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Galatians 5:1, 13-25 
 
Paul’s letter to the Galatians was written to Gentile Christians who were part of 
churches that Paul had founded in what is now central Turkey. Some years after Paul 
had left the Galatian churches, a group of Jewish Christians came to Galatia saying that 
faithful followers of Jesus Christ had to be circumcised and keep the Jewish law. They 
were saying, in effect, that the Galatians, who were Gentiles, had to first convert to 
Judaism before they could follow Jesus. As you might imagine, this new teaching threw 
the Galatian churches into turmoil. Paul was writing to counter this misguided notion. 
 
Paul argued that Gentiles did not have to convert to Judaism before they could become 
faithful followers of Jesus Christ. They did not have to be circumcised and keep the 
Jewish law in order to follow Jesus. Rather, all that was necessary for Gentiles to 
become Christians was for them to profess their faith in Jesus Christ and receive the 
sacrament of baptism.   
 
The same is true today! Becoming a Christian, becoming a part of the Christian 
community, involves professing one’s faith in Jesus Christ and receiving the sacrament 
of baptism. As for babies and young children, who are not old enough to profess their 
faith themselves, they are presented for baptism by their parents, who profess their 
faith in Jesus Christ on their child’s behalf and declare their intention to raise their child 
in the Christian faith with the help of the congregation.  
 
So, later in this service, when we baptize Raelynn, as a congregation we will be 
committing ourselves to helping Mary and Cindy raise her in the Christian faith. 
Raelynn will become a baptized member of the church. Then, later, when she grows 
older, usually around 9th grade, Raelynn can become a full member of the church if and 
when she herself decides to make a public profession of faith in Jesus Christ, which we 
call confirmation. 
 
Now, for the apostle Paul, the fact that Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians had 
Christ in common was far more important than their racial or ethnic differences. 
Whether they were Jews or Gentiles no longer mattered. They were Christians. Period. 
They were united in Christ. They were one in Christ. 
 
Indeed, Paul goes even further, to say that "in Christ Jesus [we] are all children of God 
through faith . . . .  There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there 
is no longer male and female; for all of [us] are one in Jesus Christ."   
 
Not only does Christ bridge the great divide of race/ethnicity, he bridges socio-
economic and gender differences as well! Christ sets us free from the power of these 
distinctions, from the power of racism, classism, and sexism. Christ sets us free from 
multiple forms of oppression. In Jesus Christ, there is no longer black or white, there is 
no longer rich or poor, there is no longer male and female. Within the Church, within 
the body of Christ, these distinctions are no longer meaningful.   



 
“For freedom Christ has set us free,” Paul writes. Freedom! It’s a powerful word, 
particularly here in the United States, where we tend to equate it with independence, 
autonomy, and individualism – being able to live our lives however we wish, without 
constraint, being able to do whatever we want, whenever we want, wherever we want. 
 
But Paul says that the freedom we have in Christ is not meant to be a license to do 
anything we want. “Do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence,” 
Paul writes. Instead, “through love become slaves to one another.”   
 
Now that doesn’t sound like freedom to us. Not at all!  In fact, it sounds like the exact 
opposite of freedom – “become slaves to one another”? Well, realize that the Greek 
word doulos, here translated as “slave,” can also be translated as “servant.” So, Paul isn’t 
necessarily saying that we need to become enslaved to others against our will. Paul is 
saying that the freedom we have in Christ sets us free to love others and to serve others 
voluntarily. And when we do so, we actually fulfill the spirit of God’s law, if not its 
letter. “For,” as Paul reminds us, “the whole law is summed up in a single 
commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” 
 
“For freedom Christ has set us free.” Our freedom in Christ reminds us that we have a 
choice. We have free will. And Paul frames our choice like this: we can either gratify the 
desires of the flesh or we can live by the Spirit. 
 
When we hear the phrase “desires of the flesh,” the first thing we probably think of is 
sexual passions, and indeed, the first three things in Paul’s list refer to types of sexual 
misconduct -- fornication, impurity, and licentiousness. But Paul lists twelve additional 
“works of the flesh,” which are not sexual offenses. Two refer to idolatry and occult 
practices and two refer to self-indulgent partying (drunkenness and carousing). But 
eight of the fifteen have to do with conflict within a community, offenses that unravel 
the fabric of a community -- enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, 
factions, and envy. So, when Paul refers to “the flesh,” he is talking about much more 
than sexual misconduct, and he is putting special emphasis on behaviors that harm 
community. 
 
Bible scholar Richard Hays explains that “’the flesh’ is a comprehensive term for the 
sphere of autonomous fallen humanity, conceived as standing in opposition to God. 
‘Flesh’ asserts itself anywhere that self-seeking human desire opposes itself to the 
divine will and the wholeness of the community.” 
 
We human beings like to go our own way. We like to follow our own will rather than 
God’s. We like to see the world from the perspective of our own narrow self-interest 
rather than try to see the world through God’s eyes. In doing so, we alienate ourselves 
from God and end up mired in our own little, self-serving worlds instead of inheriting 
the kingdom of God, or what Martin Luther King, Jr., called “the beloved community.” 
 
So, how do we resist the desires of the flesh? How do we become more attentive to God 
and community than to ourselves? Well, the law of Moses won’t do it. Paul says that the 
law is no help in this regard. Instead, Paul counsels the Galatians, and us, to “live by the 
Spirit” and to be “led by the Spirit.” For only the Spirit of God is powerful enough to 
overcome the desires of the flesh. 
 



When we choose to “live by the Spirit,” when we choose to be “guided by the Spirit,” 
we open ourselves to the possibility of God’s Spirit bearing fruit in us. Paul lists “the 
fruit of the Spirit” as “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self-control.” What a striking contrast from the community-wrecking, 
soul-destroying “works of the flesh” listed earlier. 
 
As most of you know, Susan and I are preparing to move this summer from Baltimore 
to Albuquerque, New Mexico, where I have received a new call to serve as pastor of St. 
Andrew Presbyterian Church. Our last Sunday here at Light Street will be July 10.  
 
I know that many of you are feeling anxious about this time of transition. I pray that 
you will find some comfort in knowing that the Session has secured the pastoral 
services of a retired minister, the Reverend Bill Johnston, on a temporary, part-time 
basis through the end of November. That will give you some time to decide what kind 
of pastoral leadership you want to seek out for the longer term. 
 
As you live through this time of change and uncertainty, I hope that you will not 
succumb to the “desires of the flesh.” I hope that “works of the flesh” -- enmities, strife, 
jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy -- will not rise among you.  
 
It does happen, especially when people are feeling fearful and anxious about the future. 
Some congregations become riddled with conflict. In some churches, it seems, people 
are always fighting about something. They argue about what happens in worship. They 
argue about different styles of church music. They argue over building and grounds 
issues. They grumble about the pastor. They grumble about the church’s finances. They 
grumble about new people coming to church and bringing with them new ideas. Some 
churches can seem like hornets’ nests. They may be buzzing with activity, but watch 
out! If you get too close, you may very well get stung! 
 
Thankfully, in my time with you, I have found you to be relatively free of the “works of 
the flesh” that Paul lists in his letter. I haven’t seen a lot of conflicts here at Light Street. 
I haven’t witnessed many arguments. And I haven’t heard much grumbling. Rather 
than a hornets’ nest, this congregation has been much more like a bird’s nest – a place of 
safety and well-being, a place where people are fed and nurtured, a place where people 
learn and grow, a place where people are encouraged to spread their wings and fly! 
 
It is my hope that during this time of transition you will continue to be like a bird’s nest. 
It is my hope that you will continue to exhibit the “fruit of the Spirit,” that you will be a 
church of “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and 
self-control.” Take your freedom in Christ seriously. “Live by the Spirit.” Be “guided by 
the Spirit.” And God’s Spirit will continue to bear fruit in you. Thanks be to God!  
Alleluia!  Amen! 
 


