
Galatians 5a  

What has Christ set us free from (v. 1)? From the yoke of slavery (to the Mosaic Law). The Judaizers/false 
teachers/legalists were telling the Galatian, Christian, Gentile readers that they needed to submit to circumcision to 
be truly acceptable to God. Circumcision to Paul was not a surgical operation, nor merely a religious observance.  It 
represented a system of salvation by good works. It declared a gospel of human effort apart from divine grace.1 If 
circumcision were made necessary for salvation, the whole grace system would fail. 

Today people live in the headlong pursuit of “freedom,” which they think of as doing whatever they want to do, and 
never denying any desire. This is a kind of false freedom.  True freedom is freedom from the tyranny of having to 
earn our own way to God, freedom from sin and guilt and condemnation, freedom from the penalty and the power 
and eventually from the presence of sin. These are the freedoms that Christ has set us free for (v. 1).  

What does Paul mean to stand firm/fast (v. 1)? Now that you have been delivered from slavery into grace, don’t 
regress to the point of becoming entangled in slavery to the Mosaic Law where you just came from.  

What point is Paul making about circumcision (v. 2)? For a Galatian to undergo circumcision – meant that he no 
longer trusted in Jesus as His righteousness but instead trusted in himself to keep the Law. So, Paul said “Christ will 
be of no value to you at all.” How tragic! Jesus, dying on the cross, pouring out His blood, His life, His soul, His agony, 
His love for us – and it will be of no value to you! When we embrace the law, we must let go of Jesus.  

What would be the consequence of being circumcised (v. 3)? The Galatians would be obligating themselves to 
obey the whole Mosaic Law—if they allowed the false teachers to circumcise them.2 The Old Testament is a unit: 
submission to it cannot be selective. It’s not like a smorgasbord where you can pick off the easy commandments 
that you like and reject the others. 

No amount of obedience makes up for one act of disobedience; if you are pulled over for speeding, it will do no 
good to protest that you are a faithful husband, a good taxpayer, and have obeyed the speed limit many times. All of 
that is irrelevant. You have still broken the speeding law and are guilty under it. 

Paul was speaking to the Gentile Christians among the Galatians, who were being drawn to circumcision as adults, 
as the “first step” to salvation according to the Judaizers. Paul didn’t care one way or another about circumcision 
(Galatians 5:6). What he detested was the theology of circumcision as presented by these legalists. 

What is a further consequence of trying to be saved by obeying the Law (v. 4)? We depart from Jesus and His 
grace. We have placed ourselves outside the scope of divine favor because gaining God’s favor by observing the law 
and receiving His favor by grace are mutually exclusive (2 Peter 3:17). They would be leaving the Grace system for 
the Mosaic Law system.  

What did Paul encourage the Galatians to do (v. 5)? To eagerly wait for righteousness by faith; not trying 
to earn it by performing good works. Note that Paul uses the pronoun “we” in this verse referring to true Christians 
whereas in verse 4 he uses the pronoun “you” when describing those who seek justification by works of the Law.3  

“The righteousness for which we hope” is a reference to God’s final verdict of “not guilty,” but is also now reckoned 
to the believer by faith and by the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit as the  believer yields himself to Him. 

Notice that it does not say that the Christian hopes for righteousness; he already has a right standing before God 
through Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 5:21). But he waits for the moment when he will be completely righteous in 
himself which is a heavenly, glorified state.4  

How does Paul conclude the circumcision debate (v. 6)? The Galatians believers know that being circumcised 
or uncircumcised means nothing. The only harm is trusting in something that is completely irrelevant. What really 
matters is faith expressing itself through acts of love, both of which were conspicuously absent in the legalists. God 
is not interested in rituals but in the reality of a godly life. 

How did Paul depict their Christian life (v. 7)? He likened it to a race. How were they doing in the race? They 
may have started well but they were still in danger of falling from grace. 
 
Who cut in on them as they were running (v. 8)?  Not Jesus! The Judaizers/false teachers/legalists had cut in on 
(hindered) Paul's readers as they ran the Christian race which caused them to break stride and stumble. 
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What is the warning of v. 9? The corrupting influence of legalism and other doctrines that diminish Jesus are 
like leaven in a lump of dough. A little bit will soon corrupt the whole lump. Their legalistic desire right now may be 
small, but it is so dangerous that it can corrupt everything with which it comes in contact. 

How does Paul leave the confrontation on a positive, encouraging note (v. 10)?  Paul expressed 
his confidence in the Galatians (which was really a confidence in the Lord who is able to keep them) that they 
would not follow the false teaching of the Judaizers but would continue to run the race well. At the same time, Paul 
was equally confident that judgment awaits those who lead them astray and away from Jesus.  

What point does Paul make as he returns to the subject of circumcision (v. 11)? Paul makes it clear that prior 
to his conversion he had zealously advocated circumcision but now he no longer preaches the necessity 
of circumcision. The fact that he is persecuted by the legalists is evidence enough of this.  

Legalism can’t handle the offense of the cross. The whole point of Jesus dying on the cross was to say, “You can’t 
save yourself. I must die in your place or you have absolutely no hope at all.” The legalists rejected that thought. 
When we trust in legalism, we believe that we can, at least in part, save ourselves. This takes away the offense of 
the cross, which should always offend the nature of fallen man. In this sense, the offense of the cross is really 
the glory of the cross, and legalism takes this glory away. 

What is Paul’s wish for the Judaizers (v. 12)? The Judaizers had gone too far with circumcision. Paul's wish, that 
the Judaizers who were so keen on circumcision "would even mutilate (i.e. castrate) themselves," reflects his deep 
feelings about the seriousness of their heresy (Philippians 3:2).5  

Sacred castration was known to citizens of the ancient world; it was frequently practiced by pagan priests of the 
cults in the region of Galatia. Paul’s idea here is something like this: “If cutting will make you righteous, why don’t 
you do like the pagan priests, go all the way and castrate yourself?” Morris rightly observes, “This was a dreadful 
thing to wish, but then the teaching on circumcision was a dreadful thing to inflict on young Christians.” 

What points does Paul make about freedom (v. 13)?  Paul has made the point over and over again – the 
Christian life is a life of freedom. Jesus came to set the captives free, not to keep them in bondage or put them in 
bondage all over again. Love is seen as the motive of all Christian behavior whereas under Law, the motive is fear 
of punishment. It is worth asking if people see us as people of freedom and liberty. Often, Christians are seen as 
people more bound up and hung up than anyone else. 

The great fear of the legalists is that freedom will be used as an opportunity to indulge the sinful nature. The idea is 
that people will just go out and sin as they please, then say to a spineless God, “I’m sorry, please forgive me,” and 
then go on doing whatever they want again. Paul recognized the danger of this attitude, so he warned against it 
here. Freedom is not license to sin but freedom to serve God and each other in love with pure motives. 

How does Paul conclude his message on serving (v. 14)? By using the example of the second of the great 
commandment (Leviticus 19:18). It’s as if Paul addressed the legalists again, and said: “You want to keep the law? 
Here you have it: Love your neighbor as yourself and you have fulfilled the law in one word.” 

What is Paul’s warning (v. 15)? Against biting and devouring each other. This reminds us of a pack of wild 
animals. That’s how the church can act when it uses its “freedom” as a platform to promote selfishness.  

Apparently, the believers who advocated grace and the believers who advocated law bitterly opposed one another 
in the Galatian churches. Paul cautioned both sides to love one another, or else they would "be consumed by" each 
other. That would not be a good example of Christian love and would compromise their testimony. Attacking each 
other is the only sin Paul warned the Galatians to avoid.6  
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