
”Walk by the Spirit” 
(Galatians 5:16-18) 

Introduction: The last time we were in the Larger Catechism, we 
saw the difference between justification and sanctification. And 
although they are similar in some respects they are also very 
different. Justification is that glorious declaration of God that 
we have been washed from all of the filth of our sin, and clothed 
in the beautiful robes of the righteousness of Christ. It is our 
standing before God in the absolute perfection of His Son, and our 
guarantee that we will be accepted by Him on that great day. 
Sanctification, on the other hand, is that process by which our 
hearts are cleansed from sin, which is not a one time declaration 
on the part of God, but a life-long process of putting off the old 
man, and putting on the new. Those of you who understand this 
difference are also convinced that it does matter what you do in 
this life. Growth in holiness is possible, and it is expected of 
you if you are ever to see the eternal kingdom of God. And so 
knowing this, you must put forth even greater efforts, to strive 
after that holiness which God desires to produce in you. 

when you take your first step, there is something within you that 
is hindering your progress. You know that you have a real desire 
to grow and to become more like Jesus. But there is also a 
counter-desire, a desire not to become more like Jesus, a desire to 
do what is wrong, rather than what is right. And the more that you 
press forward, the more this other desire presses back. Paul here 
calls it the struggle between the flesh and the Spirit, and it is 
something that all Christians will experience in this life. And so 
it is important for us to know what it is and what we can do to 
overcome it. And so what I want you to see this evening is, 

But as you begin to do this, you become immediately aware that 

The sin that remains in you after conversion will fight 
against you all of your days, but if you live in the strength 
which the Spirit supplies, you will gain the victory over it. 

the Christian; and secondly, I want you to see what directions 
Paul gives us to win the battle. 

First, I want you to see why there is a warfare going on in 

I. First, I Want You to See the Warfare that the Scripture Tells 
Us Is Going On in the Heart of the Christian. 
A. First, You Need to Realize that Before You Were Made Alive 

by the Holy Spirit. There Was No Battle Going on Within You. 
1.  When you came into this world, you were a fallen child 

of Adam. 
a. You will recall that being the sons and daughters 

of Adam, his sin was credited to our account. 
b. When we were conceived in the womb of our mothers, 

that sin was imputed to us, and we became corrupt. 

2. And because you were born with a fallen nature, your 
only desire was for that which was evil. 
a. You really had no desire for anything good, or for 

anything virtuous, but only for evil. 



B. But 
War 
1.  

2. 

(i) 

(ii) 
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Remember in Ephesians, Paul told us, "AND YOU 
WERE DEAD IN YOUR TRESPASSES AND SINS, IN 
WHICH YOU FORMERLY WALKED ACCORDING TO THE 
COURSE OF THIS WORLD, ACCORDING TO THE PRINCE 
OF THE POWER OF THE AIR, OF THE SPIRIT THAT IS 
NOW WORKING IN THE SONS OF DISOBEDIENCE. 
AMONG THEM WE TOO ALL FORMERLY LIVED IN THE 
LUSTS OF OUR FLESH, INDULGING THE DESIRES OF 
THE FLESH AND OF THE MIND, AND WERE BY NATURE 
CHILDREN OF WRATH, EVEN AS THE REST" (2: 1-3). 
When you were in this condition, you delighted 
in sin, sin was all you wanted, and all that 
you lived for. And so you freely did what was 
evil in God's sight. 

b. It may have seemed to you that what you wanted was 
good, but even things which are outwardly good, if 
they are done for the wrong reasons, are still 
evi 1. 

All of us tend to think that we were better 
than we really were before God granted us His 
grace. 
This is one of the reasons why it takes the 
Spirit of God to awaken men to the seriousness 
of their sins, because they really don't think 
the things that they do are that bad. 
Not knowing about the holiness of God, and 
thinking Him to be much as they are, they 
excuse their sin. 
We had even talked ourselves into thinking 
that we were doing things which were pleasing 
to God, not realizing how much selfishness was 
really behind our actions. 
The Bible emphatically says, "THERE IS NONE WHO 
DOES GOOD, THERE IS NOT EVEN ONE" (Rom. 3: 12). 

Once You Were Made Alive to the Things of God, a Real 
Began Within Your Soul. 
When a person is regenerated, or born again, by the 
Spirit. that person has introduced within him, a new 
principle of life. 
a. 

b. 

And 

Into the spiritual darkness of our heart, the 
Spirit introduced a holy light, which began to 
dispel all the darkness inside us. 
This new principle of life within our hearts 
brought with it holy desires. We began to want the 
things that before we hated. 

once this new principle was fixed in our hearts, 
immediately a struggle arose between this new nature 
and what was left of the old. 
a. The old man is crucified; he has been put to death. 
b. But there is still much of the pollution of sin 

remaining that fights against these new desires. 
(i) Paul says, "FOR THE FLESH SETS ITS DESIRES 

AGAINST THE SPIRIT, AND THE SPIRIT AGAINST THE 
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FLESH; FOR THESE ARE IN OPPOSITION TO ONE 

THAT YOU PLEASE” (v. 17). 
The flesh here is that remaining corruption or 
that spiritual pollution left over from ours 
and Adam’s sin. 
It is like the dirt that clings to our 
clothing once we have fallen into the mud and 
been lifted out. Only this dirt is in our 
souls. 
It produces within us strong desires against 
the Spirit, or rises in protest against it, 
so that it fights against our desire for 
holiness. 
That which is referred to here by the Spirit, 
is that new nature which He has been put 
within our hearts. It is the opposing 
principle, which also rises up against the 
flesh. 
They are two opposing forces which clash 
continually and are never at peace with one 
an0 t her. 
Our remaining corruption is very powerful, and 
it often leads us into sin. 
But there is an even more powerful principle 
of grace in our souls, which is energized by 
heaven, and which ultimately will gain the 
vi c t ory . 
But if that grace is not well supplied through 
the means which God has appointed, then that 
corruption will hold you at a stalemate, ”SO 

PLEASE,” and in fact, as Paul tells us in 
Romans 7, you will do the things that you in 
your new nature will not want to do. 
And so there is a very powerful adversary 
within us. One of the most powerful that we 
will ever have to face. And it is our own 
sin. 

ANOTHER, so THAT YOU MAY NOT no THE THINGS 

THAT YOU MAY NOT no THE THINGS THAT YOU 

11. But Secondly, I Want You to See What Paul Says You Must Do If 
You Are Ever to Gain the Victory Over this Sinful Corruption. 
”WALK BY THE SPIRIT, AND YOU WILL NOT CARRY OUT THE DESIRE OF 
THE FLESH. . . . BUT IF YOU ARE LED BY THE SPIRIT, YOU ARE 
NOT UNDER THE LAW.” 
A. First, It Is Important for Us to Know what the Spirit 

Desires and What the Flesh Desires and What It Is that They 
Are Fighting Over. 
1.  The Spirit is seeking to cause us to walk according to 

all the Law of God. To walk in His commandments is to 
walk in the Spirit. 

away from that path into disobedience. Paul tells us 
that ”THE MIND SET ON THE FLESH IS HOSTILE TOWARD GOD; 
FOR IT DOES NOT SUBJECT ITSELF TO THE LAW OF GOD, FOR 
IT IS NOT EVEN ABLE TO DO SO” (Rom. 8:7). 

2. The flesh, on the other hand, is seeking to turn us 
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a. This is the reason why the Law was not able to 
bring life to the one dead in sin in the first 
place. 
(i) Paul says, "FOR IF A LAW HAD BEEN GIVEN WHICH WAS 

ABLE TO IMPART LIFE, THEN RIGHTEOUSNESS woum 
INDEED HAVE BEEN BASED ON LAW" (Gal. 3:21). 

the Law as a covenant of works, because he has 
lost the ability to keep it. 

because it was weak through the flesh (Rom. 
8:3). 

(ii) A fallen man is not able to obtain life from 

(iii) Paul said that the Law could not save anyone, 

b. And the Lord tells us that as long as you try and 
overcome the flesh and work out your own salvation 
by law keeping, you will forever remain under the 
curse of the Law. 
(i) Paul earlier wrote in this epistle, "FOR AS 

MANY AS ARE OF THE WORKS OF THE LAW ARE UNDER 
A CURSE; FOR IT IS WRITTEN, 'CURSED IS 
EVERYONE WHO DOES NOT ABIDE BY ALL THINGS 
WRITTEN IN THE BOOK OF THE LAW, TO PERFORM 
THEM'" (3: 10).  
No one in the world can keep the Law of God 
perfectly even for one moment, and yet this is 
what would be required of you if you were to 
try and merit your own salvation. 

(ii) 

B. However, Paul Tells Us Here, that if You Are in the Spirit. 
then You Are No Longer Under the Law as a Covenant of 
Works, You Are No Longer Under Its Curse, but Now You Have 
the Gracious Means Necessary to Keep the Law Out of 
Thankfulness to the Lord. 
1.  When the Spirit unites us to Christ, He removes us from 

the Covenant of Works and its curse, so that we are no 
longer "under law" in order to be saved. Paul says, 
"BUT IF YOU ARE LED BY THE SPIRIT, YOU ARE NOT UNDER 
THE LAW" (v. 18) .  

2. But now being in the Spirit. you have the gracious 
enablement of the Spirit to wage war and win the battle 
against the flesh, and to keep the law out of 
thankfulness for mercy received. 
a. Paul says, "WALK BY THE SPIRIT, AND YOU WILL NOT 

b. This is a command to conduct your life according to 
CARRY OUT THE DESIRE OF THE FLESH" (v. 16). 

the guidance of the Spirit. 
(i) Walking by the Spirit means that you are 

(ii) It means that you are filled, or under the 
living according to His will. 

influence of, the Holy Spirit. not of yourself 
or your own desires or of anything else. 

(iii) To be filled with the Spirit of holiness means 
that He is controlling you and leading you 
into all manner of holy living. 

(iv) Again, He is called the HOLY Spirit. because 
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He is the author of holiness. 

in His Word -- for He is also the author of the 
Holy Scriptures -- He works holiness in you. 

(v) And as you walk by the Spirit as He guides you 

c. And as you are walking by the Spirit, Paul says 
that you will not carry out the intents of your 
sinful inclinations. 
(i) Paul writes here using the strongest negative 

terms that are possible in the Greek language. 
He says, ”WALK BY THE SPIRIT, AND YOU SHALL BY 
NO MEANS CARRY OUT WHAT YOUR FLESH DESIRES.” 
If you are not earnestly seeking holiness and 
holy living, this guarantee does not apply to 
you. 
You cannot expect victory over this indwelling 
evil, by kicking your life into neutral and 
coasting along with the flow of life. 
The mainstream of this world, and of 
mankind in general, is going in an evil 
direct ion. 
If you are not actively resisting it, you will 
also be carried along with it. 
But if you strive positively to walk in the 
Spirit. as He seeks to guide you by the Law of 
God, you will not fulfill the lusts of the 
flesh. 

III. Uses. 
A. This Text First of All Alerts Us to the Battle that Is 

Going On in Our Lives and Helps Us to Make Sense Out of Our 
Exper i ence . 
1.  There is the very real danger today of walking 

according to our experiences, rather than the Word of 
God. 
a. The charismatic movement has emphasized the idea 

that the Spirit is going to lead us through 
internal motivation. 
(i) They believe that being led by the Spirit is 

listening to your heart, trying to figure out 
what your inner impulses are leading you to 
do. 

God to speak to you, and that you shouldn’t do 
anything unless you hear from Him. 

(ii) Some go as far as to say that you can expect 

b. But in doing this, they no longer let the Word 
interpret their experiences, but their experiences 
interpret the Word. 
(i) The Word is no longer the rule by which to 

walk. 

more authoritative source of truth. 
(ii) Now there is a second, and in some circles, a 

2. But that is a dangerous way of living, for this passage 
tells us that there is a warfare going on that we 
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should be aware of and that we should respond 
accordingly. 
a. The problem is that this view doesn’t take into 

account the sin which dwells in us. 
b. Yes, I believe that there are true religious 

experiences, such as sensing the love of God, 
being filled with that love towards God and man, and 
being filled with a sense of the beauty of this 
divine Being and the things of God. And I believe 
that we may even have certain assurances from time 
to time in our hearts that we are doing what God 
intends for us. 

c. But the important thing is that we always check 
what we believe our hearts are telling us with what 
the Scriptures say to make sure it is true. 

Even we who are not charismatic in our 
persuasion have a way of setting up secondary 
standards in our lives, which may even from 
time to time overrule the Scriptures. 
We may have been raised in certain traditions 
which teach us certain things, and sometimes 
we allow those traditions to overrule the 
Scripture. 
so long that we will not even examine that 
belief critically by the Scriptures. 
But you must always check what it is that you 
have been taught. what it is that you are 
being taught. and what it is that you now hold 
to be the truth with the Scriptures. 
And always be suspicious of what you are 
inclined toward, for the power of indwelling 
sin is always there to corrupt your thinking 
and to lead you astray if you let it. 
But as the keeper of the gate told Pilgrim 
when he asked if there were not other paths 
which lead away from the straight and narrow, 
”My friend there are not a few. But by this 
you may know the right from the wrong. The 
right is narrow and by no means wide.” 
Check all of your beliefs and inclinations by 
the rule of Scripture for it alone is the 
trustworthy guide for our journey. 

Or we may have believed something 

B .  Secondly, This Calls Us not to Flirt with Our Sinful 
Tendencies, for If We Do, We Will Certainly Fall to Them. 
1.  You all have desires within you that you know are wrong 

and that you fall into frequently. 
a. The Puritans called this your besetting sin, that 

b. For some it is the sin of covetousness, for others 

c. Everyone has at least one and perhaps more than 

which you were particularly vulnerable to. 

it is lust, for still others it is anger. 

one of these besetting sins. 

2. And if you indulge them in the slightest degree, you 
will fall into them. 
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a. It is like stepping on a section of a mountain path 
which is slippery and dangerous. To set your foot 
on the slippery slope almost guarantees that you 
will fall off the mountain into the valley of 
despair . 

which has no slippery sections. 
(i) You can do this by staying away from anything 

that you know will incite this sin within you. 
(ii) If you are tempted by alcohol, stay away from 

places where alcohol is served. If you are 
tempted to lustful thoughts, keep your eyes 
away from places where they will see objects 
of lust. 
We often very foolishly place ourselves right 
into the path of the oncoming train of our 
greatest weaknesses. 

b. But you must keep your feet on the level ground 

(iii) 

C. Lastly, This Calls Us to Set Our Hearts on a Course of Holy 
Living, to Search the Scriptures to Know the Will of God, 
and to Endeavor with All Our Might to Keep It. 
1.  The best defense against falling into any desire of the 

flesh is to be doing at all times what the Lord 

a. The essence of walking in the Spirit is to let the 
commands of you. 

Spirit guide you into all obedience according to 
the Word of God. 

b. To the extent that you are not serving the Lord, in 
whatever area of life, you are giving a foothold to 
the devil to tempt you into sin. 

2. But if you are zealously pursuing the knowledge of God, 
and striving after perfection with all your might, the 
Scriptures say you will not carry out the evil desires 
of the flesh. 
a. You must consecrate every area of your life; you 

must strive after perfection with all your might. 
b. This does not mean that you will ever reach sinless 

perfection, because you will never strive after 
holiness with all your might, nor without ever 
ceasing. 
(i) Those times when we are encouraged to set our 

hearts entirely on the Lord are far too 
infrequent. 

effort for very long. 
(ii) We have trouble sustaining any meaningful 

c. But during the times that you are, you are the most 
filled with the Spirit of God, and to the extent 
that you are, you will not be given over to your lusts. 
(i) When you obey the desire which the Spirit puts 

into your heart to cultivate a giving Spirit 
without expecting anything in return, these 
are the times that you will least fall into 
covetousness . 

(ii) During the times when you are seeking to love 
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d. 

all men as the Spirit would have you, these 
are the times when you will least be given to 
anger. 

(iii) And so if you walk by the Spirit, those evil 
desires of the flesh will not have the 
opportunity to be completely fulfilled, for 
the power of heaven will be standing in their 
way. 

People of God, recognize that there is a battle 
going on in your soul, a warfare that will endure 
your entire life, a struggle between two forces 
that are both seeking mastery. Don’t just sit idly 
by while that corruption gets the upper hand. Do 
not use the excuse that this was just the way that 
I was made, because this is not the way that you 
were meant to be. Rather, pursue whole-hearted 
obedience to the commandments of God, seek to be 
filled with the Spirit and to walk in obedience to 
Him, to the extent that you do the desires of the 
flesh will not be fulfilled. Amen. 


