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Freedom.  We all want it, but what is it?  Really, how do you define it?  First 

century BCE Roman statesmen Marcus Cicero defined it as “the power 

to live as one wishes” and I think most of us would accept that as at least 

a working definition.    

As child growing up, I’m sure, like me, you said something like, “I can’t wait 

to grow up to be free to do what I want to do and not have parents, 

teachers, and adults tell me what to do.” 

Of course, as adults we all found that freedom has its limitations.  You are 

not exactly free to come and go at your job if you want to stay employed.  

You are not exactly free to play music really loud at two in the morning 

in an apartment building—or at least you shouldn’t be. 

And there are different kinds of freedom, such as political freedom.  Our 

country, in particular, was founded on freedom from tyranny.  Today we 

have a lot debate and court cases on just what we are free to do or not 

and who gets to decide and how, with people questioning what is 

freedom and what is tyranny on the issues. 

These are challenging topics, but in these debates, I am reminded of 

Abraham Lincoln’s quote that “Those who deny freedom to others 

deserve it not for themselves.” 

And as author and speaker Matthew Kelly says, “Freedom is not the ability 

to do whatever you want.  Freedom is the strength of character to do 

what is good, true, noble, and right.  Freedom without discipline is 

impossible.”   

Because in reality the freedom to do *anything* that *you* want to do 

irrespective of anyone else is self-indulgent.  No one is an island.  We 

are a society, a community, whether we want to be or not. 
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So, we have laws to try to provide some order—with mixed results.  The fact 

that we still have conflict shows us the limitation of the law.   

In an analogous context this is what the Apostle Paul is saying in today’s 

passage in chapter five from his epistle to the Galatians. 

In the first verse Paul says, “For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, 

therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.” 

Here Paul is referring to following the Mosaic Law as a “yoke of slavery.”  

Earlier in chapter three we hear how teachers in the church have claimed 

that the law is the vehicle of God’s Spirit [3:1-5].   

According to Paul, the law has another function—to point out 

transgressions [3:19]. If the law could have been created that 

guaranteed life, then God would have created that law [3:21].  

To submit to the “yoke of slavery” [5:1] is to return to a system in which one 

places trust in obedience to the law.  And that is a mistake.   

For Paul the law is a guide in the darkness, a path toward justice in the 

“present evil age” [1:4].  But the holy, just, and good law [Romans 7:12]  

cannot defeat the power of sin.  

To trust in the law to do so is misguided. Sin has tarnished all—even God’s 

good creation.  The realm of the Spirit, though, is the realm of God’s 

new creation. It is the inbreaking of God’s reign into life in the present.  

If we take the route of the law, Paul says we have to keep the whole law. 

And since the path of righteousness laid out by the law and the path of 

righteousness laid out by Christ are mutually exclusive, we cannot travel 

on both.  So we are to choose freedom in Christ. 

Paul sets the parameters to this freedom in verse 13 saying, “For you were 

called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as 
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an opportunity for self-indulgence [Greek sarx, “the flesh”], but through 

love become slaves to one another.” 

We just got through throwing off the “yoke of slavery” and now in our 

“freedom” we are to become “slaves” to one another?  The answer is yes.   

For freedom from the requirements of the law does not constitute an 

“anything goes” freedom; it still has constraints. The constraints are the 

responsibility and commitment to the welfare of others in the 

community, even above ourselves, just as Christ did for us. 

Paul underscores that in verse 14 by quoting Leviticus 19:18 saying, “For 

the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself.’” 

The word translated “summed up” [peplērōtai] could also be translated 

“fulfilled.” Quite possibly Paul intends both meanings here. 

And “you” would be a singular “you.”  Not a generic, all of you as a group, 

but each of you, each one of you (and me). Love your particular 

neighbor. 

Christ frees us not only from the law, but from the sinful self. Freed from 

self, we are free to serve the neighbor, to “become slaves to one another” 

through love.  

To serve “through love” means that serving is done not to meet the 

demands of the law or even to feel good about ourselves. It is completely 

focused on the needs of the neighbor. 

Through Christ, we have been set free to serve one another in love. Though 

Paul’s metaphorical use of slavery is jarring, there is truth behind the 

metaphor. The cross teaches us what love looks like, and the work of 

God’s Spirit in us is the only way that we are ever going to be free from 
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our own selfishness to exhibit a fraction of that kind of love toward 

anyone—let alone people whom we do not like. 

Paul goes on in the passage to say, “Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not 

gratify the desires of the flesh.”  He then rattles off some “works of the 

flesh”, including “strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions.”   

Instead of this destructive fleshly focus, Paul advises a Spirit-focused life. 

The two are mutually exclusive. The flesh has its desires and the Spirit 

has other ones. 

Interestingly it is not a contrast between passion and no passion, but 

different kinds of passion.  As Paul says in verse 22 and 23, “By contrast, 

the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 

faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. 

Note that love heads the list of the fruit — not fruits.  Because while the 

“flesh” results in a plurality of works, God’s Holy Spirit generates a 

singular fruit. Love is not one “virtue” or “ideal” among others, but is 

the care for others expressed in concrete acts of unselfishness, the 

mainspring of all the other activities. 

We do the baptism today not out of obedience to the law, but as an act of 

love and blessing that child may be raised and nurtured with the fruit of 

the Spirit.  

For to be chosen by God for freedom, to have been freed by Christ is to have 

been freed from the dire results of life lived apart from God. It is also a 

call into freedom that in some ways mirrors God’s own, that is a 

freedom dedicated to serving others in love. 

This power, God’s own Spirit, has become available to women and men 

alike, to slave and free, Jew and Greek as we saw in the reading from 
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last week. It is this new life that Paul urges believers to claim. Do not 

look back to a world where supervision was necessary because we could 

not walk by the Spirit. Embrace your freedom to reject those values and 

ways. Live for one another, as God has lived for you. 

As today’s passage closes, “If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by 

the Spirit.”  Therein, lies our freedom. 

In the name of the God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.  

Amen.  

 


