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“Freedom and Patience”

Harry Houdini,  the famed escape artist,  issued a challenge wherever he went.  He

could be locked in any jail cell in the country, he claimed, and set himself free in short

order.  Always  he  kept  his  promise,  but  one  time  something  went  wrong.  Houdini

entered the jail in his street clothes; the heavy, metal doors clanged shut behind him.

He took from his belt a concealed piece of metal, strong and flexible. He set to work

immediately, but something seemed to be unusual about this lock. For thirty minutes

he worked and got nowhere. An hour passed, and still he had not opened the door. By

now he was bathed in sweat and panting in exasperation, but he still could not pick the

lock. Finally, after labouring for two hours, Harry Houdini collapsed in frustration and

failure against  the door he could not  unlock.  But when he fell  against  the door,  it

swung open!  It had never been locked at all!  But in his mind it was locked, and that

was all it took to keep him from opening the door and walking out of the jail cell.1 

   Freedom. In today’s second lesson from Galatians, the apostle Paul is addressing

an issue in the Galatians church—namely, freedom. You see, like Houdini who failed to

realise that the door was unlocked, and he was free to walk out of the jail cell, so some

in the Galatians church thought that as Christians they still had to keep certain Jewish

practises  prescribed  by  the  law.  They  thought  that  they  still  had  to  practise

circumcision to be a Christian. Paul in his emphasis adamantly disagrees and states

that Christians are free from this requirement of the Jewish law. For Paul, if Christians

insisted on practising circumcision, it was as if they were still under Jewish law, and

therefore would have to observe the whole law. 

   It was kind of like a person who desires to become a naturalized subject of a country

and carefully carries out all  the rules and regulations of that country as they affect

naturalization. He or she cannot stop there but is bound to accept all  the other rules

and regulations as well.2

For Paul, either you followed the Jewish law completely or you trusted in God’s grace

and were free from the law’s requirements. 

1 James S. Hewett, Editor, Illustrations Unlimited (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 1988), p. 225. 
2 Wm. Barclay, The Daily Study Bible The Letters to the Galatians and Ephesians (Burlington, ON: Welch Publishing 
Co., Inc., 1976), p. 43.
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   However, Paul DID NOT mean that freedom was licence! Freedom DID NOT mean

that  you  are  free  to  do  anything  you  want.  NO!  With  every  freedom  there  is  a

responsibility. Christian freedom, for Paul, is faith active in love. Christian freedom, as

Paul clearly states is a freedom that involves loving your neighbour as yourself. As

Martin Luther  put  it:  “A Christian is  a perfectly  free lord of  all,  subject  to  none.  A

Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject of all, subject to all.” Freedom is

freedom to serve one another, and in so doing, we serve the LORD. Our freedom is

freely given to us by Jesus through his love and grace. In response then to Jesus’ love

and grace freely  given to  us,  we exercise our  freedom by loving and serving our

neighbour.

   Paul  then  goes  on  to  describe  what  that  freedom  looks  like  as  we  love  our

neighbour. He describes the Holy Spirit’s fruit given to us, and working in and through

us. He lists nine fruit of the Spirit, which help us to love our neighbour: “By contrast (to

the works of the flesh), the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,

generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” 

   Today I would like to focus on only one of them—patience. Perhaps, like me, you’ve

prayed the prayer: “LORD, grant me patience, but hurry up please!” That reminds me

of the following story, told by the Rev. Martin E. Pike, Jr. 

   Three minutes had elapsed since I had taken my seat at the counter. Waitresses

passed me by; two cooks and a busboy took no notice of my presence. My ego was

soothed only because the truck driver seated next to me was ignored as well. “Maybe

this counter is off limits,” I said to him. “Maybe they are short of help,” he responded.

   “Maybe they don’t want our business,” I said. “Maybe they are taking care of those at

the tables,” was his reply. The hands on the clock continued to move. “Maybe they

don’t like us,” I insisted. “The air conditioning feels so good I don’t mind waiting,” he

said. 

   At this point a harried waitress stopped to tell us that the water had been cut off, and

the dishwasher was not functioning. My nameless compatriot smiled and thanked the

waitress and left. I did not like him.

   Three times I had sought his support for my obnoxious attitude, but he had let me

down. Only later did I realize that he had chose to practice what I preach.3 

3 Wm. J. Bausch, A World Of Stories for Preachers and Teachers and all who love stories that move and challenge 
(New London, CT: Twenty-Third Publications, Eighth Printing 2007), p. 350. 
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   We live in such a fast-paced world today. The modes of transportation are fast. Our

computers are fast. We incorrectly think that everyone should be fast. In stark contrast

to our impatience, is the Spirit’s fruit of patience. The Greek word is  makrothumia.

Generally speaking the word is not used of patience in regard to things or events but

in regard to people. The most illuminating thing about it is that it is commonly used in

the New Testament of the attitude of God towards people.4 Patience involves long-

suffering and a willingness to endure with others without writing them off or becoming

judgemental and irritable.  

   That reminds me of the following story. The great patriarch Abraham spent much of

his life in the desert. One day he saw a stranger walking in the distance and he called

out, inviting the traveller to dine with him and stay the night. The man readily agreed.

But as Abraham was preparing to serve the meal, he learned that his guest was a fire-

worshipper. He immediately threw him out of his tent without so much as a date to eat.

   That night God appeared to Abraham in a dream and asked, “Why did you treat your

guest as poorly as you did?” “Because he did not worship you, the one true God, my

Lord,” came the reply. The voice continued, “Abraham, Abraham, I have put up with

that unbeliever for eighty years. Couldn’t you have borne with him for one night?”5 

   May we practice the Holy Spirit’s fruit of patience with one another. Rather than

becoming irritable, angry or judgemental, may we give one another the benefit of the

doubt, and be patient. In so doing we love our neighbour as ourselves, and we grow in

our appreciation and gratitude for God’s patience towards us.  

   

   

4 Wm. Barclay, Galatians, pp. 50-51. 
5 Paul J. Wharton, Stories and Parables for Preachers and Teachers (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1986), p. 47.
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