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Happy Birthday Americans! This weekend we celebrate our nation’s birthday as we thank God for the freedoms that we have as Americans. God has blessed our nation in many ways for which we should be thankful. Earlier this year I had the chance to go to Washington D.C. for the very first time. It was quite an experience. We saw students from all over our nation who were on class trips to the Capital. Unlike 8th grade students from local schools who make the trip to D.C., my 8th grade class trip included a visit to the state prison in Joliet, Illinois. I’m not sure what the school was trying to teach us by that trip. 
Tomorrow is the 235th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. The founding fathers included this very important statement in the declaration. “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” They got it right. Our life and the right that go alone with it are a gift from God. 

The signers of the Declaration of Independence and those who stood with them ended up fighting for their freedom. The colonies won their independence against staggering odds. People want to be free. But freedom isn’t always won on a battle field and we don’t always win it ourselves. Think about that for a minute as you watch this. (Play “Dependence Day” video.)
We are dependent on God to make us truly free. We need the Lord to set us free from sin, guilt, shame and death. Ephesians 2:8 tells us, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God.” There are four key words in this promise, words that remind us that we are dependent on God for true freedom.

The first word is “grace.” We use the word grace in a lot of different ways. You may have a “grace period” on your credit card, so many days to pay off you bill without being charged interest. But you still have to pay the bill. The word grace describes someone who moves smoothly, is polite or generous. You may call the prayer you offer before a meal “grace.” God’s grace is greater than any of these uses or definitions. The grace of God is not deserved and cannot be purchased, at least by us. God’s grace sets us free from sin and its consequences. God in His grace doesn’t give us the punishement we deserve for our sins, eternal death. Instead God gives us the forgiveness of sins and eternal life that Jesus won by His death and resurrection. 

Jesus saved us. In baseball, when a relief pitcher comes in near the end of the game and helps the team hold onto a lead, he is credited with a save. The pitcher can only get a save if his team is already ahead. If he loses the lead, it is called a blown save. Jesus is different. He entered the game when we were losing to sin. He paid the price for the sins of all people. He defeated sin, death and Satan on the cross. He saved us, rescued us when we could not save ourselves. Ephesians 2:9 tells us, “Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done, so none of us can boast about it.” (NLT)
Jesus paid for the sins of all people. He paid the price for all. Unfortunately too people don’t believe in Jesus and don’t receive the benefit. The only way to receive the freedom that Christ offers is by placing our faith in Him. Faith is not just knowing about Jesus. Faith is not just believing that the things He says are true; faith is trusting Him, placing your life in His hands. You can know that a rollercoaster ride is safe. You can even believe that the safety inspection sticker is correct. But if you are afraid of heights or sudden drops or roller coasters in general, you don’t have enough trust to get on the roller coaster. It is only when we place our lives in Jesus’ hands, when we trust His words and promises that we receive the benefits of His work to save us. 
The freedom that only God can give is a gift that is given and received. It is an expensive gift. I Peter 1:18-19 tells us, “For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.”  The freedom that we have in Christ cost Him His very life. He died to set us free. We aren’t always very good about receiving gifts. Sometimes we never even bother to open a gift, or we set it aside after we’ve opened it. Other times we give the gift away without ever using it. The people who refuse God’s gift miss out on all the  benefits God’s offers us for free. We are dependent on God’s gift of forgiveness and life. 
We have an ongoing battle for the freedoms that we enjoy as Americans. Radical Islamic terrorist want to take those freedoms away from us. They have succeeded in limiting the freedoms that we have when we fly on a commercial airline. Our nation’s military forces are prepared to defend the freedoms that we have. We need to make sure that our freedoms don’t fade away like the writing on the original Declaration of Independence. But the freedom that we have in Christ is secure. Jesus defeated sin, death and Satan and tells us, “So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” (John 8:36)

This 4th of July weekend, we thank God for the freedoms that we have as Americans and the freedom that we have in Christ. And we pray for God to bless our land. Psalm 33:12 tells us, “Blessed is the nation whose God is the LORD” We have been blessed by God to pass His blessings onto others. Our nation is blessed when the people of our land put their faith in the Lord God and are faithful to him. When we as a people turn our backs on God, we can’t expect His blessing. That is one more reason why it is so important for us to remain faithful to God in our lives and to be faithful witnesses for Him. But the most important reason for us to tell us others about Christ is so that they can receive the gift of true freedom that only He can give. 
The fourth verse of “The Star Spangled Banner” has this line, “And this be our motto, ‘In God is our trust.’”  Put your trust in God to set you free and keep your free. Next week we continue this series on True Freedom as we think about the Surrender of Power. Have a great 4th of July celebration.  Amen
