
Freedom
Galatians 5:1-12

Perhaps you take your freedom for granted.  I often do.  Yet 
even though it has been many years since I have visited or 
ministered the gospel in a jail or prison, the feeling of entering 
locked prison doors is one I will never forget.  The feeling of 
entrapment was always very real for me as a prison chaplain, and 
all the time I always knew I could leave and go home any time I 
wanted.  Not so, of course, with the inmates who were 
incarcerated.  

I hope that it is obvious by now in our study of Galatians that 
freedom is the main theme of the whole book, and the burden 
Paul has for these dear people is their propensity to go back to 
the slavery of the Old Covenant regulations, especially 
circumcision.  Over and over again Paul explains, and week after 
week we have studied the bewitching foolishness of slavery to the 
law contrasted with the refreshing freedom which is ours in the 
gospel of our Lord Jesus.  Let’s review briefly that whole subject 
this morning.  Paul expresses himself so personally to these 
Galatians. 

Gal. 1:6  “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting 
him who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a 
different gospel.” 

Gal. 3:1  “O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was 
before your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as 
crucified. 2 Let me ask you only this: Did you receive the Spirit by 
works of the law or by hearing with faith? 3 Are you so foolish? 
Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the 
flesh?”

That’s the slavery from which he seeks to free the Galatians, 
their attempt to be perfected by their own efforts at law-keeping.  
Such an attempt brought them under the curse of the obligation 
for full and perfect obedience.

Gal. 3:10  “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. 11 Now it is 
evident that no one is justified before God by the law, for The 
righteous shall live by faith.”

So what is presented to us as the subject of this whole book is 
this, the contrast between slavery and freedom.  And Christians, 
by definition, are those who are free.  The sermon this morning is 
but a summary, then of the previous 19 sermons.  And the focal 
point is,

I. OUR FREEDOM IN CHRIST.
v.1

Like Romans and Ephesians, Galatians can easily be divided 
into two parts, two sections.  We are finishing section one this 
morning.  For lack of better words, that first section is the doctrinal 
foundation of the gospel.  Just like Romans.  Just like Ephesians.  
The gospel is clearly presented and explained, and the emphasis 
is upon the promise of God and the faith of the believer.  

So in Ephesians we read,
Eph. 2:8  “For by grace you have been saved through faith. 

And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9 not a result 
of works, so that no one may boast.”

And in Galatians, we read,
Gal. 2:16  “...yet we know that a person is not justified by 



works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also 
have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in 
Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law 
no one will be justified.” 

That doctrinal foundation has to be explained.  And it has to be 
well understood by all Christians.  Then comes the application.  In 
Romans, that transition from doctrinal foundation to practical 
application is found in,

Rom. 12:1  “I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies 
of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 
acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2 Do not be 
conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of 
your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, 
what is good and acceptable and perfect.”

In Ephesians, the transition is this,
Eph. 4:1  “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk 

in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called, 2 
with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one 
another in love, 3 eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the 
bond of peace.”

I want to stress this big picture today because I have never 
been more convinced of how crucial that understanding is for the 
life and well-being of every Christian, and for every one of you.  
You have to know the foundation of the gospel, otherwise you will 
end up in slavery.  And when I say “know the foundation of the 
gospel,” I don’t mean merely intellectually.  I mean understand it 
and experience it in the depth of your soul, with the fullness of 
your mind.  If you get that doctrine wrong, it will ruin your life!  In 
one way or another, missing the fullness of the promise of the 
gospel will make your life as a Christian miserable, dysfunctional, 

or simply leave you in the immaturity of spiritual infancy.

And then, with that foundation, comes the application to life.  
In a general sense, I would call that application sanctification, that 
whole process by which God actually makes you more and more 
holy, the process through which you actually grow more and more 
in your own experience of righteousness.

Now, as I emphasize this idea of a summary of our study of 
the whole book of Galatians so far, let me also give you a 
summary of what is to come.  A preview of our remaining study of 
Galatians.  That begins in,

Gal. 5:13  “For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do 
not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through 
love serve one another. 14 For the whole law is fulfilled in one 
word: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. 15 But if you bite 
and devour one another, watch out that you are not consumed by 
one another.” 

So the doctrinal foundation of the gospel becomes the context 
for the application.  You are free in Christ, beloved.  That’s the 
gospel.  You were called to freedom, but do not use that freedom 
as an excuse to sin.  That’s what lies ahead as we study chapters 
5 and 6.  But back to our freedom in Christ.  Look at,

v.1

Let me say two things about that freedom, which you might 
think from my outline are the same thing.  Let me explain the 
difference.  First,

A. Freedom is the goal of the gospel.
That’s a plain explanation of the words.  “For freedom Christ 

has set us free.”  For the purpose of freedom.  With the goal of 
freedom.



That’s why the Old Testament exodus is such a useful picture 
of our salvation.  The Exodus was all about freedom.  Freedom 
from Egypt.  Freedom from bondage.  Freedom from slavery.  
Freedom from sin.

Our Westminster Confession of Faith summarizes all that the 
Bible teaches about freedom with these words from chapter 20,  
“The liberty which Christ hath purchased for believers under the 
gospel consists in their freedom from the guilt of sin, the 
condemning wrath of God, the curse of the moral law; and, in 
their being delivered from this present evil world, bondage to 
Satan, and dominion of sin; from the evil of afflictions, the sting of 
death, the victory of the grave, and everlasting damnation; as 
also, in their free access to God, and their yielding obedience 
unto him, not out of slavish fear, but a childlike love and willing 
mind. All which were common also to believers under the law. 
But, under the new testament, the liberty of Christians is further 
enlarged, in their freedom from the yoke of the ceremonial law, to 
which the Jewish church was subjected; and in greater boldness 
of access to the throne of grace, and in fuller communications of 
the free Spirit of God, than believers under the law did ordinarily 
partake of.”

I can’t imagine that you would grasp all of those things in one 
fell swoop, but I read that list to give a sense of how important, 
and comprehensive the idea of freedom is.  Freedom can be 
defined as the very essence of the goal of the gospel.  “For 
freedom Christ has set us free.”

But those words are not just a declaration of a doctrine, they 
are a promise.  So freedom is not only the self-defined goal of the 
gospel,

B. Freedom is the promise of the gospel.

In other words, it is a promise given to you!  “For freedom, 
Christ has set us free!”  The promise, beloved, is that you have 
been set free!  If you get nothing out of this sermon, if you get 
nothing out of the past 19 sermons, then understand this main 
point.  If you believe in Christ for your salvation, you are free.  

That promise is not simply a doctrinal proposition, but the 
reality of your life.  You are free.  You have been set free from the 
guilt of sin.  You have been set free from the condemning wrath of 
God.  You have been set free from the curse of the moral law.  
You are freed from bondage to Satan and from the dominion of 
sin.  And more broadly, you are free from the sting of death, from 
the victory of the grave, and from everlasting damnation.  You are 
freed from hell.

And so the words of Galatians 5:1 actually become an 
exhortation.

v.1  “...stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke 
of slavery.”

Stand firm, in maintaining your freedom!  Stand firm, remain 
steadfast, in the exercise of your freedom.  Specifically, stay away 
from,

II. THE DANGERS OF SLAVERY.
There was a story this week in the news about a man from 

New York who suffered a heart attack the day after he was 
released after 23 years in prison.  David Ranta was sentenced 
after being wrongfully convicted of killing an Orthodox Jewish 
rabbi during a botched robbery.  He always maintained his 
innocence and was freed Thursday.  New evidence had proven 
his innocence.  So overwhelming was the experience of freedom, 
he suffered a heart attack the day after he was released.  He 
survived the heart attack and is reported in stable condition, but 



he illustrates how some Christians view their own freedom.  It 
would seem they would rather remain under the stability of 
bondage.  

So Paul’s letter to the Galatians is a easy to understand.  Not 
just the promise of freedom, but the exhortation to preserve that 
freedom.  And he provides plenty of motivation in form of the 
dangers of slavery.  He goes on,

v.2-3

As we have seen before, that is...

A. The obligation of perfect works-righteousness.
The point is this.  If circumcision is necessary for salvation, if 

you have to submit to the obligation of circumcision in order to be 
saved, then you are submitting yourself to the whole law.  You are 
putting yourself under the obligation to keep the whole law, 
perfectly.  If you want to be saved according to the principle of 
law, law-keeping, then you are obligated to keep the whole law!  
Perfectly.   And that becomes nothing less than,

B. The attempt to be justified by your works.
It keeps coming back to that, doesn’t it?
v.4

If law-keeping is your standard, then the obvious reality is you 
have submitted yourself to the slavery of being justified by the 
law.  You have submitted yourself to the bondage of the 
requirement to fulfill all the duties of the law in order to be made 
right with God.  In order to be received as righteous in his sight, 
having atonement for your sins.  Justified by law.  

But if that is the case, Paul points out...

C. The reality of separation from Jesus.
v.4  “You are severed from Christ...”

Separated from Christ.  If you try to do it yourself, if you seek 
to be justified by your own law-keeping, you separate yourself 
from Jesus entirely.  And, with the most graphic and solemn of 
words, “you have fallen away from grace.”

By submitting to law, by seeking justification by law, you reject 
grace.  And the result is,

D. The absence of grace.
You have fallen away from grace.  That’s why legalism is such 

a grave danger.  That’s why the doctrinal proposition of 
justification by grace alone through faith alone is such a 
fundamental part of our Christian faith.  That’s why theological 
errors about justification are so vitally necessary to identify and to 
avoid.  Your life is at stake.  Your eternal destiny is at stake.  Your 
spiritual well-being is at stake.  Your relationship with God is at 
stake.  Your faith in Jesus is at stake.

It does matter what you believe, and the dangers of believing 
wrongly are so evident.  So Paul writes with such a pastoral zeal 
and burden.  He speaks to the people of Galatia with such 
personal interest.  It is such,

III. A PASTORAL CHALLENGE.
With,

A. A strong warning.  
And often, pastors need the freedom and ability to give those 

warnings.  
v.7-10

Paul is seeking to purify the teaching of the church, with 



encouragement to the believers who were there.  “You were 
running well.”  They had a good start.  But someone infiltrated the 
church and led them astray.

Do you remember how all of this began?
Gal. 2:4  “Yet because of false brothers secretly brought in—

who slipped in to spy out our freedom that we have in Christ 
Jesus, so that they might bring us into slavery— 5 to them we did 
not yield in submission even for a moment, so that the truth of the 
gospel might be preserved for you.”

Do you remember Peter’s hypocrisy, of shunning the Gentile 
believers who had not been circumcised?

Gal. 2:12  “For before certain men came from James, he was 
eating with the Gentiles; but when they came he drew back and 
separated himself, fearing the circumcision party. 13 And the rest 
of the Jews acted hypocritically along with him, so that even 
Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. 14 But when I saw 
that their conduct was not in step with the truth of the gospel, I 
said to Cephas before them all, If you, though a Jew, live like a 
Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you force the Gentiles to live 
like Jews?”

The circumcision party.  The legalists.  The Judaizers.  Call 
them what you want.  Their error was that they did not promote 
Christian liberty, Christian freedom.  You had to submit to the 
ceremonial laws of the Old Covenant in order to be a Christian.  
And Paul was as plain as he could possibly be in denouncing 
them.

v.12

That language is quite offensive, isn’t it?  Almost 
inappropriate.  If the apostle Paul hadn’t used that illustration, I 
certainly would not chosen it myself.  But the point is clear.  If you 

think that you need the foreskin cut off in order to be acceptable 
to God, then you might as well cut it all off.  The grossness of that 
very thought is what makes the point so powerfully.

There is as well,
B. An obvious contradiction...
...that Paul introduces.
v.11

Paul is persecuted because he proclaims the gospel of Jesus, 
that you are saved by faith, not by works.  And if he required you 
to do something, if he required Gentiles to become Jews by 
circumcision, then surely he would no longer be persecuted.

The point is that you are not saved on the basis of anything 
that you do.  You are saved by grace, not by the merit of your own 
good works.  So the cross becomes a stumbling block, because 
preaching Christ and him crucified is a complete and total 
rejection of any form of works-based salvation. 

And we know what Paul wrote the Corinthian church,
1 Cor. 1:18  “For the word of the cross is folly to those who are 

perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God...
21 For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God 
through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we 
preach to save those who believe. 22 For Jews demand signs 
and Greeks seek wisdom, 23 but we preach Christ crucified, a 
stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, 24 but to those who 
are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and 
the wisdom of God. 25 For the foolishness of God is wiser than 
men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men.”

If circumcision is required for salvation, then that whole gospel 
is denied.



Beloved, we must never forget the offense of the cross.  And 
we must never seek to remove it!  The offense of the cross is that 
you do not save yourself by your own works.  Jesus saves you by 
his work.  The offense of the cross is the gospel of grace.  
Salvation is a gift, offered to you freely.  And so our true hope is 
obvious.

C. Our true hope.
v.5-6

The fullness of our righteousness is that which we receive by 
faith, by the power of the Holy Spirit.  That’s justification.  The 
hope of righteousness, which is to say, the promise and certainty 
of being perfectly righteous is God’s sight, is “through the Spirit, 
by faith.”  As Christians, that is what we eagerly wait for.  That is 
what we confidently expect.  “Neither circumcision nor 
uncircumcision counts for anything.”

Beloved, nothing you do counts for anything as you stand 
before God.  Jesus counts for everything.  Do you really believe 
that?  Nothing you do, no religious act that you perform can atone 
for your sins.  No ceremony can satisfy God’s wrath nor make you 
acceptable in his sight.  Only Jesus can do that.  Only Jesus can 
set you free.  Do you believe that?  

Believe it, beloved.
 v.1  “For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, 

and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.”

That’s the first half of the book of Galatians.  The second is 
built upon it, and that is where we go next.

v.13  “For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do not 
use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love 
serve one another.”


