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We	began	our	time	with	a	clip	of	Ross	Parsley,	a	worship	leader	and	pastor,	talking	
about	the	difference	between	religion	and	relationship.		Sometimes,	we	mediate	our	
relationship	with	God	through	people,	projects,	and	doing	good	things	when	God	
actually	wants	a	personal	relationship	with	us.		When	we	mediate	our	relationship	
with	God	through	other	things,	we	can	start	to	become	religiously	judgmental	of	
people	who	don’t	participate	in	these	things,	and	our	good	actions	start	to	become	
infected	by	a	subtle	darkness.	
	
How	would	doing	good	things	actually	lead	us	towards	a	subtle	darkness?		That	
seems	like	a	bit	of	an	oxymoron,	doesn’t	it?		If	we’re	doing	things	for	others	and	we	
have	good	intentions,	won’t	that	actually	create	good?	
	
I	don’t	think	that	Ross	is	saying	that	this	is	isn’t	true,	but	one	of	the	subtle	tricks	of	
religion	is	that	it	takes	something	that	we	love	and	something	that	we	think	is	good	
and	works	for	us,	and	we	begin	to	turn	it	into	a	system	of	getting	right	with	God	and	
we	start	to	do	unloving	things	to	get	people	to	conform	it.	
	
We	start	to	do	unloving	things	because	if	it	gets	people	to	conform	to	our	religion,	
which	is	good,	then	it’s	a	worthy	purpose.		Perform	a	lesser	evil	for	the	greater	good,	
right?	
	
Religion	has	a	way	of	actually	manipulating	us	towards	unloving	actions.	
	
And	Paul	actually	addresses	this	concern	in	Chapter	5	of	Galatians;	which	is	our	
latest	chapter	in	our	ongoing	summer	series	walking	through	his	letter	to	the	
churches	in	Galatia.	
	
If	you	remember	at	the	beginning	of	our	series,	we	said	that	the	Good	News	of	Jesus	
is	that	God	comes	down	to	earth	as	one	of	us	in	order	to	save	us	from	our	sin,	show	
us	his	love,	set	up	his	kingdom,	and	shut	down	religion.		And	in	Chapter	5	of	
Galatians,	Paul	talks	about	how	the	love	that	Jesus	shows	us	is	what	will	actually	
fulfill	what	religion	tries	to	do.	
	
So	let’s	jump	right	in	starting	at	Chapter	5	verse	1,	For	freedom	Christ	has	set	us	
free.		Stand	firm,	therefore,	and	do	not	submit	again	to	a	yoke	of	slavery.		Paul	
reminds	us	as	he’s	been	talking	about	through	this	letter	the	entire	time,	that	Christ	
has	freed	us	from	having	to	conform	to	religious	rituals	like	circumcision	in	order	to	
get	right	with	God.		And	when	he	refers	to	a	yoke	of	slavery,	he’s	actually	using	a	
term	with	a	double	meaning.	
	



A	yoke	refers	to	the	obvious	reference	of	the	tool	that	you	attach	to	a	farm	animal	to	
have	them	drag	a	plough	or	some	other	equipment,	a	yoke.		It’s	also	a	Jewish	
rabbinical	term	for	the	rules	that	a	rabbi	tells	you	to	follow.		To	wear	the	yoke	of	a	
rabbi	meant	that	you	listen	to	this	rabbi	to	understand	what	rules	you	are	to	follow	
and	what	rules	you	don’t	have	to	follow.		So	when	Paul	says	don’t	submit	again	to	a	
yoke	of	slavery,	he’s	saying,	“Don’t	take	on	a	new	system	of	religious	rules,	in	
whatever	form	that	may	take”	
	
Listen!		I,	Paul,	am	telling	you	that	if	you	let	yourselves	be	circumcised,	Christ	
will	be	of	no	benefit	to	you.				The	word	“benefit”	here	in	the	Greek	is	opheleo	and	
it’s	an	economic	term.		Paul	is	saying	that	you	will	receive	nothing	of	value	by	
conforming	to	the	religious	ritual	of	circumcision.		Now,	remember	we	said	that	
circumcision	in	itself	is	not	necessarily	evil.		Using	religious	rituals	as	a	way	to	relate	
to	God	is	not	evil.		The	problem	is	when	we	give	our	rituals	the	same	moral	freight	as	
the	Gospel;	when	we	make	the	rituals	the	Good	News	rather	than	Jesus.		Paul	knows	
that	if	the	Galatians	conform	to	circumcision,	they	won’t	necessarily	be	doing	it	out	
of	an	authentic	desire	to	express	their	relationship	with	Christ.		They	will	be	doing	it	
because	they	were	pressured	to	do	it	by	religious	leaders.	
	
Also,	if	they	must	become	absolutely	culturally	Jewish	through	circumcision,	if	they	
have	to	conform	to	another	culture	to	know	God,	this	would	break	the	promise	that	
God	made	to	Abraham	that	all	nations	will	come	to	know	God.		Gentiles,	or	non-Jews	
as	non-Jews	would	not	be	redeemable.	
	
When	God	says	that	now	there	is	no	Jew	or	Greek	as	Paul	said	in	Galatians	Chapter	3,	
he	doesn’t	mean	that	now	all	cultures	are	going	to	become	like	one	culture,	but	now	
the	many	cultures	will	become	a	new	kind	of	one	culture;	a	culture	of	diversity	and	
family	together	in	all	of	our	differences.		
	
Boy,	could	we	have	used	this	viewpoint	when	Christians	first	came	to	North	America	
and	began	a	program	of	cultural	genocide	in	order	to	get	First	Nations	people	to	“go	
to	church.”	
	
If	you	become	circumcised,	the	whole	point	of	Christ	is	lost.	
	
In	fact,	Paul	goes	on	to	say	in	verse	4,	You	who	want	to	be	justified	by	the	law	
have	cut	yourselves	off	from	Christ;	you	have	fallen	away	from	grace.		You’re	
not	living	in	relationship	anymore	with	the	free	gift	of	Christ,	you’re	living	in	
relationship	with	something	else.	
	
For	through	the	Spirit,	by	faith,	we	eagerly	wait	for	the	hope	of	righteousness.			
And	here	comes	the	crux	of	this	whole	chapter:	For	in	Christ	Jesus	neither	
circumcision	nor	uncircumcision	counts	for	anything;	the	only	thing	that	
counts	is	faith	working	through	love.		It’s	not	the	religious	rules	that	you	keep.		
It’s	not	the	pride	that	you	can	start	to	feel	in	yourself	by	saying	I	don’t	keep	religious	



rules	and	I	now	judge	others	by	that	count.		What	counts	is	how	we	express	trust	in	
God	through	how	we	love	others.		How	we	live	in	relationship	with	others.	
	
	You	were	running	well;	who	prevented	you	from	obeying	the	truth?		Such	
persuasion	does	not	come	from	the	one	who	calls	you.		Such	persuasion	doesn’t	
come	from	God.		A	little	yeast	leavens	the	whole	batch	of	dough.			If	you	become	
become	even	a	little	religious	about	something,	it	will	begin	to	subtly	and	insidiously	
permeate	much	of	who	you	are.	
	
I	am	confident	about	you	in	the	Lord	that	you	will	not	think	otherwise.		But	
whoever	it	is	that	is	confusing	you	will	pay	the	penalty.		But	my	friends,	why	
am	I	still	being	persecuted	if	I	am	still	preaching	circumcision?	If	I’m	so	
religious,	then	why	am	I	being	persecuted	by	people?		It’s	possible	that	because	Paul	
was	still	performing	circumcision	with	other	Jewish	followers	like	Timothy	and	
because	he	was	becoming	what	he	calls	in	1	Cor.	“all	things	to	all	people”	(1	Cor.	9:	
19-22,	NRSV),	that	some	people	were	slandering	Paul’s	character	by	saying	that	
even	though	he	seems	to	preach	that	you	don’t	need	circumcision	in	order	to	be	
right	with	God,	he’s	still	performing	circumcisions.	
	
And	this	is	a	great	example	of	how	religious	people	love	to	nitpick	and	analyze	
details.		They	won’t	look	at	the	fruits	of	what	Paul	has	done	for	others,	in	service	to	
others.		They	want	to	try	and	find	a	way	to	religiously	judge	him	as	a	hypocrite.		
Completely	missing	the	point	that	he	never	said	the	Law	and	circumcision	were	bad.		
Again,	the	ways	we	use	to	relate	with	God	are	not	bad.		They	become	bad	when	we	
make	them	the	centre	of	our	worship	rather	than	God.	
	
But	Paul	points	out	that	if	he	was	still	preaching	conformity	to	religious	rituals,	the	
religious	leaders	wouldn’t	be	going	so	out	of	their	way	to	attack	his	character.	
	
And	here’s	where	we	get	yet	another	classic	Pauline	use	of	metaphor.			I	wish	those	
who	unsettle	you	would	castrate	themselves!			I	told	you	last	week	that	Galatians	
is	one	of	Paul’s	more	colourful	examples	of	metaphor.		But	now	does	anyone	know	
why	this	is	a	dis,	or	a	disrespect	to	the	religious	leaders	by	Paul?		So	circumcision	is	
about	removing	a	portion	of	a	man’s	private	parts,	right?	
	
Did	you	know	that	Lev.	21:	16-20	says:	The	Lord	spoke	to	Moses,	saying:	Speak	to	
Aaron	and	say:	No	one	of	your	offspring	who	has	a	blemish	may	approach	to	
offer	the	food	of	his	God	No	one	with	blemish	may	enter	the	Temple	or	any	place	
of	worship	to	make	a	sacrificial	offering	to	God.		This	includes,	people	who	are	
blind,	lame,	have	a	broken	hand	or	foot,	or	crushed	testicles.			Praise	be	the	
word	of	the	Lord.	
	
You	couldn’t	perform	religious	duties	according	to	the	religious	system	if	your	
genitals	were	damaged.		So	Paul	hyperbolically	wishes	that	the	religious	leaders	
would	suffer	the	consequences	of	their	own	line	of	religious	thought.	
	



By	the	way,	how	did	the	religious	leaders	actually	know	if	someone	was	damaged	
enough	not	to	offer	sacrifices?		Did	they	check?		Was	there	like	a	regular	check-up	
line	where	the	priests	said,	“Alright,	gentlemen,	I	know	we	all	dread	this	time	of	
year,	but	we	have	to	check	and	make	sure	that	everyone’s	in	shape	to	perform	their	
religious	duties?”		So	thankful	that	is	not	part	of	my	duties	as	a	pastor.		Brings	a	
whole	new	meaning	to	the	term,	“Praise	God	for	freedom	in	Christ,”	doesn’t	it?	
	
For	you	were	called	to	freedom,	brothers	and	sisters;	only	do	not	use	your	
freedom	as	an	opportunity	for	self-indulgence	
	
It	is	highly	possible	that	one	of	the	main	criticisms	of	early	Christianity	was	that	
these	were	people	who	believed	that	they	were	free	from	any	kinds	of	religious	
laws,	and	so	they	could	do	whatever	they	want	without	any	kinds	of	consequences.		
These	Christians	are	all	about	moral	chaos!		Is	that	our	reputation	today?		No,	ironic,	
isn’t	it?	
	
How	does	Paul	respond	to	the	temptation	of	self-indulgence?		but	through	love	
become	slaves	to	one	another.		For	the	whole	law	is	summed	up	in	a	single	
commandment,	“You	shall	love	your	neighbor	as	yourself.”		Paul	takes	a	page	
right	out	Jesus’	playbook	and	quotes	the	very	same	Old	Testament	passage	that	
Jesus	once	did.		What	is	the	most	important	commandment?		You	shall	love	your	
neighbor	as	yourself.	
	
The	Law	was	given	to	us	to	point	us	towards	love.		It	was	meant	to	tutor	us	in	how	to	
be	loving	towards	others;	but	it	couldn’t	get	us	there	all	on	its	own.		Religion	can’t	
get	us	to	do	what	is	right.		When	we	live	according	to	religious	rules,	our	lives	
quickly	become	a	game	of	how	much	do	we	really	have	to	do,	how	much	can	we	get	
away	with,	and	what	kind	of	reward	do	I	get	out	of	it?	
	
But	when	we	love	someone,	all	of	those	questions	drop	away,	and	we	serve	someone	
as	best	as	we	can,	because	we	genuinely	desire	to	do	what	is	loving	towards	them.	
	
But	what	kind	of	love	are	we	talking	about?		Our	world	loves	to	throw	the	word	
“Love”	around.		We	love	baseball.		We	love	pizza.		We	love	the	Raptors.		We	love	the	
Blue	Jays.		Diamond	companies	tell	us	that	husbands	are	loving	their	wives	when	
they	buy	them	thousand	dollar	rings.		Is	that	the	kind	of	love	Paul	is	talking	about?	
	
No,	Paul	says,	through	love	become	slaves	to	one	another.		This	is	the	kind	of	love	
that	Christ	showed.		When	he	washed	the	feet	of	his	followers.		When	he	worked	to	
heal	others.		When	he	gave	his	life	upon	the	cross.		
	
But	the	world	wouldn’t	say	that	being	a	slave	to	someone	is	freedom!	Most	of	our	
world	would	say	that	true	freedom	is	not	having	to	care	about	anyone	else	ever	
again.		Not	having	to	worry	about	what	you	do.		That’s	freedom.		But	the	truth	is	that	
our	actions	have	relational	consequences.	
	



I	have	the	freedom	in	Christ	to	come	into	church	on	Sunday	mornings,	be	as	
boisterous	as	I	want,	wear	whatever	I	want,	lay	down	across	three	chairs	while	
Chris	preaches.		Yes,	technically	you	have	that	freedom.		But	is	your	freedom	now	
being	unloving	towards	others?		Is	it	no	longer	considering	others?		Well,	now	
you’re	not	really	free,	aren’t	you?		You’re	enslaved	to	a	way	of	life	that	is	damaging	
other	people	around	you.	
	
Self-sacrificial	love	as	Christ	showed	us	truly	builds	relationships	and	truly	brings	
freedom	because	it	overcomes	evil	by	doing	good.	
	
How	do	we	fulfill	the	Law?		Love.		Love,	as	Christ	showed	us,	will	be	the	principle	
that	guides	us	in	all	things.	
	
Live	by	the	Spirit,	I	say,	and	do	not	gratify	the	desires	of	the	flesh.	Trust	in	God,	
look	to	the	Holy	Spirit	to	give	you	what	you	need	to	live,	don’t	give	in	to	our	desires	
that	can	lead	us	to	unloving	actions.		For	what	the	flesh	desires	is	opposed	to	the	
Spirit,	and	what	the	Spirit	desires	is	opposed	to	the	flesh;	for	these	are	
opposed	to	each	other,	to	prevent	you	from	doing	what	you	want.			There	is	a	
struggle	that	we	have	between	what	we	often	feel	we	want	to	do	and	what	we	know	
is	right.		Paul	doesn’t	try	to	mask	that	over.		He	just	names	it.	
	
But	if	you	are	led	by	the	Spirit,	you	are	not	subject	to	the	law.	Hold	on	a	second,	
did	Paul	just	draw	a	connection	between	the	law	and	the	desires	of	the	flesh?		Did	he	
just	draw	a	connection	between	religion	and	the	desires	of	the	flesh?	
	
Religion	preys	on	our	desire	to	do	what	is	right.		That’s	why	it’s	so	tempting	for	so	
many	people.		Is	is	really	tempting	to	have	an	ordered,	absolute	way	of	looking	at	
the	world.		It’s	easier,	isn’t	it?	
	
But	here’s	what	religion	often	does.		When	you	see	a	sign	that	says,	“Wet	paint.	Do	
not	touch.”		What	do	you	often	want	to	do?		Touch	the	paint,	I	know!		Ironically,	the	
sign	drew	your	attention	to	the	wet	paint,	and	you	start	to	wonder,	how	do	I	really	
know	it’s	wet?		Oh,	it’s	wet!		And	now	it’s	too	late.		You’ve	got	wet	paint	on	your	
finger!	
	
Religious	rules	often	draw	our	attention	to	the	very	thing	that	they	try	to	direct	you	
away	from.		And	nothing	makes	something	more	exciting	than	making	it	a	forbidden	
fruit,	does	it?		Well	now,	I	have	to	know	just	how	bad	it	really	is!		This	is	another	
reason	why	religion	doesn’t	work.	
	
Religion	says	things	like,	“Don’t	sleep	with	prostitutes!”		Love	says,	“What	has	
happened	to	this	woman	or	this	person	that	they	feel	they	have	to	engage	in	this	in	
order	to	survive?		And	what	could	I	do	for	them	so	they	no	longer	have	to	do	so?”		Do	
you	see	the	difference?	
	



If	you	are	led	by	the	Spirit,	you	are	not	subject	to	the	law.		Now	the	works	of	
the	flesh	are	obvious:	fornication,	impurity,	licentiousness,	idolatry,	sorcery,	
enmities,	strife,	jealousy,	anger,	quarrels,	dissensions,	factions,	envy,	
drunkenness,	carousing,	and	things	like	these.		I	am	warning	you	as	I	have	
warned	you	before:	those	who	do	such	things	will	not	inherit	the	kingdom	of	
God.		Following	Jesus	is	not	about	a	license	to	sin;	Jesus	didn’t	come	to	build	a	
kingdom	upon	things	such	as	enmities,	strife,	anger,	quarrels,	dissensions.	
	
By	contrast,	the	fruit	of	the	Spirit	is	love,	joy,	peace,	patience,	kindness,	
generosity,	faithfulness,	gentleness	and	self-control.		There	is	no	law	against	
such	things.		And	those	who	belong	to	Christ	Jesus	have	crucified	the	flesh	with	
its	passions	and	desire.	
	
Notice	that	Paul	doesn’t	say,	the	works	of	the	Spirit,	or	the	rewards	of	the	Spirit.		The	
word	that	Paul	uses	here	is	karpos.		This	word	could	also	be	translated	as	the	effect	
of	something.		The	consequence	of	something.		The	effects	of	the	Spirit	are	love,	joy,	
peace,	and	more.		These	are	not	religious	rewards.		They	are	the	effects;	they	are	the	
outcome	of	an	authentic	relationship	with	God.	
	
When	we	become	religious	about	something,	it’s	like	receiving	a	gift	and	caring	
more	about	the	wrappings	than	about	the	actual	present.		Was	the	wrapping	nicely	
done?	Is	it	shiny	enough?		That	doesn’t	look	like	it	was	tied	up	very	well!		When	we	
become	religious,	our	faith	is	more	about	surface	than	depth.		It	becomes	about	
exterior	appearances	rather	than	our	interior	heart.	
	
When	we	focus	on	the	wrappings	rather	than	the	gift,	this	can	lead	us	to	works	of	
the	flesh.		When	we	have	a	complete	disregard	for	our	relational	impact	upon	
others,	this	can	also	lead	us	to	works	of	the	flesh.	
	
The	Law	was	designed	to	point	us	towards	being	loving	towards	others,	but	when	
we	focus	on	the	Law	rather	than	love,	we	worry	more	about	breaking	rules	rather	
than	loving	someone	else.		We	become	focused	on	keeping	the	rules	for	the	sake	of	
the	rules	rather	than	the	loving	attitude	that	the	Law	was	designed	to	teach	us	in	the	
first	place.		And	we	will	start	to	excuse	all	sorts	of	unloving	actions	because	we	are	
keeping	the	rules.		And	this	leads	us	to	works	of	the	flesh.	
	
But	when	we	make	love	our	focus,	we	allow	ourselves	to	be	wrong.		We	allow	
ourselves	to	break	rules,	because	we	trust	that	God	is	going	to	guide	us	towards	
results	that	are	loving.	
	
Jesus	never	gave	demerit	points	to	people	who	got	fooled.		What?		You	trusted	that	
person	and	tried	to	do	something	loving	but	got	taken	for	a	ride?		Demerit	points	for	
you!		You	failed!	
	
But	he	DOES	give	demerit	points	for	hard-heartedness;	when	we	refuse	to	love	
someone	in	order	to	keep	the	rules.	



	
Law	is	a	really	tempting	way	to	live.		It	creates	clear	boundaries.		They	get	us	
organized.		In	many	ways,	we	often	need	rules	to	keep	us	safe.		Please	don’t	get	me	
wrong,	I’m	not	saying	that	we	don’t	need	things	like	rules	around	child	care	to	keep	
our	children	safe.		But	in	the	larger	life	of	church,	religion	and	religious	rules	will	cut	
us	off	from	creativity.		They’ll	cut	us	off	from	evolving	and	growing	as	people.	
	
The	Bible	says	that	we	will	start	to	create	man-made	traditions	that	we	now	put	
before	God.	
	
Rules	try	to	get	us	to	do	what	is	right	by	telling	us	to	do	it.		Love	gets	us	to	do	what	is	
right	because	we	want	to	do	it.	
	
Our	world	is	a	complex	place	with	ever-shifting	realities	and	needs.		Love	allows	us	
to	meet	a	changing	world	and	experience	new	ways	of	bringing	peace.		Love	allows	
us	to	see	how	God	might	be	doing	a	new	thing	in	the	world	and	we	can	then	partner	
with	God	to	be	a	part	of	it.		It	allows	us	to	trust	God	and	see	him	as	a	living	part	of	
our	world.	
	
We’re	not	here	in	church	to	get	everyone	to	conform	to	our	rules.		We’re	here	to	
establish	a	family	identity	of	relationships	with	one	another,	relationship	with	
Christ,	and	relationship	with	those	of	us	outside	of	the	church.			
	
Religion	can’t	change	our	hearts.		Only	love	and	relationships	can	do	that.	
	
Love	transforms	hearts.	Love	helps	us	to	see	beyond	differences,	beyond	divisions.		
Love	helps	us	to	see	each	other	for	who	we	truly	are;	beloved	sons	and	daughters	of	
God.		The	only	thing	that	counts	is	faith	working	through?		Love!	
	
Love	does	what	no	law	can	ever	hope	to	achieve.		Love	fulfills	the	Law.	


