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First in Freedom 

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord, Jesus Christ. 

I lived in North Carolina for a time. One of the things I always attached to North Carolina 

was the motto on their license plates, “First in Flight.” But, when I lived there, I saw a lot of 

license plates saying, “First in Freedom.” Not a thought I have when North Carolina comes up.  

Most colonial Americans were less than thrilled being under the rule of the King of England. 

The colony of North Carolina was no different. However, there was enmity, dissension, and 

division between loyalists – favoring English rule, and patriots – favoring independence. It was 

much more heated than today’s rivalries … Skins/Cowboys, Nats/Phils, Caps/Pens for example. 

In February 1776, 1600 loyalists began a march to get weapons needed to squash patriot 

sympathizers throughout the colony. But patriot militias caught wind of the plan and 1000 of 

them set up opposition. The loyalists felt their superior arms would lead to easy victory. Sadly 

for them, they were defeated. This small victory emboldened North Carolina’s patriots so much 

that on April 12, 1776, North Carolina became the first colony to openly vote for independence. 

Thus, North Carolina was “First in Freedom!” Three months later, on July 4th, 1776, the other 

colonies followed North Carolina … also declaring independence. Ever since, we’ve celebrated 

the patriots and heroes who sacrificed for our freedom and maintained our independence. 

We prize freedom. It’s protected in our Constitution – freedom of speech, freedom of the 

press, freedom of religion, freedom of assembly. Our freedom is so engrained that many claim 

freedom to do as they please and to be subject to nobody’s rule but their own. 

Paul also wrote of freedom, (Gal 5:1,13-14) “For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm 

therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery … For you were called to freedom. Only 
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do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another. For 

the whole law is fulfilled in one word: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” 

While our earthly freedom, such as it is, is nice; we live in an imperfect America and an 

imperfect world, corrupted by sin. Our Father in Heaven didn’t create this world to be like this. 

He created us to live in true freedom. A freedom where we love our neighbors as ourselves.  

However, man defines freedom saying, “What’s in it for me?  How can I keep what’s mine?  

How can I engage in the ‘pursuit of happiness’ for me?”  It’s a freedom based on love of self.  

Paul calls this self-centered love, the “desires of the flesh,” saying, (Gal 5:19-21)“Now the 

works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, 

strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies, and 

things like these.”  This chaotic list of vices covers the gamut of self-centeredness showing a 

desire for self-pleasure and a trust in ourselves over God.  

We see these sins all around us in a number of ways. Those creating idols from God’s gifts 

of family, work, and pleasure … desiring the flesh with casual attitudes on premarital sex and 

sexual identity … Lack of respect and love, not to mention outright hatred, for those who don’t 

look, speak, or act like us leading to arguments, discrimination, physical violence, and worse … 

Substance abuse and addictive behavior to try ease pain or solve problems. 

While it seems we’re free when we can do whatever we want, wherever we want, with 

whomever we want … we find we aren’t. We’re actually in bondage to these things. We grow 

more and more addicted to these things as they overtake and control our lives, creating disorder 

and turmoil in our lives and the lives of our neighbors. 

Shaka Senghor grew up on the mean streets of Detroit Michigan. The tumult and disorder of 

the works of the flesh were rampant. He grew up in a chaotic household. His parents divorced. 
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Though his dad was supportive and believed in him, his mom beat him repeatedly and told him 

she wished he’d never been born. Drugs and crime raged all about and he got caught up in it. He 

recalls, “I was drunk on anger and malt liquor. I didn’t value life … mine or others.” In fit of 

envious jealousy over a woman, he was shot when he was 17. From then on, he always packed a 

gun with him. The chaos culminated two years later when, at 19 a drug deal went south and he 

shot and killed a man. He was arrested, convicted of 2nd degree murder, and sentenced to prison. 

In prison, he played the tough guy … constantly fighting, expressing his bitterness and rage 

with his words and fists. This got him put into solitary confinement for 8 years. His only contact 

with the outside world were a few cards and letters. One came early in his sentence. It was from 

his victim’s godmother, Nancy. In it she said, “I forgive you. God is able to pick you up and help 

you go on. He can clean up your messes, no matter what they are.” The fruits of Spirit came 

crashing into Shaka’s works of the flesh! But Shaka remained enslaved to his rage and anger. 

God loves Shaka and each of us too much to stand idly by and let us die in enslaved by sin. 

He was free to do as He desired. So, in freedom, (John 3:16) “(He) so loved the world, that he 

gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.”  Jesus 

went to war for us … engaging in hand-to-hand combat with Satan and his evil partners to win 

our freedom from the tyranny of the desires of the flesh. It was a brutal campaign … much blood 

was spilled on our behalf on the battlefield of Mt. Cavalry. It looked as though our champion 

was soundly defeated as He drew His last breath crying out, “My God, my God, why have you 

forsaken me!” Satan and his army began to celebrate their victory over the Son of God as He was 

wrapped in a linen death shroud, laid in a tomb, sealed with a boulder. Little did they know … 

You see … wars have many battles … and this certain battle may have been over. But, as 

God’s Word foretold, on the third day, Jesus Christ, the Son of God turned the tide of the war 
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against evil. He dealt Satan a vicious death blow. He trounced Satan’s very best weapon, death. 

Rising from the dead, Jesus destroyed the effects of sin and death. All who believe in Him and 

His promise, Jesus frees from lies of the flesh. He wins true freedom to love, and grants new life.  

Our victorious Lord, Jesus Christ, has freed us to love our neighbors. Paul tells us what love 

looks like, (Gal 5:16-17, 22-23) “But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the 

desires of the flesh. For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit 

are against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other … But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 

peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things 

there is no law.”  This well-ordered list of the fruits of the Spirit contrasts sharply with the chaos 

caused by the desires of the flesh. We see the fruit of the Spirit, people walking in the Spirit … 

Husbands and wives caring for each other in sickness and health … Parents teaching by their 

Godly examples … families praying together at meals … People giving food to the homeless … 

Shoppers showing compassion to the haggard mother and her children … Friends walking 

alongside addicted family and friends struggling to get straight. Project Echo, Food Pantry, 

Compassion Trailer, grief receptions, Safe Nights, VBS, Thanksgiving Baskets, Angel Tree … 

As Paul writes (Gal 5:1,13) “For freedom Christ has set us free … do not submit again to a 

yoke of slavery … For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do not use your freedom as an 

opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another.”  In so many ways, large and 

small, Christ calls us to true freedom to be led by the Spirit to love and serve our neighbors. 

One day Shaka’s son, Li’l Jay, born right after he entered prison, sent him a letter. In 

scrawling 10-year old handwriting he wrote, “My momma told me why you’re in jail. Because of 

murder. Don’t kill Dad. Please. That is a sin. Jesus watches what you do. Pray to Him. I pray 

and pray and pray. One day my prayer may come true and we’ll be together for life.” In Li’l 



Kent- 5 
 
 

Jay’s words, the fruits of the Spirit once again collided with the works of the flesh. Shaka’s heart 

was pierced. He loved his son. He wanted Li’l Jay to see him as a man, a father who delighted in 

his son … not a monster. In tears, he began to write his reply. He told Li’l Jay the story of his 

life, closing by writing, “I promise, I will never kill again. And we will be together! You can 

count on that.” This letter was Shaka’s opening prayer and more prayers followed as he felt the 

shackles of his rage and anger begin to loosen. He accepted responsibility for his actions. He 

vowed to try to right old wrongs in any way he could. He studied God’s Word and eventually 

wrote a letter to the man he killed asking for his forgiveness. He corresponded with Nancy 

telling her how the fruits of her forgiveness and his son’s love had begun to change him. He felt 

the freedom of forgiveness. He says, “Li’l Jay got it right. God saw what I did. He wanted me to 

seek forgiveness. When I acknowledged that important truth, I was freed from a prison that kept 

me locked up more than any cell in solitary.” Finally, he also felt the freedom of parole. Today, 

Shaka brings freedom to those in prison and caught in the chaos of the works of the flesh, 

mentoring them and trying to help them walk in the fruits of the Spirit instead. 

So … my brothers and sisters in Christ, today we celebrate our freedom!  Freedom from 

bondage to the flesh won for us by our Lord, Jesus Christ. In our baptisms, because of our eternal 

King’s victory we boldly pledge allegiance to Him above all, declare our independence from 

Satan, and proclaim our citizenship in the Kingdom of God. In this freedom, we trust God our 

Father, we boldly follow the Holy Spirit’s lead … not the flesh, not the Law, not ourselves … 

loving and serving our neighbors and the one true God in true Christian Freedom.  

May the freedom of Christ set you free from the yoke of slavery to sin and death. Amen. 

James Kent 


