TEXT: Galatians 5:13-26PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of Galatians #12: Free to Serve


In the first half of this chapter, Paul makes one idea crystal clear: The believer in Christ is not bound by the Law of Moses.  He is not bound to be circumcised; he is not bound to observe the Sabbath; he is not bound to keep the Ten Commandments.  "Christ has made us free".  Therefore, we mustn't "be entangled again with a yoke of bondage" which Paul identifies with the Mosaic Code.


This teaching is sure to raise an objection.  "If we are free from the Law, we must also be free to sin".  Right?  Wrong!  Without compromising our freedom from the Law in the least, Paul goes on to tell us what our freedom is for.  Then, he goes on to tell us how we're to accomplish that purpose.  


What is our Christian liberty for?  

Vv.13-15 tell us: "For you, brethren, have been called to liberty; only do not use liberty as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another.  For all the law is fulfilled in one word, even this: `You shall love your neighbor as yourself.'  But if you bite and devour one another, beware lest you be consumed by one another!" 


Believers in Christ are free from the Mosaic Law.  Our freedom, however, does not permit us to sin.  The Ten Commandments are rescinded--but not so that we'll worship idols, dishonor parents, commit murder, or covet our neighbor's ox!  We are freed to lovingly serve one another.  The word, "serve" is the verb form for "slave".  Christ has set us free so that we might be enslaved to others.  This bondage, however, is very different from others.  James Montgomery Boice observes:


"This slavery is...the Christian form of being free.  Slavery to sin is involuntary and terrible; a man is born into sin and cannot escape it.  Slavery to law, which comes by choice, is foolish and burdensome.  On the other hand, slavery to one another is voluntary and a source of deep joy".


Freedom from the Law is a necessary precondition for this loving service.  In other words, as long as the Mosaic Law remains in effect, we cannot serve one another in love.  Why not?

Because obedience to the Law is not motivated by love.  You may serve others because it is your duty; you may serve others to get a reward; you may serve others to stay out of trouble.  You'll never serve others for the sake of love.  


I've used this illustration before, but it's so apt I must haul it out again.  Two friends of mine had a serious falling out.  After some time, she came to him asking "Will you forgive me?"  His reply: "I have no choice".  In saying that, he did his duty.  But can anyone say he served her in love?  He gave "grudgingly and of necessity".  But "God loves a cheerful giver".


This loving service does not lower the ethical standards of the Law.  It raises them.  "All of the Law is fulfilled in one word: `You shall love your neighbor as yourself'."  The key word is "fulfilled".  What does it mean?  It means this: the Law--like the prophecies and rituals--was never meant to be permanent.  It would give way to something else, something better.  It would prepare the way for Christian love; and having done that, it would get out of the way.  


Brotherly love, therefore, replaces Law as the guide by which Christians are to conduct themselves.  This "brotherly love" is no fuzzy thing of indefinite shape.  Galatians 2:20 tells us what it is: "Christ loved me and gave Himself for me".  Brotherly love is a costly thing; we're to pour ourselves out for the people of God.  Their welfare--and not our own--is to direct our lives.  


We are free to serve others in love.  As a vivid reminder of the Law's inability to produce loving service, Paul points to what was going on in Galatia at the time.   They were "biting and devouring one another".  This is where Legalism had got them!  If unchecked, it would soon destroy the church.  


Why did Christ liberate the Galatians the Mosaic Law?  He liberated them so they would serve one another in love.  He has done the same for us.  Are you making good use of your freedom?  Only if you're serving others in love.  Doing others good...with a good attitude!    


How are we to serve one another in love?  


"Serving one another in love" is not easy.  Paul says as much himself.  Anyone who has tried it knows how hard it can be.  It is possible, however.  It can be done.  Vv.16-18 tell us how: "I say then: Walk in the Spirit, and you shall not fulfill the lust of the flesh.  For the flesh lusts against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; and these are contrary to one another, so that you do not do the things you wish.  But if you are led of the Spirit, you are not under the Law".


We can only "serve one another in love" as we "walk in (or, "by") the Spirit".  What does this mean?  The "Spirit" is the Holy Spirit.  To walk "in" or "by" Him is to conduct ourselves according to His will.  His will is emphatically not interchangeable with the Law of Moses.  Rather, it is the Gospel and its corollaries.  We are "walking in the Spirit"--in other words--when we are living by the Gospel and Word of Christ.  


Without a Law, how do we know if we're "walking in the Spirit"?  Vv.19-21 provide a list of activities that are incompatible with "walking in the Spirit".  "Adultery, fornication, uncleanness, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, dissensions, heresies, envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries, and the like..."


I needn't say much about these sins.  One thought will do: Paul makes no distinction between "acts" and "attitudes".   Envy is right up there with murder; jealousies are put on the same list as drunkenness.  We must beware of leashing the body while the spirit is allowed to run wild.  


These sins are not only inconsistent with "walking in the Spirit", they are also inconsistent with going to heaven.  "Just as I also told you in time past, that those who practice such things will not inherit the kingdom of God".  The key word is "practice".  None of these are unforgivable sins; but any of them--if persisted in--will damn the soul.  Therefore, our liberty must not be used to follow such pursuits.  


Positively, we are "walking in the Spirit" whenever He is producing fruit in our lives.  What are they?  Vv.22-23 tell us: "Love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control".  


"Walking in the Spirit", therefore, will enable us to do what the Law can only command us to do.  Therefore, rather than dishonoring the Law, it fulfills it.  "Against such there is no law".


Paul closes this section with a brief summary, vv.24-26: "And those who are Christ's have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.  If we live in the Spirit, let us also walk in the Spirit. 


The believer in Christ will live a holy life without the Law of Moses because "he has crucified the flesh with its passions and desires".  When he believed in Christ, he also repented of his sin.  This effectively killed his old way of life.  He still sins, of course, but he doesn't live in sin and with a bad conscience.  This repentance was given to Him--not by the Law (which only stirs up his sin)--but by the Holy Spirit (see Romans 8:13).  And, if the Holy Spirit gave life, there is no way to maintain it but by "keeping in step with the Spirit".  In other words, if we "begin with the Spirit, [we'll never] be made perfect through the flesh".  If the Law didn't give us life--and it didn't--it also won't maintain the life we have.  For that, we are dependent on the Holy Spirit.  And therefore, obliged to "Walk in the Spirit".  


Finally, just to be sure that we know the difference between "the works of the flesh" and "the fruit of the Spirit", Paul reminds us of a sure evidence of fleshly living, v.26: "Let us not become conceited, provoking one another, envying one another".  


The church has been torn apart by Legalism.  It has inflated the Legalists, causing them to antagonize their brethren and to wish them ill.  This is proof positive that the Mosaic Law cannot be the church's rule of life.  For it unravels the people of God, whereas brotherly love knits them together.        


Conclusion.

Paul has made himself clear.  The church is not ruled by the Law of Moses (either in part or in whole).  The church is ruled by the Word of Christ exercised in the love of Christ given to us by the Spirit of Christ.   Therefore, "in all things, [Christ] may have the preeminence".


Jesus Christ is our Prophet, Priest, and King.  All Christians pay lip service to these ideas.  But few take them to heart.  Many want Him as their Priest, but they want someone else to be their prophet and king.  They look to Moses for their instruction; they bow to his Law as their sovereign.  But Jesus Christ will "give His glory to no other".  He wants to be your Prophet.  He's worthy of it.  "Never a man spoke as this Man speaks'.  He wants to be your Priest, offering Himself for your sins and now interceding on your behalf at God's Right Hand.  He wants to be your King, gently ruling you by His Word and Spirit.  All I can say to you is this: 


"Give to the Lord     


the glory due His Name".  

