Fighting for Freedom #17

“Life in the Spirit (part 1)”

Galatians 5:16-18


What does it mean to be free?


We began our message last week with this very question. Considering Galatians 5:13-15, we saw a lot of what freedom is not. Freedom is not legalism—trying to adhere to a list of do’s and don’ts—nor is it license—the ability to do whatever I please. We saw the importance of limiting our liberty with love—love for God and love for others.


If liberty is neither legalism nor license, then what is it? What does it look like, and how is it done? Paul gives us the answer in the last half of Galatians chapter five. True freedom is all about life in the Spirit. Paul writes in Galatians 5:16-18,

So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law. 

Over the next few weeks we will dig deeper into this whole passage (down through the end of the chapter). I agree with Chuck Swindoll who says, “This is perhaps the finest, the most articulate section in all the New Testament on the Spirit-filled walk.”
 I had originally planned to preach this text all in one message, but there is too much vital information to be passed over lightly. In fact, this evening I want to really zero in on one verse, verse eighteen: “But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law.”

Throughout Galatians—and his other letters as well—Paul writes a great deal about the law and its relationship to the Christian. I sense that many believers are either uninformed or misinformed about this relationship, so I would like to try this evening to clear that up and give us a clearer understanding about this important subject.

An Improper Contrast 


First, an improper contrast has been taught for a number of years, based on a phrase used by Paul. We read in Romans 6:14-15, “For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace. What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace? By no means!” Similarly, John 1:17 declares, “The law was given through Moses; grace and truth were realized through Jesus Christ.” This has led some to see two distinct periods of time called “dispensations.” In this method of interpretation, the dispensation under Moses is termed “law,” whereas the age under Jesus Christ is called “grace.”
 


While I cannot argue the words of Scripture, I have a problem with calling a distinct period of human history “the age of grace,” for that presupposes a time when God’s grace was not apparent or active. Nothing could be further from the truth!


Andy Stanley, in his excellent book The Grace of God, writes, “Grace is not a New Testament idea. Grace didn’t begin with Jesus.”
 He goes on to say, “Grace has been the basis of our relationship with our Creator from the very beginning,” adding, “a careful reading of the Old Testament reveals grace to be God’s pre​eminent characteristic from the very beginning.”
 


Furthermore, grace is that by which we are saved, according to Ephesians 2:8-9, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” Would this not mean, then, that in the age of law people were saved by keeping the law, but in the age of grace, people are saved by grace? To be fair, many dispensationalists do not promote such heresy, but many who have followed this interpretation mistakenly believe this. 


What is true is that some people taught that one was saved by keeping the law. This was the position of rabbinic Judaism at the time of the Old Testament. (I would add that this is the position of every other religion outside of Christianity as well.) These Judaizers—among who were trying to lead the Galatian Christians into legalism—taught that by circumcision and strictly adhering to the Mosaic Law one could be saved. Jesus, Paul, and the writers of the New Testament consistently and vehemently denied this to be true. Paul wrote in Galatians 2:16,

[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. 


Remember that little phrase used three times in the New Testament, “The just shall live by faith”? That is an Old Testament quotation—from Habakkuk 2:4—not a New Testament invention! As one author puts it, “It is a dangerous fallacy to imagine that the law must be eliminated before grace can appear.”


When Jesus arrived on the scene, He taught that “For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:20). “It is widely supposed that Jesus was now in​augurating a new law, and that in doing so He was contradicting and repudiating the old,” writes John Stott. “Nothing could be further from the truth. No. What Jesus was contradicting here was not Scripture but tradition, not what ‘is written’ but what ‘was said’, not God’s Word but the false interpretations of it of which the scribes and Pharisees were guilty.”
 


The idea that God’s law and God’s grace are somehow opposed to each other, or that they stand as competing means of salvation, is an improper contrast. Law and grace, when properly understood, are both from God and work together in God’s plan.

An Important Context 


So how are we to understand this relationship? As with so many things when it comes to the Bible, we must understand these concepts in context. While we have touched on this a bit before, I want to return and underscore this relationship in light of an important context.


John Kitchen writes in his book, Long Story Short, “The goal of everything is the glory of God, and the means of everything is the grace of God.”
 And this did not happen suddenly when Jesus came on the scene; it has always been this way! Everything we enjoy is a gift (the object of grace) from God. When God created Adam, He gave the gift of life. When God created Eve, He gave to Adam a helper. When Adam and Eve sinned, God’s grace allowed them to live, permitting an animal substitute to die for their sin.


We saw a few weeks back in Galatians 3 how Paul argued that the promise given to Abraham preceded the law given to Moses by over four centuries. The promise was all about grace—Abraham did nothing to deserve it—and through faith in that grace Abraham was saved. He was saved by grace through faith…just like Ephesians 2:8-9!


Stanley puts it simply: “The grace of God always precedes the law of God’s grace.” 
 He goes on to write,

The context surrounding the giv​ing of these commandments resolves the tension we feel between God’s law and His grace. The Ten Commandments do not stand in contrast to grace; they are introduced within the story of God’s grace. God’s law is featured heavily in the Old Testament, but only as the subtext of a grander narrative that highlights His grace toward a helpless, undeserving group of people.

God’s message to Moses on Mount Sinai could not have been any clearer: “You’re not here to get in with me; you’re already in. We’re not here to establish a relationship; I did that three months ago by supernaturally delivering you from your captors.” It was in the context of this preexisting relationship that God gave his people the Law. God initiated a relationship with his people before he even told them what the rules were.
Having established the relationship, God then gave the people rules to live by. God knew something that every par​ent eventually discovers. Rules without a relationship lead to rebellion. God understands human nature. So He gave the Israelites rules after they shared a relationship. You see, God’s law is never given to estab​lish a relationship; God’s law is given to confirm an existing relationship. In fact, the law of God is an expression of His grace.
 

So often Christians fear for their salvation because they are not as faithful to God as they would like to be. Here’s more good news: with God obedience does not determine ownership.
 We obey God because we are His child, not in order to become His child.

But if God’s law is an expression of His grace, why does Paul say in Romans and Galatians we are “not under law”? This does not mean that God’s law has been abolished, for Jesus Himself said that was impossible. Paul wrote that God’s law is “holy, righteous, and good,” and that “in my inner being I delight in God’s law.” Jesus told His disciples to “obey My commandments,” and the apostle John echoes this call through his letters.


What Paul meant, Stott points out, is that “he does not look to the law for either his justi​fication or his sanctification.”
 In other words, we cannot get saved by keeping the law, nor do we stay saved by keeping the law. In our own human nature we are unable to keep God’s law; instead, when we hear God’s commands, our selfish nature decides that we want to do the exact opposite of God’s commands! (Oh, come one, you know what I’m talking about!) The law can neither save nor sanctify because it has no power in and of itself. Just as the speed limit sign informs you of the law, it has no power to make you obey it. If you want to drive legally, the sign is helpful in showing what the law requires. But the sign does not make you drive legally. It acts as a standard by which one knows if he is driving within the legal limits or not.


Since man in his sinful state cannot keep God’s law, thus rendering the law powerless to save or sanctify us, God has done for us and in us what the law could not have accomplished on its own. He has done this by sending both His Son and His Spirit. God justifies us through the death of His Son and sanctifies us through the indwelling of His Spirit. That is, God’s way of acceptance is not our striving to obey the law but the finished work of Christ. His way of holiness also is not our striving to obey the law, but the inward work of the Spirit.

An Improved Condition


This brings us back to Galatians 5:18, “But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law.” Paul once again uses the phrase “not under law,” but the contrast here is being “led by the Spirit.” Here we find an improved condition for believers after Christ’s death compared to believers before Christ’s death.


If we must use the word “dispensation” (which I don’t like, because it has been so misunderstood), I agree with Albert Barnes when he writes, 
You are under a different dispensation—the dispensation of the Spirit. You are free from the restraints and control of the Mosaic law, and are under the control of the Spirit of God.


Rather than talking about an “age of law” opposed to an “age of grace,” let’s use the terms “age of law” and “age of the Spirit” to distinguish between the Old Covenant and the New Covenant. The Revised Standard Version even uses the word “dispensation” in its rendering of  2 Corinthians 3:7-8, “Now if the dispensation of death, carved in letters on stone, came with such splendor that the Israelites could not look at Moses’ face because of its brightness, fading as this was, will not the dispensation of the Spirit be attended with greater splendor?”

Any casual reader of the Bible will see a stark contrast between the Old and New Testaments (another word for “covenant”). In the Old Testament, believers had to bring an animal sacrifice to the tabernacle (later the temple) for their sins; while in the New Testament, Jesus fulfilled those sacrifices when He died on the cross “once for all.” Furthermore, the work of the Holy Spirit is markedly different before and after Christ died, arose, and ascended into Heaven. Before the Spirit came upon a person for a time in order to empower them for a special purpose; after Pentecost He indwells the believer.


In both cases, God’s grace is at work. Through the sacrifice of the Son we have justification; through the sending of the Spirit we have sanctification. Jesus referred to His sacrifice as “the new covenant in My blood” in Luke 22:20, while the sending of the Spirit was predicted in Jeremiah 31:31-34,

“The time is coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah.  It will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, though I was a husband to them,”  declares the Lord.  “This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time,” declares the Lord. “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people.  No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ because they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest,”  declares the Lord. “For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.” 


Call it the new covenant, new testament, or new dispensation if you will, but clearly something different is going on—and this is definitely an improved condition! Warren Wiersbe puts it this way:

We aren’t saved by keeping the Law, nor are we sanctified by trying to meet the demands of the Law; but “the righteousness of the Law” is “fulfilled in us” as we walk in the power of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:4). If we put ourselves under Law, we forfeit the enjoyment of the blessings of grace. If we walk in the Spirit, we experience His life-changing power and live so as to please God.


This does not mean, however, that God’s law has been abolished! Remember what Paul wrote in Galatians 5:14, “The entire law is summed up in a single command: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”  God’s law remains as a standard of our conduct. Although we are not justified by law but by grace, yet God justifies us “in order that the just requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us…” (Romans 8:4). Again, although we are not sanctified by the law but by the Spirit, yet what the Spirit does in sanctifying us is to write the law in our hearts! The contrast between the Old Covenant and the New is not between ‘law’ and ‘no law’, but between the law on tablets (an external code) and the law in our hearts (an inward work of the Spirit). Thus our obedience to the law, though not the ground of our justification, is the result of it, and though not the means of our sanctification, it is the essence of it.


Life in the Spirit is not legalism, but moving away from legalism. We do not need an external code of conduct to keep us in line, because the Spirit lives within us, giving us an internal impetus to righteous living.
 Donald Grey Barnhouse puts it well,

The Lord wants His own to have a life of liberty.  Christ has liberated us in order that we might remain free.  This is why we must stand firm and not allow ourselves to be brought back into the bondage of legalism.  The Lord simply does not want those for whom Christ died to have any standard other than that of a life completely under the continuous guidance of the indwelling Holy Spirit.  He does not want us to embrace any heretical system that imposes rules and ordinances for living.  Our life is to be Jesus Christ.


We are freed from legalism—an external list of rules that gives us no power to fulfill. We are freed from license—an addiction to our own self-centered, sinful ways that we have no power to break. We are freed from fear, guilt, and shame, and we are freed to live in the power and under the direction of the Holy Spirit who lives within us.


This is what it means to be free!
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