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The Law and the Spirit
Galatians 3:1-5

Text
O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was before your eyes
that Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as crucified. 2 Let me ask you
only this: Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing
with faith? 3 Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you
now being perfected by the flesh? 4 Did you suffer so many things in
vain—if indeed it was in vain? 5 Does he who supplies the Spirit to you
and works miracles among you do so by works of the law, or by
hearing with faith—

Prayer

Introduction - The Western Front
Lasting for 302 days in 1916, Verdun was the longest continuous battle of the First World War.

It was at Verdun where more than 300,000 French and German soldiers lost their lives.
Upwards of a half million more were wounded.

It’s estimated that 60 million artillery shells were fired in the battle.

And upwards of 15 million of those never detonated. Not just at Verdun, but throughout the
battlefields of the Great War, millions of unexploded artillery shells are still underground.

The image behind me is a modern day photo from the fields of Verdun. The countryside rolls
with craters left in the aftermath of artillery bombardments.

The war is over, but the scars remain.



When the war ended, what would you do with a battlefield like that? Before the war, it had been
farmland. But with all of the metals that were blasted into the land, all of unexploded ammunition
that remained buried underground, and cannisters of toxic gas that had not been used, the land
was too dangerous to work in, let alone to live in.

When the war ended, hundreds of miles of land along the western front were deemed
uninhabitable. In the most dangerous areas, they left it to nature to reclaim the land. Experts
believe it could take more than 700 years for the areas most severely impacted to be safe for
human habitation.

In the most hard hit areas, the impacts of a war that ended over a century ago are still felt.
There are parts of France and Belgium where local water supplies are still contaminated with
chemicals from the war1. Every year, they refer to “the iron harvest2” where farmers unearth
hundreds of thousands of pounds of unexploded shells, as well as bullets, old grenades, barbed
wire and other war materials.

Clearing the devices can be dangerous work. France has a government agency tasked with
clearing out these antique explosives. Since 1946, more than 600 French disposal workers have
died in the line of duty3.

The war is over, but the scars remain.

But gradually, little by little, while some of these lands remain prohibited, some of the once
forbidden areas are now safe for human use. Environments which were left devastated by the
war are being restored.

It’s better than it was during the war, but not as good as it will be in the future. It’s a work in
progress.

In that, there is a metaphor for the Christian experience.

When you come to faith in the gospel of Jesus Christ, you’re forgiven in that moment. But the
restoration lasts a lifetime. And in fact, the restoration will not be fully complete until you are in
the presence of the Lord.

To be a Christian is to be born again. That is new Spiritual life which the Lord imparts to a
believer. And because of this new Spiritual life, God is renewing and restoring you through the
power of the Holy Spirit.

3 https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2004/12/the-wonderful-horrible-life-of-humankind/303615/
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iron_harvest
1 https://bigthink.com/strange-maps/zones-rouges/



Little by little, the Lord is working in you. There are times when the growth might seem slower
than others. There are times where we can be going two steps forward, one step back. But the
Lord is at work. And he’s in the process of bringing renewal and life.

We’re forgiven of all of our sins when we come to faith, but that’s not the same thing as being
free of the struggles and temptations of our sins.

We’re not where we were used to be, but also not where we’re going to be.

Because we have sinful habits and vices we’ve established, and which are hard to break.
Dysfunction we’ve experienced in our own life. Traumatic experiences from which we are still
healing. Dealing with regrets, and shame of life in a fallen world. Areas of moral blindness that
we don’t always even realize are sinful.

Those things impact us. They impact how we live, how we love, how we forgive.

We’re forgiven in Christ, but all of the brokenness doesn’t vanish. Because all of that impacts
who we’ve become. God works all things for good, but that doesn’t mean he erases all the bad
things.

The war is over, but the scars remain.

I think of the picture of the battlefield at Verdun. It’s a striking picture of the devastation that
mankind can inflict upon the earth. But it also gives reason to hope. You see the beauty and the
greenery of the land. You see a land that was destroyed by war, yet it’s a land that has a better
future.

Transition
Last week, we talked about justification by faith. And that’s important. It’s a central doctrine to
the Christian faith.

In this week’s passage, we will talk about the role of the Holy Spirit in our salvation. And Paul
will question how the Christians in Galatia had received the Holy Spirit by faith and then
resorted to trying to earn salvation by their adherence to the law.

They were trying to finish what Christ began and were trying to do what only the Spirit can do.

Thesis

And that will be our main idea from the passage this morning is that we were dead in sin because
we cannot follow the law, but new Spiritual life is given by the one who fulfilled the law.



And we’ll look at today’s passage in three parts. The gospel of grace, the Holy Spirit in our
salvation, and the assurance of the gospel.

And those are three really big, theological ideas. When you come to faith, Spiritually, there are
many things which happen. You’re born again, you’re justified, you’re sanctified, just to name a
few.

And in this passage, we see several of these themes working together as Paul contrasts the
truth of the gospel against false teachings who brought a false gospel.

With that, we’ll jump into our passage this week.

I. First part - the Gospel of grace
At the beginning of this passage, Paul will point to the gospel that he had preached

But first, he will point to the people having been led astray.

Verse 1:

O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?

As we’ve seen elsewhere in this book, Paul does not mince words.

To our sensibilities, this might seem unnecessarily harsh or mean. But his
point isn’t to be abusive. He’s responding to Christian believers who are
starting to live according to another gospel and he’s calling them back to
the truth. In other places in this letter, Paul calls the Galatians “brothers”
(1:11) and refers to them as “my children” (4:19), so we should not lose
sight of the fact that Paul loves these people4.

Foolish
I want to focus for another moment on Paul’s use of the word foolish.
Because he’ll use it again in verse 3.

4 Timothy George, Galatians, vol. 30, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers,
1994), 205–206.

https://ref.ly/logosres/nac30?ref=Bible.Ga3.1&off=1012&ctx=not+be+so+idiotic%3f%E2%80%9D+~The+bluntness+of+Pau


If I called you foolish, that’s pretty offensive. You wouldn’t think it was very
nice.

But what does foolish mean?

In the Bible, foolishness is contrasted with wisdom.

It’s the wise one who fears the Lord and walks in his ways. The fool goes
his own ways and does that which is unwise.

But Paul is addressing people who had heard and received the true gospel
and are turning away to a different message.

That’s foolish.

Application - we constantly need the gospel
This is a reason why it is so important that churches constantly preach the gospel.

I remember driving one time and came across a radio preacher who’s sermons were broadcast.
I forget who the pastor was. This was a few years ago. But in the opening intro to the show, they
mentioned “practical Bible preaching.”

And sadly, that’s what a lot of ministers do.

They want to be a self-help speaker. About finances, or how to raise your kids, or how to have a
good marriage.

Certainly, the Bible addresses those things.

But if the chief thing you’re looking for is practicality, you’re starting in the wrong place.

You start with the gospel and see the practical implications in life in light of that.

Because there is nothing more important. There is nothing more practical. There is nothing
more applicable than the gospel message that we are dead in sin but that Jesus offers grace.

A church that isn’t preaching the gospel will be a church full of people who aren’t be believing
the gospel.



Back in our text. The word that gets translated as “bewitched” means “to
exert evil influence5.”

It’s the only time this word is found in the New Testament.

When Paul asks Who has bewitched you?

The answer to that question is twofold.

Most obviously, the false teachers who infiltrated the Galatian churches
were the ones who were leading the Galatian Christains away from the
truth of the gospel6.

But based on Paul’s language, and his use of the term “bewitch,” there are
also Spiritual overtones to this false teaching and Paul suggests that the
devil himself is working against the gospel and sowing confusion and lies7.

The rest of verse 1:

It was before your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as
crucified.

Now, he’s not saying that they had literally witnessed the crucifixion.

But in the public portrayal of the crucifixion, Paul is pointing to the gospel having been
proclaimed in these churches8.

The Galatians had heard the truth. And responded to the gospel.

But now they were turning away from that.

8 Thomas R. Schreiner, Galatians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2010), 181–182.

7 Timothy George, Galatians, vol. 30, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers,
1994), 207.

6 Timothy George, Galatians, vol. 30, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers,
1994), 207.

5 William Arndt et al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2000), 171.

https://ref.ly/logosres/exegcommgal?ref=Bible.Ga3.1b-c&off=644&ctx=+Galatians%E2%80%99+eyes.14+~The+term+is+also+use
https://ref.ly/logosres/nac30?ref=Bible.Ga3.1&off=4148&ctx=ork+in+their+midst.+~On+one+level+the+ans
https://ref.ly/logosres/nac30?ref=Bible.Ga3.1&off=4148&ctx=ork+in+their+midst.+~On+one+level+the+ans
https://ref.ly/logosres/bdag?ref=Page.p+171&off=745&ctx=9+%5b%CE%B2%5d%CE%B1%CF%83%CE%BA%CE%B5%CC%81%CE%BD%CF%89%5d).%0a%E2%91%A0+to~+exert+an+evil+influ


Apostasy?
Now when we see these things in the church, there’s always the risk of
people who never truly believed in the gospel in the first place.

But that never seems to be Paul’s tone here. It’s more than he’s writing to
people who are believers in the gospel but who’s theology and practice has
gotten out of step with the truth and so he is calling them back to the cross.

He doesn’t seem to view these people as false-converts, but rather, as
misguided converts.

In hearing the message of the gospel, they heard the message of a savior who died to forgive.
The gospel is not the message of a savior who died for us and then gave us a to do list so we
could earn salvation.

We were dead in sin because we cannot follow the law, but new Spiritual life is given by the one who
fulfilled the law.

We come to our second point.

Second part - the Holy Spirit in our salvation
Verse 2.

Paul says:

2 Let me ask you only this:

And then proceeds to ask six consecutive questions.

And that’s why he’s the greatest preacher of all time!

At heart, all of these questions are trying to get to the same truth. And that is related to how a
person becomes a Christian.

Second part of verse 2, we see the first of these questions. Paul asks:

Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing with faith?



Paul will repeat this question at the end of the passage in verse 5 as well.

Theology: Regeneration
I talked a little bit about the Holy Spirit in the beginning. And I can’t stress enough the idea that
the Holy Spirit is not some special optional add-on to the gospel. The Holy Spirit is not reserved
for the super Spiritual Christians.

The Spirit is essential to the new covenant which was ushered in by Christ and it is Jesus who
had promised the apostles that the Spirit would indwell his followers in the Church age9.

John 16:7, on the night he was betrayed, Jesus said:

I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to
you. But if I go, I will send him to you.

In today’s passage Paul asks how a person receives the Holy Spirit.

Is it through works of the law or by hearing with faith?

It’s meant to be a rhetorical question. It’s through faith.

In the same way that you can’t earn salvation, you can’t earn or work your way into having the
Holy Spirit. It is a gift from a gracious God to his people.

The gospel is not about trying to earn salvation by following the law. It comes from knowing that
you cannot follow the law which is why you need the gospel.

And that can be hard.

Because we’re earners by nature. And so the Galatians fell into a trap that can so often be so
difficult for Christians to avoid. Making our standing with God based around our performance.

Grace is challenging.

But it is the only way to God.

Biblical theology of the Spirit
In the Old Testament, they had looked forward to a coming day when the Lord would pour out
his Spirit on his people.

9 Grant R. Osborne, Galatians: Verse by Verse, Osborne New Testament Commentaries (Bellingham, WA: Lexham
Press, 2017), 83.

https://ref.ly/logosres/vbv69ga?ref=Bible.Ga3.2&off=430&ctx=ng+what+you+heard%3f%E2%80%9D+~The+Holy+Spirit+is+t


We see this talked about in Joel 2:28
:

28 “And it shall come to pass afterward,
that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh;
your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
your old men shall dream dreams,
and your young men shall see visions.

We see this prophecy come to fruition with the outpouring of the Spirit in Acts 2 at Pentecost.

In one of the most important passages in the entire Old Testament. Ezekiel 36, the Lord talks about giving his Spirit to
his people.

Ezekiel 36:26:

I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from
your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.

Now. Will this giving of the Spirit be because people are being so good at following the law?

No.

Ezekiel 36:27:

I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules.

Part of the benefit of the Spirit is the fact that it is through the Spirit that the Lord will enable us to follow his
commands.

So we have the Spirit which enables us to follow the ways of the Lord.

It’s not the other way around where we follow the law and are then given the Spirit.

And again, this is what the Old Testament teaches. And Paul is calling out a church that has been influenced by
people trying to still impose the Old Testament law on them.

It’s pretty ironic when you think about it. These early Christians were the first generation of those who had received
the Spirit in the new covenant. They were living, breathing examples of the fulfillment of these Old Testament
prophecies about the work of the Spirit, yet they’re trying to resort to law10.

Because to truly understand the prophets of the Old Testament, the Lord had always pointed to a future time when it
would be his Spirit leading his people in righteousness.

So Paul communicated the gospel. The message was heard. The Spirit was given to born again believers.

But then people infiltrated the church and preached a false gospel of law.

And that’s why Paul is so fired up.

Because law is not gospel.

10 Grant R. Osborne, Galatians: Verse by Verse, Osborne New Testament Commentaries (Bellingham, WA: Lexham
Press, 2017), 84.

https://ref.ly/logosres/vbv69ga?ref=Bible.Ga3.2&off=1231&ctx=w+in+Galatians+4:6.+~So+the+Galatians%E2%80%99+ex


Quoting Jon Stott,

This is the difference between them: the law says ‘Do this’; the gospel says
‘Christ has done it all’. The law requires works of human achievement; the
gospel requires faith in Christ’s achievement. The law makes demands and
bids us obey; the gospel brings promises and bids us believe. So the law
and the gospel are contrary to one another. They are not two aspects of the
same thing, or interpretations of the same Christianity. At least in the
sphere of justification, as Luther says, ‘the establishing of the law is the
abolishing of the Gospel11”

Because the gospel matters.

We were dead in sin because we cannot follow the law, but new Spiritual life is given by the one who
fulfilled the law.

We come to our third point.

Third point - Assurance
It’s helpful to look at verse 2 into verse 3.

First question:

Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing with faith?

Are you so foolish?

Once again, that seems like a rhetorical question.

His point is that they did not receive the Spirit by works.

Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?

Here he answers the question to leave no doubt.

11 John R. W. Stott, The Message of Galatians: Only One Way, The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester, England;
Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1986), 71.

https://ref.ly/logosres/bstus69ga?ref=Bible.Ga3.3&off=597&ctx=a+right+divine.%E2%80%99%EF%BB%BF1%EF%BB%BF+~This+is+the+differen


The Spirit was received by hearing with faith.

And so you cannot now start adding law onto that. Paul words that as being perfected by the flesh. His point is that
we cannot use our own works to achieve perfection.

You don’t begin with the Spirit and then switch to the law.

It’s the Spirit from beginning to end.

Praise God.

That’s the reason why we can have assurance of our salvation. That a born again believer who is forgiven in Christ
has a salvation that cannot be lost because of the justifying work of Christ and the guarantee of that is his giving of
the Holy Spirit.

Paul says this in Ephesians 1:13-14:

In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were
sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, 14 who is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession
of it, to the praise of his glory.

And what good news that is.

We are not the ones who sanctify ourselves.

You didn’t save yourself in the beginning and you will not be the one responsible to save yourself in the end.

And again, for a person who truly believes that, who truly believes in the gospel, the Spirit is working in you.

I know I touched on this last week, but it’s the same thing we see with the fruit of the Spirit in chapter 5. We don’t just
will ourselves to be more joyful, or more patient, or kinder.

But that those things are a Spiritual byproduct of a person who has the Spirit. The Lord works in you and through you.

Verse 4:

4 Did you suffer so many things in vain—if indeed it was in vain?

What Paul seems to be saying in this verse is that there is a certain social cost of becoming a
follower of Jesus. To truly live your life for Jesus, there are ramifications in how others view you.

And that certainly would have been true in the first century when it was a new movement.

And so what Paul seems to be saying is that they had already made the sacrifice by virtue of
coming to faith in the gospel.

And now they’re willing to go through that, just so that they can throw the gospel away?

And it makes no sense to Paul.



Verse 5:

5 Does he who supplies the Spirit to you and works miracles among
you do so by works of the law, or by hearing with faith—

He points to the works of God both in the individual believer and among the
body of believers. That the Lord is active and at work. And why is that?

Is it because of the law and adherence? Or is it in people who have
received the gospel by faith?

It’s the same question he had asked in verse 2.

But a difference is that in verse 2, it’s connected to coming to faith and in
verse 5, it’s connected more to the idea of remaining faithful12.

We were dead in sin because we cannot follow the law, but new Spiritual life is given by the one who
fulfilled the law.

And the Spirit finishes the work.

One of my favorite verses in the entire Bible is Philippians 1:6:

he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.

What a good God we have.

Again, if it was up to us, we’d be in trouble.

But we’re saved by grace through faith and the Lord will carry us to the
end.

12 Grant R. Osborne, Galatians: Verse by Verse, Osborne New Testament Commentaries (Bellingham, WA: Lexham
Press, 2017), 87.

https://ref.ly/logosres/vbv69ga?ref=Bible.Ga3.5&off=1017&ctx=what+%5bthey%5d+heard%3f%E2%80%9D+~In+verse+2+the+empha


Conclusion

If you’re thinking that what you do or how good you are is the basis for God’s love for you, you’ve got it wrong and
you’re believing in something that is not the gospel.

And I think of the conversations I have with people. And I keep beating this drum because I know how hard that
mentality is for us to shake. Where we think our standing with God is based on something we do.

Or where we can fall into the trap of making faith into a law unto itself, where we feel like how strong our faith is, or
how “good” we are at having faith is the basis for God’s justification for us.

Paul gives us the answer in the passage.

It was before your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as
crucified.

Believing the gospel is knowing that you have a savior who died for you, and rose for you.

That the death and resurrection of Jesus is something that’s real to you.

I borrow this idea from Tim Keller, but the gospel is not just knowing about Jesus13. Lots of people know about Jesus.
That doesn’t make them Christians.

But knowing what Jesus has done and what he’s done for you.

We were dead in sin because we cannot follow the law, but new Spiritual life is given by the one who
fulfilled the law.

So then how does a person who is a believer in the gospel respond?

If the law can’t save us, does it mean what we do doesn’t matter? I touched on that last week. What we
do doesn’t save us. That’s not to say it doesn’t matter.

God wants us to live for him and for his glory. But to do that as people who know him and love him, not as
people who think they can earn him.

I think of my son. There’s nothing he can do to earn my love. That doesn’t mean that I would be apathetic
if he’s as bad as he can possibly be, because I’ll just love him anyway.

That wouldn’t be pleasing to me and it also wouldn’t be what was best for him.

So this will be brief, but I close with a few responses to this passage.

How do we live if we don’t live by the law?

13 Timothy Keller, Galatians for You, God’s Word for You (Purcellville, VA: The Good Book Company, 2013), 66.

https://ref.ly/logosres/galatiansforyou?ref=Bible.Ga3.1-14&off=2597&ctx=essalonians+1:4).+A+~Christian+is+not+som


1. The gospel
We begin with the gospel and living by faith. You believe in the gospel and your faith impacts how you
live, not the other way around.
It’s coming to God as sinful people knowing that we have a gracious savior who forgives us and invites
into life.

2. We live in God’s ways
I didn’t say that first.

Because that’s not our salvation. It is entirely by the work of Christ.

But to live a life in the wisdom of God, to live a life that brings glory to God, to live a life of the greatest
fulfillment because it’s most in step with the will of God, we must walk in the ways of God.

Lastly,
3. We look to God

I was reading this morning in Exodus 34.

It’s a passage where the Israelites are going through some difficulties, due to their own sin. After God had
rescued them from slavery in Egypt, the Israelites had quickly resorted to idolatry and made a golden calf
to worship.

In Exodus 34, Moses spends 40 days in the presence of the Lord.

At the end of that 40 days with God, Moses face shined.

That being with God was transformative. The Israelites were terrified! To the point where Moses had to
wear a veil.

Paul picks up this in 2 Corinthians 3:18 where he says:
we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from
one degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit.

We’re not saved by law, but we’re invited to experience and know the Lord God. It’s a foretaste of heaven.

We still do it as people who are imperfect and are living in a fallen world but having a heart and mind and
soul that are devoted to God, knowing God, looking to God, that this is transformative.

We do it through prayer, meditation, reflection, and having a mind set on the things above.

Because of Christ, the veil is removed. And because of the Spirit, we are transformed from one degree of
glory to another. The Spirit works in us and transforms us.

We were dead in sin because we cannot follow the law, but new Spiritual life is given by the one who
fulfilled the law.


