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Our obedience should not be a labor for Him; it is a gift from Him. 
 
 
1 John 2:15a (NKJV) “Do not love the world or the things in the world.”  
 
 
 
I.       Stay Focused on the Worth of the Cross of Christ (v. 1) 
 

Galatians 3:1a (AMP) “O YOU poor and silly and thoughtless and unreflecting and senseless Galatians!”  
 
 
1 Corinthians 2:1-2 (NKJV) “1 And I, brethren, when I came to you, did not come with excellence of speech or of wisdom 
declaring to you the testimony of God. 2 For I determined not to know anything among you except Jesus Christ and Him 
crucified.” 
 
 
1 John 1:7b (NKJV) “…and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanses us from all sin.” 
 
1 John 1:9 (NKJV) “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness.” 
 
 
“The cross is the continuing and eternal payment for all sin, and every sinner who puts his trust in the cross is forever and 
continually being forgiven. A believer can no more stay saved by works than he could have been saved by works in the 
first place. The cross keeps moving powerfully and relentlessly through history, and it will stand forever as living proof that 
men cannot redeem ourselves.”                                                                                                                   —John MacArthur 
 
 
Isaiah 26:3 (NKJV) “You will keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on You, because he trusts in You.” 
 
 
Psalms 19:14 (NKJV) “Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in Your sight, O Lord, 
my strength and my Redeemer.” 
 
 
Matthew 22:37 (NKJV) “Jesus said to him, 'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and 
with all your mind.'” 
 
Romans 8:6 (ESV) “For to set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace.” 
 
Romans 12:2 (NKJV) “And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you 
may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God.” 
 
1 Corinthians 2:16 (ESV) “For who has understood the mind of the Lord so as to instruct him? But we have the mind of 
Christ.” 
 



Philippians 4:8 (ESV) “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, 
whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about 
these things.” 
 
 
Colossians 3:2 (NKJV) “Set your mind on things above, not on things on the earth.” 
 
 
Proverbs 23:7a (NKJV) “For as he thinks in his heart, so is he.”   

 
 
 
 
II.      Stay Focused on the Work of the Holy Spirit (vv. 2-4) 
 
 

Romans 8:9b (NKJV) “Now if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he is not His.” 
 
Romans 8:16 (NKJV) “The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God.” 
 
 
 
1 John 4:13 (NKJV) “By this we know that we abide in Him, and He in us, because He has given us of His Spirit.” 
 
 
“The Holy Spirit is not the goal of the Christian life but is its source. He is not the product of faithful living but is the power 
behind it. A higher level of living does not bring the Holy Spirit; rather submission to the Holy Spirit, who already indwells 
the believer, includes a higher level of living.”                                                                                              —John MacArthur 
 
 
Galatians 5:22-23 (NKJV) “22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
23 gentleness, self-control. Against such there is no law.” 

 
 
 
 
III.     Stay Focused on the Ways of God the Father (v. 5) 
 
 

Ephesians 3:20 (NKJV) “Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think, according 
to the power that works in us.” 
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   Some of the deepest grief I have experienced in the ministry is when a dedicated Christian that I have 

watched grow in the Lord and be used greatly by the Lord goes into some false teaching and turns against 

me and the church. I am not saying that they lost their salvation or that they were never a true Christian; I 

believe they simply allowed themselves to be led astray and as a result they have rendered their lives and 

ministries of no effect. I find myself responding to those people with the three emotions of anger, grief, 

and surprise. I can relate to what Paul is experiencing when he begins this third chapter of Galatians. 

 

   The particular area that the Galatians had erred is what has come to be called “legalism”. Since legalism 

is a man originated term and not a biblical term, we need to carefully define what we mean by it. I will 

divide legalism into two categories. There is legalism as it relates to salvation and legalism as it relates to 

sanctification or spiritual growth. When a person seeks to be righteous before God (accepted by God) by a 

mixture of God’s grace through faith and human merit, they have missed the Gospel, missed salvation, 

and they are guilty of legalism. The root of this dangerous type of legalism is pride. We like to earn our 

way. The fact is that salvation cannot be earned. I am not saying that salvation is hard to earn; it is 

impossible to earn. True salvation involves humbling ourselves and that is not easy or popular. The 

second type of legalism is that type that relates to sanctification or spiritual growth. This is the type of 

legalism that the people of Galatia were struggling with. This second type of legalism accepts the fact that 

we are saved by grace alone through faith alone, in Christ alone, but growing in Christ-likeness is thought 

to be accomplished by the strength of the flesh. This was the brand of legalism I grew up with. I knew 

nothing of the enabling power of the Holy Spirit that we will examine in today’s passage and examine in 

depth when we get to chapters 5-6. This sanctification legalism takes many forms. One example is the 

debtor’s approach to the Christian life. This approach sounds like this: “God has done so much for you, 

now what are you going to do for Him? He gave His life for you, now what are you willing to give for 

Him?” The Christian life becomes one big effort to pay God back the huge debt we owe Him. We know 

we will never get it completely paid back but we spend our life trying and maybe drop the balance owed a 

little bit. That view is based in pride and glorifies man. We end up laboring for God in our own strength. 

That’s legalism. A debtor’s approach tries to pay back God’s grace, but in reality, the obedience that 

pleases God draws more grace from Him. Our obedience should not be a labor for Him; it is a gift from 

Him. Just as we are saved by grace, we also obey by grace. Another type of this legalism as it relates to 

sanctification or Christian growth is the rule keeping approach. There certainly are rules or commands 

that God has given us. Often we come up with extra rules to help us keep the biblical rules. For instance 

the Bible says in 1 John 2:15a (NKJV) “Do not love the world or the things in the world.” Some people 

have come up with 800 rules to keep to avoid breaking the Scriptural rule. That is exactly what the 

Pharisees did. All of these examples involve living the Christian life by our own discipline and our own 

power. It also has pride at its root. Learn this truth: God is not looking for people to work for Him, but 

people who will let Him work mightily in and through them!  

   In verse 1 Paul describes the Galatians as being “bewitched”. What did he mean by that? The Greek 

word means to cast a spell, to hypnotize, or to hold one spellbound. The HCSB translates verse one, 

“Who has hypnotized you…” It basically means to lead astray. It can involve the occult, but that probably 

isn’t the meaning here though Satan is certainly involved in all deceit. In what way were they bewitched? 

In what area were they led astray? It was in the area of trying to mix the Gospel rooted life, the grace 

rooted life with works done in their own power. If you would avoid being bewitched, here are some 

things you must remain focused on. 

 

I.       Stay Focused on the Worth of the Cross of Christ (V1) 

   Chapters 3-4 of Galatians contain some of the strongest things Paul was inspired to write. The Gospel 

was at stake – the Gospel for the lost and the Gospel for the saved. The word translated “foolish” does not 

refer to mental deficiency but to mental carelessness. Galatians 3:1a (AMP) “O YOU poor and silly and 

thoughtless and unreflecting and senseless Galatians!” The popular J. B. Phillips paraphrase says, “Oh 

you dear idiots of Galatia…surely you cannot be so idiotic!” Basically these Galatian Christians had 



turned from freedom to bondage. That’s pretty idiotic! Its one thing to not walk in the freedom and liberty 

that is ours in Christ when we have never been taught, but the Galatians had been taught by the Apostle 

Paul! They succumbed to the pride tickling human works of keeping the law to obtain God’s approval. 

How foolish! They acted as though the work of Christ had to be supplemented with their works.  

   Paul next reminds them of how clearly they had heard the message of the Gospel. Before their very eyes 

and ears Christ and His cross had been clearly portrayed. In other words Paul had communicated the 

Gospel in such a way that his hearers could clearly picture Christ and hear the nails driven into His hands 

and feet. The word translated “portrayed” comes from the world of advertising. The Greeks used it to 

refer to a poster that something was for sale or to bring it into our day, to put up a billboard. In other 

words the cross and all that it accomplished had been communicated so clearly that it was like they had 

seen it happening. Paul was “cross focused”. He said in 1 Corinthians 2:1-2 (NKJV) “
1 

And I, brethren, 

when I came to you, did not come with excellence of speech or of wisdom declaring to you the testimony 

of God. 
2 

For I determined not to know anything among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified.” Paul 

emphasized the ongoing work of the cross in the believer’s life. The word translated “crucified” is the 

perfect tense. That tense in the Greek indicates that the cross of Christ was an event that happened in 

history and had continuing results. 1 John 1:7b (NKJV) “… and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son 

cleanses us from all sin.” It literally says “and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son is continually cleansing 

us from all sin”. 1 John 1:9 (NKJV) “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins 

and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” Literally that says, “He is still righteous to keep on forgiving 

our sins…” It is not that after salvation, our good works pick up where the cross leaves off; the cross 

doesn’t “leave off”. The work of the cross continues on in the Christian life. Listen to this word from John 

MacArthur: “The cross is the continuing and eternal payment for all sin, and every sinner who puts his 

trust in the cross is forever and continually being forgiven. A believer can no more stay saved by works 

than he could have been saved by works in the first place. The cross keeps moving powerfully and 

relentlessly through history, and it will stand forever as living proof that men cannot redeem ourselves.” 

[John MacArthur, The MacArthur Commentary, Galatians, page 65]. Paul’s Gospel was the Gospel of the 

crucified Christ and we must never turn from trusting Christ even after we are saved.  

   Since this message of the cross is so vital and so clearly taught in Scripture, how do people move away 

from it even as the Galatians had? I believe that the Galatians failed in that they stopped clearly portraying 

Christ crucified. I believe that when we take our minds off of the doctrinal truth of what was 

accomplished at the cross and let the emotions take over it always leads to error. I am not “anti-

emotions”! I am pro-emotion! What a boring world we would have if we killed the emotions. I believe 

that the emotions play a prominent role in the Christian life. The emotions, however, must be grounded in 

the mind – the mind set on the doctrinal truths of Scripture. If you did a study of the Bible and what it 

says concerning the mind and what it says concerning the emotions, you would probably be surprised. 

The focus is on the mind. Here are just a few examples. Isaiah 26:3 (NKJV) “You will keep him in 

perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on You, because he trusts in You.” Psalms 19:14 (NKJV) “Let the 

words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in Your sight, O Lord, my strength and 

my Redeemer.” Everywhere we are exhorted to meditate in the Old Testament, it means to think deeply 

and purposefully. Matthew 22:37 (NKJV) “Jesus said to him, 'You shall love the Lord your God with all 

your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’” Romans 8:6 (ESV) “For to set the mind on the 

flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace.” Romans 12:2 (NKJV) “And do not be 

conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is 

that good and acceptable and perfect will of God.” 1 Corinthians 2:16b (ESV) “But we have the mind of 

Christ.” Philippians 4:8 (ESV) “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is 

just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is 

anything worthy of praise, think about these things.” Colossians 3:2 (NKJV) “Set your mind on things 

above, not on things on the earth.” Keep in mind that most often when the word “heart” is used in the Old 

Testament and the New Testament, it is referring to the mind. An example would be Proverbs 23:7a 

(NKJV) “For as he thinks in his heart, so is he.”  



   Never in Scripture are we told to abandon or minimize or set aside the mind. When emotions are 

submitted to the mind (to truth), then enjoy the emotions. However, if the emotions lead the way, we are 

headed for or we are already in trouble. The fruitful, effective Christian life is not emotion based; it is 

mind based and more specifically doctrine based. As we humbly pursue and magnify God’s truth and 

meditate on God’s truth, the emotions will begin to come in line with that truth and our lives are enriched, 

joy filled and fruitful. An “emotions first” approach to life will certainly lead you into error and 

eventually to self caused sorrow and fruitlessness. Walking with God is not a sterile, emotionless, joyless 

life; it is a life that manifests a mind that is stayed on Him and His Word, a mind that is constantly being 

renewed and submitted to the doctrinal truths of Scripture. 

   Let me make a special application of this truth to the songs that are sung in worship. Make sure that the 

songs you prefer are not void of doctrinal truths and even worse filled with untruths when compared to 

the Scriptures. Your heart ought to be filled with worship when the words of a song are rich in Biblical, 

doctrinal truth even when the style may not excite your emotions. I think that my favorite songs to 

enhance worship are those that are doctrinally rich and also move the emotions.  

 

II.      Stay Focused on the Work of the Holy Spirit (V2-4) 

   The Holy Spirit is referred to 18 times in the book of Galatians. He is the main subject of chapter 5. In 

Paul’s appeal to the Galatians to abandon their drift away from the Gospel into legalism, he now brings 

the Holy Spirit to the forefront of their thinking. The Holy Spirit in a believer’s life is the indisputable 

evidence that a person is truly a Christian. Romans 8:9b (NKJV) “…Now if anyone does not have the 

Spirit of Christ, he is not His.” Romans 8:16 (NKJV) “The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit 

that we are children of God”. 1 John 4:13 (NKJV) “By this we know that we abide in Him, and He in us, 

because He has given us of His Spirit.” At no time before salvation can a person have the indwelling Holy 

Spirit and at no time after salvation can a person have the Holy Spirit not indwelling Him. A person who 

does not have the Holy Spirit does not need a second blessing; he needs salvation. In light of that truth, 

here is the question Paul asks the Galatians: “When you received the Holy Spirit, was it by your works of 

keeping the law, or was it when you came to God and received His grace by faith?” The answer was 

obviously that they received the Spirit of Christ, the Holy Spirit as an act of God’s grace when they 

responded to the Gospel with faith. It had nothing to do with the works of the law.  

   The Galatians had seen the Holy Spirit at work in their life. What is the work of the Holy Spirit? It is the 

Holy Spirit who convicts the lost sinner (John 16:7-11) and opens his eyes to see the truth. At the moment 

of salvation, the Holy Spirit baptizes the believer into union with Christ (1 Corinthians 12:13) and the 

believer is then “in Christ”. The Holy Spirit also seals the believer (Ephesians 1:13-14) which secures the 

believer so that no one can steal him away. When the indwelling Spirit is given control (fills the believer) 

He empowers the Christian to obey God and refuse the desires of the flesh (Galatians 5:16-17). In 

addition, it is the Holy Spirit who produces the fruit in a Christian’s life which is a 9 fold description of 

the character of Christ. Galatians 5:22-23a (NKJV) “
22 

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 

longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
23 

gentleness, self-control.” Paul asks them bluntly, “Was 

it from keeping the law that you received the Holy Spirit or was it by responding with faith when you 

heard the truth of the Gospel that I presented to you?” The obvious expected answer was that it was by the 

hearing with faith. 

   The Galatians had to learn the lesson that the Gospel of grace through faith and the law cannot mix. The 

law says “Do these things”; the Gospel says “Christ has done it all”. The law demands our achievement; 

the gospel of grace depends on Christ’s achievement. The law makes demands and commands us to obey; 

the Gospel makes promises and tells us to believe. The law and the Gospel of grace are completely 

incompatible. [Much of the last paragraph from John Stott, The Message of Galatians, page 71]. 

   In verse 3, Paul shows the foolishness of going back into legalism after a person has been saved (V3). 

Oh so many people are described in this verse! This verse described me for the first 16 years of my 

Christian life. The Gospel for the Christian is that the same Spirit who convicted us of sin, birthed us, and 

baptized us into the body of Christ, is the same Spirit that by grace sanctifies us, matures us, and 



conforms us to the likeness of Christ. How foolish to think that we were saved only by grace through faith 

by the Holy Spirit’s working and then be made mature or complete by the power of our own flesh. The 

Christian life was meant to be a supernatural, unexplainable life lived in the power of the Spirit of Christ 

and not by keeping rules and regulations. The way we enter the Christian life is the way that we advance 

in the Christian life.  

   What is Paul referring to in verse 4? There are two possibilities as to what this means. It may be 

referring to literal suffering when they came to Christ. After all, Paul and Barnabas suffered when they 

brought the Gospel to them (Acts 13-14). Perhaps the Galatian believers suffered after coming to Christ. 

Now that they are pulling back, Paul says it seems that all that they suffered was in vain.  

   Another possible interpretation (the one I lean toward) is this. The Greek word translated “suffered” can 

be translated “experience”. He could be referring to the all the spiritual experiences the Galatians had 

been through. The Holy Spirit had done amazing things among them; if they fell into legalism it would 

mean that all of their amazing things they experienced through the Holy Spirit would have been in vain. 

The New English Bible says, “Have all your great experiences been in vain?” 

 

III.     Stay Focused on the Ways of God the Father (V5) 

   The word translated “supplies” means to supply abundantly with great generosity. In His abundant 

mercy to His children, God gives them the Holy Spirit to indwell them and evidenced His presence with 

powerful works. The word translated “miracles” is dunamis which means works of power. It is likely 

referring to Satan’s defeat and the power to overcome sin and the flesh. The same word that is translated 

“miracles” here is translated “power in other passages. Here is the question that Paul had for these 

Galatians: “Was all of this given to you when you heard the Gospel and responded with faith, or did you 

earn it by good works attached with the law? 

CONCLUSION 

   Here is a summary of this passage. The Galatians had heard the Gospel that salvation is by grace 

alone through faith alone. They had trusted in Christ and were justified – declared righteous by 

having Christ’s righteousness imputed to their account. Just as we are saved by grace through faith, 

we are sanctified, we grow spiritually by grace through faith. Spiritual growth does not come by 

means of keeping the law any more than salvation comes through the law. Don’t be guilty of trying to 

finish by law what was begun by grace. That is foolishness and acting like you have been bewitched. 


