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Growing Through Grace
Paul’s Letter to the Galatians

xv. The Constraints of Freedom (Gal 5: 13 – 18)
6 November 2011
Freedom is a hot issue in today’s world. What sort of freedom is Christian freedom then? It is essentially a freedom of conscience. What Christ has done in liberating us in setting us free is not so much to set our will free from the bondage of sin as to set our conscience free from the guilt of sin. 
The overall tenor of Galatians is spiritual freedom. Gentile believers were being coerced to embrace the entire law as a means of acceptance before God. Paul rejects this imposition of Torah as false spirituality in that legalism can never pacify the conscience or attain true righteousness before God. Only the finished work of Christ on the cross and the empowering presence of the Holy Spirit will suffice. 
The purpose of the law was to hem the believer in, by way sanctions for inappropriate behavior. The motivation for obedience was external. However, with the new covenant the motivation is internal with a new character and desires produced by the Holy Spirit by way of loving service of God and others. 

1. What are some ways in which the misuse of Christian freedom could lead to self-indulgence (v13)?
2. If the law no longer plays a role in our salvation, what role, if any, does it play in our character formation by way of sanctification subsequent to salvation?
3. How can a theoretical view of justification lead to ‘dead orthodoxy’? Consider Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s warning of ‘cheap grace’ which ignores the role of sanctification and holiness. 
4. How could freedom degenerate to Christians attacking one another (v15)?
5. Why is ‘love your neighbor as yourself’ an appropriate summary of God’s law (v14)?

6. Is it  irresponsible to suggest that the Holy Spirit, and not the law, is the means whereby we grow in grace? If the motivation is mere legalism, can one ever be sure that one is righteous before God? Wherein lies our acceptance before God – in Christ alone or in ourselves?
Summary:
Every single Christian brother and sister has been called by God and called to freedom. It is freedom from the aweful bondage of having to merit the favour of God as Martin Luther so gloriously discovered at the time of the Reformation. It is not freedom from all constraints and controls. It is a remarkable paradox. From one point of view Christian freedom is a form of ‘slavery’ – not slavery to our sinful nature whereby we passively resign ourselves to continued bondage, but active service of our neighbor. We are free in relation to God but servants in relation to each other. Freedom like love, is a choice!

Food for Thought

1.  Where are we inclined to indulge ourselves in the name of our freedom in Christ?

2. Who can you serve this week in the freedom of Christian love?

Pray for vigilance against misusing your freedom in Christ. Ask God to keep you alert for self-indulgence and the tendency to criticize others when they exercise their freedom in Christ.
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