Our Freedom in Christ #4

“From Legalism to Love”

Galatians 5:1-25

For nearly a century and a half, the Statue of Liberty has stood in New York Harbor as a symbol of freedom. Inscribed within the statue are these famous lines:

Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

We sing of America as “the land of the free” and “sweet land of liberty,” yet there are many among us who are anything but free. Human trafficking is the twenty-first century form of slavery. Others are similarly bound, embarrassed by shame, enslaved to sin, or encumbered by worry—they feel oppressed, trapped, and unable to break free. 

For nearly two thousand years, the cross of Jesus Christ has stood as a symbol of freedom as well. Jesus proclaimed in John 8:32, 36, “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free…. So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” And yet many—even those who follow Christ—would hardly describe their condition as “free.”

To such Christians Paul wrote in Galatians 5:1-6,

It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery. Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all. Again I declare to every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law. You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace. But by faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love. 

Over the past several weeks we have considered “Our Freedom in Christ” from a number of perspectives. This morning we close this study by examining our freedom from legalism to love.

The Folly of Legalism

Let’s begin with the folly of legalism. At first glance, legalism sounds like a very good thing, a noble thing to be commended. After all, it has the word “legal” in it, right? But it is anything but commendable, as we shall see.

Webster’s New World Dictionary offers two definitions of legalism:
1. strict, often too strict, and literal adherence to law
2. in theology, the doctrine of salvation by good works
The World Book Dictionary says, “Legalism is the strict adherence to law or prescription, especially to the letter of the law rather than the spirit.” Though the law of God is “holy and righteous and good” (Romans 7:12), trying to keep it in order to be accepted by God is unholy, unrighteous, and not good at all. Man was never designed nor expected to keep God’s commands on his own, nor was strict adherence to law ever God’s way of making man righteous. It has always been by faith. As one resource puts it, “Seeking to achieve right standing with God by religious performance would be like expecting a mirror to wash the dirt off your face. The purpose of the mirror is not to clean you, but to reveal the dirt. In the same way, ‘through the Law comes the knowledge of sin’ (Romans 3:20), not the power to remove it.”

The simplest statement of the gospel is found in 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.” Any time a person or church adds to that equation, they have crossed into legalism. In other words, faith in Jesus + anything else is no longer faith in Jesus, because any human standard of performance that we must attain or maintain in order to be saved negates the reality of faith. This is the mark of a cult.
Legalism claims that man can save himself by works—the keeping of laws and commandments. Grace acknowledges that man is incapable of saving himself, and trusts solely on what Christ has done for him. John Stott puts it this way:

To add circumcision is to lose Christ, to seek to be justified by the law is to fall from grace. You cannot have it both ways. It is impossible to receive Christ, thereby acknowledging that you cannot save yourself, and then receive circumcision, thereby claiming that you can. You have got to choose between a religion of law and a religion of grace, between Christ and circumcision. You cannot add circumcision (or anything else, for that matter) to Christ as necessary to salvation, because Christ is sufficient for salvation in Himself. If you add anything to Christ, you lose Christ. Salvation is in Christ alone by grace alone through faith alone.

Most of you are probably with me so far. We have the doctrine of salvation “by faith through grace and not of works” down pat. Yet many Christians—no doubt many of you—are still not free.

You see, there is such a thing as “Christian legalism.” What do I mean by that? Christian legalism is seeking to attain, gain, or maintain acceptance with God, or achieve spiritual growth, through a standard of performance. It says, “I am saved by grace through faith, but in order to please God I must do (or don’t do) this and that.” It always results in life lived in the energy of the flesh rather than in the power of the Spirit, because the burden of responsibility is on our behavior rather than on God’s enabling grace. It is the difference between “trying harder”…and trusting Him. It is also the difference between being led (by the Spirit) and being driven (by the flesh).

How would you respond to this statement: The Christian life is well summed-up as “trying hard to do what God commands”? Is that what the Christian life is all about—doing our best and trying hard to keep God’s commandments? A poll of Christians found that 57 percent of respondents strongly agreed to that statement and 25 percent somewhat agreed (for a total of 82 percent in agreement). There is only one problem with that statement’s summary of the Christian life: It is very wrong. 

Those same Christians were asked to respond to another statement: I feel like I don’t measure up to God’s expectations of me. How would you respond? The poll found that 28 percent strongly agreed and 30 percent more somewhat agreed. That means that 58 percent of Christians asked believe they don’t measure up to God’s expectations. Their attitude reflects the epitaph on the tombstone of a certain newspaper journalist: “I tried my best, but it wasn’t good enough.”

For most believers, apparently, the Christian life is much more about doing than being. For them this life involves a striving to avoid sin and do right more than pursuing an intimate, personal relationship with God.
 In so many words, Christian legalism says, “I do this or I don’t do that, and therefore I am pleasing God.” Or, “If only I could do this or not do that, I would be pleasing to God.”

How do I know if I am bound by the folly of legalism? See if one or more of these fruits of legalism have sprouted in your life:

· Shame: “I don’t feel like I’m a good Christian.”

· Guilt: “I don’t measure up to how God wants me to live.”

· Fear: “I’m afraid that God is going to judge me—maybe send me to Hell.”

· Pride: “I’m a strong Christian because I do these things and don’t do those things!”

Shame is the sense that you are the something that is wrong. Guilt is the sense that you have done something wrong. There is a place for shame and guilt, but all too often people wallow in false shame and false guilt spawned by legalism.
 Fear believes that God is scrutinizing my every move with a constant scowl of disapproval and thinking, “When will he ever get his act together?” 
 On the other hand, legalism results in pride when we say, “I do this or I don’t do that, and therefore I am pleasing God.”
 And that pride turns to judging others who don’t follow our rules. We show signs of legalism when we take our personal approach and try to cram it down the throats of others.

Legalism often manifests itself as perfectionism. In order to be acceptable, I must do everything perfectly, and if I don’t, then I’m a failure. In relation to others, I may be very competitive—I must not only do my best, but better than everyone else! Either way, it is legalism…and it is a miserable way to live.
Here’s where it gets tricky, though. Many things we “do for God” are good things, like memorizing Scripture or praying for others or evangelizing the lost. Nobody would ever deny that these are good things that Christians who are growing in their faith often do. So how do we distinguish legalism from legitimate acts of obedience to God?

Truth is that you might look at a legalist and a person walking in grace and at times not be able to tell them apart. They could very well be doing the exact same things. The difference lies not on the outside but on the inside, in the realm of motivation. Why is he or she doing it? Legalism is not based on what one does by why they do it (or not).
How do you know if this is true of you? One way is to ask yourself this: How do you react if you don’t do the things you feel you should do or need to be doing in order to be a “good Christian”? Do you feel condemned? Do you feel like a failure in God’s eyes? Are you driven to redouble your efforts in order to do better “next time”? Do you tend to evaluate your spirituality by how regularly you are keeping up with or measuring up to certain standards? Do you feel like God loves you more when you perform certain Christian practices? Do you seem to feel a disheartening sense of disapproval from Him when you don’t?
 If these are true for you, then you are bound in legalism…even though you have faith in the grace of God to save you. 
The Fact of Liberation

Let’s now turn to the fact of liberation. When Jesus said in John 8, “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free…. So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed”, He wasn’t talking about the feeling of freedom; He stated it as a fact.
Freedom is a subject to which Paul gives a good deal of attention. He uses the three Greek words for “freedom” a total of 28 times; in the rest of the New Testament the total is 13; it is Paul who, more than any other New Testament writer, insists on liberty. Christian freedom was not a side issue; it was at the heart of Christianity as Paul saw it.

Yet what does Paul mean by “freedom”? Certainly he taught that in Christ we are “free from the law,” meaning that we are freed from legalism—from the improper use of the law as a means of justification.
 We are also freed from Christian legalism—the idea that my spiritual maturity and status before God is based on my behavior and not on the finished work of Christ on the cross and the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit witinin me.

Christian liberty frees from from the results of Christian legalism as well. I am no longer weighed down by guilt and shame because I feel like I’m not measuring up to what I am supposed to be. Chuck Swindoll puts it this way: “[Christ] set us free so that we would live free…so we could enjoy the benefits of His salvation without guilt and without an accusing conscience.”
 We are freed from fear because our relationship is based on God’s love for us. Years ago a young boy was adopted after spending years in an orphanage. The first time he misbehaved he sobbed uncontrollably, even though his new parents hadn’t said or done anything to him. They asked why he was so upset and he said, “I’m afraid you’re going to send me back to the orphanage!”

We may cluck our tongues and say, “Bless his heart!” but are we not sometimes feeling the same way about God? When talking to some Christians about the prospects of Heaven beyond this life, I still hear some say, “Well, I hope I make it.” I want to ask, “What are you hoping for?” My guess is they’d reply, “I hope I’m good enough.” Tragic!

God the Father delights in our presence and deeply enjoys having fellowship with us. We are His precious children—and He wants us to come to Him out of love and desire, not out of obligation or duty. There are times when we open our Bibles or go to church or pray simply because it is right and good. Our feelings may take time to warm up and catch up. But when our lives become predominantly an exercise in trying to do good works in the desperate hope of somehow pleasing God, something is very wrong.
When our “want to’s” toward God fade and shift into “ought to’s” or “supposed to’s,” the joy is drained away. We come to see God as more like a boss or a heavenly principal than as the Father whose arms and heart are always wide open to us.
Jesus came that we might have life and might have it more abundantly. That is what He wants you to experience: not some kind of drudging, trudging religion, but a joy unspeakable—freedom! 
Perhaps you have felt like a spiritual failure, helpless to do better and hopeless to please God. Guilt and shame have hounded you on your spiritual journey to the point where you don’t know whether to work harder or just quit. You’ve probably tried both. And neither has worked. Maybe your Christian life is consumed with fear; you’re afraid that God is just waiting for you to step out of line so He can zap you. Or maybe you find yourself puffed up with pride—proud of what you do (or don’t do) and looking down on those who don’t have your same set of rules. It’s all legalism. And it’s all folly. The good news is that our liberation in Christ is a fact. God wants you to be free. He sent His Son to purchase your freedom. This freedom is for you.

The Freedom to Love

We’ve spent a lot of time this morning considering our freedom in Christ from legalism, but there is another side. We are not only freed from but also freed to. So what are we freed to do?

Christian liberty is not the same as license, the idea that we can live as we please regardless of what God says. Paul wrote in Romans 6:15, “Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace? By no means!” Freedom is not doing whatever I want whenever I want. That is just another form of bondage.

No, our freedom is Christ is freedom from legalism and freedom to love. Paul writes in Galatians 5:13-14, “You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love. The entire law is summed up in a single command: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’” The freedom for which Christ sets us free is the freedom to live a life of love in the power of the Holy Spirit.
 Earlier in the chapter we read in verse 6, “The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.”

Don’t misunderstand this: It is not that works of love are added to faith as a secondary ground of our acceptance with God (which would be a return to legalism), but that the faith that saves is a faith that works, a faith that issues in love.
 Paul is saying, in essence, “This is what matters—this kind of faith!” True, we are saved through faith not works; but faith is no mere intellectual conviction, as if we could do as we please so long as we believe properly.
 True faith operates in love for God and for others.

So as a Christian I can serve God not from a sense of shame or guilt or fear, but from a heart of love. I obey God not because I have to or because I ought to, but because I want to. I don’t have to be perfect. I don’t have to be better than anyone else. I don’t need to fear that God will disown me if I don’t follow the rules all the time. The same grace that saved me will bring me home.

Our freedom in Christ also allows us to enjoy the rights and the privileges of being out from under slavery and allowing others such freedom. It’s freedom to experience and enjoy a new kind of power that only Christ could bring. It is a freedom to become all that He meant me to be, regardless of how He leads others. I can be me—fully and freely. It is a freedom to know Him in an independent and personal way. And that freedom is then released to others so they can be who they are meant to be—different from me!

What a wonderful treasure our freedom in Christ is! We have been liberated from shame—from thinking, “I’m no good” to thinking, “I am a child of God, created in His image for whom Christ died!” We have been liberated from the guilt of sin, since Christ took all of my guilt and sin when He died on the cross, and the powerful addiction to sin, since the Holy Spirit of God lives within me, enabling me to resist temptation with the power that raised Christ from the dead! We have been liberated from fear and worry, for we know God’s promises and we know that He will keep His promises in the end. We have been liberated from pride, knowing that without Christ we can do nothing, and acknowledging that we are no better (or worse) than anyone else. We have been liberated from the pressure of making sure everything turns out alright for ourselves and for those we love, since we acknowledge that God is in control and He will take care of the things beyond our control.

“It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.”

Live free!

�Neil T. Anderson, Rich Miller, and Paul Travis, Grace That Breaks the Chains: Freedom from Guilt, Shame, and Trying Too Hard (Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, ©2014).


�John R. W. Stott, The Message of Galatians: Only One Way (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1968).


�Anderson, Miller, and Travis, op. cit.


�Anderson, Miller, and Travis, op. cit.


�Ibid.


�Ibid.


�Charles R. Swindoll, The Grace Awakening (Nashville: W Publishing Group, ©1990, 1996, 2003).


�Anderson, Miller, and Travis, op. cit.


�Ibid.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Ted Cunningham, Trophy Child: Saving Parents from Performance, Preparing Children for Something Greater than Themselves (Colorado Springs, CO: David C Cook, ©2012).


�Anderson, Miller, and Travis, op. cit.


�Leon Morris, Galatians: Paul’s Charter of Freedom (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1996).


�Ronald Y. K. Fung, The Epistle to the Galatians, The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1988).


�Charles R. Swindoll, “Freedom, Faith, Love, and Truth,” Galatians: A Letter of Liberation (audio recording) (Fullerton, CA: Insight For Living, ©1981).


�Anderson, Miller, and Travis, op. cit.


�John F. MacArthur, Jr., Galatians, MacArthur New Testament Commentaries (Chicago: Moody Press, ©1987).


�Stott, op. cit.


�James Montgomery Boice, “Galatians,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Volume 10: Romans Through Galatians (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1976).


�Swindoll, The Grace Awakening.





PAGE  
6

