
“Put Off the Works of the Flesh” 
(Galatians 5:19-21) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Paul has told us not to use our freedom in Christ to sin.   
a.  Christ didn’t set us free from the Law – to be justified or condemned – now 

to break it all we want.   
(i)  He set us free from the Law to save us from condemnation, since that’s all 

it could do to us.   
(a)  Bunyan, in his book, Pilgrim’s Progress, has a vivid illustration of 

how the Law can only condemn and how only Christ can save us from 
that condemnation.   

(b)  Faithful, as he speaks to Christian about his perils on the road, told 
him about one incident while climbing the Hill of Difficulty:   

 
Now, when I had got above half-way up, I looked behind me, and 
saw one coming after me, swift as the wind; so he overtook me just 
about the place where the settle stands.   
 
CHRISTIAN:  Just there, said Christian, did I sit down to rest me; 
but being overcome with sleep, I there lost this roll out of my 
bosom.   
 
But, good brother, hear me out.  So soon as the man overtook me, it 
was but a word and a blow; for down he knocked me, and laid me 
for dead.  But when I was a little come to myself again I asked him 
wherefore he served me so.  He said because of my secret inclining 
to Adam the First.  And with that he struck me another deadly blow 
on the breast, and beat me down backward; so I lay at his foot as 
dead as before.  So when I came to myself again I cried him mercy:  
but he said, I know not how to show mercy; and with that he 
knocked me down again.  He had doubtless made an end of me, but 
that one came by and bid him forbear.   
 
CHRISTIAN:  Who was that that bid him forbear?    
 
FAITHFUL:  I did not know him at first:  but as he went by, I 
perceived the holes in his hands and in his side:  Then I concluded 
that he was our Lord.  So I went up the hill.   
 
CHRISTIAN:  That man that overtook you was Moses.  He spareth 
none; neither knoweth he how to shew mercy to those that transgress 
the law.   
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FAITHFUL:  I know it very well; it was not the first time that he has 
met with me.  ‘Twas he that came to me when I dwelt securely at 
home, and that told me he would burn my house over my head if I 
stayed there.   
 

(c)  The Law would have pulled our houses down around our ears as well, 
if Christ hadn’t suffered and died on the cross to take away our guilt.   

 
(ii)  But He didn’t remove the penalty for stealing so that we may now steal, 

or of the penalty for sexual immorality that we may commit adultery, or of 
lying that may now deceive, or of schism that we may now divide.   

 
b.  Rather, He set us free from condemnation that we might pursue obedience 

now more earnestly from a new motive.   
(i)  He has bound us by His love to love Him more.   
(ii)  He has bound us through His sacrifice to sacrifice ourselves more for our 

brothers, sisters, our neighbors – all who are made in the image of God – 
that we might love them as we love ourselves (John 15:13).   

(iii)  Far from using our freedom as an excuse to attack one another, we are to 
see it as our obligation to love and serve each other.   

 
2.  But if we are to be successful in carrying this out, there is something we must do 

first.   
a.  Paul also reminded us that there are two opposing forces at work in our 

hearts:  the flesh and the Spirit.   
(i)  The flesh is trying to move us away from God and His ways, into the 

ways of sin.   
(ii)  While the Spirit is seeking to move us towards God and His ways, away 

from the ways of sin.   
(iii)  We are being pushed from both directions, so that we may not always do 

the things we want to do (Gal. 5:17).   
 

b.  If we are to overcome our flesh and do what is right, we must walk by the 
Spirit.  NB:  If you want to overcome your sins, listen carefully to this and do 
it:  it is the only way to defeat our corruption and glorify God.   
(i)  We must strengthen His influence in our hearts through the means of 

grace.   
(ii)  And we must cut off the things that weaken His influence, such as the sin 

we commit that grieves Him and quenches His work.   
 
c.  If we are successful in doing this, two things will happen:   

(i)  Paul says we will by no means carry out the desire of the flesh (v. 16).   
(a)  We will still struggle with imperfection, with our corruption, with the 

desire to do sinful things, as Moses said to Faithful in Pilgrim’s 
Progress, there will still be a secret inclining to the first Adam.   
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(b)  But the flesh will not be able to carry out its will:  we will not commit 
those sins we hate, but do the will of God.   

 
(ii)  Secondly, we will strengthen our assurance that we are truly His.   

(a)  We will demonstrate that we really have been delivered from the Law 
and are safely in Christ.   

(b)  “But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the Law” (v. 18).   
 

B.  Preview.   
1.  But to make the work that is before us even clearer – what it is we need to put 

off/kill and what we need to put on – Paul now goes on to show us the 
tendencies or fruits of both of these principles within us:   
a.  He begins with the works of the flesh, then moves to those of the Spirit.   
b.  After each, he adds an additional comment:   

(i)  A warning to give us further incentive to fight against our flesh and 
subdue it.   

(ii)  And an encouragement to cultivate the fruits of the Spirit.   
 
2.  This morning, we’re going to focus on the works of the flesh and the warning 

Paul gives against it.  As we go through these, let’s allow the Lord to use this 
passage in at least two ways:   
a.  To show us clearly what the flesh/corruption in us produces, so that we may 

fight against these tendencies.   
b.  To show us clearly what the consequences are of not fighting these 

tendencies to motivate us in putting off these sins.   
 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, what are the works of the flesh?  Paul lists them for us in verses 19-21, “Now 
the deeds of the flesh are evident, which are:  immorality, impurity, sensuality, 
idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, disputes, 
dissensions, factions, envying, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these.”  
Since there are so many of them, I will only spend a brief time on each.  As I read 
and define them, look for them in your lives and purpose to put them off.   
1.  The first work of the flesh he mentions is immorality:   

a.  The word is �������� and is a broad word for many forms of sexual 
uncleanness.   

b.  Adultery, fornication, bestiality, pedophilia.   
c.  And remember, this doesn’t have to do with just our actions, but also our 

desires and thoughts.  	
 
2.  The second is impurity (�
��������):  Moral impurity, especially sexual sin.    
3.  The third is sensuality (�
�������):  Living without moral restraint, lustful 

indulgence, outrageous sexual behavior.   
4.  The fourth, idolatry (��
�����������).  	

a.  Worship of idols.   
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b.  Doesn’t have to be literal idol, but anything we love more than God, anything 
we’re devoted to that we shouldn’t be.   

c.  Whatever controls our hearts, and therefore our lives, is an idol, unless it is 
God.   

 
5.  The fifth, sorcery (����������).   

a.  Magic, often involving the use of drugs for magical effect, casting spells on 
people.   

b.  Obviously, witchcraft of any kind.   
c.  Any use of drugs for their effects might not qualify, but that use would be 

sinful according to Ephesians 5:18, where we are commanded not to be under 
the control of any substance (do not be drunk with wine), but under the 
control of the Spirit (but be filled with the Spirit).  	

 
6.  The sixth, enmities (�������).   

a.  Hostility, hatred, both as an inner disposition and an outward opposition, 
hostile feelings, animosity, discord, feuds.   

b.  This goes with the several following.   
 
7.  The seventh, strife (�����):  Debate, discord, quarrels, rivalry, conflict resulting 

from differences of opinion or jealousy.   
8.  The eighth, jealousy (������):  Envy, particularly strong feeling of jealousy 

against someone.   
9.  The ninth, outbursts of anger (������):  Anger that boils up and subsides again, a 

swelling up of anger, hot temper, angry outburst.   
10.  The tenth, disputes (�
��������):  self-seeking, selfish ambition, self-interest, 

rivalry.   
11.  The eleventh, dissentions (����������):  standing apart, disunity, division 

within a community.   
12.  The twelfth, factions (���������):   

a.  Heretical sect, party, division, division because of differing beliefs.   
b.  We may differ on many things and still embrace one another as brethren.   

	
13.  The thirteenth, envying (�������):  envy, jealousy over the success of others.   
14.  The fourteenth, drunkenness (������):  intoxication.   
15.  The fifteenth, carousing (������):  revelry, excessive feasting, also involving 

acts of immorality.   
16.  There are other things like these.   

a.  This is not a comprehensive list.   
b.  But what those other things are should be plain, as indicated by Paul’s 

statement that the deeds of the flesh are evident (known, plain, visible).   
c.  If you need another lens to look through to see them, simply read God’s Law.   
d.  Anything that violates it is a work of the flesh.   
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B.  Second, what are the consequences of not fighting these inclinations, but giving 
into them?  Paul writes, “Of which I forewarn you, just as I have forewarned you, 
that those who practice such things will not inherit the kingdom of God” (v. 21).   
1.  All of us struggle with all of these to one degree or another.   

a.  This characterizes the flesh, and we all have flesh.   
b.  Furthermore, we all struggle with one or more of these more than the others.   
c.  But I hope you see that though we do struggle with them, we cannot afford to 

give ourselves to any of them.   
d.  If you’re not convinced on the grounds that all of these are contrary to God, 

to His love, to our love for Him and for our neighbor, perhaps the next 
consideration will convince you.   

 
2.  If we practice these things, or things like them, we will not inherit the kingdom 

of God.   
a.  That is a very sobering statement, and perhaps the best pragmatic reason for 

us to fight against these sins.   
(i)  Not to inherit the kingdom of God means to inherit hell instead.   
(ii)  It means we’re really children of the devil and not children of God.   
(iii)  It means we still need to be converted, justified, saved.   
 

b.  That being the case, the most important question we can ask is, What does it 
mean to practice these things?   
(i)  It means to allow these things in our lives, without fighting against them.   
(ii)  It means to give ourselves to these things and to be content with it.   
(iii)  It means that this is the pattern of our lives, regardless if there appears to 

be some righteous fruit.   
 

c.  To understand this, we need to understand:   
(i)  A Christian loves all righteousness and hates all sin.   
(ii)  It’s also true that Christians are inclined towards sin and away from 

righteousness.  That’s why we have the struggle Paul tells us about.   
(iii)  But if we love something sinful to the point that we give ourselves to it 

without fighting against it – in other words, if there is no struggle – then 
this shows that the Spirit is not at work in our hearts.   

(iv)  We can get a bit more technical and say that the struggle has to be more 
than just that of conscience, because even unbelievers have a struggle with 
their conscience over things they consider to be wrong.   

(v)  The struggle we have must originate from our desire to love God and our 
grief over everything in us that is contrary to that love.   

(vi)  If we love righteousness, we must love it across the board.  If we hate 
sin, we must hate all sin.  If we can practice any sin comfortably, we must 
not hate it, therefore we must not be Christians, and therefore we will not 
inherit the kingdom of God.   

(vii)  The same is true if there is an act of obedience we refuse to practice as 
well.  
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(viii)  One other possibility exists:  we may still be Christians, but our grace 
has grown so weak that we can no longer see that struggle going on.   

(ix)  This may bring some comfort to our souls, but we can’t rest here:  we 
must see that grace again, we must renew our battle against sin, we must 
fight to put off the deeds of the flesh and walk in the Spirit.   

(x)  This is the only way to have a strong and sound assurance.   
 

d.  And so let’s examine our hearts this morning.   
(i)  Are these fruits of the flesh there?  We must repent of them.   
(ii)  Are we repenting/fighting against them?  Then the kingdom is ours.   
(iii)  Are we not fighting against them, but practicing them?  Then the 

kingdom isn’t ours.  We need to repent of all sin, trust in the Lord Jesus 
Christ, and put off the works of the flesh and walk in the Spirit, if we are 
to glorify God.   

(iv)  Yes, we may be very weak Christians, but weak Christians don’t have a 
strong assurance.  We must fight against our sins until we know that we 
are His.   

(v)  Let’s look to Christ now for the strength to do these things.   


