
"Free At Last!" (A Study of Galatians) written by Neil Carter 

Preface 

This study goes out to anyone who hungers to know the Lord better through His Word, for that is 

the purpose of His communication with us. It makes sense to start with Galatians, since this is the 

earliest of all the letters to churches. While the gospels record for us the words and works of Jesus 

before his resurrection, they seek to tell us what he said and did without always interpreting for us 

how to apply it all to our lives in light of the cross. The letters do this for us, and they shed much 

light on what Jesus meant when he taught and healed people.  

You should first read the introduction to this study, then read Chapters One and Two of Galatians. 

The first chapter of this study will then discuss that part of Galatians. At the end of each chapter, you 

will be instructed to read the next chapter of Galatians, which will then be covered in the following 

chapter of this study. This article will serve more as a "thought-jogger" than as a commentary, and it 

is heavier on application than it is on theory. Don't be surprised, therefore, to find the subject 

material "hitting close to home," as it naturally does. Paul is a radical apostle, and his passion for the 

Bride of Christ drove Him to preserve Her purity and devotion to Christ at any cost. Open your heart 

to his liberating words, and the Lord will surely take you on deeper into Himself.  

Paul's letter to the Galatians is the Emancipation Proclamation for all Christians. You will remember 

that President Lincoln signed a document that declared that all slaves within the Union were free. 

Unfortunately, the slave owners were not so willing to deliver this document to their captives, and 

many of the slaves remained in slavery for years. In the letter to the Galatians, Paul declares to all 

believers that we are sons (and daughters) of God, and therefore that we have been set free from 

the shackles of the Law which bound us for so long.  

The revolutionary nature of this letter just cannot be overstated. When Paul wrote this letter to a 

small group of Gentile believers in the region of Galatia, none of the New Testament had yet been 

written. The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John had not been circulated because they had 

not yet been written. No one had read or even heard of Romans, Philippians, Ephesians, 1 John, or 

Acts. Until this time the Christian faith had been primarily contained within Jewish social circles, and 

everyone knew that Jesus ministered, died, and rose again in Jerusalem and Judea. The first 15 years 

of the Church had seen thousands of new believers added to the faith, but almost every one of them 

was either Jewish or else had converted to Judaism. The apostles had not yet realized just how much 

their gospel was for the whole world, and when they preached to the Gentiles they did it cautiously 

and sparingly, remembering Jesus' words: "It was to the lost sheep of Israel that I have 

come"(Matt.15:24).  

But when Paul set out from Antioch in Syria, he went deliberately to the Gentiles to preach the good 

news of salvation in Christ. Whenever he entered a new town, he would go first to the one place 

where a decorated Pharisee like himself could always receive a hearing: the synagogue. Time after 

time, however, one or two messages sufficed to get him kicked out of those places forever, so he 

went next to the people he had come for in the first place: the Gentiles. He did not preach the 

gospel as a footnote to Judaism and the Law of Moses. He gave no special attention to the temple 

which was in Jerusalem. He simply presented Christ crucified and risen for the forgiveness of the sins 

of everyone who believes. He taught them that they were now "in Christ," so that all the riches of 



grace that are in Him were now theirs. He told them that they had received the Holy Spirit into their 

hearts, and that their life was now lived in dependence on Him inside of them. Paul left each of the 

four churches in Galatia with this gospel after just a few months in each place, passing through each 

town only once more a few months later, and even then staying for only a few days. He went back to 

Antioch in Syria, leaving these four fledgling churches to the grace and mercy of God.  

But a storm was brewing in Jerusalem over the preaching of the gospel to the Gentiles. Some men 

from Jerusalem went down to Antioch and told the believers there (many of whom were Gentiles) 

that they must be circumcised in order to be Christians. While the controversy swirled around this 

one issue, there was quite a bit more at stake than just circumcision. The ultimate matter in question 

was this: "What is the Christian's relationship to the Law of Moses?" The Jews had debated among 

themselves for months over this, but Paul was quick with his response: "Any man who is in Christ is a 

totally new creation. He died with Christ on the cross, and was set free from all law, forever!" 

Perhaps it was at this time that Paul had his confrontation with Peter which turned the tide for 

freedom in Christ. Peter had given in to pressure from these men from Jerusalem (who they were is 

a mystery) and sat down with them at a meal, far from where the Gentiles were sitting. Paul boldly 

rebuked Peter "to his face" in the plain sight of the entire church in Antioch. What he told Peter was 

revolutionary, and he will repeat it in this letter that we are about to read. Perhaps it was this 

confrontation which provoked Paul to go to Jerusalem personally to settle the whole issue of 

circumcision and the believer's relationship to the Law.  

We do not know for sure whether Paul wrote the letter to the Galatians before or after this historic 

meeting in Jerusalem. But the story told in the second chapter greatly resembles that meeting, and 

the chronology that Paul narrates in the first chapter puts this story at the same time as that 

meeting in Jerusalem (recorded in the fifteenth chapter of Acts). The position which Paul takes at 

this meeting is radical and liberating for every Gentile that has ever been born, including ourselves 

today. Paul went home to Antioch with a letter from the apostles stating that Gentiles were not 

obligated to be circumcised.  

The victory was short-lived, however, because news soon reached him that men had gone to Galatia 

to teach the naive believers there that they were under every obligation to follow the Mosaic Law. 

Certain unnamed men who claimed to be important ministers of the gospel told these four churches 

that Paul was a second-rate teacher who had no authorization (from Jerusalem) to minister and who 

had not had the nerve to teach them "the whole gospel." He was supposed to teach them to follow 

the Law of Moses, but was obviously afraid that this would be unpopular among these oppressed 

Galatians (most of whom were slaves in the service of wealthier men). These men claimed that, back 

in Antioch of Syria, Paul rightly taught the necessity of circumcision for true Christian obedience, but 

that teaching such a practice might have lost the favor of the Galatian people.  

When Paul heard this he enlisted a friend to write down his words and he began to dictate what 

would become the most widely circulated letter that the early Church would ever read. What Paul 

says in this letter would open the door to our freedom in Christ. The theme of this letter is the 

freedom which comes from being born of God by the Holy Spirit. What Paul puts forth in a 

piecemeal fashion in this letter he will later expand into a panoramic picture of the faith in the book 

of Romans. But in both letters everything hinges on the fact that we are so one with Christ that 

when he died, we died. When he was raised, we were raised. Paul will spend a whole chapter 



(Romans Seven) expounding upon and illustrating the fact that believers have died to the Law once 

for all.  

Without a doubt we living in America in the twentieth (and the twenty-first) century need to hear 

Paul's words as much as they did. The Galatians are not the only ones who have been wrongly put 

under law by well-meaning (?) teachers. Over the years piles of rules and regulations have 

accumulated and now we bear the heavy burden of those traditions. We need to rediscover our 

freedom in Christ just as much as they did so long ago.  

As you read the first two chapters of Galatians (which we will review in the next section of this 

study) keep in mind that Paul was writing to believers. This church was two or three years old and 

Paul himself had preached the gospel of grace to them. They were not merely in danger of believing 

in a salvation by works, because Paul had clearly preached a gospel of grace to them. While some 

were even questioning this, the next problem at stake here was their total spiritual stagnation under 

the burden of at least 613 laws found in the Torah. These young believers had been told that, if they 

were ever going to be the kind of Christian that God wanted them to be, they would have to begin 

living by the Law. It would be hard, yes, and it would take a lot of discipline and study to get it all 

right, but it would please God for them to learn to delight in His Law. Sound familiar? Read the first 

two chapters of this exciting letter and hear how Paul addresses this issue. But be careful-- it just 

might change your life!  

Chapters 1-2:  The Heart of the Gospel 

Paul begins his letter by identifying himself as one "sent" by Christ himself and not from any mere 

man or group of men, thereby bearing the authority and endorsement of God himself. He therefore 

does not need any group of men (i.e. from Jerusalem) to verify that his gospel is true. These words 

are amazingly bold when considered against the backdrop of the occasion for this letter. Paul wrote 

this either just before or just after the Jerusalem meeting in which Peter, John, and James (the 

brother of Jesus) all gave their approval to Paul's position that Gentiles are not obligated to be 

circumcised. But these words sound like a man who cares very little for the approval of men, and 

indeed if he wrote this letter after the letter from the Twelve in Jerusalem, then the fact that Paul 

never refers to it gives even greater force to his point. His authority comes not from men but from 

Christ Himself.  

Paul then skips the customary introductions and jumps immediately into reprimanding them for 

"deserting the one who called (them) and turning to a different gospel"(1:6). For Paul, "the gospel" 

was not limited to the elementary truths of forgiveness of sins through Christ, but also included 

everything which is essential to the Christian life. He calls a serious curse down on anyone (even if it 

be him) who tampers with the gospel of grace which Paul had preached to them from the beginning. 

Remember again that they had indeed received a gospel of grace in the first place. They responded 

in faith to the declaration of Paul and Barnabas when they heard that Christ had been crucified for 

their sins and raised from the dead in victory over every power. They had heard from Paul that Christ 

had now indwelt them by the Spirit and that they are "in Christ." But since that glorious visit other 

men had come and told them that they still lacked fulfillment in their Christian lives, and that they 

needed to take upon them the yoke of the Law of Moses.  



Paul's words are shocking: "These men can all go to hell!" Now does that sound like someone who is 

trying to please men? Absolutely not. Paul says that if he were trying to please men by preaching a 

popular gospel he would no longer be a servant of God (1:10). May the Lord make us men and 

women who will care nothing for the opinions of men.  

Paul spends the rest of Chapter One narrating his relationship to those in Jerusalem. After his 

conversion he "did not consult any man," but went into the wilderness to learn from the Lord and 

the Old Testament Scriptures who this Messiah is, and what he has done. Undoubtedly he learned 

that this was the promised seed of Genesis 3:15 who would crush the head of the serpent forever. 

Likewise he learned that God declared Abraham righteous not because he lived a good life (just read 

the record for yourself– he wasn't that great), but because he simply believed God's claim that He 

could make Sarah's barren womb fruitful (at age 90!). Paul would have reread the story of Pharaoh 

and his army being swallowed up by the retreating Red Sea, destroying the very captors from whom 

Israel had just escaped. Learning from the Spirit that these were all pictures of what Christ would 

accomplish in His death and resurrection, Paul applied this to the life of a believer. Anyone who 

believes in this promised Seed goes with Him into death, only to come out again victorious on the 

other side. We are now free from everything which once bound us!  

Paul mentions one other visit to Jerusalem during which he spent two weeks getting to know Peter, 

meeting only James besides him (1:18-19). Obviously, Paul implies, he felt no need to seek validation 

from the rest of the apostles and elders in Jerusalem. Paul perhaps skips mentioning one other visit 

to Jerusalem (see Acts 11:27-30) because the imprisonment of Peter and the death of King Herod 

(Acts 12) prevented Paul and Barnabas from spending much time there beyond what was needed to 

deliver the grain they had brought from Antioch.  

Finally Paul explains in Chapter Two why he went to Jerusalem again "fourteen years later." Whether 

that number represents the duration of time following his conversion or following the last visit he 

mentioned, we do not know. Either way, that puts this visit very close to the time of the Jerusalem 

meeting mentioned in Acts 15. Paul says he went this time "because of a revelation, to set before 

them the gospel I preach to the Gentiles"(2:2). This indeed set him apart as an apostle and caused 

him to write this letter in the first place: He had a revelation of Christ, of who he was, and of what he 

had truly accomplished on the cross.  

Paul would one day tell the Christians in Corinth that he had spent 18 months with them "resolving 

to know nothing except Christ and him crucified"(1 Cor.2:2). For Paul every truth in our faith is 

concentrated there, on the cross, and he could spend a year and a half speaking on nothing except 

Christ and his cross! There must be more there than we have ever known, and like Paul we need the 

eyes of our hearts opened to see what incredible riches are hidden in Christ (Eph.1:17-18). There is 

nothing else that we need. 

Paul explains that the Jews put no pressure on either him or Titus, his uncircumcised traveling 

companion, to conform to that standard which was now being put on top of the Galatians. In fact 

the only opposition came from a group of men Paul refers to as "false brethren" (compare with Acts 

15:1-5). He says that these men were "trying to make us slaves," but that he did not give in to them 

in the slightest (2:4-5). He met with only approval from those who really knew anything, although 

Paul reiterates once again, "those who seemed important, whoever they were, makes no difference 



to me. . . they added nothing to my message"(v.6). He did not receive his gospel from men, and 

whoever told the Galatians otherwise is just lying through his teeth.  

Those in Jerusalem had nothing to say (according to Paul) except to remind him to continue to 

consider those experiencing the famine which was spreading throughout Palestine at that time, and 

which Agabus the prophet had foretold in Acts 11, prompting perhaps an earlier visit from Paul and 

Barnabas. 

Chapters 1-2:  The Confrontation 

Paul now tells a story which one can hardly believe follows this historic decision in Jerusalem. It may 

be that Paul is now reciting a story which happened before the Jerusalem meeting, because in that 

meeting (see Acts 15:10) Peter uses the very same words that Paul did when he "rebuked (Peter) to 

his face" in 2:14-16. Peter had spent time getting to know the Gentile believers in Antioch and had 

no problems "rubbing elbows" and dining with them at first. However, some men came down from 

Jerusalem (there's that phrase again) and somehow pressured both Peter and Barnabas to eat 

separately from the Gentiles, who by their uncircumcision were not following the Law of Moses.  

Paul created no small scene by rebuking Peter for his actions in the open hearing of everyone 

present. But Paul knew something was at stake which reached far beyond "clique-ishness," 

favoritism, or a minute detail of ceremony. Paul had the life-changing experience of a revelation of 

Christ. That is, he knew more than anyone else in that room just how glorious Christ is and how 

comprehensive was his accomplishment in his death and resurrection.  

What Paul tells Peter in verses 14-21 may seem a bit jumbled the first time you read them, because 

his meager vocabulary is bearing the weight of a truth so huge that your page can hardly contain it. 

Paul will spend three chapters in his letter to the Romans (5-7) on this subject, after seven years of 

working on how to present these incredible things. Here is the essence of what he says:  

"Peter, you and I learned a long time ago that we were never able to keep the Law of Moses. We 

also learned that our salvation comes only through faith in Christ. But after having forsaken the Law 

as a savior, we sometimes discover that we are still sinners. This is not because of Christ, it is 

because of our own weaknesses. What we must remember, however, is that reinstating the Law to 

its former position (i.e. "rebuilding what we destroyed") is not the answer to our need. All that can 

do is prove all over again that we are lawbreakers. What, then, is our relationship to the Law? We 

have died to it forever! It never was able to save us in the first place. We were inside of Christ the 

day he died on the cross. Don't ask me how, just accept it because it is the heart of the gospel. We 

are so one with him that whatever happens to him happens to us. Did he die? So did we. Was he 

buried? So were we. Did he rise again? So did we! Where is he now, Peter? So are we! Seated with 

him in heavenly places. He is also in us (that's how one with him we are) by the Spirit, and the very 

faith we have is merely his own faith in his Father coming through us. The life we live is Christ. Even 

our believing is his believing-- in us. Any other way of living our life is a false one. There is no other 

way to live. If we go back to striving and self-effort under the Law, we are saying that Christ's 

sacrifice was worthless. May it never be!! Lean completely on the grace of God in Christ or you will 

have no hope for following him at all." 



These words from Paul are exhilarating, liberating, and need to be read and reread a dozen times. 

Everything that follows in this letter, in fact everything that follows in every letter from now on, is 

built on this tremendous foundation. Learn it well because it is the Emancipation Proclamation of 

our faith. This is our starting point for everything. It is no coincidence that this letter was the first to 

be written, nor that this would be the most widely circulated of all the letters in the early Church. 

These truths should form the base on which all subsequent teaching and ministry are built. We are 

not teachers of the Law (see 1 Timothy 1:6-7). We have died to all of that. What can an ordinance or 

regulation require of a corpse? May the Lord establish these things deeply in our hearts.  

Before moving on to the next section of this study, read Galatians 3:1-25, and we will look at what 

Paul says there in the next two chapters. 

Chapter 3:1-25  "No Fear" 

Many Christians at first enter into a walk with Christ that lacks any sort of direction. Out of the 

urgency of the coming judgment of God, men strive to present the most expedient form of the 

gospel through tracts and programs of evangelism. But we lose something undetectable when we 

explain coming to Christ in terms of heaven and hell, rather than in terms of an ongoing relationship 

with the Lover of our souls. They call this "taking out fire insurance" rather than starting men and 

women on a life-long journey into oneness with an indwelling Christ. As a result, we often present 

very little connection between how we first come to Christ and how we continue to follow him.  

In order to ensure that men are attracted to the gospel (coupled with the fact that it happens to be 

true) men present a gospel of salvation by grace alone. People who come to Christ today know well 

that they cannot earn their salvation, and that it is a free gift of God through faith (which He gives, 

by the way). But this major discontinuity between initially coming to Christ and following him causes 

a break in our understanding about the way in which one begins the Christian life as opposed to the 

way one continues it. The truth is, however, that there is no discontinuity. The way you are saved is 

the same as the way you grow (see Col.2:6). You start in grace and you continue in grace, or else you 

might as well give up.  

This problem is not a new one, for Paul found himself battling an identical mindset in Galatia in 

about 49AD. The amazing thing about his response here is that it strikingly resembles Jesus' very 

own feelings towards "confidence in the flesh" and legalism. Think about the way in which Jesus 

responded to "sinners," drunkards, and the like. He responded with gentleness and compassion, 

spending time with them and gently leading them to the Father. Now think about the way in which 

Jesus responded to the religious men who were seeking to earn God's favor by their service to Him. 

He called them "white-washed tombstones" and "sons of the Devil!"  

Paul exhibits an anger reminiscent of Jesus' towards the teaching of these very religious men who 

had come to Galatia. If the third chapter of this letter were sent on e-mail it would be typed in ALL 

CAPS, because he was nostril-flaring mad when he asked "Foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched 

you?!" His words will only get more sarcastic and cutting as he gets closer to the heart of what he 

wants to say. When he wrote to the Corinthians to tell them to quit applauding a man who was 

sleeping with his mother-in-law and bragging about it, Paul simply told them to cut it out and then 

he moved on. But here he wages an all out war with something that smacks of matters of spiritual 



life and death. Why the difference? We will look at two reasons, one in this chapter of this study and 

one in the next. 

Reason Number One 

The fact that we are dead to the Law is vitally important, and we must learn this because many will 

sweep this all aside saying, "Yeah, okay, so maybe I am somehow ‘not under law' anymore, but 

wouldn't God be more exalted by my acting as if this weren't really true?" Others add that "This 

teaching should only be shared with mature Christians who can handle such a deep truth." Paul 

didn't think so, because he begins everything with this: In Christ you are totally free from everything!  

Until you see that you have died to the Law you will never be free to love God because you will fear 

His judgment. God is jealous of your heart, and until you let go of the Law it will serve as the number 

one distraction in your relationship with Him. But when you see that you have been given the 

righteousness and freedom of Christ himself, you will spontaneously throw yourself to the One who 

has done this wonderful thing in you. John will later insist that: 

We will have confidence on the day of judgment because as He is, so are we in this world. There is 

no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear because fear has to do with punishment. The one 

who fears has not been made perfect in love (1 Jn.4:17-18). God's goal is love, and He will destroy 

anything which gets in the way of His objective.  

How does Paul begin his attack on this problem? He tells them that "before your eyes Christ was 

clearly portrayed as crucified"(3:1). But what does that have to do with the Law? Paul means once 

again that everything in the Christian life was accomplished on that cross. When Christ died, you 

were in him. Not only were you in him, but so were all rules, regulations, and codes of conduct 

which once condemned you (Col.2:14). If you are in Christ you are a completely new creature 

altogether. All the requirements which once held you were annulled forever in the body of Christ. 

They no longer apply to you any more than tax laws apply to residents of graveyards. The Law 

cannot even find you to accuse you because you have died to it.  

Now for any of this to make sense we must ask what it means for us today. It means first of all that 

all of the rules and regulations which are found in the Old Testament no longer apply to the 

Christian. You will search in vain for a believer in the New Testament sacrificing in the Temple, 

because the Old Testament sacrifices were merely pictures of Christ's one sacrifice in his life and 

death for us. You will also search in vain for a New Testament believer observing the Sabbath, 

because as the writer of Hebrews would so clearly explain, Christ is the only true Rest for our souls 

(Heb.4:1-11). You will never even find a New Testament believer giving a tithe, because that too was 

abolished in the death of Christ. It was a part of an old order, designed to become obsolete. The 

tithe existed for the priests to live on, but in the Church everyone is a priest before God. We could 

go on and on through the Old Testament and show how these things merely foreshadowed some 

aspect of the person or work of Christ, and once we have him we must never go back to the 

shadows.  

But the Old Testament is not the only source of law. Christ himself came teaching an even harder 

law (or a clarification of just how tough the Law of Moses really is). He was determined to leave no 

one standing, proving by his words that "there is none righteous; no, not one"(Psalm 14:3). Paul 



argues that this was the purpose of the Law in the first place--to show us that we need a Savior. This 

is not the way we have traditionally understood the purpose of the Law, and therein lies our biggest 

problem. Paul will address that later.  

We must add to all of this the myriad of demands and traditions that have accumulated over the 

centuries in the Church. A young believer growing up in church today will learn that he or she should 

be able to check off little boxes beside a list of accomplishments on his or her offering envelope (for 

a tithe, of course). Did you bring a friend to church? Did you read your Bible lesson? (Aren't you glad 

they didn't ask if you enjoyed it?) You should pray, tithe, witness, and above all go to church. You 

should not smoke, drink, or chew, and especially don't run around with people who do. Also don't go 

to movies or stores on Sunday, be sure to wear a smile to church, and start a Bible study at your 

school or workplace tomorrow. Are you tired yet?  

If there is one word which describes the condition of Christians around you (and maybe you, too) it 

is "bondage." People walk around with an ominous feeling of guilt because surely God has 

something against them right now. They may not know what that something is, but God is not very 

pleased with their performance, that much is certain. It all feels like a heavy weight on our shoulders 

and we are sure that God wants us to carry it all--maybe this is our "cross."  

No way, Christian. As the old monkey said to Simba in The Lion King, "you don't know who you are!" 

In stark contrast to all of this bondage and slavery, Paul says that "where the Spirit of the Lord is 

there is freedom"(2Cor.3:17). How free is Christ? Completely free. Then how free are you? You are in 

him. You are as free as he. And Paul is bound and determined (pardon the pun) to release you from 

the chains which enslave you. Until you are loosed, your relationship with Christ will never soar to 

the heights which God intended. Until you learn your new relationship to the Law (or any law for 

that matter) you will never know what it means to live by the Spirit, because works of law come 

from "the flesh." And this constitutes the second great reason why Paul cares so much about this 

issue. We will look at this reason in the next chapter. 

Reason Number Two 

Paul next asks in verse two a very pointed question: "Did you receive the Spirit by observing the law, 

or by believing what you heard?" Any Galatian in his right mind would have to respond that the gift 

of new life in the Holy Spirit was not something which he earned. He did nothing which would 

constitute good reason for God to give the forgiveness and new life. Notice that they knew that. 

They were never under the illusion that their walk with Christ began with "works." Paul taught them 

grace from the start! The problem now was that they had been told (as we have) that while the 

Christian life begins with grace, it proceeds and progresses only by sweat, discipline, and hard work. 

They had been told that the way they continue differs from the way in which they began. Mark this 

well: The heresy in Galatia was not justification by works, it was sanctification by works! 

Paul's brow begins to furrow and his nose crinkles. "Are you that dense? After beginning in the Spirit 

are you now trying to be made perfect in the flesh?"(3:3) He touches now on the second great 

reason why the Law should have no part in our Christian life: Because living by the Law is done in the 

flesh; living by the Spirit is done in the spirit. God intensely desires to realize His eternal purpose for 

creation by expressing Himself to the world through His living Temple (that's us), but it will never be 

done as long as we are trying to live by our own strength and ingenuity. That is what "the flesh" 



means. We lived in the flesh when we sought to earn God's favor by trying to live up to the Law and 

be holy. We had to learn that this is impossible and that salvation comes only through trusting 

dependence (i.e. faith) on Christ. But we do not learn our lessons that easily, so God in His mercy 

allows us to come unwittingly back under law again until we rediscover that we still cannot live up to 

His high standard. In that sense even His Law becomes His grace to us. But that never means that we 

should try to put anyone under the Law again.  

Paul opens fire on this issue with everything he has because this issue is foundational to our entire 

Christian walk. We learn in this book that we must operate on principles wholly different from 

anything we have heard or practiced before. All of our lives we have been trying to learn to fend for 

ourselves, take up responsibility, and pay the price for the things that we want. Achievement comes 

through discipline, study, and lots of hard work. Why not apply the same principles to our spiritual 

growth as well?  

Since these men who came to Galatia like to brandish the Law, Paul decides to go to the same 

source to build his argument for living by grace through faith in God's promise. "Consider Abraham," 

he begins, "He believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness"(3:6). Did you get that 

when you first read the Old Testament? I never did. Whenever I read that story I saw the Law: 

circumcision, or else! In fact I got the same feeling reading anything in the Bible, whether it was 

Moses, Isaiah, Jesus or Paul. Why is that, and where did Paul learn to read the Bible like that? The 

reason I read it like that is because the Law is there. It permeates the Bible if you want to see it. Just 

read David exclaim that he delights in God's Law, and meditates on it day and night. Is that the way 

you feel when you read all about how you come up short of what God desires of you? It makes me 

get knotted up inside, but I know I probably should love His Law because David did, right?  

Wrong. To answer the second question, Paul learned from the risen Christ himself how to interpret 

the Old Testament. He learned that there are two ways of living present in the Old Testament. Do 

you know what they are? Good and Evil, right? According to God's Law or not according to God's 

Law, right? Wrong again. Good and Evil only represent one of your choices. When God puts the Law 

in front of you, you have two possible responses. The first response says: "Okay, Lord, I'll do my best. 

Here 'goes." The second response says: "Yes, Lord, I agree that what you have said is right; but I 

cannot do that. I've tried again and again. But I believe that only you can live that quality of life." 

Your choice is not about Good versus Evil, but about Good and Evil versus Life.  

What were the two choices of trees in the garden of Eden? Was one the Tree of Good and the other 

the Tree of Evil? No. One was Good and Evil, and the other one was Life. The first one represented 

lonely old you, doing your best to live up to the standard set before you. The second one 

represented the Life of Christ himself, which you can accept into yourself in trusting dependence. If 

Adam had eaten of that tree, that Life would have entered into him and sprung up inside of him 

producing according to its kind. Adam would have become a tree of Life, too. But he didn't, and his 

curse had to be borne in the body of Christ on the cross. Now by receiving his Life into ourselves, we 

have become branches in this gigantic living Vine, bearing fruit which strikingly resembles the very 

character of God (John 15)! Suddenly we are surprised to find that we are doing naturally what we 

had once tried so diligently to do on our own: to be "like God." But now we have learned the right 

way to do it. By dependence.  



Paul continues to show us from the story of Abraham what the Spirit began showing him those three 

years he spent in the desert (1:17-18). Abraham discovered the secret of the two ways of responding 

to God's demands. God chose Abraham because Sarah was barren. He waited until Abraham was 75 

years old (Sarah was 65) to tell him that He would make of him "a great nation." After two botched 

efforts by Abraham and Sarah for alternative children (first Eliezer the servant and then Ishmael the 

son of a concubine), the Lord told Abraham at age 99 (Sarah now 89) that a son would come from 

Sarah's womb. The incongruity of the whole thing sent both of the aged Babylonians rolling with 

laughter--but they believed God. Abraham looked down at himself and Sarah looked down at 

herself, knowing their loins were completely dead. Then they looked back to the Lord and said, "Yes, 

Lord. We believe you can even bring life from the dead!" God chose His subjects carefully, picking 

only the most unlikely sources of "a great nation." He enjoys the irony immensely. Only in such 

unexpected vessels will He receive the greatest glory for the things that He does.  

Now we see that the father of Israel followed the Lord in faith, not by Law. Paul says in verses ten 

and twelve that this is the way the Law works: If you will be righteous before this Holy God, then do 

all these things without fail, or you will die. You must do all of them properly, or you will be accursed 

forever. He quotes a verse from the Law: "The man who does these things will live by them." In 

other words, if you can do these things, then do them perfectly, and you will live. The only problem 

is: you can't do them. You had better find another way to get life. Paul says that in fact there is 

another way written of in the Prophets: "The righteous will live by faith." The Law says it; the 

Prophets say it. What more do we need? 

Chapter 3:1-25  "The Big Question" 

One cannot help but ask at this point: "Do you mean to say that when God gave the Law so long ago 

that He never intended us to keep it!?" Bingo. Paul here launches into an interpretation that breaks 

open all our thinking about the relationship between the Old and New Testaments. We come now to 

the heart of this letter. If Paul's argument could be boiled down to its central point, this would be it. 

Prepare to be set free. 

For centuries the Jews looked back on God's covenant with the nation of Israel and defined their 

relationship with Him in terms of the Law which they were given. Indeed He told them to be careful 

and walk in obedience to all of His laws, and then added that they would be His people and He 

would be their God. He would dwell with them in the land which He had promised, and He would 

bring them peace. But if you don't watch closely you will miss the distinction between two things, 

and they will seem to you as one. There are two things present in God's word to Israel. There is a 

promise (you will dwell in the land, I will be your God, etc.), and there is a condition (be careful to 

walk in all of these things, being holy as I am holy). It seems at first glance that God said that if they 

do not keep His law, they will not receive the blessings promised to Abraham and to his children. But 

Paul stops and draws a bold line between the promise of blessings and the requirements of the Law. 

"What I mean is this: The law, introduced 430 years later [after the promise] does not set aside the 

covenant previously established by God and thus do away with the promise"(3:17). When we speak 

of God's covenant with Israel we usually mean God's promise together with the conditions put on 

His people to follow his demands. But Paul is clear here that the promise is the covenant, the Law 

came much later; and that we should never confuse the two because they are different from each 

other. Either the inheritance comes by the promise, or it comes by the Law. It must be one or the 



other, it cannot be both. It came to Abraham by promise. That's grace. God simply said, "I will do this 

for you and in you," and then He did. Ultimately, Christ is the promised "Seed" which would crush 

the head of the serpent and inherit the land (Gen.3:15, also Gen.12:7). There is only one problem 

left.  

What do we do with the Law? What was it for anyway? If we couldn't keep it in the first place, and if 

it wasn't essential to our faith, then why did God give it? We were under the impression that we 

were supposed to keep it! Doesn't that sound logical? Would God have done this just to trick us? 

Absolutely not. But there was a deception that took place. It just wasn't He who deceived us. We 

misunderstood the purpose of the Law, but not because of what the Lord said or did. We have been 

under the deception of the Father of Lies. Paul will say it most clearly later in his letter to the 

Romans: "When the commandment came, Sin sprang to life and I died. . . for Sin, seizing the 

opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me 

to death"(Rom.7:9,11). What was the deception? It was that he could in fact obey the 

commandment. Instead of seeing his need for a Savior, Sin lied to Paul and told him that God 

expected Paul to be good and be holy. But that was not the original purpose of the Law. So what was 

it?  

It was supposed to be a "child conductor" to bring us to Christ. It may seem confusing, but back up 

and look at the whole history of redemption. God created man and woman and put them in the 

garden to tend it and keep it. The Tree of Life would have given them the power to do it, but they 

were deceived and ate of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil instead. They saw the 

gardening task ahead of them and they thought that the wisdom and discernment they could get 

from this tree would enable them to do it. But now they had the curse of death in them and God's 

purpose appeared to be thwarted (ultimately it wasn't). So God did the most gracious thing He could 

do for them: He banished them from the garden so that they would not eat of the Tree of Life and 

live for ever with the curse of sin.  

But now a long process of education must begin. God wanted to take a people and teach them to 

trust in His promised Seed (the Christ who would come). But each time He blessed them and 

multiplied them they began to live "according to the flesh." Cain's offering to the Lord was the 

product of hard work and agriculture rather than the blood of a sacrifice. The builders of Babylon 

wanted to reach heaven with their edifice (a spiritual aspiration), and God would have to scatter 

them across the earth. Finally He took Abraham and made him into a great nation, with over a 

million people in it by the time of the Exodus. But knowing their hearts and their tendency to trust in 

their own strength, He gave them the Law of Moses. Then He said, "This day I call heaven and earth 

as witnesses against you that I have set before you Life and Death, blessings and curses. Now choose 

Life. . ." (Deut.30:19). Just like in the garden, the Lord put a task before Israel and gave them a choice 

between independence and dependence, works and faith, Law and Grace.  

Paul declares in verse 21 that there never was a law given which could impart Life, and that 

righteousness never came by the Law. The Law was given as a child conductor to bring us to Christ. A 

child conductor's job in Paul's day was very much like the job of a school bus driver today. His only 

job was to get the child to his teacher. A child conductor would walk behind the child all the way to 

school, slapping him or her with a stick if he or she ever misbehaved or turned to go the wrong way. 



The child conductor was a helpful servant, but never pleasant company. So it is with the Law. Its only 

purpose was to show Israel that She needed a Savior, and to point the way to Him.  

Christians today do not know that this was the purpose of the Law. Even John Calvin taught that the 

primary purpose of the Law is to teach Christians how to live. He called this "the third use of the 

law." But listen to Paul: "We know that the Law is good, if one uses it properly. We also know that 

law is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels"(1 Tim.1:8-9). Once one has come 

to Christ, the services of the Law are needed no more. "Now that faith has come, we are no longer 

under the supervision of the Law"(Gal.3:25). Let those words sink in. We are no longer under the 

supervision of the Law. Its job is finished. Do not go back to it ever again.  

Preoccupation with what we feel are God's demands on us kills our spiritual lives more than any 

other thing. The life of Christ in you is a Life that is powerful and free. He does not live in you by 

rules and regulations, but by the simple overflow of his presence in you. Our task is to learn how to 

give up our performances for him, and to lay down all of the great spiritual things we are trying to 

accomplish for him. Our lives are a whirlwind of activity, and none of it is really any good. That may 

be hard to swallow at first, but it must be understood. God values most of our activity very little 

because we do it in our own strength. We have erected towers of agendas and requirements in 

order to reach heaven, very much like the Babylonians before us. Interestingly, our trails are always 

littered with physical buildings representing our constant activity for God. But work which His Spirit 

does not lead is of no value to Him, and Paul says that one day it will all be tested by fire to see if it 

really was of the Spirit or not (1 Cor.3:10-15). We must learn to think like this, realizing that God is 

only interested in those things which are done out of the overflow of the Spirit of Christ in us. Paul 

will speak more about this in Chapter Five.  

Meanwhile, beginning with verse 26 of Chapter Three, Paul will come at the Law from a slightly 

different route. He will spend Chapter Four explaining what it means to be a son (or daughter) of 

God. He will also make it clear what our attitude should be to the Law and to the bondage which it 

brings. The sons are free. Read Galatians 3:26 through 4:31, and we will look at it in the next section. 

Chapters 3:26-4:31  "The Sons Are Free!" 

Blood relations connect people more than anything else in this world. Living in America at the end of 

the twentieth century, families have become so disjointed that we have little appreciation for the 

importance of connection by blood. In our society a man can designate anyone he wishes to receive 

his estate when he dies. But this was far from the case in Paul's day. Back then, the sons got all. 

Everything which belonged to the father was given to the son, no questions asked. But a son did not 

become an heir immediately upon birth. He must first go through a period of submission to a 

guardian. During that period he was not considered a "son," he was merely a "child." The difference 

was not just semantic, rather it made the difference between one who had nothing and one who 

had everything. On that anticipated day when a child became a son by "adoption," the son became 

the heir to everything which belonged to the father. Adoption for them did not mean that one who 

was not really of the family became part of the family; it meant that the child by birth had reached 

the age of sonship and was ready to become the heir.  

With this in mind, hear Paul's next words: "You are all sons of God through faith in Christ 

Jesus"(3:26). Whether you are a boy or a girl, a man or a woman, you who have believed in Christ 



have become sons of God. It is as if you have stepped inside of Christ so that you have been 

swallowed up by him, and everything which is true of him is now true of you! As Paul says, "you have 

clothed yourself with Christ." What does that mean? It means you are in him. That's why Jesus said 

"whoever believes into him [literally] will not perish but have eternal life" (John 3:16). You were put 

into Christ and he is now your clothing. Can anything touch you without touching him? Nope. Can 

anything happen to him without happening to you? Nope again. Whatever is true of him is now true 

of you.  

In Christ all distinctions fall away, because once you are inside of him, he is all there is--he is all, and 

is in all (Col.3:11). You are all one in Christ Jesus (Gal.3:28). Therefore it does not matter whether 

you are a woman or a man, or whether you are a Jew or a Gentile, your new category is Christ. That 

means we are co-heirs with Christ. Is Christ under the Law? Not anymore! Then neither are you.  

Paul explains at the beginning of Chapter Four that as long as one is still a child, he does not differ in 

status from a slave. That is what we once were. But when the time set by the Father comes for the 

adoption of the son, he becomes the heir of everything. "We once were enslaved to the elementary 

things of this world." But what does he mean by that? He means that if you want to get something 

you have to earn it. That is a basic principle on which the world operates. Skill comes with practice. 

Wisdom comes from experience. Strength comes from exercise. Wealth comes from hard work and 

conservation. Each of these principles applies to everything of this world. But we have become 

children of another world. No, more than that: we have become the very sons of God! That is as 

good as it gets. It doesn't get any better than this!  

Christ redeemed us and rescued us from the curse of the Law. We are no longer under the Law, we 

are now under Grace (Rom.6:14). But he has not simply left us there to live on our own. God has put 

the Spirit of His only begotten Son in our hearts! Do not think that this means that there is a little 

pocket of air in our spirits where the Holy Spirit curls up and lives, perhaps making His presence 

known every once and a while when something important is happening. When He comes to live 

inside of us, it becomes impossible to distinguish between His Spirit and our spirit. Paul will tell the 

Corinthians, "He that is joined to the Lord is one spirit"(1 Cor.6:17). His identity becomes our 

identity. What is the result of all this? We find ourselves looking into the face of God and calling Him 

"Daddy!"  

Who said that? Was it you? Was it the Holy Spirit? At this point, what's the difference? He said it, 

you said it--you both said it as one. What matters is that you allow the testimony of the Spirit of 

Christ who dwells in you to boldly admit and proclaim that you have become a son of God. Never 

again should you allow yourself to be enslaved as if you were still a child. You have left those things 

forever and you must never go back. That former way of doing things (sweat, striving, and discipline) 

is no longer your mode of operation. You are a totally new creature now and all old things have 

passed away. The next time someone tells you that you should be doing more things to serve God, 

just remember that in the eyes of God you lack nothing, and that you are complete in Christ. If only 

the Galatians had told this to those men when they came!  

The report had come to Paul that the Galatians had begun to keep track of days and seasons so that 

they could observe all of the Sabbaths and holy days of the Old Covenant. "I fear for you, that 

somehow I have wasted my efforts on you," Paul laments in verse eleven, wondering if he had lost 

something irreplaceable. What was it? It was their freedom and innocence from self-effort and 



legalism. When a little boy runs up to his Daddy, does he worry about etiquette or protocol, or does 

he jump up in his lap and plant a big sloppy kiss on his face? He does not worry about his appearance 

or about his performance because he knows that the mere sight of him fills his father's heart with 

pride and pleasure. A father stifles a giggle when his little boy pronounces something wrong, and he 

has only compassion when the toddler just learning to walk trips over his own feet. We should 

always maintain a child-like simplicity in our relationship with God, because he sees clearly what we 

are and is never shocked by our mistakes. We should not be either. 

Chapters 3:26-4:31  "What Should We Do with the Law?" 

Paul goes once again to the story of Abraham to illustrate what we should do with the Law. Abraham 

had two children by two different women. The first woman was Hagar, a slave from Egypt, and the 

other was his wife, Sarah. God had said that Abraham would have a son, and Sarah was not only 

barren, but even if she could have ever had a son, now would be too late. It just couldn't happen. 

Abraham waited eleven years for God's promise to come true. So Sarah told Abraham to conceive a 

son by Hagar, and he did. The child's name was Ishmael, and he was not the son which God had 

promised Abraham. He was born "the ordinary way"(v.23,29). Fourteen years later, however, God 

gave Abraham a son through Sarah, and his name was Isaac. He was born as the result of the 

promise, and "by the power of the Spirit"(v.23,29). Ishmael was born of a slave woman, but Isaac 

was born free.  

Paul interprets this story in a way that no one ever saw before. The apostle explains that these two 

mothers represent the two covenants. Hagar corresponds to the old covenant, Mount Sinai, the 

earthly Jerusalem, the Law of Moses, and slavery. Sarah, on the other hand, corresponds to the New 

Covenant, Mount Zion, the Jerusalem that is from above, Grace, and freedom. No wonder the Jews 

wanted to kill Paul. Not since Jesus had anyone said anything as radical and iconoclastic as this. He 

boldly declares that the children of the first covenant are slaves, and the children of the second 

covenant are free. The Jerusalem which is heavenly is our Mother! For all those seeking the feminine 

side of God, there it is! God is your Father (your only real Father, now), Christ is your Bridegroom, 

other Christians are your brothers and sisters (quite literally at this point), and now you have a 

Mother as well. If you are a believer you are the seed of Abraham and children of the Jerusalem 

from above, and you are totally free!  

Today covenant and Reformed theology teach almost complete continuity between the Old and 

New Covenants, which would explain the preponderance of legalism in the writings of these 

traditions. But they are not the only ones who fall into this trap, because the desire to live up to 

codes and standards is something which is inherent in our flesh, and no one is free from its 

influence.  

What does Paul say to do about this? "Get rid of the slave woman and her son, for the slave 

woman's son will never share in the inheritance with the free woman's son"(4:30, quoting 

Gen.21:10). The two covenants (and their children) are mutually exclusive. It is no coincidence that 

Moses was not allowed into the Promised Land, nor was it a mistake that Elijah ascended just 

outside the Promised Land. He was the prophet of judgment, and Elishah was the prophet of mercy, 

whose ministry of blessing in Judea is recorded for us. John the Baptist, who lived according to the 

Law and who was Elijah come again (Matt.11:14), preached wrath until the appearance of Jesus, 



who was "full of grace and truth" (John 1:14). Then John the Baptist said "He must increase, and I 

must decrease" (John 3:30). Notice that John the Baptist ministered "beyond the Jordan."  

This is more than a geographical coincidence. The Law and the Promised Land were never meant to 

be mixed. As John (the apostle) put it, "The Law was given through Moses; Grace and Truth came 

through Jesus Christ"(1:17). It is important to know the difference because you need to understand 

who you are in Christ. You are free from everything. Your life is not one of striving to live up to any 

external standard. Your life is "Christ in you" (Col.1:27), and that cannot be contained or controlled 

by rules and regulations. Get rid of the slave that's within you. You are free!  

Almost without exception Christians who hear these glorious truths are struck with fear upon 

hearing that they are totally free. "But what if I go out and kill someone? I'm afraid of what I'll do if I 

really believe I'm free to live however I want!" Your fear does not change the fact that you are 

indeed free from everything. "But I'll fall into sin." No you won't! Just try it and see what happens. 

You may not realize that something drastic has happened to you. You have been "born from above" 

(John 3:3). You are in Christ. Christ is in you. You don't even want to sin! Oh, sure, the thought 

crosses your mind sometimes, maybe even often. But thoughts crossing your mind is called 

temptation, not sin. Never underestimate the power of knowing your new identity.  

What happens to Christians who learn that they have been set free in Christ? The response is very 

consistent: They fall more madly in love with the Savior who did this for them. How can you not 

follow a Lord like that? How could worshiping him not become the spontaneous heartbeat of your 

life? There is no reason to fear what you will do in the light of your freedom in Christ. You have been 

renewed according to his image. It will affect you for the better. The only ones who forsake the Lord 

after hearing these incredible things were probably never true believers to begin with. This actually 

serves as a pretty good indicator of true conversion. And as Joe Shelton always says, "If all this scares 

you at first, it's a pretty good indication that you're really saved!" If all you care about after learning 

these things is your license to sin, then something is not quite right in your heart. Ask the Lord to 

open your eyes to see how beautiful and worthy of your worship and trust He is.  

So how did Paul react to Christians living in blatant sin? He wrote them letters reminding them of 

who they were in Christ. He did not put them back under law. They had fallen so far only because 

they did not know who they were. So Paul would spend 75% of the letter telling them how glorious 

was Christ and his accomplishment on the cross, and what he did for them in his death and 

resurrection. Paul honestly expected (and he was right) that just reminding them of who they were 

would effect the needed change in their behavior. I'm not saying you will never sin again, but I am 

saying that you won't like it! You should not take for granted that you have a new life inside of you, 

and that the character and quality of that new life is remarkably similar to the image of Christ. You 

should not fear your own freedom in Christ.  

You are now Sons of God. No one can change that. But our enemy does not wish to stand idly by, 

even though he has no power to stop the family of God from becoming a reality. So what does he 

do? He tries to encourage you to try to become something which you already are! This was his 

strategy from the very beginning. God created Adam and Eve in His image, and He meant for them 

to portray His character in miniature. But what did the serpent encourage them to do? "To become 

like God." But they already were! And how did Satan tempt Jesus in the wilderness? He said, "If you 

are the Son of God, you should be able to do these things. . ." But Jesus did not fall for that. When he 



was on the cross they told him: "If you're the Messiah, you could save yourself now!" But he refused 

to move from Being to Doing. He would not stoop to doing the right things in order to be something 

he already was. He knew his identity.  

The same temptation confronts us every day: to try to become by our own efforts something which 

we already are. You are born of God, made totally righteous by the blood of Christ, and indwelt by 

(and totally one with) God's Spirit. All things are yours in Christ. "Now go out there and try to be 

holy!" But you already are. Holiness is not something you do, it is something you are, in Christ. Have 

you ever tried to be like Jesus? Too late, you already are! The sons are complete. Let no one sway 

you into thinking you are not.  

In the movie about the Russian heiress to the throne, Anastasia, a friend tried to teach the young 

princess how to walk, talk, and bow like Anastasia. He filled her mind with facts and trivia which the 

true Anastasia should know. He loaded her down with things to memorize until she almost wanted 

to give up. The irony of the story was that she was Anastasia! She surprised her tutor by 

remembering details about Anastasia's life that he had not even shared with her. In the end, her 

grandmother recognized her because she simply acted herself. What a beautiful picture of the 

transformation which takes place when a son of God discovers who he is! The sons are free to be 

themselves.  

We will look at Chapter Five in the next section.  

Chapter 5:  A New Way to Live 

By now you are waiting for Paul to turn a corner and deliver the limitations of all this freedom. You 

are waiting for him to say, "but. . ." and tell you where all of these things stop. But he never does! He 

never even slows down. Perhaps you were expecting him to say, "Yes, you are free, but you are not 

supposed to live like it. You should give up your freedom in order to follow the Law willingly, rather 

than for earning God's favor." But hear Paul's unequivocal words: "It 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"(5:1). 

His passion to see the Galatians liberated reminds one of the description which was applied to 

Christ: "Zeal for the Lord's house has consumed me" (John 2:17). Nothing is more important to the 

Lord than the building of His house, and anything which jeopardizes the Bride of Christ will be 

removed. When cancer corrupts the human body nothing short of a complete surgical removal will 

do. Likewise legalism resembles the "little yeast which leavens the whole lump"(5:9), and it must be 

thrown out.  

Paul's words will become more caustic in the next few sentences than they ever have been (or ever 

will be again). If you return to the Law you are treating the sacrifice of Christ as if it meant nothing at 

all! You have alienated Christ and have "fallen from grace"(v.4). Have you ever wondered if you 

could lose your salvation? Scripture seems to teach that it is impossible because salvation is by grace 

alone. If you could do something bad enough to lose it then it wouldn't be by grace at all (see 

Rom.11:6). The few places where it seems to suggest that one could fall away are speaking about 

treating the blood of Christ as if it were of no value. The Scriptures never back down from grace, and 

if they ever describe "falling away," you can be sure that it involves turning to something besides 

God's grace. In other words, the best way not to be saved is to trust in anything that you do for God 

towards your own salvation, be it circumcision, or going to church, or even praying for salvation. 



Your redemption is a gift of God and you did nothing to obtain it. It was, and still is, by grace. The 

men who have been teaching otherwise do not speak from God. That leaves only one other option, 

and Paul is not afraid to point that out.  

Paul's opponents told the Galatians that he teaches circumcision and law everywhere else but 

Galatia. But the apostle responds, "If I am, then why am I still being persecuted?"(v.11) Paul is 

directing our attention to the source of his persecution. He is being beaten everywhere he goes 

because he teaches 100% grace. Rest assured that this response will always follow the man who 

teaches grace alone, and it will come from the enemies of grace, even though some of them may be 

Christians! Grace is an offense to self-righteousness because it takes away from us all room for 

boasting. Other times persecution comes because organized Christendom often depends on legalism 

for its own survival. If men and women learned that they were free, then who would do all the 

work? The answer is that God's Spirit would move them to do any work which He desires them to 

do, but that may or may not fit into the goals and plans of the institutions in question. Ministers 

expend a great deal of energy to motivate Christians to support the aims of these institutions 

(mostly churches), and if they were to ease up on them the entire enterprise might fall apart. 

Granted, these men and women are not evil, they are trying to serve the Lord and bring the world to 

Christ. The problem is, however, that their work does not operate on the principle of the leadership 

of the Spirit. And I'll say it again: all this work is useless to Him (see Matt.15:8-9).  

"As for those agitators, I wish one day the knife would slip and they would be castrated!!"(v.12) 

Wow. What do you say to comment on that one?  

Moving right along. . . Paul says something which at first appears to be a qualification--but it isn't. 

"Do not allow your freedom to give opportunity to the flesh"(v.13). There are two things which can 

bind a Christian: the Law and the flesh. Neither one should get control of you. He didn't say keep the 

Law just close enough to you so that you won't go wild with this stuff. He says don't let anything 

move you from your freedom in Christ. You are now "in Christ" and therefore "in the Spirit." Living as 

if you are still "in the flesh" will never work, you'll just get stuck in bondage again. Paul takes this 

opportunity to describe the difference between these two worlds of existence, because it's possible 

that one may not even see a distinction.  

The Spirit loves at all times. Anything which is not love is not the Spirit. That's it. It's not very 

complicated. The irony of the whole situation is that, while men spend so much energy trying to 

teach people to observe all the minute requirements of the Law, you actually are fulfilling the Law 

when you live in dependence on the Spirit, because He loves without fail. Paul is saying, "You want 

to follow the Law? Live by the Spirit, and you will find that the Law was just a description of the 

behavior of the Holy Spirit." The Law is not prescriptive, it is descriptive. Even the Ten 

Commandments never said "Do not. . .," they actually said "you will not. . ." They were actually a 

prediction of what sort of behavior will result in one whom the Spirit of Christ indwells. Stop trying 

to become something you already are.  

"So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh"(v.16). We tend to read 

this verse backwards: You'd better not gratify the desires of the flesh or you'll never be able to live 

by the Spirit. But that is not what it says. It says, "Put all your attention on living by the Spirit, and 

you will find that you won't gratify the desires of the flesh."  



There is entirely too much sin-consciousness among Christians today. Some preachers think about 

nothing but sin. When our attention is on "not sinning" rather than on Christ, we will never grow in 

our relationship with him. All we care about is sin, and whether or not we have it on us or in us. This 

should not be. Our life is about learning to behold Christ in all of his glory. But how can we behold 

him when our performance consumes our minds and hearts?  

Our preoccupation with righteousness and sin reflects Adam and Eve's preoccupation with the Tree 

of the Knowledge Good and Evil. That tree prefigured the Law of God, which we were never meant 

to need. It makes us wise towards sin and righteousness and "opens our eyes" to see what we are. 

But our Christian life is not primarily a matter of morality, it is a matter of Life. We live by the Spirit, 

and we find that the flesh does not get the upper hand. Nor do we spend our time studying the do's 

and don'ts of our particular traditions, because "if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under 

law"(v.18). That time it didn't say "you won't give in to the flesh," it said that you aren't under law. 

The latter is as important (if not more so) than the former. 

Chapter 5:  How's This for a Standard? 

Paul will next list fifteen activities of the flesh and nine activities of the Spirit. The deeds of the flesh 

are what you would expect, things like sexual immorality, witchcraft, drunkenness, etc, plus a few 

that have nothing to do with the human body, like hatred, jealousy, ambitions, and factions. The first 

few sound like things even the world considers immoral, while the last few can be found in any good 

church membership. Paul's definition of "flesh" (not "sinful nature," as the NIV renders the word) 

includes obviously more than just the body. It means all of you, when acting independently of God's 

Spirit. The Spirit, on the other hand, brings things which we desperately need today, like joy and 

peace. Shame and unrest fill our lives because of our many standards and activities which those 

trying to "build the kingdom" put on us, and we could use a heavy dose of joy and peace.  

But by far the most significant thing about these two lists is that Paul calls the activities of the flesh 

"works," while he calls the activities of the Spirit "fruit." What is the difference? Only the difference 

between two completely different worlds! If there is one word which describes how the flesh 

operates, it is the word "works." What we need to realize is that most of the things we have been 

doing for God are works, rather than fruit.  

Did you know that the flesh wants to serve God just as much as the Spirit? Only the Spirit does it 

because the Father wants it, while the flesh does things for God in order to look better. When Paul 

told the Philippians of his former problem of having "confidence in the flesh"(Phil.3:4-6), he listed 

good religious things like observing the Law and serving the Lord (or so he thought at the time) by 

fighting what he thought were God's enemies. In other words, the opposites represented in the 

dichotomy of "flesh vs. Spirit" are not Evil and Good, but independence and dependence. What Paul 

is trying to say is that doing religious things for God is not the ultimate goal. The flesh can live for 

decades doing that very productively; as A.W. Tozer once said, "to tell the truth, it seems actually to 

feed upon orthodoxy and is more at home in a Bible conference than in a tavern" (The Pursuit of 

God, p.46). Learning to live by the Spirit is God's goal, and it may not end up looking as "spiritual" as 

you think it should be. When Jesus first declared that he was the Messiah, the Son of God, the 

people he grew up with said, "but isn't this just Jesus, the carpenter's son?" (Matt.13:55-56) He 

seemed perfectly normal, saying and doing the same things as everyone else. His identity lay deeper 



than that. So what does living by the Spirit look like? How does it work? The answer is: totally 

differently from the flesh.  

The Spirit doesn't "work," He bears fruit. When you bear the fruit of the Spirit, it will not be work to 

you, either. How does a tree produce fruit? By trying to get rid of an excess of life. During the winter 

a tree's sap drops inward and downward, to its roots, where it works on deepening and broadening 

the root system. This leaves the tree looking naked and dead, because the life is hidden 

underground. But when the spring comes, the sap begins to rise again in response to the heat from 

the sun, and it pushes upward and outward, forming new branches and growing new leaves. As the 

life rises up within the tree, it continues to push outward until there is no more room for the flowing 

sap to move. The tree is now so full of life that it has much more than it needs. Then the tree begins 

to form little pods all over its limbs, at every tip, to store and release this excess of life. As the sap 

continues to well up within the tree the pods grow and develop into fruit, until they become mature 

and drop off from the tree. What was the tree doing? Was it working to produce fruit because it 

knew it was "supposed to"? No, it was simply finding a way to release the abundant excess of life 

within it, and those around it benefitted greatly from the product of that release. But that is not 

work at all. That is the way it is with Christian growth.  

We should not be constantly working to build the kingdom. In fact, we should not be working at all. 

Christ is our Sabbath, which means we should somehow be in a constant state of rest, and we have a 

command from God not to work as long as we are in him. When the life of Christ wells up within us 

until it cannot be contained any longer, and it has to come out, then we should share what we have 

with the Body of Christ (we meet together in order to share our excess of life). When there is no 

fruit, there is no need to try to make something happen. Can you imagine a tree deciding during 

winter that it should bear fruit at all times, so that it begins to drop dried up twigs and bark for 

everyone around to eat? Well that is exactly what it is like when a Christian thinks that he or she 

should be constantly doing spiritual things for God and for everyone around. We have a very 

"fleshly" understanding of Christian service, always coming up with work for everyone to do. 

Perhaps we feel an urgency for the second coming of Christ, and that we must hurry to get 

everybody saved before he comes. But the Scriptures say that when he comes, he is coming for 

something: he is coming for his Bride. She is being prepared for him even now, but She cannot be 

rushed beyond the necessary pace. We are in entirely too much of a hurry to be mature (now!) and 

to establish the kingdom of God (today!).  

We need to learn that God works in seasons. Sometimes there is no fruit and we are all dried up. 

That is okay; his Life is digging deeper into us and is hidden from the world (and from us) during that 

time. But one day that Life will rise up again and seek outlets for its flowing. Then you will find 

yourself looking for ways to shake off the excess, giving to others from the abundance of Christ in 

your heart. Have you ever loved someone or given to someone effortlessly? Has it ever happened to 

you spontaneously, doing what you did just because you wanted to do it? Well, that is your 

standard. Never again should you force yourself to do spiritual things just because you think you 

should. That's the old way of doing things, and it belongs to the flesh. "Where the Spirit of the Lord 

is, there is freedom"(2 Cor.3:17). There is also love, joy, peace, and rest from all of your work (see 

Heb.4:9-11). Do you want to be a Sabbath observer? Then never work again, because you now live in 

Christ, your Sabbath! Those who are led by the Spirit are not under law. And we are led by the Spirit. 

"Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit"(5:25), and never again return to 



fleshly ways of serving God. And don't be afraid of falling back into habitual sin, because if you live 

by the Spirit, you will not gratify the desires of the flesh (v.16).  

This is where we start: with freedom. There really are identifiable marks of a Christian, but they 

don't come by effort and work. They are the overflow of the indwelling Life of Christ. In Paul's last 

chapter, he will look briefly at that kind of life, but it will have nothing to do with "should's" and 

"ought's," because that belongs to the old way. You must begin with freedom and work from there.  

Read Chapter Six of Galatians and we will look at it in the next section. 

Chapter 6:  What We are Missing 

We learned in the last chapter of this study that you must begin with freedom and work from there 

in determining the conduct of a Christian. When you begin elsewhere, as when you start with a list 

of ethical codes and do's and don't's, then you begin in bondage. The Christian must first learn that 

he or she is free from all things. In Christ you have died to the Law, to sin, the devil, and even the 

world. The influence that these have on you is a fable which we believe only because we haven't 

realized our position in Christ. We are seated with him in heavenly places even now (Eph.2:6), 

although it appears that you are sitting somewhere on earth. If we could learn to see and to judge 

from that perspective, peace, joy, and love would fill our lives, along with all the other things which 

Paul says are ours in Christ.  

Being "in Christ" means a great many things, not the least of which is that we are free from every 

kind of bondage. This means that moral guidelines should not predominate Christian teaching. Paul 

models this principle by spending about 80% of this letter telling us about our freedom in Christ, 

leaving only a few sentences for telling us how we are supposed to live. Compare that with the 

typical array of sermons you have heard in your lifetime. Probably close to 95% of the sermons you 

have heard speak directly to how you are supposed to live, and what it is okay and not okay to do as 

a Christian. Most of the messages you will ever hear will come from that sliver of exhortation 

passages which typically comes at the tail end of Paul's letters. What about all the stuff that came 

before that? It is usually left behind as irrelevant, or at least not useful towards getting God's people 

to live like they are supposed to (i.e. "quit sinning so much!"). But if you start there you never get 

beyond that level, and no wonder our churches lack any depth or genuine love for the Lord! The 

image of Him which we present is that of an exacting drill Sergeant, waiting to catch us up in what 

we are doing wrong. Who could do anything but cower away from a God like that?  

We should start with freedom because Paul started there. This is the first letter any church ever got, 

and among the New Testament books it was the first written. Far from being a coincidence, the 

truths found here are foundational to the Christian life. Only after we have learned that the old 

"natural" way of doing things is not God's way can we truly learn what our lives really are about. 

The Forgotten Essential 

After five chapters of glorious, heavenly teaching about what we have in Christ, Paul will now spend 

ten short verses touching on two or three issues pertinent to the believers in the four churches of 

Galatia. But the key to the practical outworking of these things is something which completely 

eludes us in America today. Can you guess what that is? Simplistically put, it is the intimate 

fellowship of the Body of Christ. You may respond, "Oh, but we do have the fellowship of the Body 



of Christ!" However, what we have today is a sad substitute for the culturally radical community of 

the first-century Church. Believers in Galatia did not "have everything in common" in the same way 

that the Jerusalem believers did at one time, but what they had was an intimacy unlike anything 

which you could find in the whole Roman Empire. Here people gathered so frequently that you 

might think they were all brothers and sisters. They seemed to be under the same impression! Here 

was a community of people unlike anything else in the world, and you could find gatherings very 

similar in every town where Paul had preached the gospel.  

When Christians hear the incredible riches that are theirs in Christ, something amazing happens: 

they start to bond together instinctively. There is just something about hearing that you are all truly 

members of a single, living Body that unites believers like no amount of coercion would ever 

accomplish. Like water droplets that get too close to one another, Christians "gel" instantly under 

the influence of a revelation of Christ. We lack this intimacy today because we lack this brilliant light 

about who Christ really is and what he has really done.  

So Paul begins to exhort the believers in Galatia about how they should live by addressing them as 

"brothers"(6:1). Let it be known that whatever follows will work well only in a similar setting. This 

letter wasn't written to you, an individual; it was written to a fellowship of believers in Asia Minor. 

The Christian life will never work in a "lone ranger" fashion, and such an image comes from our own 

post-Enlightenment, Western, individualistic culture. You need other believers for even the most 

basic things in your life, and if your life seems substandard, you probably are mostly isolated from 

the Body of Christ.  

Paul turns around once again and gives a very simple statement which covers in one sentence what 

it took the Law of Moses 613 laws to say: "Carry each other's burdens"(v.2). By sharing in each 

other's lives, believers can help each other grow as they never could as mere individuals. Put very 

simply, this is Love, and it is the only rule in the House of God. You watch out for one another, and if 

one is falling into something destructive, the rest of you pick that one up and restore him to the right 

way of life. Are you afraid that your freedom in Christ will cause you to live in sin? Just try doing that 

when you live shoulder-to-shoulder with other Christians in real spiritual intimacy. It won't happen! 

In such a setting your "brothers and sisters" will never let you get away with it. You have nothing to 

fear. The exposure which happens in the (truly functioning) Body of Christ is enough to humble and 

discipline the worst of criminals, which you might be! Pride can hardly survive in a setting like this.  

If I were you I would seek this type of intimate Christian fellowship, because the standard fare of 

Christian fellowship around you is sadly lacking. When hundreds of formally-dressed people shuffle 

into a classroom and then an auditorium for two or three hours a week only to stare at the back of 

one-another's heads for the entire duration, rest assured that no real fellowship has taken place 

there. That is a formula for individualism if ever there were one, and that setting is not the one Paul 

had in mind when he delivered these injunctions. How can a Christian live outside of his true home 

so much? This remains one of the mysteries of our day. We need to restore a first-century concept 

of the Christian community.  

After a short statement about helping those who spend a great deal of time in the ministry of 

teaching (remember they didn't have a tithe), Paul reminds us that if we live as if we are still in the 

flesh we will reap the consequences. This has absolutely nothing to do with law, it has to do with 

avoiding further bondage again. For example, if you have sex with someone other than your 



husband or wife, your life will be miserable. You will hurt everyone around you, and today it could 

even kill you. At that point, what does it matter that God does not hold it against you, you died way 

too early! Living in submission to your own flesh is bondage worse than being under the law. For 

your own sake, and for those around you, don't get in bondage to your flesh.  

If doing what is right ever becomes tiresome, seek the encouragement of the Body of Christ. They 

will help you remember that the results (in this life!) of our endurance will be more than worth the 

pain it may have caused at one point or another.  

Most importantly of all, Paul says, shower your best on the believers with which you meet. He said, 

"especially believers"(v.10). What about evangelism? Isn't that the main thing Christians do? No. The 

main thing Christians do is love each other. You will notice that there was no mention in this letter 

about "evangelizing the world." In fact, you will find very little mention of that in any of Paul's 

letters. Most of the exhortation Paul gives to the churches relates to loving the members of the Body 

of Christ. Jesus said, "By this all men will know that you are my disciples, that you love one another" 

(John 13:35). Remember when he told the story of the sheep and the goats, and some fed the 

hungry and clothed the naked, while the others didn't? He wasn't talking about social service in 

general. He said, "whatever you did for one of the least of these my brothers, you did it for me" 

(Matt. 25:40).  

The greatest tool for evangelism is the love that people see within the Body of Christ. Who could not 

be drawn to a people who live and die for each other? The only reason we have to resort to 

evangelism programs today is that our "Body life" is substandard--almost non-existent. Nothing will 

draw the world to Christ more than the intimate fellowship of believers who have been set free from 

everything that puts the world in bondage.  

Paul writes the closing of the letter with his own large handwriting (he is over forty now, and they 

didn't have eyeglasses back then), reminding them of the initial reason for his correspondence. The 

men who are trying to rob the Galatians of their freedom in Christ are trying to look good in front of 

the religious world, especially the unbelieving Jews. Paul rejects this motivation and declares that 

the cross of Christ is the only "issue" worthy of our life's devotion.  

"The world has been crucified to me, and I to the world"(v.14). Like a broken record, Paul restates 

once again that any man who is in Christ is a totally new creation. You have died to the world, why 

be swayed by it? The world has died to you. What does that mean? It means you are free from 

everything which once bound you. All your enemies have been destroyed. Now Christ is all there is in 

your life. Your entire life is now just Christ. Do you receive good things? That is Christ. Do you 

experience hardships? That is Christ, too. Paul says even his beatings that he received from the rods 

and whips of evil men are just the Life of Christ coming out of him. That is what happens when you 

are one with Christ: you begin to experience his Life. And his Life always meets with this reaction 

from the world. If they hated him, they will hate you, too (John 15:21-22). Just don't be surprised. 

Suffering is a good thing, because it is how you get to know him better (Phil.3:10-11).  

Yet in all this you will experience peace and mercy. Paul, the scarred apostle, says so himself (v.16). 

After what he went through, if that is what he says, then I believe him. In the midst of suffering for 

the Name of Christ, you will find mercy and peace.  



Paul leaves them, and us, with one prayer: "The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your 

spirit"(v.18). If there is one thing we need in our spirits, it is grace. The Law came through Moses, but 

Christ himself is the incarnation of Grace and Truth. Let us dive into Him and drink it all in. 


