
Standing Firm in Freedom 
Galatians 5:1-6 

 

Galatians 5:1-6 It was for freedom that Christ set us free; therefore keep standing firm and do not be subject 
again to a yoke of slavery. 2Behold I, Paul, say to you that if you receive circumcision, Christ will be of no 
benefit to you. 3And I testify again to every man who receives circumcision, that he is under obligation to keep 
the whole Law. 4You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen 
from grace. 5For we through the Spirit, by faith, are waiting for the hope of righteousness. 6For in Christ Jesus 
neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything, but faith working through love. (NASB)    
 
You’ll all be happy to know that the message today really is not so much about circumcision as you might think 
from the reading of the text.  I thought about all kinds of different titles for today, like “Keep that knife away 
from me?” something like that.  But as most of you know by now, in the biblical context the subject of 
circumcision, especially in the Apostle Paul’s writing, is synonymous for attempting to achieve a righteous 
state with God by works of the Law. 
 
More on that later.  Chapter 5 of Galatians marks the beginning of the concluding section of the book.  It is the 
application section of the book.  In other words, it’s the “how then should we live” section.   So it is the 
practical section of the book.  And he starts this section with a stop sign on some things.   
 
These believers are in danger of becoming like the Pharisees that Jesus said are whitewashed tombs, 
sepulchers full of dead men’s bones.  What was he talking about?  The Pharisees drank from a religious cistern 
of polluted and distorted doctrine and consequently they grossly misapplied the law.  They twisted Scripture 
and so their application produced a twisted and spiritually lethal religious system.  It killed their spiritual life 
rather than breathed life into them.   
 
Matthew 23:25-28 (NASB)   "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the 

cup and of the dish, but inside they are full of robbery and self-indulgence. 26"You blind Pharisee, first clean 

the inside of the cup and of the dish, so that the outside of it may become clean also. 27"Woe to you, scribes 
and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which on the outside appear beautiful, but 

inside they are full of dead men's bones and all uncleanness. 28"Even so you too outwardly appear righteous to 
men, but inwardly you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness.  
 
You see, there is a kind of religion that leads to death, and another that leads to life.  Paul had been one of 
those Pharisees of whom Jesus described so vividly as the walking dead.  His righteousness had been skin deep 
and he was wicked to the core, all the while appearing to be righteous in man’s sight. 
 
In this letter Paul has exposed this type of life-killing righteousness by works as heresy. He has declared the 
good news of righteousness by faith as the true Gospel.  And he concludes by exhorting them in how to live 
out the truth of the Gospel.  
 
What you believe dictates how you live.  And in Chapters 5-6 he is outlining the kind of living that arises out of 
justification by faith.  It answers the question of “How then should we live?”  And he starts with the negative 
exhortations.   
 
Christian man or woman.  Teenager.  We are about to get some very specific direction on how to keep out of 
the spiritual graveyard.  You and I have a tremendous propensity toward things that will slowly strangle the 
life out of our Christian walk.  Graves have been dug for you to fall into.  And they are disguised and attractive.  



They feed our ego, they feed our curiosity to have our ears tickled with what we want to hear.  They promise 
to make you feel good, but in the end they bury you in a grave of lifeless religion, steal your freedom, damage 
your testimony, and to deplete your joy. 
 
Satan knows he can’t take you back from Christ, but he can certainly kill your joy and effectiveness as a 
Christian.  So let’s listen up and learn what not to do and what to do over these next several weeks to keep us 
out of the grave and living the spirit-filled life that Christ set us free to live. 
 
Exhortation #1: Stop trying to work your way into righteousness. 
 
When Paul says “do not be subject again to a yoke of slavery” and the follows it with warnings about receiving 
circumcision, he is saying don’t go back to trying to earn righteousness by keeping the Law.   
 
We learned from Chapter 3 that the Law was not intended to make anyone righteous.  We’ve learned from 
Chapter 4 that Christ redeemed and freed the Galatians from the futility of trying to justify themselves by 
works of the Law.  And that they have already been “clothed” with Christ’s righteousness, right?   
 
So the question is “What do you need circumcision for?”  
 
Let’s notice the consequences of a Christian, who has been justified by faith, trying to supplement the 
righteousness Christ has given them with a sort of self-derived righteousness. 
 
Consequence 1) You forfeit the benefits that Christ avails to you. 
 
Galatians 5:2 “Behold I say to you that if you receive circumcision Christ will be of no benefit to you.”   
 
Let’s go back to the Butterfly and Catapillar example.  If a Butterfly is convinced to live like a caterpillar he no 
longer benefits from his wings.  He still has them but he has no benefit from the wings. 
 
When a Christian man who has been justified by faith in Christ turns starts seeking a justification by works he 
or she no longer benefits by Justification by faith.   

 You are right with God but you working for it just in case 

 You have eternal life but your working for it as though you don’t 

 You have the Holy Spirit but your walking in your effort instead of by his power 
 
And Satan just laughs at us.  Because he has in effect temporarily stolen from us what is ours merely by 
deceiving us into thinking we don’t have what we do have.    
 
This constitutes a “fall from grace” into law.   
 
Consequence 2) You obligate yourself to a life of unattainable perfection.  
 
Galatians 5:3 “every man who receives circumcision, is under obligation to keep the whole law.”    
 
Here he takes it a step further. If you start down the road of self-made righteousness, you can’t stop with 
circumcision.  You obligate yourself to keep the whole law.  If you go the route of adding to what Christ has 
done, there is no end to that road.   
 



Think of it like this: If you come to belief that faith in what Christ has done is not enough to put you at peace 
with God and rightly relate you to him such that you think you have add to it when will you ever reach a place 
of peace?   What will be enough?   
 
Satan will have gotten you on a religious treadmill to nowhere.  And you can never stop.  You can never rest. 
 
….And Satan laughs  why?  Because he has you in the grave and buried and fully occupied with meaningless 
human effort for your self rather than free, spirit led, spirit driven, spirit empowered joy filled service to Christ 
and his kingdom. 
 
Consequence #3)  You have been severed from Christ --  fallen from grace. 
 
Galatians 5:4 You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by the law, you have 
fallen from grace.” 
 
Now this is one of the challenging statements in scripture that causes many people a good deal of concern.  
What does he mean by “severed from Christ” and “fallen from grace?”  Let’s talk about that phrase “severed 
from Christ.” 
 
It is passive.  It is something that happens to the Christian who is seeking to be justified by the law.  Who does 
the severing?  What brings this about?  Who are the ones telling them they need to be circumcised?  The 
Judaizers, right?  The Judiazers and their teaching diminished the cross and was getting them to depend upon 
themselves rather than Christ.  It is they who are doing the severing.  And this is why at the end of Chapter 4 
he tells them to get away from them, and in the next section gives warnings about listening to false teachers. 
(v7-12) 
 
Now the NIV chooses a different English word to translate this – “alienated from Christ”  It could be that the 
American connotation of the English word “severed” stretches the meaning of the Greek word a bit too far.  
Anyway let’s consider two options of how to interpret this verse: 
 
Option 1)  Many people think this means that a person can lose their salvation.  Admittedly “severed from 
Christ” sounds pretty much like that.  And if it does, it means that any time we fall into the trap of trying to 
work our way into favor that we lose our salvation.  Taking it this way would mean that I believe simply by 
adding religious works to my faith in Christ, I forfeit the righteousness of Christ that I was clothed with when I 
believed, and have become unjustified.  In addition, it means that the Holy Spirit departs from me (because he 
only indwells believers).  
 
Romans 8:9 (NASB)   However, you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God dwells in you. 
But if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Him.  
 
Consequently, someone who gets duped by doctrinal error because of biblical ignorance has unknowingly 
become lost. 
 
I don’t think he is saying that.  Why? Four quick reasons: 

1) Because he doesn’t tell them what to do to fix it, nor does he tell them they are beyond remedy.  No 
direction about being resaved, rejustified, and re-baptized by the Holy Spirit. 

2) The bible no place ever talks about unjustification.  Romans 8:30 says “those whom He justified He has 
also glorified.”  The bible speaks of your future glorification as though it is a past-tense completed act 
that accompanies Christ justifying us in response to our faith. 



3) If justification is a work of God that man can’t do for himself, then God would have to unjustify him.  If 
man can undo what God has done, then man is God and God is not. 

4) The Holy Spirit is the guarantee of the completion of our redemption.  Ephesians 1:13-14 “In Christ, 
you also, after listening to the message of the truth, having also believed, you were sealed in Him with 
the Holy Spirit of promise, who is given as a pledge (guarantee, down payment) of our inheritance.”   
The spirit never leaves the believer.   
 

Option 2) Severed from Christ = a change in Mode of Operation.   
 
First of all he says this of whom?  Those who have been justified by faith but are now “seeking to be justified 
by law”.   
 
He uses two phrases to describe what has taken place as a result of the change of MO: 

 Severed(alienated) from Christ and 

 Fallen from Grace 
 
They have shifted from a MO of Christ is all in all to Christ is not 
They have shifted or fallen from an MO of Grace to an MO of works of law.   
 
In other words, the person who is seeking justification by law has shifted away from relationship into religion. 
 
This has a terrible effect on our relationship with Christ.  If I get sucked into this I will no longer relate to him 
the way I once did.  If I come to believe that there is a unbelievable list of things which I must do to earn his 
love, acceptance, there is now a wall between me and him that I must scale.  From this point on all attention 
goes to me scaling the wall instead of simply walking with Christ because the wall of sin has already been 
scaled by Him. 
 
Severed from Christ I believe should be understood like this – The Judaizers were trying to insert between the 
Galatians and Christ a wall called the Law.  And Paul is telling them if you accept this from them you will no 
longer be walking with Christ you will be working to get to Christ. 
 
When the truth is you are already sons of God, heirs of promised, justified and clothed in Christ.  Don’t buy the 
bull! 
 
Let’s close with a look at verse 5 now.  Here is where he says what it looks like for people to live out their 
belief that we are justified by faith and not works.   
 
Galatians 5:4-5  You have been severed from Christ, YOU who are seeking to be justified by the law, you have 
fallen from grace.” -----For WE (Paul and his companions) through the Spirit, by faith are waiting for the hope 
of righteousness.   
 
In other words, when it comes to righteousness being realized faith looks like waiting not working.  WAITING 
NOT WORKING!  Lets those words sink in.  WAITING NOT WORKING! 
 
We have to choose whether or not we will “Through the spirit, by faith wait for the hope of righteousness” or 
“through the flesh, by the law, work of righteousness.” 
 
The best question at this point is why do we have to wait for something we supposedly already have.  Haven’t 
we already been made righteous?  Yes and No.  



 
 
Justification by Faith is declared, imputed status but it has to be brought to reality through the work of the 
Spirit.  This is what sanctification is.  It is reality catching up with what has been declared. 
 
When a person puts their faith in Christ they are declared righteous and the Spirit comes into us and begins his 
work of sanctification that continues until we are what we have been declared to be. 
 
Phil 1:6 He who began a good work in you will complete it until the day of Christ.  
 
Hebrews 10:14 For by one offering He has perfected for all time those who are being sanctified.  
 
Our righteous is completed so far as God is concerned from the standpoint of heaven.  But from the 
standpoint of earth God is completing what he began. 
 
And hearing by faith starts it and from that point on in cooperation with the Spirit we also in faith are waiting 
for the hope of righteousness. 
 
So this brings us full circle.  If you are adding to what Christ has done to try make yourself righteous: Stop It.  
Its unnecessary. 
 
There is a place for works but its not for justifying yourself before God.  We needed faith for God to start it and 
we need faith in God to finish it. 
 
So again the good news of the gospel - Christ left heaven and lived the perfect life for you so that by faith in 
Him you could have the life He intended.  Full faith and confidence in His work on the cross in your behalf 
brings you forgiveness of your sin and clothes you with righteousness from God and brings the spirit and his 
work of forming Christ in us until we see him face to face. 
 
It all starts with faith in this message and person of Christ. 
 



Standing Firm in Freedom 
Galatians 5:1-6 

 
Individual Preparation 

Many of us who have walked with Christ for some time have seen great 
examples of faithful Christian men and woman who have walked with 
God for many years.  But we have also seen others whose faith walk has 
all but vanished.  One day they were active and involved in the body of 
Christ, active in fellowship, learning, worshipping, giving, and serving, 
and then pretty soon all their spiritual energy has evaporated.  They no 
longer worship, fellowship, study scripture, or serve in kingdom work.  
Whatever there was to their spiritual journey has been placed in park.  
What happened? 
 
Well, I suppose it varies from person to person.  But it seems that Paul is 
very concerned about this sort of thing in the opening verses of Galatians 
5.  Paul knows where spiritual legalism is going to take his children of the 
faith if something doesn’t stop them in their tracks.  They are headed 
back into spiritual slavery, and he is raising a great big red flag in the text 
you are about to read.  But before you read it, say a prayer for your own 
Christian pilgrimage and your relationship with God.  Can you ask God to 
help you joyfully, gladly, and faithfully serve Him throughout all your life?   
 
Now read Galatians 5:1-6, keeping in mind that when referring to 
circumcision Paul is talking about moving towards a fleshly works-
oriented relationship with God.  And note v. 6. 
 
Write down the two commands in v. 1. 
 
1. 
 
 
2. 
 
 
What does v. 2 say about Christians who seek to relate to God by 
observance to the law? 
 
 
 
What is the future like for those who succumb to circumcision, and what 
impact do you think that will have on their Christian life as they try to do 
what Paul says they will have to do? 
 



Vs. 4 is where we find out what is wrong with them giving in to receiving 
circumcision.  He says they are “seeking to be justified by the law”.  
Those of us who have been justified by faith in Christ are operating in a 
M-O of grace.  But if we turn toward seeking to be justified by the law, we 
are moving away from both Christ and from His grace.  You cannot 
depend upon Christ and yourself.  It’s one or the other.  It constitutes a 
falling from grace, if you will, and many of us can slip into this law 
approach without even realizing it. 



Small Group Interaction 
 
Icebreaker Discussion: What happens to a person’s relationship with 
God (being) when a Christian gets very over-committed in ministry and 
church type “doings”?   
 
 
 
 
 
Prayer Exercise: Pray together as a group that you can all learn to “be” 
in Christ first and foremost, and allow the “doing” in Christ to flow out of 
the being. 
 
 
 
Scripture Exercise: Read Galatians 5:1-6.  What “do” does Paul refer to 
as “seeking to be justified by the law?”   
 
In the previous passage (4:21-31) Paul spoke of those seeking to be 
justified by the law as walking according to the flesh (doing) vs. 
according the Spirit (being).  So if circumcision is done in order to be 
justified before God, it is a work of the flesh.  But in Galatians 5:6, how 
does he describe the kind of “working” or “doing” that is important? 
 
 
 
 
 Discussion Exercise 2: What does this tell us about the place of works 
in the Christian’s life? 
 
 
 
 
 
Fill in the following blanks with the words: works, relationship, faith, 
enslaves.  You’ll use three of the four words in each sentence. 
 
Justification by Faith:  
_____________ is a means of ________________ and produces 

____________. 

 
 
Justification by Works: 
 ______________ is a means of ____________ and ______________. 



Discussion Exercise 3: What works do Christians (rather than Jews) 
tend to fall into believing are a means of relationship with God and 
eternal life? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
With the study of Galatians as a whole in mind and the key controversy 
over justification by faith vs. works, how might you answer the person 
who suggests vs. 4 means that a person can lose their salvation? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Prayer and Sharing Time: Have each person briefly share their high 
and low of the week and pray/rejoice for one another accordingly. 


