
Noon Bible Study: Galatians 5 (Part 1)
We just heard Paul make his case that followers of the Messiah are not slaves but children and not in bondange but free.

Galatians 5:1-6

Christ freed us to be free.  Apparently, though we are free, we must be on guard against the temptation to go back to 
slavery.  This happens in two ways: through temptations by our own evil cravings/flesh or through deception from 
outside.  More on this in a moment.

Paul specifically addresses circumcision as part of the practices of slavery in contrast to freedom.  Circumcision was 
the symbol of the Abrahamic and later Mosaic covenants. It was a physical representation (for males) that you were a 
part of the “chosen people.” It was a reminder of the promises and covenants of God.  Paul challenges those preaching 
(and those accepting of this preaching) that followers of Jesus must be circumcised in the following way: if you are 
advocating keeping part of the Law, you must keep all of the Law.

For believers, the Holy Spirit is the symbol and sign of the Messianic Covenant and reminder of the promises of God. This 
symbol is inward rather than outward. For the Christian, outwards things are not as important as inward things of the 
heart, in other words “faith expressing itself through love (5:6, NLT).”

This all brings to mind the concept of “recidivism.” Recidivism is defined as “a tendency to relapse into a previous condition or 
mode of behavior especially : relapse into criminal behavior” (Merriam-Webster).  Webster’s elaborates with the following:

“Recidivism means literally "a falling back" and usually implies "into bad habits." It comes from the Latin word 
recidivus, which means "recurring." Recidivus itself comes from the Latin verb recidere, which is a composite of the prefix 
re- and the verb cadere (meaning "to fall") and means "to fall back." Recidivists tend to relapse, or "fall back," into 
old habits and particularly crime.” (via m-w.com)

In our culture we understand this word in the context of a prisoner/criminal who is freed and returns to crime.  Sometimes there 
are scores to settle or vengeance to seek that leads someone to return to this lifestyle. However, there are some noted instances 
where part of the psychology for going back to criminal behavior is because the individual has lived as a prisoner for so long 
they do not know how to function in a society they has changed and developed so much while they were behind bars.

Think of all that has changed in the world in just the last 20 years.  Gmail launched in 2004.  Facebook accounts were 
available to the public in 2006. And the iphone was introduced in 2007. If you have known life a certain way, it can be hard to 
make major changes almost overnight.  In the United States there is a major push for reform and rehabilitation to help men and 
women adapt and thrive through training, counseling and support.

In Paul’s context we’re not talking about freed law breakers falling back into law breaking, we’re talking about freed law-
keepers falling back into law-keeping.
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And before us Gentile Christians judge these Galatian brothers and sisters as foolish and think “how obvious is it to not keep the 
Mosaic law!?” Remember, we are talking about people who formerly lived this way, every day, for their entire lives.  You and I 
don’t “fall back” to keeping the law but are likely just as at risk to return to old behaviors of our traditions from the past.

When stress comes in your life, do you respond the way your parents and family of origin did?  When you are angry or in personal 
conflict, do you act like your mom or dad did?  When you are anxious, sad or overwhelmed do you look to food, alcohol, drugs or 
social media to numb or minimize the pain?  When confronted with truth or confronted by sin, do you make excuses, blame others, 
cover up, lie or the like?  When pressure is on do you lie, exaggerate, say yes to please others or get out of trouble?  

These (and more) are good questions and our answers reveal our own recidivism, not to the Mosaic law, but our own old patterns 
of living and outdated mindsets.  It was for freedom that Christ set us free, therefore we (too) are called to stand firm and not 
be subject again to a yoke of slavery.

Galatians 5:7-12

Again Paul is direct. He wonders aloud: “So what happened?  You were “running well”, aka on the right track, heading 
in the right direction, where you needed to be, doing the right thing, what happened?  Or more directly, who was it that 
stopped you from running well?!”  Paul will suggest one person who wasn’t involved in tripping up the Galatians - Jesus 
Christ!?

Paul has been direct and honest throughout his letter. He has concern for how the church started and where they are 
now. Most of what he said seems to indicate that this shift was dramatic, quick and obvious to the outside eye.  But that 
does not mean that these deceptions were not subtle. By  definition, deceptions are deceptive. Paul warns the church as 
he is looking towards the future that “a little leaven leavens the whole lump” - meaning toleration or acceptance of 
even a small element of falsehood or deception can have a large impact. He’s warning us of this too.

Even so, Paul is hopeful that the Galatian church will get back on track.  However, in perhaps his first shot taken at 
the person or people who have been “bewitching” and disturbing their faith in Christ, Paul expects that there will be 
judgement upon them (v. 10).  In fact Paul has another wish for those who are trying to upset and trouble in verse 12

ESV - I wish those who unsettle you would emasculate themselves!

NLT - I just wish that those troublemakers who want to mutilate you by circumcision would mutilate themselves.

NET - I wish those agitators would go so far as to castrate themselves!

NIV - As for those agitators, I wish they would go the whole way and emasculate themselves!

Oh, yes he said that.
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Galatians 5:13-15

If you haven’t gotten it by now, Paul reminds us that we were called to freedom - but what should we use this freedom 
for?  To live for Christ and others! As we discussed above, why would we go back to our old ways of living when Christ 
has paid the price for our freedom. We were formerly trapped to only live for ourselves and our evil desires - but we have 
freedom and the doors to eternal life opened!  This is similar to what Paul rhetorically asks the Roman church:

Romans 6:1-2 - What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin so that grace may increase? 2 May it never 
be! How shall we who died to sin still live in it?

So how should we live? We’re free, so how should we be?  Paul doesn’t leave us hanging. You want to live the life of a 
free person? Love.  You want to live a new way? Love. You want to fulfill the law?  Here’s how → LOVE.

Paul, the former Pharisee and Law expert is quotting his own rabbi here:

Matthew 7:12 - "In everything, therefore, treat people the same way you want them to treat you, for this is the 
Law and the Prophets.

Matthew 22:35-40 - One of them, a lawyer, asked Him a question, testing Him, 36 "Teacher, which is the great 
commandment in the Law?" 37 And He said to him, "'YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND 
WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND.' 38 "This is the great and foremost commandment. 39 "The second is 
like it, 'YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.' 40 "On these two commandments depend the whole Law and the 
Prophets."

What Paul is doing here (modeling Jesus before him) is he is speaking to the heart and purpose of the law and a life lived for God 
in general - Love. And though this is a simple and clear solution, it’s not easy.

So how do we stay in grace, remain free and prioritize love?  Paul is going to introduce a new concept in the next (and 
critically important) section. It’s called “walking by the spirit” a phrase that we will unpack when we gather next.

But as we conclude this portion of the letter, let’s not miss Paul’s aim. If the end result of your faith is not that you are more 
loving, something is wrong.  If your freedom in Christ is not producing love for God and others, you haven’t walked far enough 
away from the prison yard yet.
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