
Galatians 5:1, 13-26 

Christ has set us free for freedom. Therefore, stand firm and don’t submit to the bondage of slavery 
again. 

You were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only don’t let this freedom be an opportunity to 
indulge your selfish impulses but serve each other through love. All the Law has been fulfilled in a 
single statement: Love your neighbor as yourself. But if you bite and devour each other, be careful 
that you don’t get eaten up by each other! 

I say be guided by the Spirit and you won’t carry out your selfish desires. A person’s selfish desires 
are set against the Spirit, and the Spirit is set against one’s selfish desires. They are opposed to each 
other, so you shouldn’t do whatever you want to do. But if you are being led by the Spirit, you 
aren’t under the Law. The actions that are produced by selfish motives are obvious, since they 
include sexual immorality, moral corruption, doing whatever feels good, idolatry, drug use and 
casting spells, hate, fighting, obsession, losing your temper, competitive opposition, conflict, 
selfishness, group rivalry, jealousy, drunkenness, partying, and other things like that. I warn you as 
I have already warned you, that those who do these kinds of things won’t inherit God’s kingdom. 

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, 
and self-control. There is no law against things like this. Those who belong to Christ Jesus have 
crucified the self with its passions and its desires. 

If we live by the Spirit, let’s follow the Spirit. Let’s not become arrogant, make each other angry, or 
be jealous of each other. 

 

That is such a great list of things we shouldn’t do. It’s the scope that’s impressive. Paul includes 
everything from sexual immorality and drug use, to, you know, casting spells. What kind of parties 
was Paul going to?  

And the irony is that Paul says not being allowed to do all this stuff makes us “free.” I’m not sure 
he understands the concept. Isn’t being free about being able to do what you want? I’ll be honest, I 
don’t think freedom is the first thing that comes to people’s minds when we think of Christianity.  

I’m a pastor, so as soon as someone asks what I do for a living, they find out that I’m a Christian, a 
professional Christian. I cannot count the number of times that someone has found out I’m a pastor 
and immediately gotten flustered and apologized for the F-bomb they just dropped. My identity as 
a Christian doesn’t make them feel more free.  

We come to church, and a lot of times we worry about which parts of our selves we need to hide, 
or button up, or play down in order to be approved of. We watch our language. There are stories 
we won’t tell here. We hide parts of ourselves because they don’t fit with what a “good Christian” 
is supposed to be like.  

That is not freedom: hiding and contorting ourselves to fit some moralistic code. That’s not 
freedom. And if we read this text that way: you better not do the bad stuff; you better be good—
that will not set us free.  



I don’t think that’s what Paul meant, though.  

I think Paul actually felt like his experience of following Christ had set him free. Genuinely free. 
He and his friends gradually found that with the gospel they were less afraid of death, and they 
were less afraid of what people thought. They began to get free of those personality aspects that 
kept them trapped in old habits that were ruining their lives. They even found they were free 
enough to stop complying with what Rome wanted. And their experience was that this freedom 
was the work of the Spirit, and the freer they got, the more love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, gentleness, faithfulness, and self-control they had. Instead of being some moralistic code 
to confine us, these are marks of freedom. 

There’s a lot in that little word: freedeom. It can mean a lot of different things. There’s literal bodily 
freedom. Which matters a lot. We’re all really lucky. We can go pretty much anywhere we want 
to, any time we want to. We mostly get to say who does what to our bodies and when. We’re not 
imprisoned or enslaved. When we talk about spiritual freedom, we shouldn’t forget that literal, 
physical freedom matters—especially when children and parents are being separated and detained 
in our own country. Literal, physical freedom matters. But as Nelson Mandela and Rosa Parks and 
St. Paul can tell us, physical freedom isn’t the only freedom there is. 

There’s also the freedom to make choices. There’s freedom from controlling influences or 
addictions. There’s a deep freedom to be who we really are, to not be anything more or less than a 
whole person. When we have that kind of freedom, we are free to be ourselves, to make choices 
that aren’t determined by other people, to make choices that cut against the grain and resist the 
ways of the world. That is deep freedom. Paul says that kind of freedom is possible.  

My friend Ann had her share of fun as a young woman. She describes initially reading this passage 
in her twenties and thinking, ugh… The fruits of the Spirit are all the boring things. What kind of 
lame freedom sets you free for goodness and self-control?  

But twenty years later, she re-encountered this list, and the fruits Paul listed sounded like balm for 
weary soul. Love, joy, peace… yes, please. Patience, kindness, goodness… oh, yes. Gentleness, 
faithfulness, self-control. Please. 

She’d had plenty of “obsession, losing your temper, competition, jealousy, and drunkenness.” 
She’d had enough. She was ready to be free.  

What keeps us from real freedom? What holds you captive? Is it worry about what others will 
think? Is it deep shame, maybe passed down for generations? It is how the world has taught you to 
think of yourself? Is it anxiety, a body that’s failing you, or fear? What holds you captive? 

Does selfishness or argumentativeness or the habit of lying hold you captive? All of the things Paul 
listed are things that limit our freedom. When our life is based on lies, we aren’t really free. We 
have to keep up the act. When we’re driven by selfish motives, we’re not really free to love. When 
an addiction to drugs or alcohol or food or anything else runs our life, we’re not free. When anger 
or competitiveness or jealousy run our lives, we’re not free.  

Paul thinks there is freedom from all of that. And that freedom has three components: faith, the 
Spirit, and us.  



It starts with faith, which is another word for trust. Faith is trusting that we are loved. Just as we 
are. And as we relax into being loved, joy, peace, patience, and all the rest, grow from that soil.  

See, it’s not about trying really, really hard to be good. It never works for me when I think, I just 
need some patience right now! I’m going to try really hard to be patient. Right now! Getting free is 
not like a spiritual diet where if you lose the last ten pounds of bad habits, you’ll reach spiritual 
nirvana. 

It’s not about force. Freedom starts in a far gentler place—with the trust that we are loved.   

Paul describes these things as fruit. You don’t get fruit by trying really, really hard.  Fruit develops 
from a magical alchemy of soil, and sunlight and water, and cultivation.  We don’t control the sun 
or rain or the silent growth. But there are things we can do: fertilize, water, stake, prune.  

If we want to get more free, if we want real freedom, we start with the faith that we are loved, and 
we trust that the Spirit is at work, and we show up and do our part. 

Just like it’s not about forcing things, it’s also not about sitting back passively and waiting for 
freedom to be bestowed from on high. It’s an interplay between us and the Spirit. There are things 
we can do that help us grow and mature spiritually.  

This summer we’ll be doing a series on spiritual practices. We’ll be talking about how we nurture 
a deeper spiritual life through things like art, music, writing, prayer, meditation, seeking social 
justice, sabbath. All of these are ways we can fertilize. They’re part of a deep well of Christian 
practice we can draw from. They’re an ancient road that leads to a deeper spiritual life, a life of 
genuine freedom. 

A life where we are free to genuinely love ourselves and others, a life where we are free to meet 
God around every corner, in every circumstance to see a world shimmering with divine 
possibility. A life where we are free to make choices, choices whose fruit is love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness, and self-control.  

These are the fruits of the Spirit. May the Spirit be at work within us, bringing them to maturity and 
setting us free. Amen?  

 
 


