
“Faith Working through Love” 
(Galatians 5:1-6) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Paul begins winding down his argument to the Galatians and drives home the 
main point in our text this morning:   
a.  He tells them that Christ set them free from their bondage to the Law:  from 

its power to justify or condemn them – and remember, all it could do was 
condemn them.   

b.  Jesus set them free from sin – its guilt, its power to condemn them and its 
power to command them.   

c.  He has warned them several times not to return to that slavery, which is what 
the Galatians would be doing if they followed the Judaizers into Judaism.   

d.  In essence, they would be moving back to where the Lord found them – 
sinners in bondage to the kingdom of darkness.   

e.  All that had been done for them would have been for nothing.   
 

2.  The Spirit of God is telling us through this passage that we would be doing the 
same if we left Christ or if we tried to add any of our own works to His finished 
work.   
a.  To do this would be to shift from a foundation of grace for our justification to 

a foundation of works.   
b.  To borrow an analogy from our Lord:  it would be to take the house we built 

on the rock and to move it to a foundation of sand (Matt. 7:24-27):  It 
wouldn’t be long before our lives would crumble.   

c.  Does Paul mean by this that we would lose our salvation, or that the 
Galatians would if they turned from Christ?   

d.  No.  It would simply mean that though we thought we had something 
gracious, something of value, like the man with the one talent (Matt. 25:29), 
we never really possessed salvation at all.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  Paul wants to bring the Galatians face to face with this reality this morning:   
a.  What if you do receive the circumcision the Judaizers offer you?   
b.  What if you look to the Law for your righteousness and no longer to Christ 

alone?   
c.  What will you really be doing to yourselves?   
 

2.  This is what Paul turns to now, and what we’ll want to consider are two things:   
a.  That if the Galatians turn to the Law, they will cut themselves off from Christ 

and be lost forever.   
b.  But, if by the help the Spirit supplies, they trust in Christ and wait for Him, 

they will be saved.   
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II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, let’s consider that if the Galatians turn to the Law, they will cut themselves 
off from Christ and be lost forever.   
1.  What does Paul say would happen if the Galatians submitted themselves to 

circumcision?  “Behold I, Paul, say to you that if you receive circumcision, 
Christ will be of no benefit to you” (v. 2).   
a.  Circumcision, when it was required by God, was a mark of the Abrahamic 

covenant.   
(i)  God said it was the sign of the covenant He had made with Abraham 

(Gen. 17:11).   
(ii)  Everyone who belonged to that covenant was to be circumcised (vv. 12-

13).   
(iii)  If a male wasn’t circumcised, he had broken the covenant and would be 

cut off from his people (v. 14).   
 
b.  But to receive circumcision now, on the terms the Judaizers offered it, would 

be to reject Christ.   
(i)  Circumcision was a sign God gave to His OC people, not only to mark 

them off from the peoples of the world, but also to show them the 
necessity of the circumcision of the heart.   
(a)  Their hearts were stony, hearts of flesh, steeled in sin, as they came 

into the world.   
(b)  They needed to have their hearts broken by the Spirit of God (Eze. 

11:19), to have the foreskin of their hearts removed (Deu. 10:16), to be 
given a heart of flesh (Eze. 36:36) that beats for God.   

 
(ii)  But this is exactly what Christ had done through His work and by His 

Spirit.   
(a)  Christ is the One who provides the Spirit and changes the heart.   
(b)  John the Baptist said, “As for me, I baptize you with water for 

repentance, but He who is coming after me is mightier than I, and I am 
not fit to remove His sandals; He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit 
and fire” (Matt. 3:11).   

(c)  Jesus said, “He who believes in Me, as the Scripture said, ‘From his 
innermost being will flow rivers of living water.’  But this He spoke of 
the Spirit, whom those who believed in Him were to receive; for the 
Spirit was not yet given, because Jesus was not yet glorified” (John 
7:38-39).   

(d)  If they rejected Him now and went back to the sign, all Christ did 
would not help them at all.   

(e)  The same thing is true for us:  if we trust in any religious observance 
or obedience, or any thing we do to justify ourselves, all Christ did will 
not help us at all.   
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2.  If the Galatians chose to submit to circumcision, to what would they actually be 
submitting themselves?  “And I testify again to every man who receives 
circumcision, that he is under obligation to keep the whole Law” (v. 3).   
a.  Circumcision was the rite, the ceremony, an adult received to show that he 

was converting to Judaism.   
(i)  By receiving circumcision, a Gentile showed he was in good earnest in 

becoming a Jew.   
(ii)  And by becoming a Jew, he was submitting to everything the Jews did:  

including observance of the Law.   
 

b.  For the Galatians to submit to circumcision now, after Christ had fulfilled its 
meaning, would be to turn to it to commend them to God, to turn to works.   
(i)  To do this meant they would be submitting to the whole OC system as a 

system of works to save them:  they would have to keep it perfectly.   
(ii)  If the Galatians received it, they would be committing themselves to 

keep the whole Law to earn their own righteousness.   
(iii)  The Law still shows us what God requires if we would work our way to 

heaven:  He requires perfection.   
(iv)  None us of have kept it or can keep it, which means if we take this 

obligation on ourselves, we’re condemning ourselves to death.   
 
3.  But finally, if the Galatians submitted to whole Law and tried to justify 

themselves in that way, what does Paul say their relationship would be to Christ 
and God’s grace through Him?  “You have been severed from Christ, you who 
are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace” (v. 4).   
a.  To turn from Christ to the Law, would be to turn from a foundation of grace 

to that of works for their salvation.   
(i)  Notice that Paul is very clear on this point:  If they received circumcision, 

Christ’s work would no longer benefit them, because they would be 
turning away from it.   

(ii)  In other words, to turn from Christ alone is to turn from Christ 
altogether.   

(iii)  They would be severing their relationship with Jesus, if they tried to 
save themselves through the Law.   

(iv)  They would be falling from the principle of justification by grace alone.   
(v)  This is the same error of the Roman Church who lay out all the things we 

must do to receive the grace of God.   
(vi)  That is why the Reformers held strongly to the principle of justification 

by grace alone through faith alone.   
 
b.  Now is Paul saying here that a true believer can fall away from Christ?   

(i)  That’s how many understand this passage.   
(ii)  But we mustn’t forget the rest of what Scripture teaches.   

(a)  The Lord tells us His people can’t fall away fully and finally:  “My 
sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me; and I give 
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eternal life to them, and they will never perish; and no one will snatch 
them out of My hand” (John 10:27-28).   

(b)  All of His sheep – all for whom Christ laid down His life – will be 
saved in the end.   

 
(iii)  Only a person who professes Christ, but doesn’t really know Him, can 

fall away.   
(a)  There are those who for one reason or another decide to follow Christ, 

at least outwardly.   
(b)  Perhaps they join a church, even become a deacon or an elder.   
(c)  Sometimes they end up falling away, others don’t, but never really 

embrace Christ in faith.   
(d)  The Spirit of God has provided some restraint, some influence on their 

consciences, or influence from friends or people they admire and look 
up to that makes them want to associate with Christianity and 
Christians.   

(e)  But they really don’t know Him savingly and so could fall away.   
(f)  This is the stuff apostates are made of.   
 

c.  Paul is warning the Galatians here, in light of the changes that have taken 
place in their thinking and lives since the Judaizers have influenced them, to 
examine their hearts.   
(i)  Are you a genuine Christian?  If so, you will not turn from Christ, though 

you are tempted now.   
(ii)  But if you do, you will be cutting yourselves off from the only One who 

can save your souls, through faith in His name alone.   
(iii)  There are very real warnings addressed even to real Christians to keep 

them on the road of God’s truth.   
(iv)  If they put their trust in circumcision, the Law, and in these false guides 

to direct them to heaven, they will perish.   
 
B.  And so what must they do?  They must trust in Christ, wait on Him for His 

righteousness for their justification, and turn away from their works.   
1.  How can they do this?  “For we through the Spirit, by faith, are waiting for the 

hope of righteousness” (v. 5).  They can only do so through the work of the 
Spirit of God.   
a.  Those who are genuinely converted have the Spirit of God living in them.   
b.  He produces the faith they need to trust in Jesus Christ and His righteousness 

to save them.   
c.  And they know and believe in their hearts that He is their hope of heaven, 

which is why they trust in Him and not in their works to save them.   
d.  This is what Paul is saying the Galatians must do, and what we must do if we 

are to have any hope of obtaining heaven.   
 
2.  But the Spirit is only given as an act of God’s free grace.  So how can we know 

that we are “through the Spirit, by faith  . . .  waiting for the hope of 
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righteousness”?  “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision 
means anything, but faith working through love” (v. 6).   
a.  First, we can know it by the fact that we’re not trusting in our works:  neither 

circumcision nor uncircumcision.   
(i)  Those who are trusting in their works, don’t have the Spirit.   
(ii)  If that’s what we’re doing, we need to start by putting these things away.   
(iii)  Our righteousness can’t save us.   
(iv)  In God’s eyes they appear as filthy rags (Isa. 64:6).   
(v)  We need to look to Christ and His righteousness alone to save us.   

 
b.  Second, we must look in our hearts for that faith which works through love.   

(i)  Paul will develop this idea further later on in his letter (5:16-26), but it’s 
something we would do well to pay attention to every day of our lives.  Do 
we have a faith that works through love?   

(ii)  There are three elements to saving faith:  knowledge, ascent, and trust.   
(a)  The first two by themselves constitute an historical faith, but not a 

saving one.  Saving faith has one further ingredient:  trust.   
(b)  What is it that makes one able to go from the second level to this?  

Love.   
 

(iii)  Love is what the Spirit produces, what sets the Christian apart.  It is by 
this all men will know that we are Christ’s disciples:  love (John 13:35).   
(a)  Love for God, for Christ, for the Holy Spirit.   
(b)  Love for God’s worship, for time with Him in prayer.   
(c)  Love for His Law, the desire to be conformed to His image.   
(d)  Love for His people, to fellowship with them.   
(e)  Love for the lost, for those made in His image, for those who will 

perish apart from Him.   
 

(iv)  I think we would all agree that our love is nowhere near what it should 
be, and that we need to pray that the Lord would strengthen that love in us.   

(v)  But if we have any, even in the slightest degree, then we are Christians 
and we have the hope that one day we will be perfected in righteousness.   

(vi)  And if we see that love in ourselves, even in the least degree, then we 
can know we are Christ’s and can have some measure of assurance.  But 
we need to pray that God would strengthen that assurance even more.   

(vii)  Paul would have the Galatians know that to trust in their circumcision is 
to turn away from Christ; it is to trust in their works, which not only takes 
away their assurance, but also their salvation.   

(viii)  But to trust in Christ with a loving faith is not only to have a firm 
foundation for their justification, but also a strong hope for the future.   

(ix)  What does your heart tell you this morning?   
(x)  Trust in Christ, love Him with all your heart, develop your relationship 

with Him, through His Word, through prayer and worship, through 
fellowship, and through this you will know that you have a strong 
foundation for a future hope.  Amen.    


