
true liberty

‘Stand fast in the liberty by which Christ has made us free,’ says Paul (Galatians 5: 1) 
What does it mean?

It doesn’t mean being bound by a set of unwritten rules for evangelicals, the sort of taboos that 
flourished in the mid-twentieth century: don’t smoke, drink, go to cinemas, pubs, theatres... No 
doubt these arose out of a genuine concern to avoid worldly snares. But we can’t rely on 
shibboleths like this, for it’s easy then to fall into the Colossian error of imposing ‘will worship’ 
without teaching heart obedience to the Lord and his commands.   

Coming to an understanding of biblical teaching can set us free from shibboleths. But then we must 
be careful to avoid going to the other extreme. A friend once said to me,  ‘The trouble with Fred is 
that he’s in bondage to liberty!’  It was a light-hearted remark but with a serious concern lying 
behind it. The Bible does not prohibit cinemas but it doesn’t mean that we are free to watch 
anything that’s shown. The Bible doesn’t ban smoking but that doesn’t oblige you to smoke big 
cigars.  Fred felt he had to mark his liberty by ostentatiously doing such things.

In Corinthians Paul deals with other misuses of liberty. Believers were free to eat meat without the 
concern that it had probably been offered to idols. They had the power to do so. (The word used 
there has aspects of power or authority about it, as well as freedom from restraint.)  But it was 
wrong to do it blatantly in front of fellow believers who felt it was sinful. 
Believers were also free from the obligation to keep the set days of the old ceremonial law. But 
some believers didn’t understand that and were being openly condemned by some who flaunted 
their liberty.  So though we have freedom of conscience we are not right to make a display of it 
whenever we can.  

What does Paul add in Galatians 5: 13? ‘... you have been called to liberty; only do not use liberty 
as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another’. 
We would never pursue things of the flesh, would we? But do you see what ‘flesh’ encompasses? 
Lack of love and concern for others, and for their faith and spiritual wellbeing; readiness to trample 
on their weakness and despise them. The law is summed up in this way: love your neighbour as 
yourself.

True liberty is of the Spirit. The fruit of the Spirit is an outworking of that law in love, joy, peace, 
long-suffering, kindness, self-control,  gentleness etc.   When we have no concern for the effect of 
our actions on others, behaviour is no more than ‘the works of the flesh’.  Rom 14: 20 tells us not to 
destroy one for whom Christ died for the sake of (our liberty with regard to) food. True liberty is 
‘freedom from’ and also ‘freedom to’ serve Christ and others. 

Stand fast in gospel liberty. That’s a command. But true liberty asks, ‘What effect will my actions 
have on my brothers?’  Vainglory comes in if love is lost sight of.
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H o w  w e l l  d o  y o u  k n o w  t h e   C o n f e s s i o n ?

 Chapter XX is entitled Of Christian Liberty, and Liberty of Conscience
 

Para II says	
 God alone is lord of the conscience, and has left it free from the 
	
 	
 doctrines and commandments of men which are in anything 
	
 	
 contrary to his word, or beside it, in matters of faith or worship.
	
 	
 So that to believe such doctrines, or to obey such commandments 
	
 	
 out of conscience, is to betray true liberty of conscience; and the 
	
 	
 requiring of an implicit faith, and an absolute and blind obedience,
	
 	
 is to destroy liberty of conscience, and reason also.

Para III says  	
 They who, upon pretence of Christian liberty, do practise any sin,
	
 	
 or cherish any lust, do thereby destroy the end of Christian liberty; 
	
 	
 which is, that, being delivered out of the hands of our enemies, we 
	
 	
 might serve the Lord without fear, in holiness and righteousness 
	
 	
 before him, all the days of our life.
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