Reading Galatians (3)
The letter to the Galatians is an extended response to any teacher of faith overloading “thou must”. Neither a demand for perfection, nor a pretence at perfection, is good news. On the one hand it engenders striving and anxiety and stress and perhaps false pride and exclusiveness; on the other hand there is a very slippery path into hypocrisy, hardly attractive to those already – say for reasons of the existence of evil and suffering etc. –unsure of the benefits of faith in God. Over against this, the apostle Paul rests the definition of faith on Jesus Christ, both his (i.e. Christ’s) faith and the invitation to put one’s faith in Christ. This is for the sake of “freedom” (1.3, 5.1). However, as Paul teaches, freedom is not the sort of freedom as often understood in today’s world, namely freedom from all restraint, freedom to do exactly as one pleases (as if one can! Who can?!); freedom in Christian terms has a shape or direction to it. Now, as the letter to the Galatians draws near its close, it is time to unpack that.
This then is developed in the section 5.13 through to 6.10. First, the freedom which Paul can write about is freedom from the “flesh”, or the “lower” or “human” nature which we all inhabit; freedom, in other words, from what would drag us down or bring our lives to a low ebb. Second, the freedom of faith is a freedom shaped by the Holy Spirit: it is freedom for the Spirit to fill and shape our lives. Elsewhere in Paul’s writing, there is urging that we do not put obstacles in the Spirit’s path, that we do not block out the working of God. This is possible in all sorts of ways, and not least by our own strivings and determination to be adult and in control of all that we are about; here in Galatians there will be simply some targeted points in this regard, most obviously around the ways in which some will desire to dominate and even destroy those who would think differently from them. Then and now, partisanship and an “us against them” mentality runs deeply counter to the good news of Jesus Christ.
The first point, however, is to understand what it means to be free from the “flesh”. Here, as elsewhere in Paul, the opposition of “flesh” and “Spirit” in linguistically neat but can lead to misunderstandings. There are two things that flesh does not mean. It is not particularly focused on carnal or sexual matters. Such issues come into Paul’s treatment of sin issues, but never exclusively, and that is rather important; to live according to the flesh opens up just as many if not more dangers in other directions. Furthermore, this is not an idea which revolts against our creatureliness, as if to uphold only the human soul or the as it were purer sides of the human spirit. It is not satisfactory so to separate body and soul/spirit in our human experience, since we are always body this side of the grave, and Paul never means to do this. Rather, creatures we are and creatures we shall be. The point, therefore, is to say that it is possible to live within the confines of human nature – which would encompass everything from the generous spirit to the psychopath – but still, according to the Gospel, the Holy Spirit has something different to give us. It begins around prayer (4.6), and it progresses from there.
So now, at this stage of the letter, Paul puts it thus. As Christ sets us free, so the Spirit is given to direct our lives. Spirit is against flesh, in that where we give in to our own “desires” or “passions” (5.17, 24), we block the working of the Spirit. We cannot please both the flesh and the Spirit, so that, paradoxically, while “freedom” is certainly what Paul wants to write about, that freedom comprises of “slavery”, a particular kind of slavery, namely, through love the people of faith become slaves to one another. Love is what is born, of the Spirit: love of the neighbour as self. Again paradoxically, in a letter where Paul has all but consigned the Law to needing to be seriously left behind, he finds himself writing of Leviticus 19.18 as the summing up of the Law (5.14). So of course did Jesus teach, alongside love of the Lord God, but here in Galatians the striking thing is that this is the Word of God less as command and more as promise. Love may grow. Faith will as it were come to life through love (5.6).
Therefore in Paul’s mind his teaching on freedom (the Gospel of freedom) is not a licence for self-indulgence, whatever some critics might say, but rather an opening of the doors into love that is more than self-gratifying. The perpetual question of whether we can, as human beings, do anything other than act in our self-interest, is responded to here. Yes, only by grace, through faith; only by the working of the Holy Spirit in our lives. 
People are always going to want to know, so how does that work, and Paul deals with this classically, as did pagan philosophers of the day, by reflecting on vices and virtues. So at least it seems, except there is a notable twist here. Certainly he can go along with a classical denunciation of the “works” of the flesh. What the human spirit is capable of, what the human spirit is drawn towards, sometimes this is not at all lovely. Paul knew in Galatia that there was a conspicuous problem of people attacking one another, very nastily even going at one another (5.15): there was one example. More generally speaking, there were a host of other actions which he inclined to enumerate, although not for a minute supposing that he had mentioned everything. I am inclined to go with the commentators who see in the listing of 5.19-21 a degree of deliberate ordering. Sexual indulgence comes first in the list, three cases of that being chosen to be mentioned. It is I think always the case in Paul’s writing that this was to the fore. Perhaps the psychologists have a field day with that fact; equally likely, given that pagan philosophers of the day could be amazed at the degree of sex obsession and debauchery, it was a necessary target (as it surely is in 21st century Britain). Say to people that they should do what they want, and see what they get up to! But then there are other examples which come to his mind. The next two are matters of false religion, idolatry and sorcery. Then there are eight mentions of what can go wrong in human relationships, all of it tending towards grief and pain, and all of it equally deriving not least from people having a very high estimation of themselves and their own supposed wisdom. Take it that we’re all grown up enough to make our own decisions and actually it’s an invitation for trouble. Finally come two instances of intemperance, with alcohol and what nowadays would be called a high partying spirit. But all in all, this is where human nature can lead and does lead. And it really is very far away from what the heirs of the kingdom of God are about.
Where the twist now comes is as Paul turns his attention to what he calls the “harvest” of the Spirit. The idea is replete with notions of what may grow and mature over time and it is notable that Paul will not set down a list of good works, such as almsgiving, care for widows and orphans etc. That is not to say he is against such works of charity, but rather he wants us to focus on the inner change to which the Spirit gives birth. The freedom of the believer is realised as the Spirit pours out into the human heart love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. If passions or desires characterise the works of the flesh, he understands rather different inner feelings and dispositions to be the work of the Spirit. “There is no law against these things”(5.23): this is the life that is being set free from sin.
Thus the meaning of living in freedom thanks to Christ is not heavily loaded with imperatives which we will all struggle to live up to. Rather, it is anchored in thankfulness for what the Spirit may bring to life (cf. 4.13-15). And then beyond that, of course there is a sense in which we need to go with this – to seek the Spirit’s guiding, with confidence that this will not be withheld (5.25). Once again Paul focuses on the trouble he knew could so easily arise amongst the Galatians – and others! – and so he advises care to avoid competitiveness, that regular human urge to look at oneself favourably alongside others (5.26). Because he has this strong conviction of what needs to grow within us, Paul addresses the individual believer within the larger congregation, insisting in effect that we shall advance (grow) as we encourage and help one another. Probably there will be a need for correction of one by another: let it be done by one who has received the Spirit and then also in a spirit of gentleness (6.1). Where some are weighed down by what has been happening to them, say, or their loved ones, let there be a sharing of those burdens (6.2). Spiritual pride is to be avoided, for the emphasis is, as already stated, on loving one another. Paul diverts momentarily also to make mention of spiritual teachers and how they might deserve reward from those who have material blessings to share (6.6). The overarching perspective is that God is not to be mocked; there is no pulling of wool over God’s eyes. At the end, the harvest notion sets Paul thinking about the labour towards the harvest, a labour of doing good – of faith and its blessings not being ever intended to be settling a believer down in a private armchair, but rather opening up all sorts of possibilities of service (6.7-10). The bottom line on Christian freedom is that it is freedom for service.



