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True Freedom: Galatians 5:1-15 
 
Intro 
I’d like to spend our time this morning thinking about the concept of freedom. 
What’s the first thing that comes to mind when you hear the word “freedom”?  Like 
most word connotation exercises it probably matters what your past experience has 
been.  If you’re like most of us and were born in this country and have sat through 
US history classes growing up, you may have a picture of a national freedom.   You 
might think of the freedoms we have in this country to worship, to speak freely.  You 
might think of the freedom to make our own way, a kind of rugged individualism 
that this country has identified itself with.  Or maybe you think of many other types 
of freedom, maybe freedoms you wish for: freedom from debt, freedom from worry, 
or freedom from some other source of stress in your life.  If your background is a 
little different or if we picture living in different times and circumstances a different 
picture may come to mind.  Think of a slave, physically held against their will.  Think 
about what the word “freedom” must mean to someone in that situation.  Think of 
the value they must put on freedom.  It’s not a patriotic theme or a vague concept 
that they take for granted, it’s something they yearn and long for.  Our passage this 
morning has some bold things to say about freedom, let’s read it again together. 
 
<read passage> 
 
Verse 1 says that it is “for freedom Christ has set us free” and in verse 13, Paul says 
that we were “called to freedom”.  I think these are some pretty bold, powerful 
statements that Paul makes here – that we were called to freedom and it was for 
freedom that Christ has set us free. 
 
We should also notice the seriousness with which Paul addresses his readers – he 
says “Look” or “Behold” in verse 2.  He wants their attention.  And the fact that he 
reiterates that is “I, Paul” saying this to you underlines the seriousness with which 
he is writing. He wants to lay out the gravity of this conversation before the 
Galatians and before us, because this subject has eternal consequences.    
 
Misconceptions 
As we start to think about freedom, I want to start out thinking about some 
misconceptions that I want us to put away.  As I said earlier we often have strong 
connections in this country with hearing the word freedom and thinking about this 
freedom to become anything we want, the American dream to forge our own way 
and to be whatever we want to be.  That freedom is not the biblical freedom we are 
talking about here, and in many ways is unhelpful to us understanding the concept 
of freedom here.  Not that there is anything wrong with this idea of freedom of 
course, but it is unhelpful in the sense that this is exactly the kind of thinking that is 



antithetical to the Christian faith and by that I mean – the idea that we can be 
whatever we want to be, become whoever we want to come – it is just up to us to 
pull ourselves up by our bootstraps, as the saying goes, and make ourselves to be 
the success story is a dangerous, dangerous confusion of what the Bible tells us of 
the state of our souls.  I’ll talk much more of this difference as we go along this 
morning but I want to be clear in separating that idea from our minds right away.      
 
Free From What 
With that clarification laid out, let’s continue thinking about freedom asking I think 
one of the most fundamental questions – free from what?   What is Pauls saying that 
we are free from?  Freedom necessarily implies something that is or was binding us, 
coercing us, constraining us.  It involves the idea of being liberated or being released 
from something holding us back from what we would otherwise do.  So the first 
question we need to ask ourselves is free from what?   
 
The fundamental freedom we talk about in the Christian life is freedom from sin.  
Several months back when Ben was preaching through Romans 6, he talked about 
this freedom.  Romans 6:20-22 says “For when you were slaves of sin, you were free 
in regard to righteousness.  But what fruit were you getting at that time from the 
things of which you are now ashamed?  For the end of those things is death.  But 
now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the fruit 
you get leads to sanctification and its end, eternal life”. First and foremost, the 
gospel is about being freed from the power and curse of sin.  
 
But looking specifically at our passage this morning I think Paul has more specific in 
mind here than just freed from sin.  I’m not seeing he means our freedom is 
something other than freedom from sin, just that we can be a bit more precise.  The 
letter to the Galatians is one of the strongest worded letters and rebukes of any 
letter in the New Testament.  In chapter 1 Paul makes the statement that “if anyone 
is preaching to you a gospel contrary to the one you received, let him be accursed”.  
In chapter 5 verse 12, Paul says that he wishes that “those who unsettle you would 
emasculate themselves”!   I think it’s fair to say that Paul is extremely upset and 
even angry to use language like this.  Why is he so upset?  And how does this relate 
to our freedom in Christ that he set us free for?  Paul is angry because some 
Judaizers are trying to tell the Galatian believers that they need something else in 
addition to Christ to be justified before God.  These Judaizers were teaching that in 
addition to believing on Christ you also had to be circumcised and adhere to the 
ceremonial law in order to be justified.  This is what it takes to set Paul off – what 
equates to not just a watering down of the gospel but a complete denial of it’s 
power.  Paul refers to them in verse 4 as “you who would be justified by the law”.  
It’s a denial of the essence of the gospel.  This is so important for us to see this 
morning to really grasp what we are free from.   
 
The fundamental message of the gospel, the difference between Christianity and 
every other religion of the world is that in every other case the world’s religions lay 
out what you must do to be right with God.  In some way or form, almost all world 



religions dictate that there is something we must do to gain some approval or some 
status from God.  The one exception is Christianity.  The fundamental, paradigm 
shattering truth of the Christian faith is that there is nothing that we can do to earn 
favor with God.  There is absolutely nothing you can do to gain yourself even the 
tiniest bit of merit before God.  Nothing.  The difference in Christianity is that we 
believe that the only hope we have to gain favor with God is for someone else to 
earn it on our behalf.   
 
Now, let’s think about how this defense of the gospel that Paul is making applies to 
freedom.  What Paul is really pointing out here is that the Galatians are free from 
any bondage to keeping the ceremonial law.  He is pointing out that Christ has set us 
free from keeping the ceremonial law in order to be right with God.   
 
But why is this important?  Are we enslaved to keeping the ceremonial law?  Paul 
says in verses 2 and 3 that “if you accept circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage 
to you. 3 I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that he is obligated to 
keep the whole law.”  Paul is saying that if we start to try to gain favor by adding 
circumcision then we are bound to keep the whole law – that Christ will be of no 
advantage.  This is extremely strong language.  Paul says earlier in the letter, in 
chapter 3, verse 10: “For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is 
written, ‘Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of 
the Law, and do them.’”.  If we start to rely on works of the law then Paul says that is 
now what we depend on and the standard is then set – keep all of it, all things 
written in the Book of the Law.   
 
So why does Paul say that Christ will be of no advantage to you if you accept 
circumcision?  Or as other translations say Christ will not profit you at all.   Because 
circumcision only has value if you keep the whole law.  Romans 2:25 says “For 
circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law, but if you break the law, your 
circumcision becomes uncircumcision.”.  The point is this – that if you accept 
circumcision you are accepting that the law is your path to justification, not Christ. 
And therefore there is no value in Christ for you.  Conversely, if you accept Christ as 
your means to justification then there is no value in the law for your justification.  
There is no middle ground.  Either Christ or the law.  If we choose the law, Paul says 
in verse 4 then that we have “fallen away from grace”.  This is a stern warning that 
we should not take lightly.   
 
I know most of us are not Jews here this morning but do you feel any relief from 
being freed from the bounds of the ceremonial law?  It’s my contention that even 
though you are not culturally surrounded by Jews and you don’t feel social pressure 
to follow the ceremonial law this morning, you should still feel enormous relief from 
the freedom that Paul is talking about here.  Because the real freedom he is talking 
about here is the freedom from self-reliance.  That is another way to describe the 
real freedom that the gospel provides – I’m certainly not denying the fact that it 
provides freedom from the power of sin but I think just as importantly we can say 



that the gospel provides freedom from the specific sin of self-reliance.  We are free 
from the burden of relying on any of our own works to approach God.   
 
It’s so important to see though – why this is a burden.  The question really boils 
down to us truly understanding our own condition.  Do we really see ourselves as 
we are, as God sees us?  Do you really see the sin that taints everything you do?  Do 
we really understand our corruption and the depths of it.   
 
I’m talking here to unbelievers but also to believers this morning, just as Paul was.  
Paul’s problem was that these believers, even after they had experienced God’s 
grace in their lives, were starting to think that they had to add circumcision to what 
Christ had done in them.  We know they did not start off thinking this because he 
says “You were running well”.  But the teaching of the Judaizers had badly 
influenced them.  Or maybe their own human hearts influenced them.  And there are 
two objections here that absolutely point to the pride of those making these 
statements: first, that they think that anything was needed apart from what Christ 
has done.  How could they think that anything more was necessary beyond what 
Christ had done in them?  And secondly how could they think that they have 
anything to offer God?  If something else was needed, how could they think that they 
were able to somehow meet that need?   
 
Well, before we go saying “they” too many times we should pause to reflect on this 
ourselves.  It may not be circumcision in our case that we are thinking will earn us 
favor with God.  But I think the problem Paul is addressing here with the Galatian 
church is one that is common to the human race.  The real problem is we are proud, 
self-serving creatures.  And self-reliance is not an American value, it’s a human one.  
We want to be independent, self sufficient creatures.  Of course the plain fact is that 
we are not.  And even if our eyes have been opened to the gospel, our flesh is still 
tempted to fall back into accumulating credit for ourselves in some way.   Our 
natural flesh wants so desperately to be able to have some credit due to ourselves.  
The gospel is a pride-crushing, offensive to self-reliant people message, right?  That 
is what Paul is referring to in verse 11 when he says that if he still preaches 
circumcision then the offense of the cross has been removed.  The offense of the 
cross is that we can do nothing!  The offense of the cross is that everything we do to 
try to improve our standing with God has only served to condemn us further.  If Paul 
would be preaching the necessity of circumcision he would be undermining the very 
gospel that he loves.   
 
Instead, the gospel says that we can do nothing to improve our own state. The more 
we try, the more we accumulate “filthy rags” (as Isaiah 64:6 calls them) that only 
further condemn us.  Our attempts at justifying ourselves by some religious acts 
only go to show we are serving and honoring ourselves, and not glorifying the one 
true God of the universe, much less loving him with our whole heart, soul, strength 
and mind.  We simply cannot honor ourselves and God at the same time and this is 
why we can’t benefit from obeying some part of the law and at the same time benefit 
from Christ.   



 
The Lure of Bondage 
In some ways the text of this passage may sound confusing – how could Paul ever 
need to warn us “do not submit again to a yoke of slavery”.  Or why would we need 
to be reminded that we were called to freedom.  On one hand we can wonder how 
someone who was once a slave and is now free would ever have to be reminded not 
to return a life of slavery.  But of course we can see immediate examples if we just 
think back in Jewish history to the Israelites leaving Egypt.  We read in Numbers 
11:4-6 – “4 Now the rabble that was among them had a strong craving. And the 
people of Israel also wept again and said, ‘Oh that we had meat to eat! 5 We 
remember the fish we ate in Egypt that cost nothing, the cucumbers, the melons, the 
leeks, the onions, and the garlic. 6 But now our strength is dried up, and there is 
nothing at all but this manna to look at.’”  God was providing all that they needed 
and more in the miraculous daily provision of manna.  And yet they remembered 
only what they wanted to remember about their time in Egypt – and probably much 
better than it actually was.  They lost their satisfaction in what God was already 
providing and longed for their time in bondage again.   Isn’t this just like us?  We are 
now free from any burden of justification based on our own performance but we too 
mis-remember what our previous bondage was really like.  But instead of rich food 
choices we are tempted by self-credit.  We are tempted to give ourselves some 
measure of credit for who we now are.  Our pride tells us that we are doing the right 
things and we slip into self-credit and self-reliance.  Just as it’s almost inconceivable 
for us to think of the children of Israel to want to go back to Egypt to the bondage 
they were in, so we also need to be reminded as Paul does to remember our calling 
to be free from the bondage of sin and self-reliance, as inconceivable as it should be 
for us to want to go back to that.   We should remember the reality of our despair of 
ever being right with God without Christ alone as our merit.  Our hope is only in 
Christ and his merit and none of our own! 
 
Think about another example we have from scripture – the story that Jesus tells of 
the Prodigal Son.  Think about the way that the prodigal son who has foolishly 
squandered his inheritance comes back to his father.  Luke 15 says that “when 
he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father's hired servants have more than 
enough bread, but I perish here with hunger! 18 I will arise and go to my father, and I 
will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. 19 I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants.”’ 20 And 
he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw 
him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him.21 And the son 
said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer 
worthy to be called your son.’”.  Now the son does say to treat him as a servant but 
please don’t confuse this with how we are speaking of bondage.  The point of the 
son’s repentance is that he knows he has nothing that he can offer his father in order 
to return – he is completely relying on his father’s mercy to allow him to live back 
under his roof.  In contrast to that repentance, think of how the older son reacts, 
when his father is overjoyed at his brother’s return.  He was angry and refused to go 
into the house, and when his father asks him why he says “‘Look, these many years I 



have served you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me a 
young goat, that I might celebrate with my friends. 30 But when this son of yours 
came, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf 
for him!’ “.  What does he appeal to?  He appeals to what he has done, to his good 
works instead of being satisfied in the grace and love of his father.   
 
The Hope of Righteousness 
As we walk through our passage this morning we come to verse 5 and there we 
really see the alternative that Paul is commending to the Galatian church.  Instead of 
being justified by the law, verse 5 says “For through the Spirit, by faith, we ourselves 
eagerly wait for the hope of righteousness“.  The truth that this verse points out is 
that righteousness is not earned by our striving.  It is not earned at all.  It is a hope.  
And instead of uselessly striving to heap the scales of righteousness in our favor we 
instead eagerly wait for the hope of righteousness. The fact that we wait at all means 
that this righteousness is not a present reality.  It may have already been earned for 
us by Christ but it is not yet ours in the sense that we have fully attained it.  And if 
you just heard the “already” and “not yet” phrases in that last sentence this is one of 
those occurrences – we already have Christ’s righteousness imputed to our account 
but we do not yet see it realized in our lives in the sense that we are fully righteous.  
And so this is why it is a hope.  And how do we wait for this hope?  This verse says 
we eagerly wait through the Spirit, by faith.  Just as our new life in Christ would 
never have begun without the work of the Spirit regenerating us, also we would 
never continue to wait for the hope of righteousness without the Spirit.  And 
because it is by the Spirit that also means it is by grace.  We continue to eagerly wait 
and hope for righteousness; to long to be complete in Him, because we have not 
fallen from grace, we have not been severed from Christ.  We are hoping through the 
Spirit.   
 
In addition to “through the Spirit”, this verse also gives one other clause that 
describes how we wait – and that is “by faith”.   Galatians 2:20 helps us to 
understand what this means: "I am crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, 
but Christ who lives in me [that is the presence of the Spirit, 5:5]; and the life I now 
live in the flesh [the state of imperfection and waiting, 5:5] I live by faith in the Son 
of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.".  We live this life now by faith in 
Jesus because he loves us and gave himself for us.  We, by the gift of faith, believe 
and trust that based on Christ’s sacrifice on our behalf we will wait for the hope of 
righteousness to come to fruition.   
 
This hope, through the Spirit, by faith, is one of the things that should characterize 
our Christian lives.  We should be people that are always looking forward, looking to 
a future day when our righteousness will no longer be “not yet”.  Compared to the 
dark world around us, lost people with no true hope.  Maybe they have some 
temporal hope for happiness here on this earth but that is all.  We have a heavenly 
hope when we will one day see our King Jesus, who is our righteousness, in all His 
Glory.   
 



This hope of righteousness also provides us with great comfort.  Martin Luther says 
of this hope: “This is a very important and pleasant comfort with which to bring 
wonderful encouragement to minds afflicted and disturbed with a sense of sin and 
afraid of every flaming dart of the devil ... you righteousness is not visible and it is 
not conscious, but it is hoped for as something to be revealed in due time.  Therefore 
you must not judge on the basis of your consciousness of sin, which terrifies and 
troubles you, but on the basis of the promise and teaching of faith, by which Christ is 
promised to you as your perfect and eternal righteousness.” 
 
Faith Working Through Love 
Verse 6 continues this thought – neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for 
anything, but faith working through love.  This verse, which really acts as a ground 
or foundation for verse 5, again reinforces the theme we’ve been talking about that 
no external acts will earn us favor with God.  But this verse adds an interesting last 
clause that the only thing that does count is faith working through love.  What does 
Paul mean by this?  I think a helpful verse to explain is found in the very next 
chapter.  In Galatians 6:15, Paul says “For neither circumcision counts for anything, 
nor uncircumcision, but a new creation”.  So again Paul states that neither being 
circumcised or not being circumcised counts for anything but what does count is a 
new creation.  This new creation is the same thing as faith working through love.  
The Spirit regenerates us by granting us the gift of faith in the Son, and the natural 
result of this faith is love.  Love is not the basis for our justification but instead it is 
the result of our faith, it is the fruit of faith.  And this is confirmed when we look at 
the list of fruits of the Spirit later in Galatians 5.  Love is a fruit of the Spirit and 
therefore those who trust in Christ show that faith in love.   
 
A Note on Assurance 
There is another aspect of this passage this morning that I think is very valuable for 
our souls to remember.  Despite some very stern warnings from Paul, I see great 
reasons here for our assurance as well.  If you look first at verse 7, Paul points out to 
the Galatians that “you were running well”.  Now this may not sound like a verse to 
help us with assurance at first glance, but what I see here is Paul pointing out that 
although they have begun the race well, they have stumbled.  They have gotten 
distracted mid-race and are not running so well anymore.  And the encouragement I 
see is that Paul is encouraging them that this stumble is not some catastrophic fall – 
instead he is encouraging them to get back to running well!  And then the real 
encouragement for assurance comes in verse 10, where Paul says “I have confidence 
in the Lord that you will take no other view”.  Paul is confident that the Galatians 
will not ultimately be swayed by those who want to elevate obeying the law.  And 
who is Paul’s confidence in?   He says it here – “I have confidence in the Lord”.  He is 
confident that the Lord will ensure that they (and we) will not be swayed and that 
we will take no other view than resting only in Christ.  Sounds a lot like Paul’s 
confidence when he is encouraging the Philippian church, this is Phil 1:6 – “And I am 
sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the 
day of Jesus Christ”.    This is a promise of God that we can hold onto – that He who 
began a good work in us, He who gave us a new heart that had a desire for Him 



when there was only hatred for Him before, He will complete that work.  And we can 
have confidence in that work.  And why?  Because ultimately that confidence is in 
the merit of Christ and not in our own merit.   
 
Application 
So what should we take away from this passage this morning to apply to our daily 
lives?  I think the first thing I want us to think about as a result of this passage is 
whether there are things that we think we do to earn favor with God.  I know at first 
impulse you probably shy away from this thought.  But deep down we are experts at 
giving ourselves credit.  Maybe it’s your church attendance, or you read certain 
theological books or you serve in a certain ministry.  Notice that none of these are 
bad things! But do we feel better about ourselves because we do them?  Do we feel 
like we’ve earned some merit for doing them?  Even more, do we create an 
environment where new believers have to do something “extra” besides trust Christ 
to fit in?  I’ll echo what Paul says as an exhortation to us all this morning – “do not 
submit again to a yoke of slavery”!  Do not let your flesh bring in things that you can 
feel proud of yourself for, even if these may be good, spiritual things!   
 
If you are a believer this morning, you are called to the freedom that Christ alone is 
your righteousness.  Seek to put away any fleshly pride that remains in you that 
wants to take credit for some work of yours.  Instead live in the hope of the 
righteousness of Christ.   
 
If you are not a believer I want to implore you to consider the reality of your sin 
before a Holy God, and that you have absolutely no righteousness to offer.  Nothing 
you can possibly do will ever balance out the scales.  God is Holy and He is just.  And 
the only hope for sinners is Christ’s righteousness and his redeeming, sacrificial 
work on the cross.   
 
And I want to conclude with one final exhortation to all of us, look at verse 13.  It tell 
us “do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve 
one another”.  Do not use the freedom we have in Christ as some excuse to not do 
good because we are not forced to by some need to prove ourselves.  Instead our 
freedom should express itself in loving service of each other.  Let’s go and do 
likewise and enjoy the freedom we have in knowing that Christ is our hope and our 
righteousness. 
 
 
 


