives birth to slaves.  God had given his people that law to show them how perfect he was and how high his expectations were so that his people would despair of themselves and only put their hope in his promised Savior.

But the Jews got snagged again and again on Mt. Sinai.  They viewed the laws given there as rules they had to keep instead of seeing them as they were—the checklist that the Savior would follow to be their perfection.  And by taking the law on themselves, they had become slaves to that law—slavishly following it as if they could earn salvation on their own.  The Jews were obsessed with the physical temple in the physical city of Jerusalem because they thought that it was at this temple where they worked out their own salvation with sacrifice and prayer, when in reality the temple was only there to point ahead to the sacrifice of the perfect lamb, Jesus Christ—our high priest. 
That’s the natural human way, isn’t it?  We want to work for it.  We want to earn it.  If something’s wrong we want to fix it ourselves.  And that is why every other world religion is based on mankind doing something to somehow earn divine favor and acceptance.  That’s the normal thing to do, religiously speaking. 

But we do not belong to a normal family.  Our family has nothing to do with fixing things ourselves.  It has everything to do with God fixing everything for us.  The normal thing would be for us to make a choice.  The normal thing would be for us to do something…anything…so that we are somehow responsible, even in the teeniest, tiniest way for our going to heaven.  But our family is not normal.  It is not normal for words and water to give birth to children.  And yet that’s how we became sons of God as Paul just reminded the Galatians at the end of chapter three.  
We were all born into this Christian family by the act of God.  It is in no way something that we did.  It was not something that we deserved in the slightest.  There is no obedience that we can render somehow as a co-payment for what God has done for us.  Don’t think that your salvation is something that you help out with.  Don’t think that you are a better Christian because you’ve tried really hard to keep all the commandments this week.  

Your salvation and my salvation was motivated by the grace of God and won by the death and resurrection of Christ.  It is that simple.  Our faith is a gift of God given to you freely by the Holy Spirit.  We are children of the promise
And because we are children of the promise we are going to be very, very different than anyone else around us.  And that is going to lead to persecution.  And persecution is going to make you rethink whether or not it is worth it to be part of this family of faith.  

It is exactly what had motivated the Judaizers.  Prey has a better chance of survival from a predator if it can blend in with the surroundings.  Early Jewish Christians had a better chance of escaping serious persecutions and death if they looked like a Jew, talked like a Jew and behaved like a Jew—even though they were Christian at heart.  Paul calls them on their cowardice at in the last chapter of Galatians.  The only reason they do this (that is being circumcised) is to avoid being persecuted for the cross of Christ.  Not even those who are circumcised obey the law…
Persecution from the natural world is a given for children of the promise…always has been.  Paul point us back to Ishmael and Isaac again:

28 Now you, brothers, like Isaac, are children of promise. 29 At that time the son born in the ordinary way persecuted the son born by the power of the Spirit. It is the same now. 30 But what does the 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, we are not children of the slave woman, but of the free woman. 

Just as Ishmael had picked on Isaac on the day he was weaned, so this world picks at us.  “You Christians are arrogant and conceited!  You always think you have the right answer and you don’t like anyone else’s opinion!”  “What do you mean you baptize babies?  Babies can’t make rational choices!  Water and words can’t make faith!”  “Are you sure that you’re really a TRUE Christian?  If you were a true Christian your family wouldn’t be the disastrous mess that it is!”  

Do you want to switch sides?  Do you want to fly under the radar by adopting just little ideas here and there that contradict what God says, but are a whole lot more palatable to the world?  We are swimming upstream in this world.  We are going against the natural flow.  There will always be turbulence and exhaustion for us.  It would be easier to go with the flow, wouldn’t it?  30 But what does the 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, we are not children of the slave woman, but of the free woman. 

Can you imagine someone who has lived in oppressive, abusive slavery their whole life running back to the slave master after they have been freed?  That just doesn’t make any sense!!!  Why do we want anything to do with any other family than our family?  Our family may not be normal, but it is most definitely the best!  We live in freedom!  Jesus has the entire bill that all of your debt of sin incurred.  You cannot add one cent of your own works.  Enjoy the wonderful sensation of relief that comes from a live lived under the grace of God, free from the demands of the law, free from guilt forever.
AMEN.

To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood…to him be the glory and power for ever and ever!  Amen!
