
ECF 22nd June 2014 Galatians 5:1-15  Real Freedom in the True Gospel 
Sometimes things are not what they seem.   

 Our funny bone is not a bone, but the spot where the ulnar nerve touches the humerus – and of course it is not funny. 

 French fries probably did not originate in France.  

 The lead of a pencil doesn’t contain lead. 

 A bald-headed eagle is not bald.   

 A prairie dog is not a dog. 

 A koala bear is not a bear.  

 A guniea pig is not from Guniea and it is not a pig. 
 
Also, many online offers that are called free are not necessarily free – many carry with it hidden admin or post and 
packaging costs, or are simply scams to get your e-mail address and banking details.   
 
Maybe this is why we think it is ok to speak about Jesus setting us free and yet live in slavery in our Christian lives.  We can 
talk and sing about freedom, but actually live in bondage to man-made rules and regulations and under the burden of 
feelings of guilt and inadequacy. 
 
But God doesn’t want us to live like this.  In his letter to the Galatians, Paul wrote that there is real freedom in the true 
gospel of Christ.  Galatians 5:1: “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be 
burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” 
 
1. Christ Set us free 
Jesus came to set us free.  When Jesus stood up in the synagogue in Nazareth, he read from the prophet Isaiah: “The Spirit 
of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for 
the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, 19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.” Luke 
4:18–19  
 
As sinners we were held in slavery to sin, to guilt, to fear and ultimately to death and separation from God forever.  We 
could not free ourselves, no matter how hard we tried, no matter how determined we were.   
 
But Jesus died and rose again to bring true freedom into our lives.   By paying the price for our sins on the cross, by suffering 
the punishment that we deserved, he did everything that was needed to set us free.  If we’ve accepted him:   

 He’s forgiven us completely, hurling our iniquities into the depths of the sea, removing our transgressions from us as far 
as the east is from the west.  

 He has declared us righteous in God’s sight, and promised that we will never be condemned.  

 He has adopted us into his family and promised that no-one can snatch us out of our Father’s hand, and that nothing 
and no-one can separate us from God’s love.  

 He has prepared a place in our Father’s house, and guaranteed that he’s coming back one day to take us to be with him 
forever. 

 
This is the freedom that Christ has provided.  A freedom from condemnation, guilt, fear and from death.   
 
a) Don’t go into slavery again! 
And yet, it is possible to have come into that freedom, and yet to “be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.”  Galatians 5:1  It 
is possible to be set free by Christ, and live like a slave.  It is possible to have been brought into this amazing freedom 
through the death and resurrection of Christ, and yet live as if we’re still in bondage.   
 
But this isn’t God’s plan.  Jesus set us free so that we’d experience and enjoy this freedom.  “It is for freedom that Christ has 
set us free.” Galatians 5:1.  He wants us to know that we are free and be able to celebrate and live out this freedom every 
day.   
 
So that’s why Paul calls us to “Stand firm.”  Galatians 5:1  He wants us to reject anything that would rob us of the enjoyment 
and experience of the freedom we have in Christ.  In this chapter Paul encourages us to reject 3 things that could pull us 
back into slavery again. 
 
2. Don’t Accept Slavery to Laws 
The first is slavery to laws.  Galatians 5:2-6: “Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ 
will be of no value to you at all. 3 Again I declare to every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is required to obey 
the whole law. 4 You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace. 



5 But by faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope. 6 For in Christ Jesus neither 
circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.” 
 
There is something about us that loves rules.  Sport has so many rules.  It seems that the GAA are always adding them.  This 
year the GAA added the black card system in football and is issuing a new interpretation of the rules about penalties in 
hurling.  If you’ve been watching the World Cup then there’s always a huge discussion about the referees and whether 
they’ve accurately applied the rules or not.  And if you play me at any board game, I’m sorry, but I’m an absolute stickler for 
playing by the rules. 
 
But we cannot come into a relationship with God by simply following the rules:  The slogan of the false teachers that had 
infiltrated the early church was “Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be 
saved.” Acts 15:1  They were saying that faith in Christ was not enough for salvation.  You also needed to be circumcised 
and follow the rules given to Moses.   
 
Not many people teach about circumcision today, but they have different rules and regulations that they seek to impose.  
Some say that you can’t be right with God unless you’re baptised, join their church, share in a certain spiritual experience, 
keep certain days special, accept a certain lifestyle. 
 
But Paul says that if we start down that road, then we don’t experience freedom.  Instead we walk back into bondage to 
law.  “Every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is required to obey the whole law.”  Galatians 5:3.    
 
If we go down the law route to be right with God, then we need to keep all of God’s law in order to be accepted.  We can’t 
pick and choose which of the laws you need to keep and which of them you can ignore.   
 
And if we put yourself under a religion of law-keeping in order to be right with God – then we’ve walked away from trusting 
in Christ.  “Christ will be of no value to you at all.” Galatians 5:2, because we will be declaring that his death on the cross 
was not enough to save us. 
 
We will have “been alienated from Christ.” Galatians 5:4, because we’ll no longer be trusting in him and following him. 
 
And we will “have fallen away from grace.” Galatians 5:4, because we’ll no longer believe that salvation is a free gift of God, 
but something we need to work to achieve or to keep. 
 
We can’t have it both ways.  To add anything to Christ is to lose Christ.  To try to make ourselves right with God, is to reject 
God’s grace.  To try to save ourselves is to turn away from the Saviour! 
 
a) Enjoy Freedom through Faith 
So we need to reject every attempt to say that we need to keep certain rules in order to be right with God.  “In Christ Jesus 
neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value.” Galatians 5:6  Keeping certain religious rules and regulations do not 
add anything to our salvation.  They cannot improve our standing before God. 
 
All we need is faith in Christ.  “By faith we eagerly await… the righteousness for which we hope.”  Galatians 5:5.  This hope is 
the future fulfilment of our salvation, the realisation of all that Christ has accomplished for us.  It is heaven in all its glory.   
 
But we don’t work for it.  We simply wait for it.  Heaven is a gift, so we do not need to strive to achieve it, earn it, be worthy 
of it.  We can rest in God’s amazing, outrageous, sufficient grace!  We can rejoice that we are accepted and heading for 
heaven simply because of what Jesus has done!   
 
“We are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus.” Galatians 3:26   We cannot become anything more than this, and if 
we have placed our faith in Christ, then we will never become anything less than this.  We live in true freedom when in faith 
we simply stand firm in Christ, and in Christ alone.   
 
3. Don’t Accept Slavery to Lies 
This also means that we don’t accept slavery to lies.  Galatians 5:7-12: “You were running a good race. Who cut in on you 
and kept you from obeying the truth? 8 That kind of persuasion does not come from the one who calls you. 9 “A little yeast 
works through the whole batch of dough.” 10 I am confident in the Lord that you will take no other view. The one who is 
throwing you into confusion will pay the penalty, whoever he may be. 11 Brothers, if I am still preaching circumcision, why 
am I still being persecuted? In that case the offence of the cross has been abolished. 12 As for those agitators, I wish they 
would go the whole way and emasculate themselves!” 



 
Paul often pictured the Christian life like a race.  “You were running a good race.” Galatians 5:7 Running a good race is about 
living the life that God has called us to, following Jesus in our everyday lives, experiencing joy and freedom in Christ!    
 
And the Christians in Galatia had started well.  They’d started walking this life of freedom through faith in Christ.  But 
someone had tripped them up.  Someone had led them from God’s truth.  These false teachers had done this through 
teaching “a different gospel – which is really no gospel at all.” Galatians 1:6-7 
 
And Paul says that this false teaching “is throwing you into confusion.” Galatians 5:10.  It was troubling them, disturbing 
them, unsettling them.  Previously they had been sure of the way of following Jesus.  Now they were not.  They were 
beginning to be persuaded away from God’s path.   
 
Paul knew that this situation, if not stopped, would be dangerous.  “A little yeast works through the whole batch of 
dough.”Galatians 5:9  Even a small deviation from God’s truth is dangerous.  A small lie can spread through a community 
quickly.  It can infect every area of our Christian lives.  And it can pull us away from the race marked out for us by God!  
Doctrinal error can so quickly stop us from living out the life of freedom we’ve been called to and pull us back into slavery 
again. 
 
a) Enjoy Freedom through Truth 
This is why Paul wanted the church to stand firm against those who were teaching them a false gospel and why he also used 
such shocking language to express his dislike of their work: “As for those agitators, I wish they would go the whole way and 
emasculate themselves!” Galatians 5:12  It’s not the kind of language we’d use, but it showed how dangerous Paul viewed 
these teachers and their message.  He wanted them to be unable to produce any more converts!   
 
But in addition to rejecting the false teachers, Paul wanted the Christians to hold to the true gospel that he and the other 
apostles taught, even if it meant that they were persecuted for it.  Some people were clearly spreading a rumour that Paul 
was preaching circumcision.  But Paul uses the fact of his persecution as evidence that he was not.   
 
“If I am still preaching circumcision, why am I still being persecuted?”  Galatians 5:11.  The message of circumcision was 
quite inoffensive to people.  It was just another thing that people were being asked to do to make themselves acceptable to 
God.  It was another version of a Do It Yourself Righteousness. 
 
But Paul continued to be persecuted for his preaching because of “the offence of the cross.” Galatians 5:11.  The message of 
the cross says that we can’t save ourselves, we can’t make ourselves right with God.  It states that our only hope is Christ 
and him crucified.  The cross confronts our sinfulness, it challenges our pride and so it causes offence. 
 
But Paul was committed to the truth of the gospel, even when he was attacked for it, because he believed that “the 
message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.” 1 
Corinthians 1:18  The cross of Jesus is our only hope, our only way of salvation, our only way to heaven.  
 
If we are going to enjoy the freedom we have in Christ, we need to stand firm in the truth of the true gospel.  As Jesus said: 
“The truth will set you free.” John 8:32 
 
4. Reject Slavery to Lust  
But if we are going to enjoy the freedom we have in Christ, then we mustn’t just hold onto the truth, we also need to live it 
out.  Galatians 5:13-15: “You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; 
rather, serve one another in love. 14 The entire law is summed up in a single command: “Love your neighbour as yourself.” 
15 If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other.” 
 
Some people believe freedom means that we can do anything that we want, whenever we feel like doing it.  The famous life 
coach and self-help author Anthony Robbins said that: “Success is doing what you want to do, when you want, where you 
want, with whom you want, as much as you want.”  
 
But Jesus taught us that following what we want doesn’t lead to freedom.  He said: “Everyone who sins is a slave to sin.” 
John 8:34  Because of the twisted self-centredness of our human nature, when we give into it, we don’t find freedom.  
Instead we become enslaved by our passions and are held captive to feed them more and more. 
 



And that can lead to a variety of problems in our personal, family and church lives.  Paul warned the Galatians that if they 
used their freedom to say what they wanted to whoever they wanted, then they’d “be destroyed by each other.” Galatians 
5:15 
 
So Paul warned them: “Do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature.” Galatians 5:13  We mustn’t allow our 
freedom in Christ to become a base of operation for sin to gain a foothold in our lives.  We mustn’t let our freedom from 
the law and from the condemnation it produced be an opportunity for sin to control our lives!   
 
a) Enjoy Freedom to Serve  
Our freedom in Christ is not the freedom to serve ourselves,  but instead to “serve one another in love.” Galatians 5:13.  
God wants us to  
 
If we do this, then we will be fulfilling God’s plan for our lives because as Jesus said, the Old Testament Law can be 
summarised by two commands: Love the Lord your God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength and secondly to “Love 
your neighbour as yourself.” Galatians 5:14.   
 
So if we’ve trusted in Christ, then although we’re not under the law and we don’t need to keep it to make ourselves right 
with God, we can fulfil it by unconditionally, sacrificially and faithfully giving ourselves to bless others in any way that we 
can. 
 
So real freedom is not freedom to sin.  Instead it is freedom from sin.  It is not the freedom to do what we please, but the 
opportunity to do what is right.  It is not the freedom to break the law, but the freedom to fulfil it.   
 
This is what the Christian life is about.  It is not a life of rules, regulations and religious rituals.  Rather it is about living a life 
of “faith expressing itself through love.”  Galatians 5:6     
 
Of course we cannot live this life in our own strength.  We cannot overcome our sinful nature through human effort, or 
tighter rules.  Instead we can only do this through the power of the Holy Spirit living in our lives, changing our hearts and 
empowering our service, as Paul will go on to teach us to “live by the Spirit.” Galatians 5:16 
 
Conclusion 
“It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.”  Galatians 5:1.  This freedom has come to us as a gift of God’s wonderful grace, 
through faith in Jesus.  I pray that we will refuse to let anyone take it away from us.  Instead we will stand in that freedom, 
enjoy it, celebrate it and express it daily in passionate worship of God and loving service for others. 
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