
Letter to the Galatians 
Study 9: Wait for the Hope of Righteousness 

Galatians 5:1-12

For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a 
yoke of slavery.

Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage 
to you. I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that he is obligated to keep 
the whole law. You are severed from Christ, you who would be justified by the law; you 
have fallen away from grace. For through the Spirit, by faith, we ourselves eagerly wait 

for the hope of righteousness. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor 
uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith working through love.

(Galatians 5:1-6)

The apostle Paul began his letter by accusing the Galatians of “turning to a 
different gospel” (v. 1:6) and defending his authority saying that his gospel was 
“not man’s gospel” (v. 1:11). He preached the gospel of Jesus Christ given to him 
through a revelation of Christ  Himself (v. 1:12) which was the good news that 
we are “justified by faith in Christ alone” (v. 2:16). After making his argument 
concerning justification by faith in Christ, the apostle has now been making his 
appeal to the Galatians that they are “no longer slaves” to a religious system but 
literally adopted sons of God (v. 4:7). Now here in this passage, the apostle is 
finishing his appeal and preparing the way for his application for those who are 
the “children of promise” (v. 4:28) and who have been “called to freedom” (v. 5:13). 
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The big theme of Paul’s letter to the Galatians is undoubtedly the gospel truth 
that he continues to hammer into our heads over and over again which is the 
truth and the good news that proclaims man can be justified before God by faith 
in Christ alone. If you were asked what the apostle Paul’s letter to the Galatians 
was all about, you could accurately inform the person asking you that it is 
Paul’s defense of 'justification by faith in Christ'. That is the main subject of his 
argument, the main focus in his appeal and the main thrust of his application. 

Now, if justification by faith in Christ alone is the main theme of the apostle’s 
letter, we may rightly conclude that ‘Christian freedom’ is the main implication 
of this theme. And Paul brings this implication out here in this passage as he 
begins this final appeal by writing: “For freedom Christ has set us free” (v. 1). 

Now we might read this sentence and wonder what exactly Paul means here 
concerning Christian freedom? How has Christ freed us into freedom?

As Paul has already been explaining, Christ has freed us into freedom by giving 
Himself over to death in order to pay the redemption price of our sin. We no 
longer have to try and earn our redemption in vain; Christ paid for it with His 
righteous life and His sacrificial death. Therefore, we as sinners separated from 
God can be justified before God by faith in Christ and what He’s done which 
gives us the life-altering Christian freedom that the apostle appeals to here. 

Christ has set us free from the vain pursuit of trying to earn our righteousness, 
and now the Christian who lives in faith can live in incredible freedom 
knowing God already regards him as righteous in Christ. 
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❖ Question #1: In what way and why were the Galatians choosing 'slavery' 
over the freedom given and experienced in the gospel of Christ? In what ways 
are we tempted to do the same thing and why?

Working for God’s Grace

Now, the truth of the gospel when communicated correctly can create what 
seems like an opportunity for people to take advantage of this kind of freedom. 
It can lead people to assume that “As long as I have faith in Christ saving me from 
my sins then I am free to live any way that I want.” Throughout history, one of the 
main reasons that the Christian church has had a tendency to slip into legalism 
is because the church begins to fear that the truth of the gospel will lead people 
to this sort of assumption that they can live any way that they want.    
       
So in its effort to prevent people from potentially trying to abuse the freedom 
offered in Christ, the church's tendency throughout history and even today is to 
preach more messages about Christian behavior rather than Christian belief. 

However, Christian deeds are only properly 'Christian' when they are 
motivated by Christian doctrine. Messages on Christian behavior can be 
misunderstood when we're unclear on the Christian belief that ought to 
motivate that behavior.

These kinds of messages tend to focus more on managing our sin or overcoming 
our sin and conforming ourselves to the ‘Christian code of conduct’. However, 
teaching Christian behavior without being clear on the belief that ought to 
motivate that behavior can leave people in a state of looking like Christians on 
the outside without truly being regenerated Christians on the inside. 
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Those under this kind of regular teaching begin to experience insecurities 
because they begin to feel the pressures of moral performance and ‘looking the 
part’ rather than just being secure in themselves. This can become dangerous 
because people may begin to look and live the ‘right way’ assuming that this is 
what will make them right with God. This was the error of the Galatians. 

Circumcision was a perfectly fine and honorable act that a new believer could 
carry out in order to identify himself with the rich Old Testament heritage of his 
elect ancestors. However, when the Judaizers taught circumcision as a necessary 
behavior for becoming a true child of God, this incorrect belief created the 
improper motivation for this behavior which in Paul's words led the Galatians 
to cut themselves off from Christ and to fall away from God's grace (v. 4).

Preaching Christian behavior apart from clear Christian belief often leads the 
church into legalism. And legalism will lead us (like the Judaizers and 
Galatians) to trust ourselves over trusting Christ and lead us into the impossible 
scenario of constantly working for God’s grace.  

❖ Question #2: In what way might the freedom offered in the gospel of Christ 
be offensive to those who may put too much emphasis on Christian behavior?

Wandering from God’s Grace

While some churches may slip into legalism out of fear of Christian freedom, 
other churches, in order to prevent people from falling into legalism run to far 
in the other direction and preach more on Christian inspiration and Christian 
blessings rather than on Christian belief. Messages in this category tend to turn 
Christ into more of an inspiring example and a mere helpful companion. 
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These messages may sound something like this, “God is love. God is your friend. 
God is full of grace and forgiveness so don’t beat yourself up and worry too much about 
your sin. Live your best life now and reap the good life here on earth that God wants to 
give you. God wants to bless you and make you happy.” These messages subtly 
promote a license to not really worry about your sin at all and can lead you to 
ultimately place your focus on self-improvement, self-fulfillment, and self-
satisfaction in the way that you live out your 'Christian' life. 

However, emphasizing Christian blessings without a correct understanding of 
the beliefs that puts these blessings in their appropriate context can lead people 
into approaching God as a means to an end. You begin to look past God and 
mainly onto what He might be willing to give you or what He might be willing 
to do for you. 

Those under this kind of regular teaching begin to slip into a subtle form of 
selfishness in which their faith actually revolves around themselves and their 
current circumstances. This can lead to expectations and a sense of entitlement 
in your relationship with God. This becomes increasingly dangerous because 
your relationship with God now revolves around your circumstances and 
experiences, but your circumstances and experiences can be very deceptive in 
determining where you actually stand with God.
  
So, while preaching out of the fear of Christian freedom can lead many into 
legalism; preaching out of the fear of Christian legalism can lead many into a 
license to live for yourself rather than living for God and others. This license to 
live for ourselves can lead us to lose our God-centered focus and therefore lead 
us into casually wandering away from God’s grace as we shift our focus toward 
self-fulfillment rather than submissive faith.
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❖ Question #3: In what way might the freedom offered in the gospel of Christ 
be offensive to those who put too much emphasis on Christian inspiration? 
In what ways is Christ infinitely more than an inspiring example or our 
friend and helpful companion?

Both, legalism toward sin and a license to sin, are self-centered, self-driven, and 
self-focused ways of approaching a relationship with God. And both are 
dangerous and deceptive ways of cutting yourself off from Christ completely 
while at the same time assuming you’re a Christian.  

The Christian life is not about working constantly on your life or wandering 
casually throughout your life, but rather the Christian life is about waiting 
confidently on another life. As the apostle Paul says here in this passage, we as 
Christians are called to a life of ‘standing firm’ (v. 1) and ‘eagerly waiting’ (v. 5). 

Waiting on God’s Grace

So if the Christian life is about ‘waiting’ then we must first consider what it 
means to actually find ourselves in a position of waiting?

First, we must acknowledge that waiting always implies an object of focus. You 
cannot find yourself in a position of waiting unless there is something very 
specific that you are actually waiting for. 

So what are we as Christians waiting for?

Well Paul reveals this plainly by writing, “For through the Spirit, by faith, we 
ourselves eagerly wait for the hope of righteousness.” (v. 5)
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Paul says something similar in his letter to the Romans where he writes, "We 
ourselves, who have the first-fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for 
adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies." (Romans 8:23)     

As those who have received the Holy Spirit by faith in Christ, we ought to 
‘groan inwardly’ within ourselves desperately desiring the consummation and 
completeness of our salvation and redemption. The Christian life is a life of 
eagerly expecting and confidently waiting for ‘the hope of righteousness’ which 
is the future glorification with our Lord that our justification guarantees.

“No one else, no secular person, no follower of any other religion, can look at their 
future like this! Non-religious people have no idea where they will be a million years 

from now, and religious people without the gospel are anxious about where they will be, 
and cannot relax or look forward to it with eagerness. The certainty of our future with 

God is a fruit of the gospel.”1

Do you find yourself eagerly awaiting the eternal life that God has promised 
and provided for us in Christ? Is there a strong desire in the depths of your soul 
that longs for more of the power and presence of God than you are currently 
comprehending and experiencing?

Obedience to the truth of the gospel is not constantly working to excel in our 
moral performance but confidently ‘standing firm’ and ‘eagerly waiting’ for 
what our faith in Christ has promised. 

   Timothy Keller, Galatians For You, (The Good Book Company: 2013), 135-136.1
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Therefore, if the Christian life is about waiting for the eternal life in glory that 
God has promised, what are we to do while we are waiting here on earth?

The answer to this important question is found in the apostle's grand statement 
that ends up driving everything else that he will say throughout the rest of his 
letter. Paul writes that, “in Christ neither legalism nor license proves to have any 
value but only faith working itself out through love.” (v. 6)

The Christian life here on earth is about loving others and preparing ourselves 
for the One that we love. Like a young bride preparing herself for that moment 
she’ll stand before her groom, we ought to be preparing ourselves for that 
moment we’ll stand face to face in the presence of Christ. The Bible continually 
uses this metaphor telling us how Christ is the Bride-Groom, and we as 
Christians are His bride. The Christian life is about standing firm in your faith 
and remaining firm in your focus on the One who has already demonstrated 
and pledged His love for you forever.  

So may we examine how we would appropriately describe our life and our 
understanding of the Christian life. Are you someone who seems to be 
constantly working on your life and your own moral performance? Are you 
someone who seems to be casually wandering through your life primarily 
focused on yourself and what you might be able to gain from God? Or are you a 
Christian confidently waiting for another life with the Lord that you love and 
loving others around you while you wait? 

A good measure of your Christian condition is whether or not you expect your 
life here in this world to be the waiting period or the actual wedding party.
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Summary Statements:

❖ Christian deeds are only properly 'Christian' when they are motivated by 
Christian doctrine.

❖ The Christian life is not about working constantly on your life or wandering 
casually throughout your life, but rather the Christian life is about waiting 
confidently on another life.

❖ Obedience to the truth of the gospel is not constantly working to excel in our 
moral performance but confidently ‘standing firm’ and ‘eagerly waiting’ for what 
our faith in Christ has promised.

❖ A good measure of your Christian condition is whether or not you expect your life 
here in this world to be the waiting period or the actual wedding party.


