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Matthew 16:13-20 

Galatians 3:23-29 

There are lots of ways in which we can look at the story or history of the 
Church, since the day when Jesus told Peter that his confession was the 
rock on which he would build his Church. The confession that Jesus was 
the Messiah, the Son of the living God was a revelation which goes on 
growing branches and deepening its roots the more you think about it. If 
Jesus is the Son of God, if Jesus is the Messiah, the one anointed by God 
as his servant and messenger and representative on earth, then how he 
treats people will show us how God regards and treats people. And of 
course, how we should look at and treat people as well. 

And as we walk with Jesus through the pages of the gospels, we find, as 
we saw last week, that he reaches out and accepts all kinds of people: tax 
collectors, unclean women, Roman centurions, children, people with 
infectious diseases, fishermen and agitators – Jesus did not draw the line. 
And if Jesus had this acceptance of people, it means that God does as 
well, for he is the Messiah, the Son of the Living God. And if Jesus accepts 
all people then his Church, the people who are called by his name, should 
be showing the world that same level of acceptance. This is what Paul 
meant when he said that in Jesus there is neither Jew, nor Gentile, slave 
nor free, male nor female for we are all one in Christ Jesus. When we look 
at Jesus, we know that these words are true and must be true. And yet we 
don’t often reflect if our reality positively mirrors this truth. 

When Paul wrote these words, he was talking to the church in Galatia, and 
they had been infiltrated by people who said that God loved Jewish 
Christians more than Greek ones. They said that maybe Jesus had ended 
the need to live by law, but still it was better to be the kind of Christian who 
kept the Jewish law than the kind which didn’t. And Paul was firmly against 
this idea, forcibly saying that to take on the Jewish law was actually a 
backwards step for Christians, as it would then be too easy to think that 
your salvation and justification and acceptance by God had to do with how 



well you kept that law: which was more or less what the Jews thought, after 
all. 

No, said Paul, in God’s eyes there is not one kind of Christian who is better 
than another, not by race or by social class or by gender. And then he 
moved on to his next point, which was to show that it was far better to call 
God Father than to be stuck keeping laws. 

In Paul’s world the big divide which had to be tackled was between the 
Jews and the non-Jews, called variously Gentiles or Greeks (which in this 
case means just people who had lived under Greek rule and spoke that 
language; there were many ethnicities). That was the great divide, the 
chasm which, until Jesus, had been almost unbridgeable. The only way to 
cross it had been for the Gentile to convert and become a Jew – this was 
what the origin of the baptismal rite was, conversion to Judaism. In other 
words, there was nowhere where the Jews (by far the minority) and the 
others could meet as equals, because the Jews held that God loved only 
them. And Paul was adamant that the Church was to be that place. 

It took an awful lot longer for the church to give much thought to what it 
might mean if there was also truly neither slave nor free in Christ. Paul has 
often been accused of failing the slaves of his day: and slavery was a very 
prevalent thing then, with different social castes and classes within the 
slave population. He did fail to address the issue much: there is this verse 
and there is his appeal to Philemon regarding Onesimus, which can be 
read as an appeal that as brothers in Christ the one should not be owned 
by the other, and that’s about it. I think Paul was too busy fighting what he 
saw as the most pressing problem, the one of ethnicity and who God loves, 
to give too much attention to the issue of slavery and social class in the 
church. 

As we saw last time, James calls out the recipients of his letter for showing 
favouritism to the rich and powerful, but despite his words, this has been a 
trend in the church for the whole of its history, one which even yet can be 
seen, especially where the church lies down with the state, formally, as in 
the UK or informally as in the USA. But if in Christ there is no slave or free, 
that means that there is no one who is more important than another: not 
royalty, not aristocracy, not elected officials, not those who can spend their 
way through life – and not those who have nothing either. Relative 
importance just isn’t (or shouldn’t be) a thing in the church. There is simply 
nothing to compare. When we stand before God, we each come as one 
individual human being. 

Of course, the words about there being neither slave nor free have over the 
years inspired Christians to work and work to do away with slavery. The 



nineteenth century abolitionists were Christian to a man and woman and 
were driven by their faith to the extent that they were mocked as a sect – 
the Clapham Sect - by the established Church which had winked at slavery 
for years. So not everyone has found it impossible to hear what Paul was 
saying: and indeed, the repugnance for slavery has now been enshrined 
beyond the church in laws and international treaties – although the practice 
still goes on. 

But because the Church has found it difficult to think through and 
implement what Paul is driving at here, what it means beyond slavery; 
because it is really difficult to be a counter-cultural force, especially when 
you are also trying to be the established cultural force, as was the position 
of God’s Church in the West for most of the last two thousand years; so for 
most of that time in most places the Church has been anything but a place 
of egalitarianism. Various strands and denominations have made various 
hierarchies – and don’t think that there isn’t a hierarchy in the Church of 
Scotland! – and beside the formal structures there has also been an 
unchallenged bowing down to the Great and the Good of the world. 

However, our society has moved on from allowing the Church to determine 
and shape our culture, and while I feel the sadness of that, and am far from 
thinking that this will be a good thing for our national life, yet I believe and 
hope that it will give the Church the freedom to be the counter-cultural 
example we should be – the example that is spoken of when Paul remarks 
that in Christ there is neither slave nor free. As the Church is pushed more 
to the margins of society, maybe there we will be able to reach out to 
others on the margins – and let’s face it there are lots of people on different 
margins in our society. Maybe we will be able to show that in Christ there 
are no margins, but that we are all one. 

If the Church has more or less managed to grapple with there being neither 
Jew nor Gentile, and if the Church has done a little work and is possibly 
poised to do more with the reminder that there is neither slave nor free, 
what of the statement, the most radical of all, that in Christ there is neither 
male nor female? This is not just about gender politics. This is not just 
about whether I as a woman should be allowed to stand up and lead 
worship. That is almost marginal to what this is about, and in fact that for so 
long and for so many that has been the question shows that we are still not 
getting near what Paul is really talking about. 

There is neither male nor female. This is not about who can do what, but 
about our most basic identity. When a baby is born, the first thing that the 
parents want to know (unless these days they already do) is if it is a boy or 
a girl. That’s not, usually, at least in this country, because they plan to love 
it more if it is one or less if it is the other, but because gender and identity 



are so inextricably linked. You don’t have to think if you are male or female. 
For nearly everyone it is not a part of your identity that you wrestle with. It is 
just what you are, and you couldn’t imagine being anything else; being a 
woman, if you are a man or being a man if you are a woman. 

Paul is not denying this. What he is saying is that when we think of 
ourselves, even before we identify by gender, deeply rooted though that is, 
we should identify as a child of God. We are “in Christ” and that is the most 
important and most fundamental thing about us. 

We are in Christ. Our identity is deeply, profoundly, unchangeably bound 
up with Christ Jesus. 

In the story of creation in Genesis there are many profound theological 
truths: that means truths about God. And one of them comes in the bit 
where we are told that God made human beings “In the image of God he 
created them, male and female he created them”. When God made people 
he made two genders but both were completely made in God’s image. So 
that what God sees in us first of all is his image. And if we are Christian, 
those who have accepted Jesus as our Lord and pledged with the help of 
God’s Holy Spirit to seek to live his way, then when God looks at us, he 
sees Jesus in us. That is what he sees first and most importantly. And that 
is amazing! Think about how amazing it is that when God looks at you he 
sees Jesus. I can tell you it just blows my tiny mind! 

But of course, that is not the end of the story. This is the story of the 
Church, you remember, and what God wants us to do is to look on each 
other as he does, seeing primarily and for anything that matters only his 
image when we look at others – at those around us in church today, of 
course, and but also anyone, anyone at all we encounter in our lives from 
day to day. God’s image is there, and if we are Christians that is all that 
matters. It is all that matters when we decide who may or may not do 
something. It is all that matters when we meet people who are hard to love. 
It is all that matters when someone makes us feel inferior or superior. It is 
all that matters, even though we cannot speak the same language and we 
come from very different cultures. 

If like Peter we can say that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God, 
then we are In Christ. And if we are in Christ not only can we never look on 
Jesus as anything less than God, but we can never look on one another 
with anything but profound love and respect, with both humility and 
fraternal feeling. For our deepest identity is tied up with Christ in God, and 
nothing can be more important than that. 

 


