Fighting for Freedom #16

“The Limits of Liberty”

Galatians 5:13-15


What does it mean to be free? 


For most people, freedom means, “I can do whatever I want!” Freedom of speech means I can say whatever I want; freedom of the press means I can print anything I want; freedom of religion means I can worship however I want; and “the inalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” means I can do whatever I want when I want how I want…so get outta my way!  We are watching our culture imitate the ancient Israelites, about whom it was written in Judges 21:25, “In those days Israel had no king; all the people did whatever seemed right in their own eyes” (nlt).


Such “freedom” is not freedom at all, though. All the talk about liberation in our world has led to the most addicted cultures in the history of mankind. From the beginning of time God has established boundaries in human behavior between right and wrong. When we fail to live within those boundaries, we are guilty of what God calls “sin.”

When people choose to persist in a sin, they develop less and less control over it until eventually they forfeit any choice entirely. Many look at addicts with disgust or pity, but Jesus said in John 8:34, “Everyone who commits sin is the slave of sin﻿.” Fallen man is a slave to his sinful nature, an addict who cannot successfully control his selfish thoughts and actions even when he may want to. And ironically, the more he asserts his self-centered freedom, the more he becomes enslaved to sin.

The good news, though, is found two verses later in John 8: Jesus went on to say, “﻿If therefore the Son shall make you free, you shall be free indeed﻿” (﻿John 8:36﻿). That is the great message of Christianity and the theme of the Galatian letter in particular: freedom in Jesus Christ. Christianity is liberation.


Paul has been hammering home this theme throughout Galatians, as we have seen. “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free!” Paul thunders in Galatians 5:1, then adds, “Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” These Christians were being led away from the liberty they experienced in Christ toward a legalism that would put them right back under bondage. Paul has been fighting for their freedom throughout this letter, urging his converts not to lose their liberty to legalism.


In our text for this evening, though, Paul warns against another form of slavery. We read in Galatians 5:13-15,

You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love. The entire law is summed up in a single command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other. 
The Call to Liberty

First consider the call to liberty in verse 13: “You, my brothers, were called to be free.” I realize we have been over this a number of times, and perhaps you are growing weary of hearing it. But Paul mentions it again, and when the Bible repeats something, it is because we need to pay attention to it.

Our eyes are immediately drawn to the word “free” in this phrase, but let’s back up a few words to the term “called.” We have been called by God. What does that mean?

For one, it means that God took the initiative in our salvation. Jesus told His disciples in John 15:15-16, “I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you. You did not choose me, but I chose you…” Many passages of Scripture emphasize God’s choosing and calling on our lives. Paul writes in Ephesians 1:4, “For he [the Father] chose us in him [Christ] before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight.” In 2 Thessalonians 2:13 we read, “…from the beginning God chose you to be saved through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and through belief in the truth.” 
I am not suggesting for one moment that we have no choice when it comes to our salvation. Notice that last verse states that God chose us to be saved “through belief in the truth.” Who believes and is saved? The sinner! God has given mankind the freedom to choose whether or not to accept His gift of grace.

What this means, though, is that since God is the one who called us, He is the one who establishes the parameters of our calling. Just as the inventor of a game makes up the rules, and whoever plays the game must play by those rules, so God has established His calling, and He has decided that those who accept His grace shall be liberated…set free! Paul’s point is that no one else can take away what God has established. He tells his Galatian converts that they are free as believers regardless of what the Judaizers thought, or even they themselves! As Leon Morris points out,

If becoming Christians had been purely a matter of personal choice, then it might well be that personal choice could now lead them on to something quite different. But they could not modify the divine call. They could respond to that only by obedience; they could not modify it into something they now thought might be better.


When we respond to God’s call, we cannot negotiate our own terms with Him. We are free to accept or reject, but we cannot change the terms.

Paul makes clear that freedom is at the very heart of the gospel and of godly living. It is not a side benefit of the Christian life. God has called all believers to freedom.
 This is what it means to be a Christian, and it is tragic that the average man does not know it. The popular image of Christianity today is not freedom at all, but a cruel and cramping bondage. But Christianity is not a bondage; it is a call to freedom.


What, then, is this liberty to which we have been called? As we have seen previously, Christian freedom is both freedom from and freedom to. Primarily it is freedom from sin. We are freed from the penalty of sin because Christ died in our place. We are freed from the power of sin in our lives now through the Holy Spirit (we will discuss this at length in upcoming messages). We will ultimately be freed from the presence of sin when we get to Heaven. We are also freed from guilt and shame, as well as freed from the impossible demands of legalism, trying to make ourselves acceptable to God by what we do or don’t do.


We must remember, though, that Christian freedom is freedom from sin, not freedom to sin. It is an unrestricted liberty of approach to God as His children, not an unrestricted liberty to wallow in our own selfishness.
 The questions in Romans 6:1 and 6:15, Shall we continue in sin, that grace may abound? and, Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace? were asked by someone who did not understand grace. Paul answers these questions in Romans 6, by showing that the control of the sinful nature over the individual is broken the moment he believes, and the divine nature is imparted, and therefore he hates sin and loves the right, and has both the desire and power to keep from sinning and to do God’s will.﻿
 We are freed from sin and we are freed to serve.

The Constraints of Liberty


Before we get to the positive side of freedom, Paul must address the constraints of liberty. Just as any rational, responsible citizen realizes that his freedom is not absolute—he cannot say or do anything that he pleases—so the rational, responsible Christian knows that there are limits to his liberty.


The problem lies in that we are prone to go to extremes. One believer thinks he can do whatever he wants to do in the name of Christian freedom. Another believer, seeing this error, goes to an opposite extreme and imposes a big list of do’s and don’ts on everybody. Somewhere between license on the one hand and legalism on the other hand is true Christian liberty.
 


You see, much of the abuse of our liberty is really the exercise of pride and immaturity. It is the cry of the immature that says, “I want my freedom! I want it at any cost! I want it all, and I want to exercise it all now! And if so-and-so doesn’t understand, that’s his problem!” The mature message is, “Don’t misuse your freedom.”


So what are the limits of our liberty as Christians? What are the constraints on our freedom? I believe they are two: obedience and others.  As long as we are living in obedience to God’s commands and in loving consideration of others, we are free! 


Isn’t that how freedom works in our society? As long as we are not breaking the laws of the land or violating others’ rights, we are free! That doesn’t mean we are free to do whatever we please, for my rights end where my neighbor’s rights begin. I am free to say what I want…as long as it does not violate the law or injure another person. 


Here’s an illustration: While driving on the highway, there are certain laws, such as speed limits, driving with a valid license, and driving a vehicle with operating lights, and there are other drivers on the highway. As long as you drive within the speed limit and in accordance to the other laws mentioned, and as long as you respect the other drivers on the highway, you are free. Free from what? Free from constantly looking in the mirrors to see if there is a policeman around. Free from the anger at others if you were to cut them off or tailgate them. In other words, you are free to get where you are going without the constant threat of adverse consequences. That is freedom.


Here is the great truth about Christian freedom: the two constraints of freedom—obedience and others—are tied together! To demonstrate this, turn with me to the tiny book of 2 John. Here the aged apostle John writes in simple yet profound language:

I am not writing you a new command but one we have had from the beginning. I ask that we love one another. And this is love: that we walk in obedience to his commands. As you have heard from the beginning, his command is that you walk in love (2 John 5-6).

Do you see it? To obey is to love. To love is to obey. God’s commands are summed up in two simple sentences: “Love the Lord your God” and “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Jesus pointed to these two and said, “All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments” (Matthew 22:40). Paul echoes this in Romans 13:8-10,
Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another, for he who loves his neighbor has ful​filled the law. For this, “You shall not commit adultery, you shall not murder, you shall not steal, you shall not covet,” and if there is any other commandment, it is summed up in this saying, “You shall love your neighbor as your​self.” Love does no wrong to a neighbor; love therefore is the fulfillment of the law.


Then he adds in our text this evening, verse 14, “For the whole law is fulfilled in one word, in the statement, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” It really is that simple. Love God, love others—that is what the Christian life is all about!


Isn’t it fascinating how Paul brings introduces the law into this text, whereas in much of the letter seems to be against the law! I believe he does so here since the Galatians had obviously been attracted to the concept of law through the Judaizers.
 “So you want to follow the Law, do you?” he seems to be asking. “Well, then, let me show you how to fulfill the Law!” This emphasizes the difference between God’s Law and human legalism, as Kenneth Wuest points out,

There is therefore a sense in which the word law is used other than in the legalistic sense in which Paul has used it throughout this letter so far. It is that sense in which it is conceived of as divine law consisting of ethical principals and standards that inhere in the being of God, and represent those things that go to make up right conduct on the part of man.


Those who do not distinguish between the Law and legalism end up in all kinds of interpretive trouble. God gave the Law in the Old Testament; it was not Moses’ invention or anybody else’s, for that matter. God’s Law is “holy, righteous, and good” (Romans 7:12). It is not the Law that caused the problems in Galatia; it was the Jewish legalists who were twisting the Law in order to use it for their own purposes—purposes never intended by God when He gave it! God never gave the Law to be followed by the Israelites in order to become His children; He gave the Law to be followed by the Israelites because they had already become His children! Similarly, Christ’s commands to love God and to love others are not given as a means to salvation, but are given to those who are already saved! As Morris notes, “The rejection of law-keeping as the way of salvation does not alter the fact that the law gives us a useful guide to the way we should live.”
 Stott expands on this:

Although we cannot gain acceptance by keeping the law, yet once we have been accepted we shall keep the law out of love for Him who has accepted us and has given us His Spirit to enable us to keep it. In New Testament terminology, although our justification depends not on the law but on Christ crucified, yet our sanctification consists in the fulfillment of the law.

God’s nature has never changed, and neither have His standards of right and wrong. The ethical truths of the Old Testament Law are exactly the same as those of the New Testament gospel.
 The difference is not is what is expected from us, but how it is accomplished in the life of the believer.


Paul is teaching here that Christian liberty does not mean that the believer is free to do anything. The believer is always under the constraint of love.
 Specifically he says,

· Christian freedom is not freedom to disregard the law of God [obedience].

· Christian freedom is not freedom to exploit my fellow man [others].

· Christian freedom is not freedom to indulge the flesh [self-control].

These principles are closely related to Paul’s instruction in Romans 14, perhaps the foremost passage in all Scripture dealing with the Christian’s liberty and its limits:

· When my liberty could hinder God’s work, I yield [obedience].

· When my liberty could hurt my brother, I yield [others].

· When my liberty could harm my conscience, I yield [self-control].

As one author writes, “It is so easy to interpret liberty as ‘the right to sin,’ and to construe freedom as ‘the privilege to do whatever one’s evil heart wants to do,’ instead of looking upon it as the Spirit-imparted ability and desire to do what one should do.”

The Compassion of Liberty 


This brings us to the compassion of liberty. Christian freedom is properly restrained by love—first love for God and second love for others. The amazing thing about love is that it takes the place of all the laws God ever gave. The Golden Rule—“Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself”—solves every problem in human relations. Love in the heart is God’s substitute for laws and threats.
 (We will see this even more in the next few weeks.)
The Greek word for love here is agapē, the highest form of love. Wuest comments in his Word Studies of the Greek New Testament,
[This] refers, not to human affection but to divine love, the love produced in the heart of the yielded believer by the Holy Spirit, and the love with which that believer should love his fellow-believers. This love is a love whose chief essence is self-sacrifice for the benefit of the one who is loved. Such a love means death to self, and that means defeat for sin, since the essence of sin is self-will and self-gratification.


The result of such self-indulgence is seen in verse 15, “If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other.” Selfish people are ultimately consumed by one another.
 This is why so many marriages fail. Most people enter into the marriage relationship looking for the other person to meet their own needs. “I love you because of what you do for me” is the common conception of love. When both partners enter with that mindset, they look for the other to satisfy them rather than looking to satisfy the other. Neither are satisfied and, in their self-centered pursuit to have their needs met, they consume each other until there is nothing left. True love—the agapē love of the Bible—seeks first and foremost to meet the other person’s needs. When both spouses adopt this attitude, both of their needs are met, and they truly become one.


This is what freedom is all about. Freedom is not the ability to do as I please, no matter what God or anybody else thinks or says. No, true freedom is the freedom from sin (license) on one hand and freedom from being outwardly controlled by a bunch of do’s and don’ts (legalism) on the other. There are limits to our liberty—namely obedience to God and concern for others. But when we keep these in mind, we will live a kind of freedom we people imagine and even fewer experience!
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