
WALK BY THE SPIRIT 
GALATIANS 5:16-25 

This entire final section of Paul’s letter to the Galatians is the apostle revealing how true 
saving faith in Christ will always work itself out through love that is powered by the Holy 
Spirit (5:5-6). This is the principle point concerning our Christian freedom that drives all of 
the apostle’s application throughout the remainder of his letter (5:13-6:10). Christian love 
powered by the Holy Spirit never promotes a life focused on our own personal pleasure and 
happiness. But rather, Christian love powered by the Holy Spirit always produces a love for 
God and a love for others that has been motivated by the incredible love of Christ. 

Paul has provided this general principle on Christian love (5:13-15), and now here in this 
particular passage, he seeks to work out some of the implications of this principle (5:16-25).  

Here in this particular section of the letter, Paul basically takes up the question of how we 
can lovingly obey God and lovingly serve one another.  

Do we naturally and consistently humble ourselves and serve others in sacrificial love and 
kindness? Do the right attitudes and the right actions just naturally flow out of us? 

Many of us can honestly say that we truly want to do good and want to obey God in every 
area of our lives. But if we’re honest, then we’ll have to admit that we can’t seem to pull this 
off very successfully. For some reason, it just doesn’t come naturally. As Paul alludes to here 
in this passage, we struggle to consistently do the very things that we honestly desire to do. 

Paul blames this internal conflict on what he calls, “the desires of the flesh” — which is simply 
our sinful nature and our tendency towards sin. John Piper describes the flesh as “the old 
ego that is self-reliant and does not delight to yield to any authority or depend on any 
mercy. It craves the sensation of self-generated power and loves the praise of men.”   1

   John Piper, Walk by the Spirit!, (Bethlehem Baptist Church: August 7, 1983)1
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Paul points out that the only way we will overcome these desires and actually find ourselves 
lovingly obeying God and lovingly serving one another is if we recognize who we belong to 
and “walk by the Spirit” (5:16).    

So what does it mean to “walk by the Spirit” (5:16) and to be “led by the Spirit” (5:18) and to 
“live by the Spirit” (5:25) and to “keep in step with the Spirit” (5:25)?  

Paul points out that we can overcome the works of the flesh by decisively dying to our old 
ways and powerfully walking a new way in step with the Spirit.   

The Works of the Flesh 

In observing this particular passage on working out our faith in love, we can’t help but notice 
the two big lists of character qualities that the apostle Paul provides in sharp contrast with 
one another. The first list is described as the “works of the flesh.” These are the natural 
desires and sinful tendencies that are a product of our own inherited sinful nature. These are 
the internal things that keep us from doing the things we truly want to do (5:17).    

In attempting to define each of these sinful desires, it may help us to begin by actually 
dividing these up into four broad categories or groups: 
  
Sex 
• sexual immorality — any kind of sexual intercourse outside of marriage (we derive the term 

pornography from the Greek term porneia used here) 
• impurity — any sexual behavior that is unnatural or contrary to the created order 
• sensuality — a sexual over-desire or behavior that is out of control 

Religion 
• idolatry — here it means consciously worshipping something other than God 
• sorcery — attempting to manipulate supernatural power or even the work of the Spirit 
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Relationships 
• The destructive attitudes of enmity, strife, jealousy and envy can lead to fits of anger, 

rivalries, dissensions and division which cause the inevitable disintegration of our 
relationships. 

Substance Abuse 
• The terms drunkenness and orgies (here referring to alcoholic benders rather than sexual 

perversion) are used to describe the desires that draw us toward addictive behaviors 
where we seek pleasure and satisfaction from drugs, alcohol or any other substance that 
we may abuse in this way.  

After listing these things (although not an exhaustive list), the apostle Paul warns that “those 
who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God” (5:21). You see, a Christian ought to 
feel the internal conflict of battling against these things, but should never be failing to make 
any progress against them. Routinely giving into the works of the flesh provides some strong 
evidence that a person may not truly be a child of God no matter what they may be claiming.  

Sinful desires will certainly still exist in the life of a Christian, but they should no longer be 
the natural desires to who they are as the adopted children of God who have received the 
power of the Holy Spirit. As a Christian, I may fall into these things during various moments 
of weakness in my life, but they should no longer be the types of things that I want to do.   

The Fruit of the Spirit 

The first list in this passage describes the “works of the flesh” which are the natural desires 
and sinful tendencies that are a product of our own inherited sinful nature. The second list in 
this passage which opposes the first is described by Paul as the “fruit of the Spirit.” These are 
the new desires of the regenerated man produced through us by the powerful work of the 
Holy Spirit. Or as John Stott puts it, they are “the natural produce of Spirit-led Christians.”  2

   John Stott, The Message of Galatians, (InterVarsity Press: 1968), 148-1492
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We can define each of these as follows: 

• love — the willing sacrifice of yourself for the ultimate good and eternal redemption of 
someone else 

• joy — deep delight in God that transcends our feelings and circumstances 
• peace — a confident rest in the sovereignty and goodness of God 
• patience — a watchful and expectant trust in the sovereignty of God 
• kindness — willing service to others without expecting anything in return 
• goodness — persistence in Christ-like character no matter the circumstances (integrity) 
• faithfulness — reliable to speak the truth and act with complete honesty 
• gentleness — caring for others without seeking to control them 
• self-control — exercising discipline and discernment rather than acting out of impulse and 

natural instincts (self-mastery) 

Now in contrasting these two lists, we can observe that not only are the various character 
qualities completely opposite from the other, but even the descriptions of the lists serve to 
make a vital point of contrast. Paul is very intentional in choosing to describe the first list as 
Works and the second list as Fruit.    

The word fruit allows us to consider the world of agriculture in order to gain a better 
understanding of how these character traits are produced. Works are things we do while 
fruit is something done through us. Works are what we naturally produce when left to 
ourselves, but fruit is what is supernaturally produced through us by the Holy Spirit. We can 
produce works, but we can only bear fruit. Now, just like in the world of agriculture, this fruit 
may grow gradually, but for those who have truly received the Spirit, the growth of this fruit 
is inevitable.    

Just as fruit grows gradually in due season, so the Christian life is one of gradual and 
sometimes unnoticed growth. Often we don’t realize how much we’ve grown until a period 
of time has passed where we are able to look back and compare our overall character from 
what we were like previously to what we are like now. And just as an apple tree will inevitably 
produce apples, so those who have received the Holy Spirit will inevitably find themselves 
producing the fruit of the Spirit.  
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This list collectively (although not an exhaustive list) is the fruit of the Spirit. We are not to 
emphasize one quality over another. It’s not a matter of some of us producing apples, some 
oranges and some bananas. The Holy Spirit produces all of these upon the same tree. Every 
individual Christian will gradually and inevitably find themselves producing this collective 
fruit of the Holy Spirit.  

Walking by the Spirit  

So how can we overcome the natural works of the flesh and make sure that we begin 
bearing the supernatural fruit of the Spirit? 

Paul says, “I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh” (5:16).  

So what does it mean to “walk by the Spirit”? And how do we go about doing this? 

Many of us falsely assume that “walking by the Spirit” means working with the Spirit. We 
assume that we are supposed to work with the Spirit and fix our sin. However, working on 
our sin is not necessarily what Paul is urging us to do. To work on our sin is negative in its 
emphasis, but Paul is speaking of something more positive. After all, we might realize that 
working on our sin often doesn’t work anyway.  

Trying our best not to do certain things rarely leads us to succeed in actually doing the 
things we want to do. Trying not to swing at the slider is not going to help me hit the fastball. 
I will find myself so concerned about the slider that I’ll miss my opportunity to hit the fastball. 
The best way to not swing at the slider is to commit myself to hitting the fastball. 

Simply trying our best not to do certain sinful acts will rarely lead us into doing the things 
that we want to be doing. Simply trying to be a good Christian who tries to avoid the works 
of the flesh will not necessarily help you bear the fruit of the Spirit. You will find yourself so 
concerned about falling into sin that you’ll miss on your opportunities to work out your faith 
in love. That is why Paul says the best way to not gratify the desires of the flesh is to walk by 
the Spirit.   
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Walking by the Spirit is committing ourselves to Christ and the way he calls us to live 
and then trusting him to take care of the rest. We must not simply focus on what we need 
to stop doing, but more importantly we need to focus on the things that we ought to be 
doing. Paul reminds us that we are those who “belong to Christ” and have already “crucified 
the flesh” with its passions and desires (5:24).  

We “belong to Christ”. Our acceptance and access to God does not rest in our own 
character and what we are able to do but rather in Christ and what he’s already done for us. 
Therefore, we have the freedom to acknowledge and admit that we still struggle with sin. 
We are free to confess the internal conflict of our sinful nature versus the Spirit. However, 
admitting that we have a problem is the pivotal step in overcoming that problem. Walking in 
honesty about our sin and in dependency on our Savior are the first steps to walking by the 
Spirit.    

We “have crucified the flesh”. Our regeneration as a new man through faith in Christ led to 
the decisive death to the man we used to be. As Christians, we are not to just hope the 
works of the flesh will go away and bother us no more. We are to put them to death. We are 
to decisively turn our backs on who we used to be, and we are to decisively turn toward who 
we now are in Christ. Although we will still find ourselves tempted by the desires of the flesh, 
as those who now belong to Christ and who have sworn our allegiance to him as our Lord, 
our sinful nature is no longer the reigning power in our life (Romans 6:11).    

And so, we are to “walk in step with the Spirit” (5:25). We are to follow the way of life that 
Christ has called us to and the life that the Spirit now leads. Simply trying to be a good 
Christian or trying not to sin anymore will not work.  

We must not simply focus on what we need to stop doing, but more importantly we need to 
focus on the things that we ought to be doing.  

Rather than working on our sin in fear, we must be working out our faith in love. We 
are to walk by the Spirit. We are to commit ourselves to Christ and the way that he calls us to 
live and then trust him to take care of the rest.
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