Fighting for Freedom #14

“Let Freedom Ring”

Galatians 5:1-6

 This past week America celebrated a holiday: the birthday of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Dr. King became such an iconic figure in the civil rights movement of the 1960’s that many forget that he was, in fact, a preacher of the gospel. While some have questioned his politics and tactics at times, I have never found anything questionable about his theology. His most famous speech was delivered in Washington, DC, on August 28, 1963. I’m sure you are familiar with the culmination of his message:

I have a dream today.

I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together.

This is our hope. This is the faith that I go back to the South with. With this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day.

This will be the day when all of God’s children will be able to sing with a new meaning, “My country, ‘tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers died, land of the pilgrim’s pride, from every mountainside, let freedom ring.”

And if America is to be a great nation this must become true. So let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York. Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania! Let freedom ring from the snowcapped Rockies of Colorado! Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of California! But not only that; let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia! Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee! Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi. From every mountainside, let freedom ring.

And when this happens, when we allow freedom to ring, when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God’s children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, “Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!”

We understand what Dr. King meant in the context of our own history. His words also echo the spiritual truth in Galatians chapter five.

Let’s read Galatians 5:1-6,

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. Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all. Again I declare to every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law. You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace. But by faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love. 

Liberty…independence…freedom—these words reflect the theme of the letter to the Galatians. In this chapter Paul spells out Christian liberty as clearly as any Scripture.

The Freedom of Grace


Paul makes two statements in verse one, what one commentator calls, “the key verse of the entire Epistle.”
 The first is a statement of fact, while the second is a command. He emphasizes the importance of freedom in his opening words: “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.” He uses the definite article: the freedom, that is, the significant Christian freedom. He is not talking about the abstract concept of freedom, or about the kind of freedom the lofty Romans enjoyed, but specifically about Christian freedom, the freedom Christ died to bring about.
 This is the freedom of grace.


Freedom is a subject to which Paul gives a good deal of attention. He uses the three Greek words for “freedom” a total of 28 times; in the rest of the New Testament the total is 13; it is Paul who, more than any other New Testament writer, insists on liberty. Christian freedom was not a side issue; it was at the heart of Christianity as Paul saw it.


Yet what does Paul mean by “freedom”? Certainly he taught that in Christ we are “free from the law,” meaning that we are freed from legalism—from the improper use of the law as a means of justification.
 But Christian liberty is not the same as license, the idea that we can live as we please regardless of what God says. Paul wrote in Romans 6:15, “Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace? By no means!” Freedom is not doing what I want when I want. In fact, the Bible calls that slavery.


Chuck Swindoll puts it this way: “[Christ] set us free so that we would live free…so we could enjoy the benefits of His salvation without guilt and without an accusing conscience.”
 That last phrase struck a chord inside me—“without guilt and without and accusing conscience.” When was that ever the case in the course of human history?


Turn back to Genesis 2:15-17,

The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. And the Lord God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” 


When God created Adam and Eve, He created them to be free. This does not mean that there were no rules—He forbade them from eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil—but they were free to enjoy God and His creation. They were free to live as God had intended them to live. Now that is offered to mankind once again. The freedom for which Christ sets us free is the freedom to live a life of righteousness in the power of the Holy Spirit.


To illustrate this, think back in our own history…not to the early 1960s, when Dr. King made his memorable speech, but to the early 1860s, in the South. Blacks lived in America, but as slaves, not as citizens. They were held in bondage, under the constant threat of the whip, and could be sold as property at any time. They were not free to do anything; they could only obey their master.


That all changed on January 1, 1863, when President Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation which stated, “all persons held as slaves…shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free.” From that moment on, those who were held on bondage were liberated. They were no longer the property of another man. They were free.


Jesus declared in John 8:36, “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” This is our spiritual Emancipation Proclamation! Through the blood of Jesus we have been set free. Paul wrote in Romans 8:2, “through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death.” 

Once again, this does not mean that we are free to live as we please. Those freed slaves still lived under the laws of the land. As Paul writes in Romans 6:6-14,

For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin—because anyone who has died has been freed from sin. 

Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. For we know that since Christ was raised from the dead, he cannot die again; death no longer has mastery over him. The death he died, he died to sin once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. 

In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness. For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace.

This is the freedom of grace we enjoy as Christians.

The Fall from Grace (1b-4)


The first part of Galatians 5:1 celebrates our freedom in Christ, but the second part cautions against losing that liberty: “Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” Paul warned them against a fall from grace.


Returning to my earlier illustration, one of the greatest challenges after the Emancipation Proclamation was delivered and the Civil War was over was to convince those slaves that they were free. They didn’t live under the master—they were free!
 Yet many former slaves continued to work on the plantations, submitting themselves to their former masters, living under bondage even though they had been set free.


The same is true in the spiritual realm. Warren Wiersbe writes,
Sad to say, there are some people who feel very insecure with liberty. They would rather be under the tyranny of some leader than to make their own decisions freely. There are some believers who are frightened by the liberty they have in God’s grace; so they seek out a fellowship that is legalistic and dictatorial, where they can let others make their decisions for them. This is comparable to an adult climbing back into the crib.


The Galatians were being tempted to live like those liberated slaves who stayed on the plantation. They were in danger of forfeiting their freedom and returning to the bondage of legalism. Paul goes on in Galatians 5:2-4,

Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all. Again I declare to every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law. You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace.

Legalism claims that man can save himself by works—the keeping of laws and commandments. Grace acknowledges that man is incapable of saving himself, and trusts solely on what Christ has done for him. John Stott puts it this way:

To add circumcision is to lose Christ, to seek to be justified by the law is to fall from grace. You cannot have it both ways. It is impossible to receive Christ, thereby acknowledging that you cannot save yourself, and then receive circumcision, thereby claiming that you can. You have got to choose between a religion of law and a religion of grace, between Christ and circumcision. You cannot add circumcision (or anything else, for that matter) to Christ as necessary to salvation, because Christ is sufficient for salvation in Himself. If you add anything to Christ, you lose Christ. Salvation is in Christ alone by grace alone through faith alone.


Circumcision had become the focus of this contention. The present tense of “receives circumcision” shows that Paul has in view not the Jewish Christian who was circumcised, but any Gentile Christian who would receive circumcision as a legal obligation necessary for salvation.
 Yes, Paul would argue in Romans 4:9-12, God established circumcision with Abraham—but only after Abraham had been justified by faith! Circumcision did not save Abraham; circumcision showed that Abraham had been saved! It was an outward sign of an inward reality—much like baptism is today. When Paul writes in Galatians 5:6, “in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value,” he is speaking of physical circumcision. It is not the outward symbol that saves; it is the inward reality, what he calls in Romans 2:29, “circumcision of the heart.”


Paul goes on to tell the Galatians in verse three, “every man who lets himself be circumcised…is obligated to obey the whole law.” Perhaps the Judaizers hadn’t told the Galatians the whole story. Maybe they didn’t realize what their legalism demanded. Once you begin down the path of legalism—salvation by human effort—then one must keep all of God’s laws perfectly, which is of course impossible. Paul had already written in Galatians 2:15-16,

We…know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified.


In Paul’s mind, justification is either all of grace, by faith, through Christ, or it is nothing at all.
 To return to the bondage of legalism is to fall from grace, to be alienated from Christ. No wonder Paul is so passionate in this letter, as he warns the Galatians of the “spiritual disaster” that faces them!
The Faith in Grace


I don’t want to end this message on a negative note, and thankfully Paul did not end this text on a negative note. We read in verses 5-6, 

But by faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.

Paul returns to the all-important matter of faith. Salvation is by faith. This is a truth that reverberates throughout the New Testament. Faith is not a human merit, as though we are rewarded for faith by being granted salvation. Rather, faith is the means by which we receive the gift. It is a refusal to see our works as deserving salvation as a reward for our attitude; it is a reliance on God alone to bring us out of our sin and into salvation.


Paul says in verse five that by faith we “await” our salvation “for which we hope,” speaking of our ultimate salvation in Heaven. We do not work for it; we wait for it. We do not strive anxiously to secure it, or imagine that we have to earn it by good works. Final glorification in heaven is as free a gift as our initial justification. So by faith, trusting only in Christ, we wait for it.


We do not wait for it in idleness, though. Nor does it mean that we can live however we please. Verse six concludes, “The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.” Don’t misunderstand this: It is not that works of love are added to faith as a secondary ground of our acceptance with God (which would be a return to legalism), but that the faith that saves is a faith that works, a faith that issues in love.
 Paul is saying, in essence, “This is what matters—this kind of faith!” True, we are saved through faith rather than by works; but faith is no mere intellectual conviction, as if we could do as we please so long as we believe properly. This is a horrible idea, as Paul writes in Romans 6:1-2. To believe is to place our personal confidence in Christ, who loves us and gave himself for us.
 True faith operates in love for God and for others.


You see, on the surface the life of legalism and the life of liberty may appear to be similar. The legalist may obey the Ten Commandments and adhere to the laws of the land. The Christian should likewise obey God’s commands and live within the legal limits of his country. Both the legalist and the Christian strive to do good things, to treat others well, and to live a good life.


The difference is not about the kind of life a person lives, neither does it have reference to his words and actions, but it has to do with how and why he lives that life. The legalist strives with all his might to do good in order to be accepted by God. The Christian lives in the Spirit’s power to do good because he is accepted by God.
 See the difference? Not only is the Christian freed from the bondage of sin, but he is free to do good through the power of God within him. Rather than trying to please God from the outside in—trying to save the soul through the works of the body—we live from the inside out—expressing God’s grace in our soul by the way we act. And all of the stress and pressure is off, since our relationship with God and our eternal destiny is not dependent upon how good we are! This is how it feels to be free!


And so, in the spirit of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., I say, “Let freedom ring!” Let freedom ring from our pulpits and our pews. Let freedom ring from the church house, from the schoolhouse, from the statehouse, and from the White House. Let freedom ring at home, on the job, at play, and everywhere in between. Let freedom break the bonds of slavery—slavery to sin, slavery to fear, slavery to hatred, slavery to lust, and slavery to the endless attempts to save ourselves by our own efforts. Let freedom ring so that one day all of God’s children will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, “Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!”
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