
SERMON:  The Open Gate: Truly Liberating Freedom 
Galatians 5 :1,13–25; Luke 9:51-62 
 
Introduction: Annual Spiritual Checkup 
 
Good morning, I’m Dr. Liberation. I will perform your annual spiritual checkup today. 
Don’t worry, it’s fully covered by Grace insurance, so no co-pay is needed.   
 
I will take your spiritual vitals now by asking you some diagnostic questions to check the 
pulse of your spiritual freedom. On a scale of 0 to 10 — 0 being “Completely Trapped” 
and 10 being “Absolutely Free” — reflect silently in your heart: 
1. How free are you from the chains of the past, or open to building a new future in 

Christ? 0 being “Completely Trapped” and 10 being “Absolutely Free” 
2. How free are you from worries about the future, trusting instead in God’s peace? 
3. How free are you from perfectionism, embracing strength in your weakness? 
4. How free are you from protecting your ego, like when you are criticized? 
5. How free are you from seeking others’ approval or living authentically in love? 
6. How free are you from needing to understand and control everything, embracing 

the mystery of life and the mystery of God? 
7. How free are you from challenging emotions to find deeper peace amid fear, 

uncertainty, grief, or pain, trusting God’s presence? 
8. How free are you from habits or addictions that steal your life? 
9. How free are you from letting health, reputation, or possessions define your 

worth, or letting God’s love define who you are? 
10. How free are you from trying to earn God’s favor through your actions, following 

rules, or giving, instead of surrendering to His grace? 
11. How free are you to love and give to others without expecting anything in return? 
12. How free are you to rest in the awe of God’s presence, one with His love? 
 
 
If your scores aren’t all 10s, don’t despair. These questions are meant to reveal where 
we feel trapped. My Spiritual Director for many years often repeated: “The clearest sign 
of spiritual growth is growth in freedom!” 
 
But here’s the good news: in Christ, you are already free! Like the kitten in the children’s 
message, crying in an open cage, or the sheep standing behind the gate without a 
fence, the door to freedom is wide open.  Our task isn’t to earn our freedom but to wake 
up to the freedom Christ has won.  

In Galatians 5:1, Paul writes to believers who tasted freedom yet drifted back toward an 
imaginary fence. Hear his plea: “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand 
firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.” The word “freedom” 
used here was mostly used in those days to refer to the state of a slave set free!   
Slaves were owned by their masters and forced to obey without any say in their lives.  
Living in harsh conditions in fear and punishment… NOW YOU ARE FREE! Freedom is 
the goal, and it is the very space into which Christ has transferred us. (2X) 



Then comes the military command: stand firm. Freedom, once achieved, must be 
protected. The danger is not that chains stay locked; the danger is that we voluntarily 
slip back into captivity.  

Some Galatians taught that faith in Christ still required circumcision, dietary laws, and 
moral score-keeping to earn favor with God. Any system that relies only on human effort 
is like slavery coming back. Slavery = any system that makes status before God 
dependent on human performance. Christ broke that yoke—why would we want to carry 
it again?  Paul’s clear verdict is that the cross makes those rules unnecessary, as we 
are guided by love and the fruit of the Spirit. 

It is very interesting that the root of the word 'freedom,' frēo, traces back to the Proto-
Indo-European word meaning "beloved”, "dear," or "to love." This root also appears in 
related words like "friend" (Old English frēond, meaning "one who loves'). 

This is extraordinary!  Freedom and love are deeply related. Even linguistically! 

Freedom’s Source: It is Christ-given, not self-manufactured (aorist ἠλευθέρωσεν—
completed act). 
John 8:31–36 – “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” 
2 Corinthians 3:17 – “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.” 
 
This freedom isn't just about the absence of external constraints but signifies a deep 
inner liberation found in Christ. 
 
At the heart of spiritual freedom lies a profound liberation from the ego’s dominance, 
what Thomas Merton calls our “preoccupation with ourselves.” This is not merely a 
psychological adjustment but a transformative realization where God’s infinite love, not 
our finite concerns, defines who we are. 
 
When one is freed from this self-preoccupation and spiritual striving, a profound 
inner liberation emerges! This process is an "unraveling of the ego until nothing's left but 
love". It's a "dying to all things but love". 
 
Merton depicts each of us as “shadowed by an illusory person: a false self” that tries 
to exist apart from God’s presence and love. This false self feeds our obsession 
with temporary things: worries, desires, reputation, health, or possessions. It deceives 
us into thinking we are separate, self-reliant, and that these fleeting conditions define 
our identity. But as Merton reminds us, only God’s love truly defines who we are. 
 
The aim of our Spiritual life is not to improve or perfect the ego for its own sake. 
Instead, it seeks to free us from its limited view and control, leading to a deep inner 
surrender and a firsthand experience of our unlimited identity in God's infinite love. This 
is a freedom from self-imposed limitations, achieved not by striving, but by receptive 
openness to grace.   
 



While a healthy psychological ego helps us navigate the world—and psychotherapy can 
heal its wounds by addressing trauma or harmful patterns—the spiritual path goes 
deeper. Spiritual freedom goes beyond the ego’s limits, recognizing, as Jim Finley 
notes, that “Jesus did not die on the cross to save your personality. It’s not about 
perfecting the self but unraveling it.”  
 
This Egocentric self can be a monstrous slave master!  >>> TRUE Freedom is to be 
fully reliant on God’s STEADFAST LOVE. It is radical dying to anything less or other 
than an infinite union with the infinite love of God as the sole source for security 
and identity. (2X) 
 
That is why true spiritual freedom frees us from being “conditioned by conditions”—
caught in the momentum of circumstance. It invites us to let go of the illusion that we 
can make life work without God. Instead, we surrender to our “nothingness without 
God,” discovering that this very nothingness is where God’s presence shines, redefining 
our identity in the boundless reality of His love. The ego's illusion is that "it has the final 
say in who we are." Only God's love has the final say on who we are. 
 
This spiritual freedom (there is no “I”) leads to "peace in the midst of my fear, peace in 
the midst of my uncertainty." It means being "grounded in a depth of presence that 
utterly transcends all these conditions, unexplainably permeates all these 
conditions." This inner peace is "not dependent on the ability to overcome the 
hurtful thing" or external circumstances.  
 
NOTICE it is Freedom IN Suffering, not FROM Suffering: The spiritual path doesn't 
promise an escape from suffering but offers deep peace and grounding amidst it. 
It’s about experiencing how we are unexplainably supported amid struggles that I 
can barely handle. 
 
I hope you can grasp the dynamics of how this freedom frees us from External 
Conditions and Societal Norms: The spiritual path cultivates an inner grounding that 
transcends external circumstances,  
including societal pressures and  
even the limitations of institutional religion. 
 
We need to learn and practice how NOT to let, the conditions that I am in, determine 
the fundamental condition of my mind and heart?  How can I let the fundamental 
condition of my mind and heart be grounded in a depth of presence that utterly 
transcends all these conditions, unexplainably permeates all these conditions?". 

Freedom from the Need for Certainty and Control to feel at ease: Mystical freedom 
often involves moving beyond conventional thought and the need to rationally 
comprehend divine mysteries. The "realm of the heart is the depth of presence 
beyond words". The practice of contemplative prayer leads to passing "beyond words, 
beyond thought". 



Thomas Merton believed "the key to spiritual life is the freedom from having to know". 
This means embracing "unknowing" and resting in a "quiet awe" of what cannot be 
explained or understood. 

This liberated inner state enables one to be free from "customary reliance on 
thoughts of God" and even from the need to fully understand their own transformation: 
"God knows what is happening to me, but I don’t and I don’t need to.” 

This is why the spiritual path is "not spiritual attainment." Instead of trying to force 
things to happen, it's about "unforced determination to be faithful with all your heart to 
God’s love." True freedom is "beyond what you can attain." If one were "capable of 
achieving it on your own, it would be infinitely less than what you’re looking for." 

THIS FREEDOM FROM LEADS TO FREEDOM TO LOVE, in all circumstances! 

We are free for love. V13 “Serve one another humbly in love,” Paul urges, “for the 
entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: V14 ‘Love your neighbor as 
yourself.’” Freedom finds its truest expression not in self-assertion but in self-
giving. 

We are free to bear the fruit of the Spirit. Paul does not hand us a new checklist; he 
describes organic produce that flourishes in a freedom-saturated life: love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. Trees do not strain 
to bear peaches; they simply abide in good soil. When we abide in Christ, the Spirit 
grows this fruit without our frantic tugging. We are carried by Love more than we carry it. 

Permit me to hand you your prescription and prognosis: (stethoscope on) 
 
Your diagnosis might be feeling trapped by fear, habits, a need for approval, or 
something else. But your prognosis is bright: in Christ, you are truly free! Here’s your 
prescription to embrace this freedom every day: 
 
RE-MIND yourself often that the cross that set you free, Christ broke your chains FOR 
FREEDOM.  
 
Take one SMALL STEP this week. When you realize you picked up the ego-yoke 
again, remember you’re not a slave but God’s beloved. Pause before reacting in 
anger to listen with love. Taste the FREEDOM! Let go of a habit that binds you, trusting 
God’s strength, or say no to approval-seeking and yes to God’s call. 
 
SURRENDER in prayer, release the need to control or understand. Rest in the “quiet 
awe” of God’s presence. (FREEDOM IN LOVE) 
 
Beloved, the gate is open. Step into the pure, truly liberating freedom in Christ , free to 
love, free to serve. Amen. 
 


