
Christian Freedom

We’re starting a new series today and we haven’t done a series like this in quite a 
long time.  We’re going to work our way through Galatians 5 and into chapter 6 in 
order to gain some understanding of just what “Christian Freedom” is all about.  
We’re going to take small bites, chew slowly, and make sure we can digest all the 
information that can then be applied to our lives.

Galatia is not a city, like Corinth or Philippi or Thessalonika.  It is a region in central 
Asia, now the country called Turkey, that spread from just inland from the 
Mediterranean to the far north to the Black Sea.  It was the area that Paul and 
Barnabas visited on their first missionary journey and you can read about it in Acts 
chapters 13 and 14.  This was the first major breakthrough of the Christian church into 
the Gentile community and it came about even though Paul and Barnabas started 
their ministry in each city by going to the Jewish synagogue to share the good news 
about Jesus and His resurrection.  In town after town their message was rejected by 
the Jews and then they would move on to the Gentiles in that place, proclaiming the 
news of God’s forgiveness for sin and the gift of the Holy Spirit.

I believe that Galatians may be the earliest writing of the New Testament -- not 
everyone thinks that, but most who study the dates will place it among the earliest of 
Paul’s letters.  One of the reasons for placing it early is that Paul visited Galatia on his 
first missionary journey and then he responds to a crisis in the church with great 
urgency.  Look at this verse:

I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the One who called you by 
the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel -- which is really no
gospel at all.

What was happening to the new Christians in Galatia that Paul described as 
“deserting; turning to a different gospel”?  Fortunately, we don’t have to guess as to 
what had happened in the towns of Galatia, because Paul makes it very clear.  In 
chapter 1, he says this:

Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert 
the gospel of Christ.  (v. 7)

He goes on from there to defend the gospel that he has preached to them and his 
credentials for preaching that message with authority.  Then, near the end of chapter 
2, he lays out the problem:

We ... know that a person is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in 
Jesus Christ.  So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be 
justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing 
the law, no one will be justified.  (2:15,16)

In a paraphrase of the New Testament that you don’t see often anymore, the Phillips 
New Testament, chapter 3 starts with these words:

O, you dear idiots of Galatia, who saw Jesus Christ the crucified so plainly, who 
has been casting a spell over you?



In the Message, we read this:
You crazy Galatians!  Did someone put a hex on you?  Have you taken leave of 
your senses?  Something crazy has happened, for it’s obvious that you no 
longer have the crucified Jesus in clear focus in your lives.  His sacrifice on the 
the cross was certainly set before you clearly enough.  Let me put this question 
to you: How did your new life begin?  Was it by working your heads off to please 
God?  Or was it by responding to God’s message to you?  Are you going to 
continue this craziness?  For only crazy people would think they could 
complete by their own efforts what was begun by God.  If you weren’t smart 
enough or strong enough to begin it, how do you suppose you could perfect it?
Did you go through this whole painful learning process for nothing?  It is not yet 
a total loss, but it certainly will be if you keep this up!  

The question, “Who has bewitched you?” or “Who has put a hex or cast a spell on 
you?” has the “who” in the singular.  Even though there is evidence that several, 
maybe many, false teachers had sown confusion among the Galatians, Paul looks 
behind the false teachers to the author of lies, Satan himself.  “Who has cast a spell 
on you?” means, “Who is holding you spellbound by an irresistable power?”

What was the message of the false teachers?  Simply that these new Christians had 
missed something in their conversion to Christ and the something they missed was 
the Jewish law.  The males should be circumcised, the Jewish holy days should be 
observed, the laws given to Moses should be strictly obeyed.  And so, later in chapter 
3, Paul writes this:

I ask you again, does God give you the Holy Spirit and work miracles among 
you because you obey the law of Moses?  Of course not!  It is because you
believe the message you heard about Christ. (v.5)

And later in the chapter he writes this:
Those who depend on the law to make them right with God are under His curse, 
for the Scriptures say, “Cursed is everyone who does not observe and obey
all the commands that are written in God’s Book of the Law.”  (v.10)

What could be wrong with a little legalism?  Isn’t it right to expect that people live 
righteously, submitting to God’s ways and honoring Him with their choices?  That’s 
not what Paul is talking about here -- that’s not what’s at stake.   Paul is talking about 
how a person seeks to become justified before God.  He says there are two options: 
one is to try to earn our right standing with God through perfect obedience to His laws 
and, as we’ve just read, he says that we’re under a curse if that’s our intention 
because we all fail, in some respect, to perfectly obey God’s laws.

The other option is to put our faith in Jesus and His sacrifice on the cross.  Listen to 
this from Galatians 3:

Christ has rescued us from the curse pronounced by the law.  When He was 
hung on the cross, He took upon Himself the curse for our wrongdoing ... (v. 13)



The issue is clear and Paul’s writing tells us that this is a critical issue.  This is not 
something that he can compromise about -- he has to be firm, and so he uses strong 
language throughout the letter to let the Galatians know that this is huge; this is a 
vitally important concern.

You are trying to find favor with God by what you do or don’t do on certain days 
or months or seasons or years.  I fear for you.  I am afraid that all my hard work 
for you was worth nothing.  Dear friends, I plead with you to live as I do in 
freedom from these things, for I have become like you Gentiles were -- free 
from the law.  (vv. 10-12)

This is the issue for us: how do we get right with God? And, maybe even more 
pertinent to our daily lives, How do we stay in right standing with God?  How do we 
maintain the relationship that we began when we first put our trust, our hope, in 
Jesus’ sacrifice for our sin?  When that happened, we entered into a great new world 
of freedom.  We were freed from guilt, from the threat of punishment, from the fear of 
death, from the necessity of keeping the law, and we were welcomed into the new life 
in the Spirit, the life of true freedom.

That’s the message of Galatians in a pretty hefty nutshell, and it serves as 
background to our passage today, which is Galatians 5:1-6:

So Christ has really set us free.  Now make sure that you stay free, and don’t get 
tied up again in slavery to the law.  Listen!  I, Paul, tell you this: If you are 
counting on circumcision to make you right with God, then Christ cannot help 
you.  I’ll say it again.  If you are trying to find favor with God by being 
circumcised you must obey all of the regulations in the whole law of Moses.  For 
if you are trying to make yourselves right with God by keeping the law, you have 
been cut off from Christ!  You have fallen away from God’s grace.
But we who live by the Spirit eagerly wait to receive everything promised to us 
who are right with God through faith.  For when we place our faith in Christ
Jesus, it makes no difference to God whether we are circumcised or not 
circumcised.  What is important is faith expressing itself in love.

There are, in this passage, two opposite ways of looking at what it means to be a 
spiritually alive person.  One is to do the right things and the other is to believe in the 
right person.  The first seems pretty straightforward: you obey the ten 
commandments, you live a moral life, you submit to God’s values and do the things 
He commands.  For the Jew, that was symbolized from just after birth by the act of 
circumcision for all male babies.  Circumcision was a kind of physical seal that said 
this child would grow up under the law, under the rule of God and His commands.  

In that day, Gentiles were not circumcised, so they had no physical sign on their 
bodies that they were committed to obeying the law of Moses.  Now that Gentiles in 
Galatia had become Christians, Jewish radicals, that we call Judaizers, were telling 
them that they had to be circumcised, had to keep all the Mosaic laws, in order to be 
fully Christian.



Paul’s argument against these Judaizers was to say, “Look, you couldn’t and can’t 
keep the laws of Moses yourselves.  You know from your own experience that you have 
fallen short and will continue to fall short of perfection according to those same laws 
that you are bound by circumcision to obey.  So why are you asking those whose faith 
in Jesus has brought them forgiveness for all their sins to turn to a legal basis for 
continuing their relationship with God?  Why should we give up the grace of God in 
order to prove that we should be counted righteous on our own merits when we’ve 
already proved that we can’t be good enough?  Why should we promote defeat and 
failure when Jesus has offered His perfect life as an atoning sacrifice, a sacrifice that 
pays the price, in other words, for all our sin?”

Show of hands -- how many of you have found that you can easily attain perfection 
according to the laws of Moses and so you don’t know what Paul is going on about?  I 
won’t ask for a show of hands on this one, but I do wonder how many of us have felt, 
at some time or other in our Christian life, that that’s what we were trying to do?  We 
believed in Jesus, put our trust in Him for the forgiveness of our sins, turned from our 
old lifestyle of disobedience and hungered to know Him better -- so we began 
disciplines of prayer, Bible study, worshiping in community with other Christians and 
other means of spiritual growth.  

But then, over time, we found that those means to spiritual growth had become rules 
to follow, disciplines that demonstrated faith or just burdens that reminded us of our 
failures.  Preachers and authors reminded us of our calling to bring glory to God 
without telling us how that could happen, so the sense of failure and unworthiness 
just grew.  Over time we became so obsessed with our failures that we despaired of 
being welcomed to heaven.

If you’re in that boat today, I have some great news for you!  Jesus has set you free ... 
really, free.  And His word to you today is that you shouldn’t let yourself get tangled up 
again in slavery to the law.  Notice verse 2 in our passage: “If you are counting on 
circumcision”, or “If you are counting on your ability to keep the law to make you right 
with God, then Christ cannot help you.”  If we plan on coming before God at the last 
Judgment with a resume of all that we have done to fulfill His commandments, then 
we’re on our own.  The grace that Jesus offers to all who believe is set aside so that 
we can stand on our own merits -- if that’s what we choose.

But if your choice is to prepare for the Day of Judgment by saying, “Lord, I am not 
worthy to be called your child (much like the prepared speech of the Prodigal Son), but 
I stand by faith in the righteousness of Jesus and His sacrifice that paid the penalty for 
all my sins,” then you will hear the great welcome of heaven.  That’s the stark contrast 
between our righteousness and Jesus’ righteousness.  That’s the stark contrast 
between how good we think we are -- especially in relation to my neighbor, that guy at 
work, that jerk who’s tail-gating, those crooks on the news -- and how good Jesus 
really is.  Do we really want to stand on the basis of how good we are instead of 
standing on the basis of how great and gracious Jesus is?  Paul says it’s our choice, 
but at the same time, he urges us to make sure we don’t get all tied up in the idea that 



we can earn something by being good.  The option is brutal: “If you are trying to make 
yourselves right with God by keeping the law, you have been cut off from Christ!  You 
have fallen away from God’s grace.”  

Our relative goodness doesn’t earn us anything.  It’s not that doing good things or 
being a good person is wrong -- Paul is talking about the motivation for being or doing 
good.  If our motivation is to gain favor with God, to win points with Him, to turn aside 
His anger, to gain forgiveness, it will fail.  

Maybe the most helpful way of looking at this issue is to ask ourselves, “What can I do 
to improve on the sacrifice that Jesus offered on the cross?  What is incomplete, what 
is inadequate, about His payment for my sin?  How can I reduce the cost that Jesus 
paid through my own actions, through my own goodness?”  None of that makes any 
sense to us, does it?  

And yet there is something in us that wants to pay at least part of the debt we owe.  
Can we make it up to you, Jesus?  Well, actually, no.  

If the richest man in Canada took you out for dinner and offered to pick up the tab, you 
wouldn’t think twice.  You’d say, “Sure, thanks so much.”  And yet when the Creator of 
the universe, the Lord of all that is, the One who lacks nothing and is complete in who 
He is, when perfection offers to pay the full price for our many failures, we start 
negotiating.  “Let me pay half ... okay, that would be too much, I know, let me pay it off 
over time, let me do some community service so at least I don’t have to feel so bad 
about myself.”  And that’s our clue.  It’s our pride that lets us think that we might have 
something to contribute here.  It’s our feeling that we’re usually justified, even in the 
bad decisions we make, and that we’re certainly more good than bad.  And it’s our 
pride that would lead us to believe that our failures are less significant than God’s 
word tells us they are.  We don’t like to admit that we need grace, that we need God’s 
mercy.  We don’t like to concede that we’re helpless before God outside of that grace.  
But it’s true, whether we like it or not.

So, let’s look at this passage in our context, in words that are more in our language:
So Christ has really set us free.  Now, make sure that you stay free -- don’t let 
anyone tie up your life with a long list of do’s and don’ts.  This is important.  The 
moment any of you submits yourself to some system of rule-keeping you lose 
the hard-won gift of freedom that Christ gave you.  In fact, you trade that in for 
the obligations of the slave life of the law.  This must be lived entirely outside 
the arena of Jesus’ grace because it’s not what He asks for.  All that’s important 
in Jesus is that we trust Him and that we express our faith in love.

Now, I know the questions that some of you are asking yourselves right now.  If our 
performance isn’t important, why should we try to do good at all?  What difference 
does it make if we are selfish and angry and hurtful if our efforts to be unselfish and 
loving aren’t worth anything?  Don’t worry; we’ll get to the answers to those questions 
as we work through the rest of this chapter.  But it’s important that we don’t rush 



ahead to answer that question before we’ve fully accepted and understood this 
principle.  

Jesus paid it all.  We no longer make sacrifices as a way of paying for our sins.  We 
no longer beat ourselves up over the failures in our lives.  We accept that we will 
stumble and that we are dependent on God’s grace, and we get up and continue to 
run the race that is before us.  We don’t go back 200 yards as a sort of penalty on 
ourselves.  We don’t go back to where we began the journey and try to start over.  We 
submit ourselves to grace, we trust fully in what Jesus has done, and we keep on 
loving God and we keep on loving people -- because those are the truly important 
things.


