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June 30, 2019          Galatians 5:1, 13-25              COJLBC 
 
 

 

Freedom Living          By Mark Jarvinen 

 
1It 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….  13You, 
my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to 
indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love. 14The 
entire law is summed up in a single command: "Love your neighbor 
as yourself." 15If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch 
out or you will be destroyed by each other.  16So I say, live by the 
Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. 17For 
the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit 
what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each 
other, so that you do not do what you want. 18But if you are led by the 
Spirit, you are not under law.  

 19The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, 
impurity and debauchery; 20idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, 
jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions 21and 
envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, 
that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.  

 22But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, 23gentleness and self-control. Against such 
things there is no law. 24Those who belong to Christ Jesus have 
crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires. 25Since we 
live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

On New Year’s day, 1863, President Abraham Lincoln signed 

the Emancipation Proclamation, declaring all slaves to be free, but 

it wasn’t until December 18, 1865, following the conclusion of the 

Civil War and Lincoln’s death, that the Constitution of the United 

States made his convictions official with the adoption of the 13th 

Amendment.  And yet, something happened that many would have 
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never expected.  The vast majority of the slaves in the South, who 

were legally freed, continued to live as slaves.  Though free, most 

slaves lived virtually unchanged lives throughout the Reconstruction 

Period.  

 There’s an analogy here for Christ followers and it’s this:  Some 

Christians today have cast a blind eye to the freedom that is theirs in 

Christ.  Even though our Great Emancipator, Christ, paid the ultimate 

price, once for all, to overthrow the slavery of sin, many act as 

though they’re still in bondage. Satan is delighted that so many have 

bought this lie and are missing out on the freedom that is theirs in 

Christ.  It leaves him free to keep Christians pinned down in shame, 

guilt, and intimidation, and in short, render them immobilized and 

discouraged in terms of the amazing life that is theirs in Christ. This 

is the primary issue addressed in Paul’s letter to the Galatians. 

   

FREEDOM LIVING: GOD’S GRACIOUS PROVISION 

Verse 1 says, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.” 

In other words, when people hear law and gospel proclaimed and are 

called by the Holy Spirit to believe in Jesus Christ as God’s provision 

for human sin; they are free from all attempts to earn God’s 

acceptance through self-effort or personal merit.  No more trying to 

clean themselves up on the outside in the hopes of disguising the 

rebel that lives within.  No more striving for behavioral perfection, 

since God already knows about our faults and shortcomings, yet 

loves us still.  No more bondage to the opinions and expectations of 

others that so often lies behind our feelings of guilt and shame.  The 

acknowledgment of sin and the acceptance of God’s remedy for sin 

(the finished work of Christ) sets us free to relate in a new, 
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unhindered way not only with God, but also with our fellow man, 

and even ourselves.  In Christ, the believer becomes liberated to be 

what God wants him to be, and receives a new desire to do what 

God wants him to do.  The freedom that faith in Christ makes 

possible is a rescue from God’s wrath over our sin, and a release into 

a new and Spirit led way of life under grace. 

 

THE THREAT TO FREEDOM LIVING   

The Galatians had received freedom in Christ but were in 

danger of throwing it all away by voluntarily submitting again to the 

demands of Jewish law as an add-on to faith in Christ.  In effect, Paul 

said to the Galatians:  

“Don’t give up your freedom by succumbing to the 
demands of Jewish traditions and customs, such as 
circumcision, food regulations, or the observance of special 
days.”  

Paul called these observances “a yoke of slavery” in v. 1.  

We might be more familiar with the term “legalism.” 

 

 In essence, legalism is an attitude or a mentality based on 

pride that strives to achieve right standing with God by 

obsessive behavioral conformity to an external moral standard. 

Paul’s problem in Galatia centered around a group called Judaizers, 

who were those from a Jewish background, who although they 

professed to believe in Christ, insisted that obeying the Mosaic law 

was an additional requirement for salvation.  With this insistence, 

Paul detected a sense of pride in the Judaizers.  It was as if they  

were saying, “It’s not enough that Christ died for my sin, I’ve got 

to prove that I’m worthy of his sacrifice.”  Paul’s objection to the 
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Judaizers was not that there was anything intrinsically harmful in 

obeying the Law of Moses. In fact, Paul refers to the Law as “good.” 

Paul’s beef was the sense of pride and independence from God that 

such external obedience seemed to foster.  The Judaizers reasoned, 

“Who needs the power of the indwelling Holy Spirit to live a new 

life when I can keep the law through my own efforts, and by 

sheer will power minimize the risk of failure?” Paul understood 

that a Christianity based on faith in Christ alone would lead to a life 

which Jesus called “the abundant life” (John 10:10), in contrast to 

the stiff, uptight, rigid, and colorless life of legalism. Thus, the 

theological battle lines were drawn.  The gospel was at stake.  God’s 

way of salvation was at risk through the false teaching of the 

Judaizers. 

 

FREEDOM CREATES FEAR 

 Reading between the lines in Galatians 5, it seems that the 

Judaizers were deathly afraid of Paul’s “freedom talk.”  They were 

convinced that it would take more than the indwelling Holy Spirit to 

keep people (especially Gentiles) on the straight and narrow. What if 

these Gentile believers reverted to their pagan rituals in the name of 

Christianity?  They contended that obedience to the law of Moses 

must be imposed upon believers, in addition to faith in Christ, in order 

to mitigate that risk. 

 

 Dropping down to Galatians 5:13, Paul answers the concern of 

the Judaizers that his “freedom talk” would lead to unethical 

behavior.  There he urges the Galatians not to use their freedom in 

Christ as a platform from which to “indulge the sinful nature.”  To 
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do so, according to Paul, would be a contradiction to “life by the 

Spirit, in which one does not gratify the desires of the sinful nature 

(5:16).  The person who truly comes to faith in Jesus Christ now 

relies on God’s power and direction from the indwelling Spirit to live 

the new life of freedom.  However, Paul hastens to add that walking 

in freedom would not be without conflict.  What does he mean? 

 

THE CONFLICT BETWEEN FLESH AND SPIRIT 

 Anyone who presents the Christian life as a life free from 

conflict and struggle hasn’t understood Scripture. There is no such 

thing as life on a “spiritual easy street” for the Christian.  As 5:17 

says:  

“For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit (the 
indwelling Holy Spirit), and the Spirit what is contrary to the 
sinful nature.  They are in conflict with each other, ….”  

 

 Before his fall into sin, Adam knew what life was like without 

this conflict.  Imagine what it would be like to awaken every morning 

and be free to do anything you pleased, except for one minor 

prohibition, not eating of the forbidden fruit.  Imagine having every 

desire of your heart in line with the desires of God’s heart.  This was 

true of Adam.  He never had to check an impulse.  He never had to 

rein in a desire.  He never had to evaluate his actions or judge his 

own motives. However, after his fall into sin, everything was different. 

 

 Since the fall, a sin nature has been hard-wired into every 

member of the human race. The human heart is “deceitful above all 

things and beyond cure.  Who can understand it?” Jer. 17:9 

states.   Yet, the flip side found in II Cor. 5:17 is also true and holds 
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the victorious answer: “if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; 

the old has gone, the new has come!” Thus, in spite of this conflict 

within us, between the old nature and the new, as we focus on and 

rest in Christ and what He’s done to save us, we find ourselves living 

under grace, and becoming shaped by “the one-way love of Christ.” 

 

 What is the one-way love of Christ?  Author, Paul Zahl, in 

his book, Grace in Practice, says:  

“One way love is the change agent in everyday life because it 

speaks in a voice completely different from the voice of the law.  

It has nothing to do with its receiver’s characteristics, … no 

relation to how fit one is to be loved.  One-way love is … 

irrational because it reaches out to the specifically undeserving 

person.  This is the beating heart of it.  Grace is directed toward 

“the ungodly” (Romans 5:6).  God has a heart of undeserved 

love for sinners.”   
 

That’s you and me.  God’s enduring message to us is not “shape 

up, or else.”  Rather, it’s “I love you, and I’ve proven it.”  How has 

He proven it?  Romans 5:8 says, “… While we were still sinners, 

Christ died for us.”  This truth believed is enough to rock our world! 

 

WHAT FREEDOM LOOKS LIKE 

 As believers live under grace and are shaped by God’s one-

way love, it begins to show forth in everyday life.  

 

A.  “Serve one another in love.”    (v. 13)  

 Earlier, in Galatians 5:6 Paul expresses a similar thought when 

he says, “The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself 

through love.”  In being set free from the law, which forces us to be 
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preoccupied with our own performance, we are set free to love 

others.  The term is “agape” which is “selfless love.”  Without it our 

words don’t mean much.  In I Corinthians 13, Paul says without 

actions of love we are “noisy gongs and clanging symbols,” in 

other words, “without love we are just hot air.”  Jesus said that at 

the judgment day many will say to him `Lord, when did we see you 

naked and clothe you, when did we see you in prison and visit 

you?’  He will respond, `When you did it to the least of these, you 

did it to me.’  Acts of love carried out without the expectation of 

recognition or reward, and not highlighted by self-interest or personal 

convenience are, in effect, acts of love toward Him. 

 

 Apparently, under the confusion brought into the Galatian 

fellowship by the Judaizers, the Galatians were “biting and 

devouring each other,” and in danger of “destroying each other” 

(5:15), a behavior consistent with the sinful nature.  Notice in his 

listing of the works of the sinful nature in vv. 19-21, how many of 

them have to do with a lack of love and the resultant evidence of 

disunity.  Verse 20 mentions “hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of 

rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions, and envy.”  The 

emergence of these attitudes and actions indicate “a falling out of 

step with the Holy Spirit” among the Galatians.  

 

B)  “Live by the Spirit.”  v. 16 

 Here Paul is not primarily referencing the “mountain-top 

experiences” of the Christian life, but the Christian’s everyday walk 

with the Lord. He’s saying, in effect: 
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“Recognize the double standards we so often live by, where we 
hold our neighbor to stricter standards than to which we hold 
ourselves.  Allow the Lord to have access to the tone of voice 
you use when addressing others.  Judge the little prejudices 
that you’ve carried around all your life.”    
 

 As we live in a spirit of confession, even over those “little sins” 

when they occur, we will find ourselves living moment to moment in 

the grace of forgiveness and begin to recognize that “the deeds of 

the sinful nature are obvious,” (v. 19); even as the Spirit’s bearing 

fruit in our lives will become evident also, as we find ourselves 

“keep(ing) in step with the Spirit,” (v. 25).  This is what it means to 

be live by the Spirit.  

  

CONCLUSION  

 Yes, we’re free in Christ, but the Christian life is also marked by 

conflict.  Is there any hope?  Verse 24 brings an exciting conclusion 

to this section.  It contains a great announcement: 

  “Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful 
nature with its passions and desires.”   

 

 What Paul is saying is that “Despite the reality of the 

conflict, between flesh and Spirit, the outcome has already been 

determined at the cross.  If you belong to Christ you cannot lose 

this fight.” We are new creatures in Christ.  Our destiny is secure in 

Him.  A day is coming when the conflict will cease, and for that day 

we wait. But meanwhile, we live free from the shackles of sin through 

the finished work of Christ.  

A-men.   


