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Freed from the Ditch 

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

Have you ever found yourself … literally … stuck in a ditch? Many years ago, I thought I 

knew how to drive. I passed my test and received my license. But I really didn’t know how to 

drive in unusual conditions. One night some friends told me to meet them by the riverbank for 

some fun. When I got to the turn off, the gate was down and I couldn’t get through. But I 

recalled an ungated dirt path just up the road. Maybe that would get me to my friends. I got to 

where they said they’d be but nobody was there. Bet the gate made them turn around and go 

someplace else. Long story short … the dirt road went through some washes … dry river beds, 

much like sandy beaches, when there wasn’t any runoff from the rain. Continuing my search, I 

gunned my car to get through a wash, I stopped moving forward. My tires were spinning, but I 

was going nowhere. The harder I revved my engine, the deeper my wheels went into the sand. 

Inexperienced driving in unusual conditions, led astray by “friends” …  I became hopelessly 

stuck in the ditch. Even the tow truck, sent to help me, had to call for help to get me out. 

St. Paul wrote to the young church in Galatia as it was also stuck in the ditch. At first, they 

eagerly accepted the gospel that salvation came through one thing and one thing only … faith in 

Jesus Christ. Through faith in Christ, they repented, confessed their sins, and received God’s 

forgiveness and eternal life. This simple message assured them of salvation.  

Then along came some old school Jewish Christians, whom Paul called Judaizers. They said, 

“It’s not that easy. To become a Christian, you first have to become a member of the family of 

God. And that’s only possible if you first become Jewish … follow all the laws … keep kosher, 

obey the traditional sabbath, get circumcised.” These people, steeped in the 600-plus laws of 
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Moses, denied salvation by grace through faith in Jesus alone. They said, (Acts 15:1) “Unless 

you are circumcised according the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” Based on centuries 

following the law, they believed salvation was only possible if you first followed the law … 

became Jewish … then, having contributed your part, God would welcome you into His family. 

To the Gentiles – new, “baby” Christians – it sort of made sense. “You might be right. How can I 

receive such a great gift so easily?” The Judaizers led many in the fledgling church into the 

ditch with their false doctrine. From there, conflicts arose. Among other things, arrogant leaders 

who hadn’t been dragged into the ditch refused to help those who had … rather than get their 

hands dirty, they shunned their fallen brothers and sisters, watching as they struggled. 

Last week we heard Paul describe the “Fruits of the Spirit” and the “Works of the Flesh.” 

Paul followed this with practical advice to live in Christian freedom by the “Fruits of the Spirit.” 

And one of those pieces of advice includes getting off the road to gently pull someone who’s 

stuck in the ditch out of the ditch, (Galatians 6:1-2) “Brothers (and sisters), if anyone is caught 

in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit of gentleness … Bear 

one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.” 

Those laws the Jewish Christians mistakenly thought were a necessary first step to salvation, 

they are a part of God’s Word. Their mistake was made interpreting only part of God’s Word 

without taking into consideration the rest of God’s Word. This caused them to teach false 

doctrine to inexperienced Christians who didn’t know any better. They led these new believers 

into the ditch of transgression … sin caused by ignorance, weakness, persuasion, deception, or 

bad example … but sin nevertheless. Transgression against God’s Word happens when those 

called to proclaim God’s Word do so in error. These shepherds led God’s people astray … off 

the path of righteousness into the ditch of sin and death. This is what the serpent did to Adam 
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and Eve in the garden of Eden. This is what God’s Old Testament people did to each other. This 

is what the church was doing in Luther’s day. And we see it in the church today.  

When those called to proclaim God’s Word sugarcoat it to make it more palatable to modern 

ears or out and out edit His Word … these practices don’t lead to eternal life. They lead straight 

into the ditch. Once there, many thinking they’re not in bad shape, spin their wheels trying to get 

themselves out. They only dig themselves further into the ditch becoming hopelessly and 

helplessly mired in sin … unable to pull themselves out. We know these people. Maybe it’s 

friends or family who’re in the ditch. Maybe it’s a brother or sister in Christ. At least it’s not us! 

We’re fine … we’re on the good pavement, doing all the right things to stay there. Then we 

come across someone at the bottom of a ditch. Maybe, like the Pharisees and Levites in the 

Parable of the Good Samaritan, we quickly avert our eyes or move to the other side of the road. 

We’ve got other things to attend to … we can’t be inconvenienced … we can’t get dirty. Perhaps 

someone else will come to their aid. We pass by, doing nothing, while our brothers and sisters 

languish at the bottom of the ditch. Possibly we really want to help … but we’re afraid to. We 

don’t know what to do. We don’t know what to say. We’re afraid that if we help, we might fall 

in too and get stuck there. So we walk on by. Or maybe we’ve been helping. We’ve been trying 

to convinced the ditch dweller to grab hold of the truth and let God’s Word and promise of 

forgiveness pull them out … but they refuse and we grow weary and give up. Regardless, 

whether by conscious avoidance, in fear, or giving up … our “tolerance” or “putting up with” 

false teaching which leads others into the ditch only allows them to get further and further 

embedded in the mud. And this isn’t what God desires. He calls us to get dirty, to inconvenience 

ourselves … showing “fruits of the Spirit” – patiently, kindly, gently helping those who’re stuck.  
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God our Father saw His creation hopelessly stuck in the ditch of sin … trying to dig itself out 

and only getting deeper and deeper in a hole. So, He came down from heaven, getting dirty He 

entered into the ditch with us. Jesus reached down into the filth of our world with His own hands. 

(Isaiah 53:5) “He was pierced for our transgressions; He was crushed for our iniquities; upon 

Him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with His wounds we are healed.” God 

Himself put mankind’s transgressions upon Himself … He suffered, died, and was buried with 

them. Three days later, rising to new life, Jesus pulls all who believe in Him and His promise of 

forgiveness and eternal life, including you and me, from the ditch of despair to new life. 

Last week we celebrated our nation’s freedom. While good, God gives us an entirely 

different freedom. Paul says, (Galatians 5:1,13) “For freedom Christ has set us free … Only do 

not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another.” Jesus 

knows His call to love isn’t easy saying, (Luke 10:2) “Behold, I am sending you out as lambs in 

the midst of wolves.” But also know Jesus sends us with His blessing and authority, (Luke 10:19) 

“I have given you authority to tread on serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the 

enemy, and nothing shall hurt you.” The Holy Spirit, given in baptism, guides our prayers and 

study of God’s all-powerful Word. He leads us down the path of righteousness. At times though, 

His Word also calls us to joyfully respond to His love in faith by getting dirty in the ditch, calling 

us to lovingly and humbly enter the lives of those who’ve been led astray in transgression, as 

well as the lives of our neighbors who wallow in ignorance of God’s mercy. As we get dirty in 

the ditch, bearing their burdens, Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit rescues these lost and 

broken sinners, including us on occasion, pulling us all to safety … putting us back on the way to 

eternal life. Together we (Luke 10:20) “Rejoice that (our) names are written in heaven.” 

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit, brothers and sisters. Amen. 

James Kent 


