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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as you prepare to study Galatians 5:1-6. 

1. How do Christians tend to get back into slavery?

2. Why did Paul argue that Christians should not be circumcised?

3. What kind of people would be severed from Christ?

4. Which comes first, faith or good works?

5. Describe the connection between Christ, grace, the work of the
Spirit, faith, and works of love. 

NOT WORKS BUT FAITH
Galatians 5:1-6

The world is a big place full of a lot of people. In the most
general way, we could divide all the people in the world between
religious and irreligious. However, in truth, almost everyone
embraces some kind of religion. Sadly, nearly all religion is man-
made and teaches doctrines that are rooted in human wisdom. But
here is the rub. While most religions teach human principles, much
of the teaching in those religions closely resembles truths from the
Bible. In fact, nearly all religions at least tip their hats in respect
toward the Bible.

That being true, it must be confusing for irreligious people to
try to make sense of the conflicts that rage between all the various
stripes of religion. In light of the arguments in this letter to the
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Galatians, someone is bound to wonder what difference it makes
whether “faith results in works of love” or “works of love bring about
faith.” The ideas seem so close. Surely, both ideas are right and
neither idea is necessarily wrong, right? Wrong! 

That is the essential argument of this entire letter from Paul to
Christians who were being led down the primrose path to confusion
and spiritual death. There is a world of difference between the simple
truth of the gospel and the subtle variations of human religion. Hell
will be populated for eternity with sincere people who missed the
truth of the gospel by a theological hair’s breadth. That is a tragic
reality. Therefore, we need to listen carefully to what Paul wrote as
the Holy Spirit led him to teach the eternal truth about salvation that
comes through faith not through good works.

An Important Principle is at Stake (v.1).

The principle stated in this verse is that because Christ has set
the believer free, we need to stand in that freedom instead of going
back into slavery. Let’s break down the principle and rejoice in its
truth.

The wonderful news is that Christ has set the believer free. Paul
put it like this, For freedom Christ has set us free (v.1a). The apostle
had just established the fact that true believers are not children
enslaved to the law (4:28-31). We were once enslaved to the law, but
that was in the past. Formerly, when you did not know God, you were
enslaved to those that by nature are not gods (Galatians 4:8).

Now we discover in the first verse of chapter five a simple
restatement of the central argument of the letter. The Judaizers, who
were false teachers, came to the churches in Galatia with the doctrine
that faith in Christ alone was a good beginning. However, they were
not content to leave the teaching at that point. They taught that while
faith in Christ was a noble thing, it was not sufficient to gain
justification. They taught that it was necessary also to keep the
ceremonial aspects of the law in order to be made right with God.

Therefore, because this teaching had made inroads into Galatia,
Paul argued that such enslavement to the ideas, the concepts, the
doctrines of mere people had kept them from being justified in the
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past. Did they not remember those days? Everyone who clings to a
hope that claims it can accomplish salvation through their own efforts
is enslaved. Sinners are enslaved to the curse of sin because of the
curse of the law. But people who claim to be Christians, and yet
assume they are winning salvation by their works, are also enslaved
to the law and, therefore, under the curse of sin. 

We, the believers, are different. Christ’s work in our behalf gave
us freedom. We already have freedom. So, why try to reinvent the
wheel? In fact, no mere person can reinvent this wheel. Christ in His
perfect person and His perfect work has set us free. The work is
finished. God determined the nature of the work in eternity. God
determined the beneficiaries of the work in eternity. God determined
the time of the work in eternity. What else was left to be done? Christ
has already (once and for all) set us free.

More precisely the good news tells us that Christ’s sacrifice
gives us freedom from the curse of the law. Earlier in the letter Paul
argued, For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for
it is written, “Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things
written in the Book of the Law, and do them” (Galatians 3:10). It is
not that Christ has set us free in some vague and undefined way.
Though this is precisely the way the doctrine is lived out by
professing Christians. They claim to have freedom in Christ, but they
still trust their own efforts to win salvation. Or they claim to have
freedom through Christ, but they are still enslaved to sinful practices.

Sometimes it is good for us to briefly review what it means to
be set free from the curse of sin and the law through the work of
Christ. We need to remember that we are born in sin, with a nature
that sins, and are therefore guilty of sin. Sin is the breaking of God’s
law. Therefore, God’s law condemns us leaving us all under the curse
of the law with no hope for getting out from under that curse. People
in that condition (our natural condition) have no hope until Jesus
Christ died in our place and provided the covering for our sins.

We ought to thank Christ always for His work of grace to
deliver us from the curse and place us in freedom. One way to thank
Him is to continue to stand in Christ-given freedom. That is what
Paul taught when he wrote, Stand firm therefore, and do not submit
again to a yoke of slavery (v.1b). Because Christ made you free, stand
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in that freedom. Paul’s argument is that since Christ has already
enacted this great emancipation, we must stand firm in our freedom.
Would you think that Christ-given freedom means the liberty to do
whatever you want to do? The sad reality is that when the human
flesh is given freedom, given the reins as it were, it will always run
back into some kind of slavery. But because Christ paid the incredible
cost to set us free from the curse of sin and the curse of the law, we
must plant ourselves firmly—determined not to budge.

Put more bluntly, the Lord’s command through Paul is, “Do not
submit to slavery.” The law does not have power to enslave the
Christian who has been set free. No person has the ability to fulfill it.
Christ fulfilled its requirements for us. Therefore, the law has no
power to condemn or enslave the person who is covered by the blood
of Christ. Because that is true, any enslaving the law does to a
genuine Christian has to be voluntary. Why would a person want to
go back into the slavery of trying to satisfy the requirements of the
law? There is a certain amount of security found in recounting how
many good works you do. It is a false security, a damning security.
It is like security found in slavery.

The other day in a men’s prayer meeting, we were talking about
the tendency for American people to willingly give up their freedoms
in exchange for perceived security. Therefore, we give away our
freedom of speech so that people we disagree with can’t speak. We
give up our freedom to bear arms so that criminal will have to break
the law to carry a gun. We give up our freedom of religion so that
other religions cannot express themselves. Ultimately, we are
surrendering ourselves to slavery. To such people, let me introduce
you to one of the most secure dwelling places in our culture. We can
notice the security guaranteed by the watch tower, the iron bars, the
guards, the fence, and the razor wire. It would be virtually impossible
for someone to break into this place. Everyone inside is very secure
to the point of even having someone tell them when to rise, when to
exercise, when to eat, and when to go to bed. But wait! Isn’t this a
prison? The sad reality is that human nature really believes that
enslavement is freedom. Satan loves the foolishness of humanity.

To Christians, God says, “Stand firm in the freedom Christ has
given.”  “Oh,” the works people might respond. “We’re standing firm
alright, Paul. Don’t worry about us. This little matter of getting
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circumcised in response to the pressure of the Judaizers is no big
deal.” Is it really not a big deal?

Circumcision Illustrates Obligation to the Law (vv.2-3). 

The problem with submitting to the act of circumcision is that
is shows that submitting to human works nullifies Christ’s work.
Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept circumcision, Christ will
be of no advantage to you (v.2). Circumcision was no big deal until
it replaced Christ’s work. Circumcision in itself was not evil. Paul
himself had been circumcised as an infant. He confessed that he was
circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of
Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee
(Philippians 3:5). Also, Paul had encouraged Timothy to be
circumcised (Acts 16:1-3). His father was a Gentile. Therefore, Tim
had not experienced the rite associated with the Jews like Paul had.
Therefore, in order not to stifle the work with Jews, Paul felt that it
was best for Timothy to be circumcised. That was indeed a good
conclusion.

From the outset, God intended circumcision to be a symbolic
act. It pictured a heart that had sin cut away, a heart that was given to
God. God gave it to the people of Israel as a sign that the people took
up their obligations in the covenant with God. It went all the way
back to Abraham, the father of the nation. God never intended
circumcision to be a means for the people to receive grace. If that had
been God’s intent, where would that have left the women in the
covenant community? 

Now, Paul’s argument about accepting circumcision flowed
from the perversion the Judaizers had thrust upon this mere symbol.
They decided that the act was a means of grace. By participating in
this act, a person would be saved from the penalty of sin. Actually
this act became symbolic of a person’s intent to keep all the
ceremonial aspects of the law.

The Gentiles’ practice of yielding to circumcision became a
classic example of how it is impossible to combine Christ with works.
No doubt if the conflict is brought up, people will respond that they
are not interested in replacing Christ. They just want to add good
works to His finished work as a sort of insurance. But the fact is, if
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we add anything to Christ’s work, Christ’s work is not “finished”
work. In such attempts on our part, Christ will become of no benefit.
His finished work can be of no benefit to a sinner who tries to win
God’s favor through his works. In other words, that person will not
be born again. Nor is Christ’s finished work a benefit to anyone who
seeks to become sanctified by trusting in his own works and merits.
The grace that flows through the finished work of Christ compels us
to obey and strengthens us to obey Christ by keeping His commands
for His glory.

Furthermore, it was dangerous for the Christians to submit to
the one work of the law—circumcision—because precedence
indicates intent (v.3). Some of the professing Christians in Galatia
accepted the need for circumcision. To them Paul argued, I testify
again to every man who accepts circumcision (v.3a). Again, it was
not that the physical act of circumcision was wrong in some way.
However, in the Judaizers’ argument, the act of circumcision signaled
that the Christian was embracing the whole law. 

A good illustration of how the Judaizers reasoned and
convinced Christians to join them in slavery to the law is found in
the writing of Justin Martyr,  Dialog with Trypho a Jew (chapter 8,
p.198-199). Here is an excerpt from the man’s reply to Justin: “If,
then, you are willing to listen to me (for I have already considered
you a friend), first be circumcised, then observe what ordinances have
been enacted with respect to the Sabbath, and the feasts, and the new
moons of God; and, in a word, do all things which have been written
in the law; and then perhaps you shall obtain mercy from God.” 

First, there was this one simple act the Christian needed to do.
Okay, but where did that lead? More works of the law. Compare the
person who expresses faith in Jesus Christ for salvation but then is
bound by the need to attend church services in order to be saved in
the end. Is it good and right for God’s people to gather together to
worship Him, to learn about Him, and to encourage each other? – Of
course! But to go to church in order to perform a good work so that
God will give you His favor is heresy.  The same principle applies to
reading your Bible, praying, or giving an offering. All of those
practices do flow from a heart that loves God, a heart that has been
regenerated by the Holy Spirit. But to do those things in an effort to
be saved is to err with eternal consequences.
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To submit to some of the law is to be obligated to the entire law.
That was Paul’s conclusion when he wrote that he is obligated to
keep the whole law (v.3b). The danger lay in the intent to be
circumcised in order to keep the law that Jesus Christ has already
fulfilled. This act of “faith” in the law established precedence. What
does that mean? By way of example, if a person pays a particular bill
for several months and then decides he does not think he owes that
monthly bill, he will likely end up in court. Before the judge the
plaintiff will argue precedence. That is, because you already
submitted to paying the bill, you have proven by your actions that
you agreed that it was the right thing to do. 

Putting that understanding into our text, we conclude that for
you to submit to parts of the law as a means to receive God’s grace
obligates you to submit to the entire law. In that relationship with the
law of God, you will discover that you do not receive God’s grace,
but the law condemns you for not keeping it all! That is how Paul
argued in 3:10, quoting the Old Testament: For all who rely on works
of the law are under a curse; for it is written, “Cursed be everyone
who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and
do them” (Galatians 3:10). That statement came from Deuteronomy
27:26, “Cursed be anyone who does not confirm the words of this law
by doing them.” And all the people shall say, “Amen.” 

God’s principle should have been quite clear. Oh it was. To
which the Judaizers would argue: “It is true that we will be subject to
the entire law, and like our predecessors we will not be able to keep
the law. However, like our predecessors, we can just offer a sacrifice
to cover our sins.” That is the same kind of argument a person uses
when he claims that all he needs to do is go to confession and
everything will be okay. That argument fails to understand the work
of Christ. 

The writer to the Hebrew Christians taught that all the sacrifices
in the Old Testament looked forward in faith to the final acceptable
sacrifice, the Lamb who would take away the sin of the world.  These
preparations having thus been made, the priests go regularly into the
first section, performing their ritual duties, but into the second only
the high priest goes, and he but once a year, and not without taking
blood, which he offers for himself and for the unintentional sins of the
people. By this the Holy Spirit indicates that the way into the holy
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places is not yet opened as long as the first section is still standing
(which is symbolic for the present age). According to this
arrangement, gifts and sacrifices are offered that cannot perfect the
conscience of the worshiper, but deal only with food and drink and
various washings, regulations for the body imposed until the time of
reformation.  But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good
things that have come, then through the greater and more perfect tent
(not made with hands, that is, not of this creation) he entered once for
all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of goats and calves
but by means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption.
For if the sprinkling of defiled persons with the blood of goats and
bulls and with the ashes of a heifer sanctifies for the purification of
the flesh, how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the
eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify our
conscience from dead works to serve the living God (Hebrew 9:6-14).

This is the tragedy of man-made religion. This is the tragedy of
humans attempting to satisfy God through their good works. This is
the essential character of all false religions. The foundational
teachings deny and, therefore, reject the finished work of Christ.

To Seek Justification by Works is to Reject Grace (vv.4-6). 

The great problem is that to be severed from Christ is to be
severed from grace (v.4). You are severed from Christ, you who
would be justified by the law (v.4a). Seeking justification through
works of the law is to reject Christ’s substitutionary work. On one
hand, submission to the law is a useless means for gaining salvation.
On the other hand, it is worse than that! To attempt to be justified by
keeping the law is deadly. That kind of thinking will sever you from
a right relationship with Christ.

The only right, acceptable relationship with Jesus Christ God’s
Son for anyone is to submit to His sacrifice for atonement and, by
faith, to accept His finished work as the only acceptable sacrifice for
your sins. You have not done that and are not doing that if you are
trying to get saved by your own efforts. Your faith in your own
abilities to please God  actually severs you from Christ.

The digression continues. To reject Christ’s work is to reject
His grace. If you are severed from Christ, you have fallen away from
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grace (v.4b). The warning is clear. You have been severed from
Christ with the result that you have fallen from grace. Review the
digression. The sinner decides that he can be made right by keeping
the law. That choice has severed him from Christ. Having been
severed from a relationship with Christ, he has fallen away from the
grace that comes through Christ. That is not to be fallen from
common grace (like air, sunshine, rain) but from the special grace that
flows from Christ because we are in fellowship with Him. It refers
especially to being fallen from saving grace.

And the Judaizer would argue, “No, I have faith in Christ along
with my good works.” Faith in Christ alone that results in good works
is precisely what God expects. The problem with the Judaizer and
“good works” person is that they try to complement the finished work
of Christ with their own works. Such attempts cut the sinner off from
Christ’s saving grace. Ultimately, the issue is pride. To trust Christ
alone for salvation requires humility. To attempt to add good works
to Christ’s work is the epitome of arrogance. Faith in Christ alone is
experienced when we acknowledge that we are dead in sin and
hopeless regarding release from those sins.

Therefore, our hope is not built on our good works (vv.5-6). We
hope because of faith. For through the Spirit, by faith, we ourselves
eagerly wait for the hope of righteousness (v.5). True believers, like
Judaizers, look forward to perfect righteousness which is fulfilled in
eternal life. Unlike the Judaizers, the true believer waits eagerly to
being perfectly righteous based on faith through the Holy Spirit. The
Judaizer thinks he can attain that righteous condition through his
good works. The believer (in contrast) looks forward in faith because
the Spirit of God has changed our hearts and thinking. If you do
indeed trust Christ alone for salvation, you should be continually
thankful, yea, at times overwhelmed, by God’s grace that brought you
to such faith.

We learn that faith working through love sustains us. For in
Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for
anything, but only faith working through love (v.6). Your physical
condition is not the important thing. Your religious works or habits
are not the important thing. Faith working through love is what
matters in our relationship with Christ. True faith (the work of the
Holy Spirit, the basis of a relationship with Christ) manifests itself
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through works of love. This simple statement had been and still is
twisted to be mean, “Works of love result in faith.”

In the end we must ask, “Has your faith found a resting place
not in devise or creed? Do you trust the ever-living One whose
wounds for you plead?” It is a simple verse that contains the most
profound truth of eternity. Our faith must be in Jesus Christ alone.
Period! When it is, and because it is, we will be engaged in good
works.
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