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FREED TO GROW

I find it interesting to learn about traditions and customs of various societies and how these
affect the lives of people.  I can still remember a documentary movie I saw as a child about how the
Chinese used to bind the feet of little girls to prevent their feet from growing because small, dainty
feet was considered beautiful.  Of course, such a practice would produce a crippling effect on these
girls and they would walk in a distinctive, but very inhibited, way.  It doesn't have to be strips of cloth
that bind us, ideas can bind us.  For example, we inhibit children in their development by telling them
they are not capable of doing certain things such as drawing.  We even limit ourselves with assumed
barriers and self-imposed limitations that are really not there.  How many times have you backed off
doing something you might enjoy by telling yourself, "I'm too old for that?"

In our spiritual growth we can find many things that inhibit our development and prevent us
from growing.  Just as the cloth strips would mold the feet of young Chinese women into a bizarre
shape, we find forces all around us that would mold us to a certain "size and shape."  In Paul's letter
to the Romans, he wrote, "Do not be conformed to the world ..."  J. B. Phillips in his translation of
the Bible wrote that admonition from Paul as, "Don't let the world force you into its mold ..."
Whether you are molding clay or molding plastic, the mold predetermined how far the material can
go and what shape it will take.  Traditions and customs and preconceived ideas do the same thing to
our lives.  Traditions, customs and preconceived ideas are especially powerful when they are
incorporated into the "laws" by which a society lives.  The "laws" can be codified into legal
documents, they can be passed on from parent to child as traditions in the family, or they can be
superstitions that we learn from friends and family.  Such "laws" bind us and inhibit our growth, but
faith frees us and lets us go.  Even the laws of physics can bind us.  You might be thinking that our
faith can't do a lot about the laws of physics in setting us free.  But just consider that Simon Peter
walked on the water of the Sea of Galilee, by faith.

The early church at Galatia had pressures on them from several directions that were
attempting to mold them and, consequently, inhibit and limit their growth.  The pressures came from
the Christians who came out of a Jewish background who wanted to impose the Jewish "laws" on
them AND pressures also came from their own pagan background with which they found a certain
comfort level.  In some ways, living by faith and having more freedom is more difficult than having
to live by a set of rules and regulations.  The American work force is currently undergoing a
revolution of sorts in that the idea of empowerment is being introduced into the work place.  Workers
are grouped into self-managed teams and they are expected to make decisions about how to do their
jobs so that they can grow and have a richer, fuller and more satisfying experience in their jobs.  Many
of the older worker do not like this new way of doing things.  Many will tell you, "Just tell me what
to do and I will go do it."  It would appear to me that the problem of empowerment is related to
whether the people are equipped to do the job of making decisions and deciding the best course of
action.  In the work place, equipping is done by training.  But what about in the spiritual realm.
Walking by faith is sort of like "empowerment."  But for empowerment to work and people not want
to revert to what they are "comfortable with" they have to be equipped.  Training and teaching are
important for sure, but the most significant "equipping" a Christian undergoes is the indwelling
presence of the Holy Spirit.  He is our enabler and if we are being led by the Holy Spirit, then walking
by faith is possible.  Without that realization and reliance, we want to retreat to the old comfortable
way of "just tell me what to do."

GALATIANS 4:8-11  Paul reminded these relatively new Christians of "how it used to be"
before they came to know God through Jesus Christ.  They served "other gods" which really were
not worthy to even be referred to as a god.  Because they believe in these pagan deities, they acted
in certain ways because they tried to follow the "laws" that had grow up around such beliefs.  Some
of the more primitive religions would have their followers to do certain things at various times of the
seasons or, perhaps, during the time of the new moon or full moon.  They probably did special
observances at the time of the equinoxes of spring and fall.  Just as the Chinese have the year of the
horse or the year of the snake, these people would believe that they should or should not do
prescribed things in certain of these years.  In other words, they were in bondage to these ideas.  Paul
was amazed that they, having  heard the good news and having come into a relationship with God,



would so easily want to go back to the old life of bondage.
Our good friend Pauline Martin has been on the mission field in Nigeria for over 30 years.

I remember her telling us that many African Christians will quickly turn to Ju-Ju (what we might call
Voo-Doo) when they would get into any kind of trouble.  They might be more likely to go to the
witch doctor than to the preacher is they had a problem.  Their comfort zone was definitely in the
rudimentary elements of the old religion and they had not been truly set free.  Now, lest we think too
highly of ourselves, just think of what you rely on when you come upon trouble.  Do you turn to God
or to your insurance policy.  What do think about if someone mentions security?  Is it our relation
and walk with Jesus or the amount of our savings account?

GALATIANS 4:12-16  Paul had come out of Judaism to freedom in Christ and lived among
Gentiles but was not entangled with the pagan superstitions.  He urged the Galatians to do the same
thing:  to come out of their pagan background and not get entangled with the rules and regulations
of either Judaism or paganism.  Paul had preached this message among them and they had readily and
joyfully accepted it before.  They, in contrast to the Jews, did not reject the message nor try to harm
Paul for sharing the truth with them.

When Paul was with them the first time, whatever physical infirmity he suffered from was
causing him some problems, but even that did not hinder their acceptance of the message.  The
reference to them being willing to pluck out their eyes for him may be an indication that Paul's
problem had something to do with his eyesight.

GALATIANS 4:17-20  The Judaizers (those Christians who taught that everyone should
observe all the Jewish traditions and the law of Moses) were very zealous in their efforts to get new
Gentile converts to believe as they did.  It would appear that the motivation of these people was
carnally based in that they wanted to be able to have a large number of people following them.  They
wanted the satisfaction of knowing that the Galatian Christians were in their camp and not in Paul's
camp.  There was no good purpose in what they were doing.  The Galatians would not be better off
in following the traditions of  the Jews, in fact, they would be in bondage similar to what they had in
their pre-Christian days.  

Paul reminded them that when we are born again, we are not fully mature spiritually.  Christ
is being formed in us.  We can harm and inhibit that growth by getting bound up in the legalisms of
our past.  We need to keep ourselves free to grow in Christ and for Christ to grow in us.

I find it interesting to learn about traditions and customs of various societies and how these
affect the lives of people.  I can still remember a documentary movie I saw as a child about how the
Chinese used to bind the feet of little girls to prevent their feet from growing because small, dainty
feet was considered beautiful.  Of course, such a practice would produce a crippling effect on these
girls and they would walk in a distinctive, but very inhibited, way.  It doesn't have to be strips of cloth
that bind us, ideas can bind us.  For example, we inhibit children in their development by telling them
they are not capable of doing certain things such as drawing.  We even limit ourselves with assumed
barriers and self-imposed limitations that are really not there.  How many times have you backed off
doing something you might enjoy by telling yourself, "I'm too old for that?"

In our spiritual growth we can find many things that inhibit our development and prevent us
from growing.  Just as the cloth strips would mold the feet of young Chinese women into a bizarre
shape, we find forces all around us that would mold us to a certain "size and shape."  In Paul's letter
to the Romans, he wrote, "Do not be conformed to the world ..."  J. B. Phillips in his translation of
the Bible wrote that admonition from Paul as, "Don't let the world force you into its mold ..."
Whether you are molding clay or molding plastic, the mold predetermined how far the material can
go and what shape it will take.  Traditions and customs and preconceived ideas do the same thing to
our lives.  Traditions, customs and preconceived ideas are especially powerful when they are
incorporated into the "laws" by which a society lives.  The "laws" can be codified into legal
documents, they can be passed on from parent to child as traditions in the family, or they can be
superstitions that we learn from friends and family.  Such "laws" bind us and inhibit our growth, but
faith frees us and lets us go.  Even the laws of physics can bind us.  You might be thinking that our
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the Christians who came out of a Jewish background who wanted to impose the Jewish "laws" on



them AND pressures also came from their own pagan background with which they found a certain
comfort level.  In some ways, living by faith and having more freedom is more difficult than having
to live by a set of rules and regulations.  The American work force is currently undergoing a
revolution of sorts in that the idea of empowerment is being introduced into the work place.  Workers
are grouped into self-managed teams and they are expected to make decisions about how to do their
jobs so that they can grow and have a richer, fuller and more satisfying experience in their jobs.  Many
of the older worker do not like this new way of doing things.  Many will tell you, "Just tell me what
to do and I will go do it."  It would appear to me that the problem of empowerment is related to
whether the people are equipped to do the job of making decisions and deciding the best course of
action.  In the work place, equipping is done by training.  But what about in the spiritual realm.
Walking by faith is sort of like "empowerment."  But for empowerment to work and people not want
to revert to what they are "comfortable with" they have to be equipped.  Training and teaching are
important for sure, but the most significant "equipping" a Christian undergoes is the indwelling
presence of the Holy Spirit.  He is our enabler and if we are being led by the Holy Spirit, then walking
by faith is possible.  Without that realization and reliance, we want to retreat to the old comfortable
way of "just tell me what to do."


