
Galatians 5:1(NRSV)  
For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a 
yoke of slavery.  

Galatians 5:13-18 (The Message) 
13–15It is absolutely clear that God has called you to a free life. Just make sure that 

you don’t use this freedom as an excuse to do whatever you want to do and destroy 
your freedom. Rather, use your freedom to serve one another in love; that’s how 
freedom grows. For everything we know about God’s Word is summed up in a single 
sentence: Love others as you love yourself. That’s an act of true freedom. If you bite 
and ravage each other, watch out—in no time at all you will be annihilating each other, 
and where will your precious freedom be then? 

16–18My counsel is this: Live freely, animated and motivated by God’s Spirit. Then 
you won’t feed the compulsions of selfishness. For there is a root of sinful self-interest 
in us that is at odds with a free spirit, just as the free spirit is incompatible with 
selfishness. These two ways of life are antithetical, so that you cannot live at times one 
way and at times another way according to how you feel on any given day. Why don’t 
you choose to be led by the Spirit and so escape the erratic compulsions of a law-
dominated existence? 

This week we celebrate the 235th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of 
Independence. We give thanks for God’s gift of liberty to all, as we contemplate its 

meaning in Christ. 

You may have heard of or even seen one of the shows in the new “reality tv” genre: the 
Super Nanny. The producers find a family where the kids are completely out of control 
(the worse, the better for the show) and the Super Nanny comes in and whips the 
entire family into shape in sixty minutes with time for commercials. Then there is 
Mary Poppins, the nanny any child would be happy to have. And Maria, the ex-nun 
who could make dresses out of drapes. And Fran Drescher and Nanny McPhee and . . .  

When I stop to think about it, nannies in all their various forms are everywhere. I did 
some babysitting when I was young, so I guess I had some first-hand experience. 
People even speak disparagingly of big government creating a “nanny state.” 

Nannies have their place, but here’s the question. Would you want one now . . . for 
yourself? Would you want someone who gave you a list of do’s and don’ts and enforced 
them? Someone who controlled your schedule? Someone who, well, treated you like a 
child? 

Of course not, and that is Paul’s precise point about the Jewish law in his letter to the 
Galatians. The Law, with its long lists of rules was never a bad thing, but now, in 
Christ, its time has passed. The Law was good but its function was as a disciplinarian, a 
Super Nanny. And now, in Christ, the Galatian Christians have outgrown the need for a 
nanny, super or not, for they have Christ. They have grown up and are now free. 

Here is a portion of Paul’s letter, as paraphrased by Eugene Peterson (Galatians 3:23-27): 

Until the time when we were mature enough to respond freely in faith to the 
living God, we were carefully surrounded and protected by the Mosaic law. The law 
was like those Greek tutors [the nannies], with which you are familiar, who escort 
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children to school and protect them from danger or distraction, making sure the 
children will really get to the place they set out for.  

But now you have arrived at your destination: By faith in Christ you are in direct 
relationship with God. Your baptism in Christ was not just washing you up for a fresh 
start. It also involved dressing you in an adult faith wardrobe—Christ’s life, the 
fulfillment of God’s original promise.  

I find Paul’s metaphor to be very helpful in making some sense of the Old Testament 
Law. It was given by God for a purpose, a good purpose, but now, God’s people have 
outgrown it by putting on the “adult faith wardrobe.” We are Christ’s heirs and ready 
to receive our full inheritance. We are no longer minors and we no longer need a 
nanny. Thus, we do not need to see the Law’s instructions as a bunch of rules to be 
obeyed but, rather, as the concrete expression of what it means to love a holy God and 
what it means to love our neighbor, including those who seem impossible to love. 

So . . . goodbye to the nanny and hello to adult freedom, even as we remember all the 
good teaching that we received from the nanny. 

The problem is that freedom is actually a pretty scary idea for many when it is put into 
practice. The Galatian Christians are toying with the notion of going back to the Law 
(the nanny) because it is what they know. Haven’t we all sometimes felt like we simply 
wanted to be told what to do and not do? I couldn’t count the number of people who 
tell me they wished the Bible simply spelled it all out in black-and-white. Countless 
tyrannies have arisen across the span of history precisely because the people were 
ready to follow a strong, decisive, albeit controlling leader. Along with freedom come 
big words like responsibility, accountability, and consequences. 

But we are adults and we are free in Christ. There can be no turning back. Thus, we 
turn from the nanny called the Law to the freedom that is Jesus. 

Christian freedom 

July Fourth presents opportunities and dilemmas for preachers. We celebrate 
America’s birthday and this nation’s gift of liberty and freedom not only to ourselves 
but to peoples across the globe. Yet, we preachers know that what the Bible means by 
freedom has nothing to do with political or even social systems. Karen Engle Layman 
(no relation!), a UMC pastor in Pennsylvania, once wrote: 

“Freedom is a word tossed about a lot in the United States. We tout freedom of speech, 
assembly, press, and religion, and even the right to bear arms. As children of the 
enlightenment, we believe all people have an inalienable right to freedom. We take it 
for granted. But in spite of our affirmations about freedom, we argue over what these 
freedoms mean and to what extent we are free to exercise them. Individual freedom 
and the rights of the autonomous self to make decisions often conflict with the human 
community. For instance, we struggle with the freedom of journalists to write and to 
keep sources secret, and year after year we haggle over prayers in public places, and 
the NRA and handguns.  

Apparently, despite our assertions about freedom, the term confuses us. When I read 
Galatians 5:1 to the laity in my Bible study, they said, "What on earth does that mean?" 
They found the statement perplexing. Perhaps we are confused when we read "For 
freedom Christ has set us free" (Gal 5:1) because Paul means something very 
different.1” 

                                            
1 from Karen Engle Layman’s reflections on Galatians 5:1-15 in the July 2000 issue of Interpretation 
journal. 



Layman notes that, according to the Anchor Bible Dictionary, in the Greco-Roman 
world the Greek word for “freedom,” eleutheria, and the Latin word, libertas, meant 
basically ‘doing whatever one wants.’ 

This is probably pretty close to how many of us would define freedom, at least until we 
had a few minutes to reflect on it. For “doing whatever one wants” is definitely not the 
biblical meaning of freedom. Hans Kung wrote, “The illusion of freedom is to do what I 
want. The reality of freedom is to want what God Almighty does.” Paul wrote, “Where 
the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Cor. 3:17). 

Freedom from . . .  

In nearly all biblical contexts, freedom is liberty as opposed to slavery. Thus, the OT 
speaks of freedom from bondage in Egypt, God’s great act of salvation. It is vitally 
important to remember that the giving of God’s Law at Mt. Sinai came after the 
Exodus. God chose the Israelites and freed them from slavery before God gave them the 
Law. If you bear this in mind, it will help you to understand why the Jews have never 
believed that they could earn their way into God’s good graces by keeping the Law.2 
They had already experienced God’s grace in the Exodus. For an Israelite, it was now a 
matter of staying in God’s grace-created community, not getting in. This meant 
keeping the Law, especially those very visible markers, such as circumcision, Sabbath 
observance, and the food laws that set the Israelites apart from the world around them. 

But it is also true that the Law was accompanied by blessings and curses; blessings that 
would flow from keeping the Law (living rightly with God and one another) and curses, 
such as exile, that would fall on the Israelites when they did not.3 Who is surprised that 
things go well when we love well and things go badly when we do not? Sadly, the story 
of Israel is much more about the curses than the blessings. Why? Because the Israelites 
were unable to keep the Law. Sure, they could get their children circumcised and avoid 
pork, but truly love God and neighbor? That was as difficult for them as it is for us. 

Why can’t we love as we should? For Paul, one explanation4 is that we are enslaved to 
powers that hold us captive (see Galatians 4:8); slavery to these powers is fundamental 
to the human condition. It is this slavery that explains why we and our world are so 
messed up. We are slaves to Sin, which Paul speaks of as a cosmic power in 3:22. We 
are unable to do the simple acts of loving God and loving neighbor each day and in 
every way. 

But we have been freed from this slavery by the faithfulness of Jesus Christ. It is Christ 
who has freed us and not we ourselves. It is Christ who has defeated the enslaving 
powers. It is Christ who has taken upon himself the Law’s curses. By his faithfulness all 
the way to his unspeakable death on a Roman cross, it is Christ who has defeated sin 
and, hence, death. Just as the ancient Hebrews could not free themselves from 
Pharaoh, we cannot free ourselves from our own bondage. Salvation is always about 
what God does, never what we do. As Paul writes in Galatians 3:2, “Did you receive the 
Spirit because of something you did—that is to say because you observed the Law—or 
did you receive the Spirit as the result of something God did—that is to say as the result 

                                            
2Always remember that the heart of God’s Law is to love God and love neighbor. All the rest is the working 
out of what it means to love. This is why Jesus can speak of his coming to fulfill the Law, not abolish it. 
3I always get nervous when I start writing about blessings and curses for fear that I’ll be misunderstood. 
But this is an important piece of understanding Paul’s letters. Think of them as the consequences that flow 
from failing to love. The book of Deuteronomy is the great statement of God’s Law given to the Israelites 
after their flight from Egypt. It spelled out the covenant that shaped them into God’s people. The giving of 
the Law in Deuteronomy is accompanied by long recitations of blessings and curses. This was typical of 
ancient near-Eastern covenants between rulers and their peoples. 
4This is not the only explanation we find in Paul, but it is key to understanding what he means by slavery 
and freedom. 



of the proclamation in which God exercises his power to elicit faith?” (paraphrase of 
the Anchor Bible translation)5.  

Freedom for . . .  

Jesus Christ has freed us to new life. But what sort of life? How does God hope we will 
use our God-given liberty? To put a slight twist on it, we are free to do whatever we 
want, but only so long as our wants are God’s wants. And what does God want? Simple: 
love God and love neighbor. That’s what God wanted from the ancient Israelites. That’s 
what Jesus came to preach and to live out in his willingness to lay down his life for us. 
That’s what God does and that’s what God wants. As Paul puts it, in Peterson’s 
rendering, “Rather, use your freedom to serve one another in love; that’s how freedom 
grows. For everything we know about God’s Word is summed up in a single sentence: 
Love others as you love yourself.” 

Paul’s letters can seem pretty daunting at times. The writer of 2 Peter certainly found 
them to be so (2 Peter 3:15-16). But even Paul reads Scripture as a narrative with a plot, 
a plot in which he finds himself and these new Christian colonies he is starting and for 
which he is fighting. If we are going to understand ourselves and our world, we have to 
find ourselves in this story as well. It is in the larger story of God and his creation that 
we can find the true meaning of freedom and learn how God desires us to use the 
freedom he has given us. 

                                            
5From J. Louis Martyn’s article, “The Apocalyptic Gospel in Galatians,” in the July 2000 issue of 
Interpretation journal. Martyn was the author of the Anchor Bible commentary on Galatians. 

The Life of the Free 

What should our Christian freedom look like? What difference does it really 
make? Many wonderful, commendable, and important acts of generosity are 
done by those who do not know Christ. So what makes the gift of freedom in 
Christ so important? In his commentary on Galatians in the Interpretation series 
(available in our library), Charles Cousar suggests that these questions are 
better answered by negatives: 

“a) The deeds done in Christian freedom are not coerced or done to satisfy 
a legal demand. They are not pre-formed by a commandment or moral 
prescription so that the doers are obliged to keep their attention glued on what 
it is they are to do and away from the recipients of the deeds. Christ frees 
persons from such a law and for needy neighbors. To act in freedom is to be 
guided by the ones whose real needs are to be served. 

(b) Free people are not determined in their actions by what sort of response 
their actions may or may not evoke. They are not miffed when a “thank you” is 
not immediately received for a contribution made or an important bill passed. 
They are not deterred when the recipients of a kindly deed do not all rush to 
vote democrat (or republican) or do not promptly become capitalists (or 
socialists)—or even reject Christianity. Christian freedom means the 
demonstration of freedom. Recipients may be witnessed to, but never 
compelled to answer in a particular way as if they are forever in debt to those 
who helped them. 

(c) Free people are not deceived by over-valuing their moral decisions and 
their contributions to others as if their freedom depended on what they do. They 
know that freedom is a gift given, that to act freely is a sign of grace received, 
and consequently they do not have to be caught up in continually taking stock to 
see if enough money has been pledged or enough service rendered. How much 
is “enough”? The characteristically Christian style of life emerges not so much in 
what is done as in the fact that what is done expresses the freedom given by 
God, whose call is to selfless, serving love. Such a vocation takes seriously the 
remarkable paradox expressed in Eph. 2:8–10 where the writer, after affirming 
that salvation comes by grace and not by works, adds: “For we are his 
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand, that we should walk in them” (v. 10).” 



Questions for Discussion and Reflection 
1.  Paul speaks of sin as a cosmic power that seeks to enslave us, to hold us captive. 
Have you ever experienced a problem that had a powerful hold on your own life? Do 
you think that sin might exert so powerful a force over us that sometimes we can’t even 
see it for what it is? 

2.  Paul fights among the Galatians against the powerful temptation to fall back on rigid 
legalistic systems of morality and law – on the sorts of nannies I discussed in the study. 
Who hasn’t felt from time to time that life would be much easier if someone, even God, 
just told us what to do and not do – specifically! Certainly, many Christians have tried 
mightily to turn the Bible into a book of such do’s and don’ts. But, of course, the Bible 
isn’t such a book at all. What are some legalistic systems, some nannies, that tempt us 
today? 

3.  In 5:13, Paul urges us to become slaves to another. We have been freed from slavery 
to the imprisoning power of sin so that we can become slaves to one another. We’ve 
traded one slavery for another! What do you think Paul means by “becoming slaves to 
one another”? What does this look like in practice? You might recall a point I’ve made 
many times in these studies – the best synonym for Christian love is sacrifice. As 
Richard Hays6 puts it: “. . . the new life in Christ is characterized by the dynamic reality 
of ‘faith working through love.’ Faith that is kindled by God will necessarily issue forth 
in action. The character of faith's action is defined by ‘the faith of the Son of God who 
loved me and gave himself for me’ (2:20). Thus love-empowered faith will manifest 
itself in sacrificial service for others (cf. 5:13-14).” 

Daily Bible Readings 
Before reading each passage, take a few minutes to get a sense of the context. Your study bible 

should help. Jot down a few questions that come to mind from your reading of the passage. 
Monday, Galatians 2:11-21  Christ, by his 
faithfulness, has freed us from the Law and we 
cannot go back. 

Tuesday, Galatians 3:1-5  The experience 
of the Spirit 

Wednesday, Galatians 3:6-18  From the 
beginning, the point was always faith. 

Thursday, Galatians 3:19-29  In Christ, 
we no longer need a nanny, i.e., the Law. 

Friday, Galatians 5:2-26  We are free to 
love! 

Weekly Joys and Concerns 

                                            
6from Hay’s commentary on Galatians in the New Interpreters Bible. 
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Scott’s 11:00 Class in Festival Hall 

For the next few weeks, we’ll be looking at an assortment of stories from 
the Old Testament, ranging from the weird to the poignant. 

July 3 – The Story of Religious Freedom in America 

Beginning next week: July 10 
The Culture Soup: hidden stories that shape our lives 

================================================ 

Scott’s Tuesday Lunchtime Class 
In God’s Time: The Bible and the Future 

We meet at 11:45 in room 127 every Tuesday. 
This week we continue our study of the End Times. We’ll wrap this study up in a 

few weeks. We will then move on to John’s gospel. 
Join us whenever you can. Bring a study Bible. 

================================================ 

Scott Engle is leading a trip to the Holy Land in the fall of 2011. 
There are still a few places open. 

In addition to Israel, we will visit the Pyramids, Ephesus, Athens, and Rome. It 
will be quite an experience. Dozens of St. Andrew members have already joined 

the trip. We hope you’ll join us. 

For more information, go to www.scottengle.org. 
You can also e-mail Scott at sengle@standrewumc.org. 


