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A People Set Free: Galatians 5:1-12

February 17, 2002

If you were alive in Galatia around 49 AD, in what is now central Turkey, you would no doubt have heard about the Apostle Paul.  You would have heard the buzz around town about his message of God’s love and grace… how he taught that through faith alone in Jesus, one could be saved out of darkness into intimacy with God the Father.

· No longer did you need to earn your salvation by fulfilling endless religious laws and obligations. That salvation came to us solely thru the grace of God.

· This message meant the world to Paul… and he endured beatings and abuse… in order to share it with the people of Galatia.  It meant so much to him because Paul himself had been a slave to religious zealotry and legalism for most of his life up until that time. 

· He knew what it meant to be free, to know true liberty in Christ. And since meeting Jesus on that road to Damascus, Paul had spent his life spreading the news of that freedom.

Yet now, several years later, with Paul now back in Antioch, you hear of a group of so-called Christians come into town, trying to convince you that salvation isn’t earned thru faith in Jesus alone, as Paul had claimed, but that it comes as they also keep Jewish law and observances.

· Having lived on both sides of that fence, between freedom and Law, nothing bothered Paul more than seeing people return to bondage. 

· And that's just what he learned his Galatian friends had fallen into: Men and women, who had found freedom in Christ, were being pressured and persuaded to return to a life of slavery under the weight of religious rules and regulations. 

If you were there, you would have heard these Judaizers telling everyone just how dangerous Paul’s doctrine of grace was… how it supposedly replaced the Law of God with a license to sin.  “If we do away with our rules the church will fall apart!”

· The truth is, they simply had no understanding of the true meaning of Grace.  

· Even in the church today, there are so many even godly men and women who warn against teaching too much about our liberty in Christ for fear of religious anarchy.

· To address this type of thinking, we see Paul arguing from experience, which we looked at two weeks ago; from theology, which we looked at last time; and now we are going to see him try to apply that doctrine to their lives.  For Paul, right doctrine should produce right living… and he is going to show that what the Judaizers are teaching does just the opposite.

In these last two chapters of Galatians, Paul will also argue that the believer who lives by faith isn’t going to become a rebel, as the Judaizers are claiming.  It’s just the opposite.  That person is going to experience the inner working of God, which is far more transformational than the outer discipline of man-made rules.

· For Paul, no one could b/c a rebel who truly depends on God’s grace, who surrenders to the Spirit, who lives with a passion for His presence and intimacy with Him.

· Yet the legalist will eventually rebel b/c he is depending on the flesh, putting his hopes on his own abilities, seeing Jesus’ work as inadequate to bring real salvation.

· So what Paul is saying here is that our Christian liberty and our freedom in Christ are not dangerous doctrines…

· But legalism is… whether it is on the more extreme level presented by the Judaizers or by some of those in the church today who want you to believe that your acceptance in Christ comes also thru what you do or don’t do.
You see, what is so dangerous about legalism is that it attempts to do the impossible… that is, to change or transform our essential nature by obeying a set of rules.

· Yet we saw last week that the law was given, not to bring salvation or forgiveness, but to condemn… to imprison… and to serve as our guardian until Christ came into our lives.

· So, while the law may “hem” us in, denying the opportunity to sin, it doesn’t change who we are... our essential character… one single bit.

This morning I want to look at the first twelve verses of chapter five, where Paul expresses three things that happen when a believer turns from God’s grace to man-made rules and regulations.

1.  Having turned from your freedom, you become like slaves.  
· Last week we saw Paul using several illustrations to show the Galatians what the Law is really like… and what it really does.

· In 5:1 he paints one last picture of the law… calling it a “yoke of slavery.”

· Peter used this same expression in Acts 15 when word of what was happening as a result of the Judaizers in Galatia and other regions had reached the leaders of the Jerusalem church.  

· So, while Paul and Barnabbas were back in Antioch, the leaders of the Jerusalem church were meeting to discuss, once and for all, the matter of whether a Gentile needed to embrace Jewish law in order to know true salvation.

· The end result was a further exhortation first by Peter and then by James that salvation is thru grace alone.   

· Acts 15:10 says, “Why do you put God to the test by placing upon the neck of the disciples a yoke which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear?  … we are saved thru the grace of the Lord Jesus.”

· And so they sent a letter as well as several other leaders of the Jerusalem church to bring this official word to the Gentiles.

· We don’t know what that letter said, but it must have done an amazing job explaining how empty religion and legalism could add nothing to our faith… but rather, they rob us of the joy & freedom we could have in Christ.

Paul then tells the Galatians in 5:1, “It was for freedom that Christ set us free.  Therefore keep standing firm and do not be subject again to a yoke of slavery.”

· the image of the yoke has a pretty clear meaning… it represents slavery, service, and control by someone else over your life.  Thru the yoke, a farmer could control his oxen.

· When God delivered Israel from Egyptian captivity, it was described as a breaking of a yoke (Lev. 26:13)

· In the same way, when the Galatian believers accepted Jesus into their lives, they lost the yoke of slavery to sin and put on the yoke of Jesus

· The yoke of religion… of trying to earn God’s approval and love… of being under performance… is hard and its burden is heavy.  But look at what Jesus says in Matthew 11:28:  “Come to Me, all you who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me.  For I am gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your soul.  For My yoke is easy and My burden is light.”
· “You who are wearing that heavy yoke of slavery… those of you who don’t feel good enough or worthy enough to receive my love… those of who feel you need to do certain things in order for me to love and accept you… come to me… exchange that heavy yoke for my yoke.  My yoke is “easy” and its burden is light.

· That word, “easy”, in the Greek means “kind, gracious”.  The yoke of Jesus sets us free… while the yoke of the law enslaves us.

Jesus came to set us free from the bondage of the Law.  Paul writes in Romans 6:14 that the believer is no longer under the Law but under grace!

· This doesn’t mean that we are outlaws and rebels… rather, it simply means that we no longer need the external force of the Law to keep us in God’s will… because we have the internal leading of the Holy Spirit (Romans 8:1-4).

· When Jesus began his public ministry, He stood in the synagogue and read from Isaiah, “I have come to set the prisoners free… to bring release to the captives.

· That freedom is part of our inheritance as God’s children.

· To go back to the Law is to abandon spiritual adulthood for a “second childhood”.

Why would someone do this?  Actually, there are many people who feel very insecure with liberty.  They’d rather live under the tyranny of some leader than make their own decisions freely.

· I saw this so clearly on my first trip to the former Soviet Union where I spent a month in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.  

· Even though their lives had, in many ways, improved, they simply didn’t know what to do with their new liberties.  They preferred the way it was… being told by the government what was right and what was wrong.  If the government said abortion was right… then it was right.  If they changed their minds, which they did several times early on… than it was wrong.  It was easier this way.

· Yet we were created for this kind of freedom… and the way to real fulfillment in our lives is thru Jesus and the freedom we have in Him.

· And so Paul exhorts them with all his heart… “do not be entangled again in the yoke of slavery.”

2.  Having turned from your freedom, you have become debtors: (5:2-6)

· In these five verses, Paul uses several expressions to describe the losses the Christian incurs when he or she turns from grace to the Law:

· he says in vs 2, “If you are counting on circumcision to make you right with God, then 1Christ cannot help you.”

· He then says, “I’ll say it again, If you are trying to find favor with God by being circumcised, 2you are under debt to follow all the regulations in the whole law of Moses. For if you are trying to make yourselves right with God by keeping the law, 3you have been cut off from Christ!  

· Then Paul gives us the conclusion of all of this, saying, “You have fallen away from God’s grace.”

· Now, before I tell you what this means, I want to first tell you what it doesn’t mean.

Generally speaking, when the average person reads this, they wonder if Paul’s statement, “you have fallen from grace” means that you can loose your salvation.  

· If you take this expression, “you have fallen from grace” as a suggesting that the Galatians have lost their salvation, then why does he continue to deal with them as believers?

· In fact, there are least 9 times when he calls them brethren, which he would never do if he felt they were lost.

· In terms of their salvation, Paul doesn’t view the Galatians as lost.  Look at 4:6, “And b/c you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of His Son into your hearts, crying, ‘Abba Father’”.
If “fallen from grace” than isn’t speaking about loosing your salvation, then what does it mean?  It has the meaning of “falling out of the sphere of God’s grace.”

· Paul wants us to understand that we can’t successfully mix grace and law in our lives.  If you chose to live under the law then you are choosing to live out of the sphere of God’s grace…

· And as a result of doing this, the Galatians had come under the yoke of slavery… robbing themselves of all the riches and wealth they had in Christ.

· I think all of us, to one degree or another, live a life mixed with law and grace.  While we know we are saved thru God’s grace, we set up sort of a straw man whom we constantly compare ourselves to.  

· This straw man, sewn together with every verse we can think of, prays an hour a day, shares the gospel with no less than one person a week, reads several passages from God’s Word before going to work, fasts one day each week…

· Now setting standards for ourselves isn’t a bad thing.  The issue than is one of motivation.  If the motivation for reading His Word is to know Him more for example… than, that’s good.  If it is to earn His approval, love, and acceptance, than this is like living under the law.

· what we often do is to measure ourselves against that straw man and if we come up short, we not only hit ourselves over the head with the Bible, but we feel less loved and accepted by God.

· This is one way the law robs us of our inheritance.

You see, the Judaizers want us to believe that we are “missing something”, that we would be more “spiritual” if we practiced the Law with its demands and disciplines.

· You’d be more spiritual if you read the KJV, if you wore suits and ties, if you separate yourself from the world…

· But Paul makes it clear that the Law adds nothing b/c nothing can be added to Jesus’ finished work on the Cross. 

· Instead, the law comes in as a thief and robs the believer of the spiritual riches he has in Christ.  

· When we begin to live according to the law, we become in debt again.  So Paul warns them… that to submit, in this case, to circumcision in order to be truly saved and accepted by God, will rob them of all the benefits they have in Christ.

You see, part of the problem of their believing that something s/a circumcision will bring them “true” salvation is that submission to one part of the law would put them under obligation to obey the whole Law!

· this is where legalists reveal their hypocrisy… in that they fail to keep the whole Law

· In chapter 3, Paul quoted Moses to prove that the curse of the Law is on everyone who fails to keep all the Law.

· Imagine driving thru a red light… you get pulled over by an officer who asks to see your driver’s license.

· Immediately, you defend yourself, “officer, I know I ran that red light… but I have never robbed anyone.  I never committed adultery or cheated on my taxes.”

· The officer continues writing out the ticket… b/c he knows that no amount of obedience can make up for one act of disobedience.

· One of the reasons the Law is a curse is because is you are trying to earn your salvation thru it, you must fulfill all of it.  

· Even a single sin against any one of over 600 Jewish Laws would prevent you from entering heaven… because there is no sin in Heaven. 

· We can’t do it.  That’s why we need His grace… why He sent Jesus into the world.

3.  The third illustration Paul uses to express what the believer becomes when he turns from God’s grace to man-made rules is that of a runner, who has lost their way. (READ 5:7-12)
· Paul loved using athletic illustrations… which made sense since everyone was familiar with the Olympic games as well as other Greek/Roman athletic contests.

· So Paul tells the Galatians, “you did run well.”  Notice the past tense?!  When Paul first came to them, the received him like an angel (4:15).

· They accepted the Word, trusted in Jesus, and received the Spirit.

· They also had a deep joy that was evident to everyone… and they were willing to make any sacrifice to care for Paul and Barnabbas while they were there.

· What happened?

When you translate verse 7 literally, it makes the answer easier to see.  Paul is saying, “You were running well.  Who cut in on you so that you stopped obeying the truth?”

· In the races, each runner was to stay in his assigned lane, but some would cut in on their competitors to try to get them off course.

· This is what the Judaizers had done to the Galatian believers:  They cut in on them and forced them to change direction and go on a “spiritual detour”. 

· I got lost on my first ever Cross Country race… terrible! Embarrassing!

Paul then switches illustrations and now focuses on the idea of yeast (leaven). 

· in the OT as well as the New, Leaven was often used as a symbol of sin.  Even Jesus spoke of the leaven of the Pharisee.

· When added to the right mixture, leaven grows and eventually takes over the whole lump of dough.  This is what the Judaizer’s legalism had done… it didn’t suddenly overpower the church, but rather, it grew slowly… taking over till it permeates the whole body.

Often, the motives that encourage legalism are good (We want to have a more spiritual church) but the methods don’t align with God’s Word.

· In their quest for a “spiritual church” they simply set up sets of rules for their people.  But these rules can be like the Law.  They hem people in, denying them the opportunity to sin… yet, they don’t change the heart of the people.  

· Obviously, its ok for us to say we want a spiritual church.  And, again, its ok to have certain standards in a church.  BUT, we should never think that the standards will, in themselves, make anybody spiritual.

· It’s like circumcision.  Paul isn’t objecting to circumcision in itself.  In fact, he encouraged Timothy (who was a Galatian) to get circumcised in order to open doors for him to minister amongst the Jews.  P

· Paul warned only of the false idea that in itself it carried a spiritual benefit or earned you favor with God.

No matter how you look at it, legalism is a dangerous enemy.  It is like yeast in that even a small amount take can a grip on a person, kinship group, or church… and take its joy away as it did to the Galatian church.

· The leaven of legalism, which had come into the Galatian church, was of such huge concern to Paul that he closes this section, in verse 12, saying, “I only wish that those troublemakers who want to mutilate you by circumcision would mutilate themselves!”

· “Hey, if you want to circumcise my brothers and sisters in order for them to earn God’s favor… why don’t you really earn God’s favor by cutting the whole thing off!  That’s some pretty serious language!

The point that Paul is making here is that the believer who lives in the sphere of God’s grace is free, rich, and running in the lane that leads to intimacy with the Father, peace, and joy.

· the believer who abandons grace for Law simply becomes like a slave or a runner who has gone off on a detour. 

· Again, it is ok to challenge yourself to hold to certain standards… meeting regularly with the Lord is prayer, reading, etc.  So the question is the motivation… to know Him more or to earn His approval?

· If it is to earn his acceptance, than know that the way back on course is to surrender to the Holy Spirit and to throw away the leaven… the false idea that Law and grace can be mixed together.

· Believe me… God’s grace needs no help!

· We are saved by grace (Eph 2:8-9); we serve by grace (1 Cor 15:9-10)

· God’s grace enables us to endure suffering (2 Cor 12:9); and it is grace that strengthens us (2 Tim 2:1).

Its time that we ask the Father to help us see what effect Law is having in your relationship with Him.  If you continue to wonder if you are good enough or worthy enough, if you struggle to receive His forgiveness and acceptance… than know that one of the reasons is that you are mixing law and grace.  

· all He asks of us is our surrender.  Everything else has been earned for us in Christ. 
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