   July 18, 2010                                                       Galatians 5: 1-14 
Prayer: Dear God, Please go with us into the study of your word through the apostle Paul. Grant us the wisdom to see its application for our lives as Christian disciples. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Marriage counseling

 
A young couple came in for premarital counseling recently. They will be getting married here in the chapel in October.


I gave them a copied chapter out of a book called Boundaries in Marriage by Drs. Henry Cloud and John Townsend. 

I love this particular chapter because it talks about how a healthy marriage can only be made from two complete, healthy people. One person can’t be broken, and looking for the other to fix him. One can’t be childlike, looking for a father to take care of her.


Two can become one only when the two are healthy and whole to start with. 

When we do a candle ceremony as part of the wedding, I prefer to have the bride and groom light a unity candle, but then leave their own candles burning. It signifies that they aren’t giving up their individuality to enter this marriage.


Of course, a lot of couples don’t go along with that and want to blow out the individual candles. But I always give it a try. Unfortunately, they refer to another piece of advice I give: This is your wedding, not mine. Don’t let anyone tell you what to do, including me.

That can backfire from time to time.     

I ask them to read this chapter by Cloud and Townsend, two Christian therapists, because it gives such wise advice on the idea of independence and freedom within a marriage. 


I tell them that they don’t have to be everything to each other. They don’t have to be best friend, confidant, lover, exercise partner, golf buddy. It’s a good thing to have other friends to talk to, to walk with, to complain about your spouse to.  


It’s a good thing for him to go on golf trips with the guys.

 It’s a good thing for her to go on beach trips with the girls.


Only when each partner is a healthy individual can they come together to make a healthy marriage.


Cloud and Townsend write that separation enriches time together. A problem marriage is one in which one spouse views time apart as a threat, abandonment, proof that he or she is not loved. 


This idea of healthy separateness can be hard to grasp, especially early in a marriage. Young couples may want to be together every minute. Or at least they think they are supposed to want to be together every minute.

 For some, hearing about the healthiness of separateness and individuality can be a relief. For some, it can be threatening. I see it as they squirm in my office rocking chair.          

Vince and I celebrated our 30th wedding anniversary this summer. We planned to take a big trip at the 20th   anniversary, but the kids needed something and we didn’t go. Then we planned to take a big trip at the 25th, and somebody was graduating and we didn’t go.


So we decided that for the 30th, we were going somewhere whether we wanted to or not. So in eight days, we leave for San Francisco and Monterey and Napa Valley. 

I imagine most marriages that last 30 years operate along Cloud and Townsend’s trajectory, whether the couples have read the book or not. But I was thrilled when I saw it put into words by two therapists who had studied and counseled hundreds of couples.


And here’s the essence of what they learned and what they teach: “Freedom is a prerequisite of love. If someone controls us, love is not possible. Control results in slavery, not love. The ability for each partner to allow the other to be a free, separate person is one of the hallmarks of a solid relationship.” (Boundaries in Marriage, p. 101)


As soon as I read those words, I knew instinctively they were true. 

What I didn’t realize was that they were biblical.


The Scripture that Cloud and Townsend use to back up their marital advice comes right from Paul’s letter to the Galatians. “For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ ” (Gal. 5: 13-14)


Isn’t it amazing how much of Scripture comes back to that one line? You shall love your neighbor as yourself.


We have been studying Paul’s letter to the Galatians for several Sundays now. Its major theme is that the coming of Christ Jesus has freed us from the old laws of Judaism. 


The specific incident that sparked the letter was the presence of preachers in Galatia who wanted the new Christians to be circumcised. To Paul’s way of thinking, such a reversion to Jewish law undermined the entire Christian gospel. It symbolized a way of working one’s way into God’s favor, of doing something to gain salvation.


No, no, no, he said throughout this letter. That’s not what I taught you. I taught you about freedom in Jesus Christ.
 
All through chapter 4, he uses various metaphors to talk about freedom. At one point, he talks about Christians being heirs to God’s inheritance. At another, he uses the story of Hagar and Sarah. 


In the book of Genesis, God called the elderly Abraham and told him he would be a father. Abraham took it upon himself to help God along by sleeping with his servant Hagar. She bore him a son, Ishmael.


But that wasn’t the son God had in mind. He blessed Abraham’s aged wife Sarah with a son, Isaac.  That son, Isaac, was the line that led to Jacob and Jacob’s 12 sons, who became the 12 tribes of Israel.


In Paul’s analogy, Christians are children of Sarah, or what he calls “children of the promise.” They are not children of the slave Hagar, so why behave as if they were? 

All of this is more of what we’ve talked about in the past few weeks: This new Christianity is not to be about the old life of following rules. It is to be about freedom.


Now in chapter 5, Paul explains a little of what that freedom looks like – in Christianity, in marriage, in life.


Galatians 5: 1-14:

For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery. 

 2 Listen! I, Paul, am telling you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no benefit to you. 3Once again I testify to every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is obliged to obey the entire law. 4You who want to be justified by the law have cut yourselves off from Christ; you have fallen away from grace. 5For through the Spirit, by faith, we eagerly wait for the hope of righteousness. 6For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only thing that counts is faith working* through love. 

7 You were running well; who prevented you from obeying the truth? 8Such persuasion does not come from the one who calls you. 9A little yeast leavens the whole batch of dough. 10I am confident about you in the Lord that you will not think otherwise. But whoever it is that is confusing you will pay the penalty. 11But my friends,* why am I still being persecuted if I am still preaching circumcision? In that case the offence of the cross has been removed. 12I wish those who unsettle you would castrate themselves! 

13 For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters;* only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence,* but through love become slaves to one another. 14For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 

You can see a little of Paul’s agitation by the fact that he’s all over the place in this passage. He’s talking in lofty language about freedom, and then it’s like he remembers this circumcision issue and gets worked up all over again. “You were running well; who prevented you from obeying the truth?.... I wish those who unsettle you would castrate themselves!”


And then, after chapters and chapters about freedom -- it’s all about freedom, Christ set us free from rules, Christ set us free from the law -- look at what Paul says:


“For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another.”


He spent all this time in chapters 1 through 3 saying we don’t have to follow rules anymore. He spent all this time in chapter 4, going on and on about how we don’t want to be children of the slave woman Hagar. We want to be children of the free woman, Sarah.


And now he’s saying to voluntarily “become slaves.”

Maybe he’s so mad he’s just not thinking straight.        

But you know what? That’s the conclusion Cloud and Townsend come to as well. In a marriage -- a marriage marked by independence and freedom, a marriage made up of two complete and whole individuals – the individuals will look at how that independence and freedom and separateness affect the spouse.


 I am free. But if, in my freedom, I spend all the money in our bank account, does that show love for my spouse?


I am free. But if in my freedom I spend five nights a week with girlfriends, does that show love to my spouse?


I am free. But if in my freedom I complain when Vince has to work late or goes out with his friends, does that show love?


American law recognizes that freedom has limits. I am not free to attack you. You are not free to kill me.


In the same way, a marriage won’t survive freedom taken to selfish extremes.


In the same way, Christian discipleship won’t survive freedom taken to selfish extremes.


“For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ ” 

Ironically, that law comes right out of the book of Leviticus, an entire book of Jewish law.


Paul has spent the first half of this letter arguing that the law holds no sway for new Christians. But it turns out the intent of the law is held up in the life of Jesus himself: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”    

At the Golden Globes ceremony in January, actress Sandra Bullock won for her role in The Blind Side. She looked out at her husband in the audience and said, “It is no surprise that my work got better when I met you, because I never knew before what it felt like for someone to have my back.”


That turned out not to be exactly true. For her husband had been cheating behind her back.

A marriage cannot take that kind of freedom, and we all know that. Every relationship brings responsibilities. Especially, perhaps, our relationship with Christ.


In chapter six, Paul will write, “Bear one another’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.”

 That law, of course, we’ve heard before.


“You shall love your neighbor as yourself. ” 

 Amen.

