
Love Is the Law
Galatians 5:13-15

We have finished the first section in the book of Galatians, and 
today we begin the second part.  The chapters and verses aren’t 
divided equally in half, but the subject matter certainly is.  There 
are two sections to this whole book, and the theme of the first was 
evident and obvious.  It was repeated over and over again.  The 
theme is freedom.  Freedom in Christ.  Paul has given us a clear 
declaration of that freedom, our freedom as Christians from the 
curse and bondage of the law.  Freedom from necessity of 
ceremonial regulations by which you attempt to make yourself 
acceptable to God.  Freedom from the burden of being perfected 
by the flesh.  Freedom from curse of having to rely upon your own 
good works to be justified before God. 

For Paul, the stakes have been very high.  Remember,
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— 7 not that there is another one, but there are 
some who trouble you and want to distort the gospel of Christ.”

The promise of the gospel is that a Christian is justified by 
faith, not by works of the law.  Not by outward, ceremonial 
regulations of the law, such as circumcision.  That’s freedom.  And 
the issue is a matter of life and death.  The gospel itself is at 
stake.

The danger that the Galatians faced was severe.
Gal. 5:1  “For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm 

therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.  2 Look: I, 
Paul, say to you 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. 4 You are 

severed from Christ, you who would be justified by the law; you 
have fallen away from grace.”

He couldn’t say it any more forcefully than that.

But wait a minute.  If that’s all true, doesn’t that mean you 
have freedom from the law?  Freedom to do whatever you want.  
Freedom to choose.  Freedom to indulge.  Freedom from 
authority.  Freedom from guilt.  

The answer is no, and Paul finds it necessary to give us that 
answer.  It really is the same answer as you find in the book of 
Romans, the same question that arises whenever the doctrine of 
the grace of God is clearly and faithfully proclaimed.  

Rom. 6:1 “What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin 
that grace may abound?”

The answer is clear,
Rom. 6: 2  “By no means! How can we who died to sin still live 

in it?”

Same issue in the book of Galatians.  You have freedom.  You 
are free.  But,

I. FREEDOM IS NOT AN EXCUSE TO SIN.
Shall we go on sinning, so that we might fully exercise our 

freedom?  By no means.  How can you who are freed from the 
slavery of sin still live it?  

v.13

So let’s talk first about freedom.  What is it?  What is the 
definition of freedom?  Why, it means I can do whatever I want.  
That’s the wrong answer!  Many children think freedom is when 
they don’t have to obey their parents.  And some very wrongly 
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think that happens automatically when they turn 18.  I have heard 
that again and again.  I can do whatever I want when I’m 18.  I 
can make my own decisions.  I can make my own choices.  And 
that masquerades as freedom.

We have that horrible, horrible phrase in our culture, the 
freedom of choice.  And we say that with reference to abortion, 
the killing of unborn children while still in their mother’s womb.  
Freedom.  Freedom to do whatever I choose to do.  Freedom to 
choose whatever I want to do, without the constraint of any 
overseeing authority.  Freedom means being emancipated from 
the oversight of authority.  Freedom means indulgence.  I can do 
whatever I want.

No, beloved.  No, that’s not freedom as the Bible defines it.  In 
the Bible, freedom means that you are not under the curse of a 
performance based salvation.  You are saved by grace, as a gift; 
through faith, not your own works.  You are freed from having to 
earn it yourself, freed from the curse of having sinned.

But then freedom means that you have the ability to do what 
you know is right.  Freedom from sin means that you are freed 
from the dominion of sin, and therefore enabled to do what is 
right.  So Paul corrects that disastrous misunderstanding.

v.13

So, specifically,

A. Christians are not free to indulge the desires of their 
flesh.
The flesh here is defined for us, referring to the sinfulness of 

our fallen nature.
v.19-21

So the flesh comes to stand for everything that is opposed to 
the work of God.  Never is that description of flesh clearer than in 
Romans 7 (p.1200), where Paul is describing the battle that rages 
within his own soul.

Rom. 7:14  “For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of 
the flesh, sold under sin. 15 For I do not understand my own 
actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. 
16 Now if I do what I do not want, I agree with the law, that it is 
good. 17 So now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells 
within me. 18 For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in 
my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the 
ability to carry it out. 19 For I do not do the good I want, but the 
evil I do not want is what I keep on doing. 20 Now if I do what I do 
not want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me. 
21 So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies 
close at hand. 22 For I delight in the law of God, in my inner 
being, 23 but I see in my members another law waging war 
against the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of 
sin that dwells in my members.”

Beloved, never let the freedom of the gospel become an 
excuse to indulge the desires of your flesh.  It is that simple.  
Never let the freedom of the promise of the grace of the gospel to 
give you an excuse to sin.  It is that simple.

Specifically, our freedom in Christ does not free us from the 
duties and responsibilities of God’s law.  And making mention of 
God’s law doesn’t automatically incur the label of legalism, 
because even in this context of freedom, Paul refers to the law.  
In contrast to “the flesh,” he writes, “through love serve one 
another.”  And then immediately adds,

v.14

He refers to the whole of God’s law, the whole law which is 
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summarized by that one command to love.  So we are called to 
freedom, but,

B. Christians are not free to disregard God’s law.
We’ve been studying the same thing in Deuteronomy, haven’t 

we?  With reference to the ten commandments,
Mat. 5:17  “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or 

the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. 
18 For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not 
an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished. 
19 Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of these 
commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called 
least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and 
teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20 
For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the 
scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of 
heaven.”

Jesus himself then makes immediate application to the sixth 
commandment, “You shall not murder,” and the seventh 
commandment, “You shall not commit adultery.”  And he 
intensifies the duties and obligations required by those 
commandments.  He applies the commandments to the desires 
and intentions of the heart.

So please don’t equate freedom with the right to ignore God’s 
law.  Please don’t define freedom as the ability to live without the 
oversight of God’s law.  Please don’t think that any reference to 
the law somehow cancels freedom and is automatically legalism.  
For the rest of this book of Galatians is about the right and proper 
applications of freedom, applications that include the right and 
proper use of God’s law.  And it is the Holy Spirit who then 
enables you to obey that law.  It is the Holy Spirit who enables 
you to resist the temptations of the flesh and to put away the 

works of the flesh.

What, then, does Paul say about the law of God?  How does 
he define it?  How does he describe its duties and obligations?  
That’s easy to answer, and no surprise to you.  Love.

II. LOVE IS THE FULFILLMENT OF THE LAW.
v.14

In other words, to love is to obey the law.  To obey the law is to 
love.  It’s not one or the other, as if by calling love the spirit of the 
law you can break the letter of the law.  Or by observing the mere 
letter of the law you can ignore the call to love.  It is both, two 
sides of the same coin, two ways of saying precisely and exactly 
the very same thing.

A couple of cross-references to make the point that love is the 
fulfillment of the law.

1 John 5:3  “For this is the love of God, that we keep his 
commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome.” 

Or, in Jesus’ own words,
John 14:15 “If you love me, you will keep my 

commandments...21 Whoever has my commandments and keeps 
them, he it is who loves me.”

And most clearly, when Jesus was asked something of a trick 
question about the greatest of the commandments, no doubt in an 
attempt to start some sort of quarrel or argument, we read,

Mat. 22:37  “You shall love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. 38 This is the 
great and first commandment. 39 And a second is like it: You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself. 40 On these two commandments 
depend all the Law and the Prophets.”
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So here is the law of God.

A. Christians are called to love one another.
v.14

And guess where that comes from?  Unless you knew already, 
I am sure this book of the Old Testament would not be the one 
that you would guess.  The book of Leviticus.  Filled with all those 
regulations for old covenant sacrifices, we read in,

Lev. 19:17 “You shall not hate your brother in your heart, but 
you shall reason frankly with your neighbor, lest you incur sin 
because of him. 18 You shall not take vengeance or bear a 
grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love 
your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.”

Let me emphasize that this is the first application that Paul 
makes of the law.  Loving one another.  It is the second great 
commandment, the comprehensive summary of all the other laws 
that have reference to our human relationships.  It is the first 
application Paul makes in the book of Ephesians as well, the first 
application of the gospel which he so clearly declared in the first 
three chapters of that book.

The application of the gospel begins with the word I call the 
most important word in the Bible, the word “therefore,” a word that 
takes the promise of the gospel and applies it to the practical 
experiences of everyday life.  And what is the first application?  
What is the definition of the life which Paul describes as walking 
“in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been 
called”?  What does the law say to you and to me about how we 
live in a manner worthy of the gospel of grace by which we have 
been saved?  We are to live together,

Eph. 4:2  “...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.”

So that’s love.  We bear with one another.  We put up with one 
another.  With all humility and gentleness.  With patience.  That’s 
love.  That’s the law.  Christians are called to love one another.  
These are words that must describe our relationships with one 
another, “with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing 
with one another in love.”

Paul gets a bit more specific here, 
v.13b

B. Christians are called to serve one another.
The word means that you are willing to perform the duties of 

slave, with reference to one another!  And that is challenging!  It 
means that rather others become more important that you, that 
the needs of others are more important than your own.  Do you 
know what it means?  It means that you become more like Jesus!

Phil. 2:3  “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in 
humility count others more significant than yourselves. 4 Let each 
of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests 
of others. 5 Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in 
Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the form of God, did not 
count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 but emptied 
himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness 
of men. 8 And being found in human form, he humbled himself by 
becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.”

Mat. 20:25  “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it 
over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. 26 
It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among 
you must be your servant, 27 and whoever would be first among 
you must be your slave, 28 even as the Son of Man came not to 
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be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

Or, Rom. 12:9 “Let love be genuine. Abhor what is evil; hold 
fast to what is good. 10 Love one another with brotherly affection. 
Outdo one another in showing honor.”

So how do you measure up?  That’s a challenging question, 
isn’t it?  You are called to serve one another, and the greatest 
among you will be your servant.  So who is the greatest?  Jesus 
is allowing us to ask that question, and urging us to aspire to that 
position of greatness.  But it is not a position of honor.  It is a 
position of service.

Beloved, there are many things we need as a church.  But 
they begin here.  We need servants.  And no matter what place 
you take within the church, no matter what God has called you to 
do specifically, this is where it begins.  You are called to be a 
servant.  That must be your defining identity, and it grows out of 
love for one another.  That’s the law.  And in Christ, you are free 
to keep that law.  

Paul adds one final specific instruction, and it is a prohibition.  
If you are going to love one another, if you are going to serve one 
another, there are some prohibitions.  That’s not legalism, it is 
simply godliness.  There are some things you cannot do, for they 
violate love.

C. Christians are called to restrain their sinful reactions 
to one another.
v.15

Why did Paul add that verse right there?  Surely, I can’t 
answer that question infallibly.  But I can say this, with some 
obvious wisdom.  Paul wrote those words because it was 

necessary.  He knew that Christians are prone to bite and devour 
one another!  Christians are prone to attack one another, to harm 
one another.  We are prone to hurt one another and damage one 
another.  We are prone to being selfish.  We are prone to be 
mean-spirited, vindictive, easily angered.  We are prone to be 
divisive, jealous, and divided.  

And why is that?  Do you remember the war that Paul 
described in Romans 7, the war within his own soul?  “For I have 
the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out...So 
I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at 
hand.”

So it is a battle between what the Bible calls the flesh and the 
spirit.  The battle is within us all.  Here in Galatians, Paul tells us 
how we can restrain those sinful reactions, and that is by 
emphasis upon the Holy Spirit, and that is where he goes in verse 
16.  That’s where we will go next week, but for today, let me leave 
this exhortation plain and fresh in your mind.  You are called to 
love, and love means that you learn to restrain sin.  And biting 
one another is sin.  So you must walk by the Spirit, if you will not 
gratify the desires of the flesh.

That’s your calling.  That’s my calling.  “You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.”        
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