
The Truth About Christian Freedom 
Galatians 5:13-16 

 
 
Galatians 5:13-16 (NASB)   For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not turn your freedom into an 

opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another. 14For the whole Law is fulfilled in one word, in 

the statement, "YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF." 15But if you bite and devour one another, take care 

lest you be consumed by one another. 16But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of 
the flesh.  
 
Dear Lord, I pray that we would not misconstrue the message of grace, and our freedom, into some kind of 
license for sin.  Help us to see in the flow of Your grace all the motivation and power we need to obey Your 
word and live upright lives, in spite the sinful nature alive in us.  Teach us, I pray, to celebrate our freedom, not 
by using it as a license to sin, but by willingly and freely submitting to the Holy Spirit and the word He has 
given us. 
 
You’ve probably heard the chief argument of those who do not believe that faith in the death of Christ is 
sufficient to save a person and keep them saved forever.  They say, “Well, if getting saved and staying saved  
doesn’t have anything to do with what you do, then I guess that means you can do whatever you want.”  Paul 
anticipates this argument and in verse 13 gives us the third exhortation or application of all he has taught 
them about justification by faith. 
 
Exhortation #1: Stop seeking to be justified by the law. 
Exhortation #2: Turn away from false teachers back to apostolic orthodoxy.   Adopt no other view! 
Exhortation #3: Don’t use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh 
 
In our passage today, we learn the truth about Christian freedom: 
 
Truth #1:  Freedom in Christ from the law is not the freedom to sin. 
 
Galatians 5:13 For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not turn your freedom into an opportunity for 
the flesh, 
 
Grace and justification by faith are criticized by people because it seems like a license to sin.  This is the big 
criticism of the doctrine of eternal security.  People argue “If God’s grace at salvation saves you permanently 
and you can’t lose your salvation or standing with God, then people can do anything they want and get away 
with it.”  Have you ever heard or thought like that? 
 
To the legalists of Paul’s day, the law was deemed necessary as a boundary to keep sinful people from sinning, 
and to make sure they performed the service and works they were supposed to perform.  Freedom from the 
law, therefore, seemed to be removing the boundaries and requirements and releasing the sinful nature to go 
its way without restraint.   
 
The law was an external system of restraining sin and motivating service to God.  Therefore, it was needed for 
sinful people to live righteous lives.  Without it, they simply wouldn’t live righteous lives.  That is why Paul 
addressed the argument earlier (Galatians 2:17) that justification by faith didn’t make Christ a minister of sin. 
 



Now, there were some in the first century who actually taught that God’s grace permitted Christians to live 
however they wanted.  Turn to the book of Jude, verse 4. 
 
Jude 1:4 For certain persons have crept in unnoticed, those who were long beforehand marked out for this 
condemnation, ungodly persons who turn the grace of our God into licentiousness and deny our only Master 
and Lord, Jesus Christ. (NASB)    
 
This was what Jews who misconstrued the law as a means of justification were afraid would be the natural 
outcome of the teaching of justification by faith.  But notice it was not Christians, filled with the Spirit, who 
advocated God’s grace as a license for sin.  It was ungodly, unconverted people who denied Christ who made 
those assertions.  
 
If you have un-regenerated men and women in the church who do not have the Spirit of God living in them, 
they will certainly see the gospel of grace as permission to sin all they want, and do nothing for God or His 
kingdom.   
 
Turn to Titus 2 and let’s learn what grace teaches those who have received it. 
 
Titus 2:11-14 (NIV)   For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. 12It teaches us to say 
"No" to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present 
age, 13while we wait for the blessed hope--the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, 
14who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very 
own, eager to do what is good.  
 
1 Peter 2:16 (NASB)   Act as free men, and do not use your freedom as a covering for evil, but use it as 
bondslaves of God.  
 
Romans 6:1-2 (NASB)   What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace might increase? 2May it 
never be! How shall we who died to sin still live in it?  
 
So, no doubt, this was a problem.  But Paul, nor Peter, saw it as a reason to back away from the teaching of 
salvation by grace through faith. 
 
Truth #2:  Freedom in Christ is the freedom to love others. 
 
Galatians 5:13 For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not turn your freedom into an opportunity for 
the flesh, but through love serve one another. For the whole law is fulfilled in one word (command), in the 
statement, “you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 
 
And go back to verse Galatians 5:6.  “For in Christ Jesus, circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything, but 
faith working through love.” 
 
Christian works are not motivated by consequences, loss of blessings and rewards, etc.  They are motivated by 
love. 
 
Take a look at this equation:  Faith in Christ’s work in our behalf => Christ’s imputed righteousness, freedom 
from the law and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit => love for Christ and others. 
 



In the context of a discussion on how justification by faith brings a certain hope and a persevering in faith, Paul 
says to the Roman Christians in Romans 5:5 “The love of God was poured out within our hearts through the 
Holy Spirit who was given to us.” 
 
John 14:12,15  “Truly, truly I say to you, he who believes in me, the works that I do, he will do also…If you love 
Me, you will keep my commandments. 
 
So again faith produces works.   
 
If you are of the mind to use God’s grace as a license for sin, you do not have God’s Spirit in you and you do 
not have saving faith.  Because clearly the bible teaches that saving faith produces the desire and the ability 
and the love that motivates us to love and serve God and others. 
 
Truth #3:  Freedom in Christ is steered and motivated internally by the Holy Spirit. 
 
Gal 5:16 But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the flesh.  
 
What the legalists failed to realize and understand is that when a person places their faith in Christ they 
receive the Holy Spirit.  This was the promise pictured in the Festival of First Fruits (Pentecost).  The promise 
had always been that following the Messiah would be a day when all God’s people would be filled and 
empowered by the Holy Spirit.   
 
Our restraint and power to love God, and thus obey God and love others rather than live and act in self-
interest (flesh), comes from God living within us.  Not from a set of boundaries and requirements outside of 
us.   
 
To the Philippian church:  
Phil 2:12-13 So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much 
more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you to will 
and to do his good pleasure  
 
To the Colossian church:  
Col 1:27 It is Christ in us that is the hope of glory.   
 
What is a more effective restraint against sin?  And what is a more effective motivation for obedience and 
Christian service? 
 

a) A set of external rules and consequences, or 
b) The person of Christ Himself living inside of me   

 
Let me illustrate it this way.  Who is more apt to exercise regularly? 
 

a) The person who hates it, but knows it’s good for them and that they should do it, or 
b) The person who enjoys it, and knows it’s good for them and that they should do it 

 
Obeying and serving God is a want and a joy and a desire within the person who has God’s Spirit.  But for the 
person who doesn’t, it’s drudgery that goes against everything inside them.  Without the Spirit the fleshly 
sinful nature has no competition, and external rules cannot win.  But with the Holy Spirit, the power of the 



flesh is broken and the Christian is liberated to act in accord with the will of God and in service to others;  
whereas prior to that we are bound in our self-interest and powerless over our flesh. 
 
Here are some handy CR’s to look at: 
 
2 Corinthians 5:14-17 (particularly v. 17)  “Therefore if any man is in Christ, he is a new creature; the old things 
passed away; behold, new things have come.” 
 
Romans 6:1-7 (particularly v. 6-7)   “knowing this, that our old self was crucified with Him, that our body of sin 
might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin; 7for he who has died is freed from sin.”  
 
Galatians 2:20 (NASB)   "I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; 
and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me, and delivered Himself 
up for me.  
 
Conclusion: 
 
 



The Truth About Christian Freedom 
 

Individual Preparation 
Have you ever heard a thought like this:  “If, because of our faith in Christ, God 
has forgiven us of all sin - past, present and future - then this means I can sin all 
I want and I’m still going to heaven.” 
 
This is what Paul and Jude call turning God’s grace into a license to sin.  Those 
who are more man-centered in their theology of salvation tend to think that 
there must be a safeguard against this sort of thing.  And they tend to want to 
diminish God’s grace by making our standing with God in some way dependent 
upon our performance. 
 
It seems to them that it is impossible for God’s grace to so utterly transform a 
person such that they would choose not to sin, even though they are wholly 
forgiven and eternally secure. 
 
This week’s lesson is about the true nature of the Christian’s freedom that 
arises after having been redeemed and freed by Christ.  Now read Galatians 
5:13-16, but before doing so, stop and pray for God’s Spirit to open His words 
to you. 
 
Paul anticipates the Judaizers’ arguments against faith alone.  He knows they 
have already planted this thought in the Galatians mind: “If what Paul teaches 
about salvation is true (grace through faith = permanent justification), then a 
child of God would be able to sin all they want without consequence. 
 
This reasoning makes sense at first, but it leaves out several critical truths.  
Namely the presence of the Holy Spirit that immediately indwells the believer.  
They forget about the temporary consequence of sin that come upon us, 
regardless of being forgiven. 
 
For example: If after I become a Christian I get drunk and kill someone due to 
drinking and driving, I will have consequences to face even though it doesn’t 
change my status with God.  Salvation by grace through faith, resulting in 
permanent justification, doesn’t mean that sin has no consequence.  It just 
means that sin doesn’t change my status with God. 
 
The gospel is good news, remember!  Nevertheless, beyond the intrinsic 
consequences that motivate us not to sin, the biggest oversight critics of God’s 
grace make is that they lose sight that the believer is “a new creation.”     
Paul speaks of this later in Galatians 6:15, and earlier in Galatians 2:20 (and also 
in 2 Corinthians 5:17).  If we were merely our old selves with a new status, then 
we might use God’s grace as a license for sin.  But we are new creations.  We 



have new desires that we didn’t have before.  We have a new nature that is 
now more powerful than the old nature, which clings on.  But because we are a 
new creation, we have hope and power. 
 

Small Group Study and Interaction 
 
Open with Prayer: 
 
Icebreaker Discussion: Think of an example of something you do or don’t do 
that is motivated by an external law or rule, and if it were not for the rule and 
consequence you would not abide. 
 
 
Think of something you do that is motivated by an internal desire and requires 
no threat, consequence or rule enforced by outside forces. 
 
 
 
Which of these is more a demonstration of freedom:  that which you need no 
external motivation for, or that which you do need external motivation for? 
 
 
 
Scripture Exercise: Read the following passage aloud as a group, and work 
together on the observations below: 
 
Galatians 5:13-16 (NASB)   For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do 
not turn your freedom into an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve 

one another. 14For the whole Law is fulfilled in one word, in the statement, 

"YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF." 15But if you bite and devour one 

another, take care lest you be consumed by one another. 16But I say, walk by 
the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the flesh.  
 
What do you learn about the believer to whom Paul is speaking in v. 15? 
 
 
What were they called to not to be characterized by? 
v. 13 
v. 15 
 
What was their freedom designed to produce? 
v. 13 
v. 16 



 
Who is it that the believers have, which will enable them to have victory over 
the flesh? 
 
 
Discussion Exercise 1:  What happens inside of you when you either willfully 
sin, or when you realize you have acted very fleshly? 
 
 
Discussion Exercise 2: To whom should we attribute the conviction we feel 
when we sin?  Who is living in us now, that didn’t before we were freed?  
 
 
 
 
Scripture Exercise 2: Look up Hebrews 12:3-11 and answer the following 
questions: 
 
1: Who does the Father discipline? 
 
2: Is discipline (i.e. conviction, consequences) an indication of being in or out of 
relationship with God? 
 
3: What is the result of the Father’s discipline according to v. 11?  
 
Discussion Exercise 3: If a person who claims to be a Christian is living in sin 
without any sense of conviction, remorse, or heaviness about it, what does this 
passage teach us is likely true about this individual? 
 
 
So who is more likely to consider “grace” a license for sin: God’s true sons or 
illegitimate sons (people who purport to be Christian, but are not), and why? 
 
 
 
 
Prayer Exercise: Consider sharing an area in your life where you need the 
Spirit’s power in order to not carry out the desires of the flesh.  Pray for one 
another about these things.  


