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Galatians 5:1 

“For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore and do not submit again to a yoke 

of slavery.” 

Have you ever been set free? In October 2010, twelve Chilean miners who had been trapped 

underground for 69 days were rescued and set free from their cramped dark prison and certain 

death. In 1945 the Second World War ended in Europe and in Asia. Thousands of prisoners were 

set free from camps, where they endured deplorable conditions and lived each day under the 

constant threat of violence and death. I don’t imagine many of us have such harrowing tales of 

survival and rescue as any of those who have survived as a prisoner of war, or been rescued from 

a mine after a collapse. But possibly you have been stranded on the road in a snowstorm, or due 

to car trouble and been rescued by a Good Samaritan passing by. Probably, if we thought about it 

long and hard we could all recall multiple incidences when we have been rescued from some 

tight situation. 

Being set free from a ghastly prison or a dark mine would give a person a whole new perspective 

on life. I don’t imagine those 12 miners ever took the daylight for granted after they were set 

free. I also can’t imagine that any of them longed to return to their dark prison, or that any 

former prisoners of war wished to return again to captivity. They would have had no desire to 

return to captivity, because for freedom they had been set free. Whether we think of it in those 

terms or not, we have all been set free from a dark prison and certain death. All who believe in 

the name of Jesus and have been baptized into His death and resurrection in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit have been set free from the kingdom of the devil, 

the control of sin and the condemnation of eternal death. If we thought of our Christian life in 

those terms, I expect we would feel even greater joy than people who had been rescued from a 

mine, or liberated from a prison camp. 

The problem is that we don’t always, or often, think of our Christian life in such dramatic terms. 

Last Sunday our gospel centered upon a man who was possessed by so many evil spirits that they 

called themselves, “Legion.” Jesus rescued that man from their possession and made him His 

possession. He cast out the evil spirits and gave the Holy Spirit to dwell in his heart. His bondage 

was so great and his prison was so dark that when he saw the light, I can’t imagine that he ever 

looked back, or in any way longed to revisit his former life. He had been set free from sin, death 

and the devil! Christ has set us free from sin, death and the devil. Paul writes, “And those who 

belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.” Christ has set us 

free to live in freedom from a religion of law with its demands for perfection and the accusation 

of a guilty conscience. Paul says we should not “submit again to a yoke of slavery,” trying to 

earn God’s love by a religion of works. Christ has set us free from bondage to the devil and 

slavery to the passions and desires of the flesh, by which he means our ‘sinful human nature,’ so 

that we would serve God in righteous living, praising God in our worship and being a blessing to 

others. We live now, not in the darkness of sin, but in the light God’s grace in Christ Jesus. We 

are driven not by the desires of the sinful nature and the unclean spirits of the world that enslave 

and lead us to death. We are led by the Holy Spirit that we might live in the freedom of our 

Saviour Jesus. And so Paul says, “If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit.” For 

freedom Christ has set us free! 

 

 



What does freedom mean to you? In the world freedom can mean being able to do what we want 

with our time. People hope to win the lottery, so they can quit their job and do what they really 

want to do, which isn’t very much as far as I can see from lottery advertising. Usually it’s a 

person relaxing on a sailboat, or a group of guys from the office fishing, or playing golf. You 

seldom hear of anyone taking their 50 million dollar winnings and starting an orphanage in 

Africa. They certainly don’t advertise lotteries that way. When you are a young adult freedom is 

not having your mom tell you to clean your room, or having to tell your father what time you are 

coming home, or what you were doing last night. A bachelor sang about how he could go fishing 

any time he wanted without asking permission. For some people freedom is to do whatever they 

want with their bodies and chose whatever lifestyle they desire. The great atheists of the 19th and 

20th centuries claimed to have killed God. Some admitted that they did this, so they could 

indulge their carnal desires free from fear of hell in eternity, or a guilty conscience in time. In the 

world freedom often means doing what we want. 

In our text St. Paul speaks of this not as freedom, but as slavery to the desires of the sinful 

nature. The desires of the sinful nature are self-centred and opposed to the Spirit of God. Since 

the sin of the first people, we are by nature focussed on ourselves and concerned first with what 

we want. During halftime at a football game when they still made one dollar bills, someone 

thought it would be neat if they got a drum full of one dollar bills and blew them over the field, 

so the crowd could watch a bunch of kids to fight each other trying to pick them up. And fight 

they did! It was a sad spectacle to see a bunch of children push, shove and grab dollar bills from 

each other. It was even sadder to hear a stadium full of people encourage them with loud cheers. 

Whether we are young or older, the sinful nature or ‘flesh’ as Paul writes, seeks its own desires 

and looks out for itself. We don’t need to be taught selfishness. The temptation that conceived 

the original sin was selfishness; the desire to be gods ourselves, free to do what we want. But 

instead of freedom, humans became slaves to the devil and our own sinful desires, which in the 

end produces the fruit of corruption and a harvest of death. True freedom is not serving ourselves 

as gods, seeking to satisfy the desires of the sinful nature. True freedom is knowing God in 

Christ and serving Him in righteousness. 

In chapter 6 of Galatians Paul compares the end results of living according to the desires of the 

sinful nature with knowing God in Christ and serving Him in righteousness. He writes, “For the 

one who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption, but the one who sows to the 

Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life.” It is important to remember that Paul is not writing 

these words to unconverted pagans, calling them to repentance and faith in Christ. He is writing 

to people who have heard the gospel, been enlightened by the Holy Spirit, confessed their sins, 

received their Saviour through the hearing of the word and been cleansed in forgiveness through 

the washing of Holy Baptism. He is writing to people like us, who belong to Christ. The demon 

possessed man in last week’s gospel was in bondage to the devil and could not set himself free. 

Only Jesus could set him free. Those controlled by the devil and the sinful nature cannot set 

themselves free. Only God can set us free, which He does through faith in Jesus and the 

forgiveness and redemption of His cross. 

But having been set free from the bondage of the devil and the desires of the sinful nature by the 

power of God in Christ, we can choose to turn away and make ourselves their slaves again, by 

living according to their desires. The man Jesus cleansed of a legion of unclean spirits and 

released from their control, had the ability to turn away from Jesus and again come under the 

devil’s control. In the gospel of Matthew Jesus said, “When the unclean spirit has gone out of a 

person, it passes through waterless places seeking rest, but finds none. Then it says, ‘I will return 



to my house from which I came.’ And when it comes, it finds the house empty, swept and put in 

order. Then it goes and brings with it seven other spirits more evil than itself and they enter and 

dwell there, and the last state of that person is worse than the first.” Having been cleansed of the 

unclean spirit and filled with the Holy Spirit, Paul is urging us as Christians, not to turn away 

from Jesus to serve the desires of our sinful nature. Those who serve the desires of the sinful 

nature will not inherit the kingdom of God. We live by the Spirit and so we seek each day to 

crucify the sinful nature “with its passions and desires.” We do this through the Holy Spirit, who 

empowers us through the word of scripture, the sacrament of Christ’s body and blood and 

through the promise of our baptism. 

We have been set free from the control of the devil, the desires of our sinful nature and the 

condemnation of eternal death. We have been set free, so that we would serve God in holiness 

and righteousness. We do this not as forced obedience to a demand, but as a response of love. 

When Jesus received Peter after he three times denied knowing him, He didn’t scold him and 

demand to know if he were going to behave now. He asked him, “Do you love me.” Love was 

the motivation by which Christ offered Himself into death on the cross to liberate us from sin, 

the devil and death. Love is our motivation for hearing His voice and following His call. Jesus 

said, “If you love me you will keep my word.” We love Him and so we seek each day to crucify 

the desires of the sinful nature, take up our cross and follow Him, faithful to His commands. All 

His commands are fulfilled in love; love for God and love for one another. Paul writes, “For you 

were called to freedom brothers. Only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, 

but through love serve one another.” 

The sinful nature always seeks an opportunity to serve itself and so we must always seek to 

drown it in the remembrance of our baptism, in repentance, prayer, self-denial; fulfilling our 

responsibilities and by bearing our burdens. Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, let him 

deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” The fruit of the sinful nature is 

bitterness, anger, grudge bearing, immorality, hatred and death. The one who sows according to 

the sinful nature will reap a harvest of corruption in time and death in eternity. The one who 

sows according to the Spirit of God, will receive blessing in time and a harvest of life in eternity. 

Paul writes, “And those who belong to Christ have crucified the flesh with its passions and 

desires.” We crucify the sinful nature not once or twice, not even once a day, but daily; 

constantly calling upon the Spirit to help us in our weakness and strengthen us through the grace 

that is in Christ Jesus. And the Spirit’s presence will always have a visible effect in the life of a 

believer. Paul writes in the following chapter saying, “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 

patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.” This is the freedom of those 

who belong to Jesus Christ and who walk according to the Spirit. Living in the Spirit let us walk 

with Jesus each day, until we walk with Him in the resurrection to everlasting life. In Jesus’ 

Name. Amen 

 


