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

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Last week, Paul reminded us that our new found freedom in Christ is not to be 
used for the wrong purposes:   
a.  Jesus didn’t free us from the circumcision of our flesh so that we might walk 

in the flesh.   
b.  He didn’t free us from the sacrificial system only to reject His sacrifice.   
c.  He didn’t satisfy God’s justice against us so that we could continue to incur 

more guilt.   
d.  He didn’t obey the Law, so that we become rebels.   
e.  He didn’t free us from sin so that we might become bound by it again.   
f.  Since the Lord has shown us His grace, we are not to sin more that His grace 

might abound more.   
 
2.  This is especially true when you consider that as Christians we don’t live in a 

vacuum.   
a.  What we do, the way we act, the things we say, affect others.   
b.  We are members of a body, the body of Christ.   
c.  If we let our flesh vent on each other, we will offend and injure one another.   
d.  Paul warned the Galatians that through their behavior they don’t consume 

one another.   
e.  Sadly, this happens all too often in the church, leaving a poor witness to those 

present and watching, and an even poorer witness to those outside.   
(i)  How many people have fallen away from Christ because of internal 

warfare?   
(ii)  How many have never set foot in the church for the same reason?   
(iii)  It’s not that the elect will fall away or never come to faith, but they 

might be hindered or stumbled.   
(iv)  With regard to the non-elect, don’t forget, though they will never come 

to faith, we are not supposed to be part of the reason they won’t.   
(v)  Our witness should be the means to convict them of their sins, not excuse 

them.   
 

3.  This is why Paul enforces the command on us:  Love one another.   
a.  We are not to bite, devour, consume one another.   
b.  But through love, we are to become servants to one another.   

(i)  We are to do what we can to build one another up, not tear each other 
down.   

(ii)  This is the one area where we are commanded to try and outdo one 
another (Rom. 12:10).   

 



2 

c.  If we love one another:   
(i)  We will fulfill the Law, which is why the Lord redeemed us – to make us 

like Christ.   
(ii)  We will show that the Law is being fulfilled in us – showing that we 

have the Holy Spirit in our hearts, strengthening our assurance.   
(iii)  And we will present the world with a testimony to the reality of Jesus 

Christ that it won’t easily be able to dismiss.   
 

B.  Preview.   
1.  The question Paul turns to this morning is how:  How can we walk in love?   

a.  Paul continually refers to the Galatians as brethren.   
(i)  He assumes that they are true Christians.   
(ii)  Certainly, they all weren’t, but many were.   
 

b.  And yet they were struggling with love.   
(i)  The Christian by definition has a supernatural love implanted in his heart 

by the Holy Spirit.   
(ii)  How could they not be loving one another?   
 

c.  The answer is simple:  they have this love, but they also have an opposing 
principle:  sin.   
(i)  The Christian has grace – he has the Spirit of God living in his heart.   
(ii)  But he also has an ocean of corruption in his heart as well – a principle of 

hatred, hatred of God, of His worship, of His people.   
(iii)  With these two principles present there is a constant warfare going on in 

us, keeping us from doing what we would really like to do.   
 

d.  So what are they and we to do?  Paul says, “Walk by the Spirit, and you will 
not carry out the desire of the flesh” (v. 16).   

 
2.  This is what we’ll look at this morning.  I want you to see two things:   

a.  The warfare that is going on in our hearts.   
b.  The victory that God gives us through the Spirit of Christ.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, the warfare.  “For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit 
against the flesh; for these are in opposition to one another, so that you may not do 
the things that you please” (v. 17).   
1.  There is in every Christian both the flesh and the Spirit.   

a.  Every Christian has the Spirit living in him.   
(i)  This happens when he or she baptized by the Spirit into the body of Christ 

(1 Cor. 12:13).   
(ii)  That baptism is not a second experience after you become a Christian.  It 

is the act of the Spirit that makes you a Christian.   
(iii)  The Spirit begins to dwell in you and becomes the link between you and 

Christ.   
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(iv)  He becomes and active and living principle in your heart, working in 
you holy affections.   

(v)  His goal is to make you like Christ.   
 

b.  But His coming to take up residence in your soul doesn’t immediately or 
completely rid you of your old man, your corrupt nature.   
(i)  The old man is still there.   
(ii)  In its essence, it is a remaining hatred of God, of Christ, of His Word, 

ways and people.   
(iii)  Its goal is to take you away from Christ and make you as much like the 

devil as possible.   
 

2.  It is any wonder with both of these principles in us that there is a war going on 
between them?   
a.  The flesh opposes/struggles/fights against the working of the Spirit, resisting 

everything that is spiritual, and inclining towards everything that is evil.   
(i)  Why don’t we worship God more than we do?  Why don’t we witness, 

pray, read our Bibles, talk about spiritual things, fellowship, give, serve, 
sacrifice, obey more than we do?   

(ii)  This corruption is there at all time, ready to get in the way, to turn us 
aside, to do anything it can to keep us away from God’s will.  (Owen).   

(iii)  We often excuse ourselves as not wanting to be over zealous, or holier 
than thou, fanatics, but it is really the flesh getting in our way.   

 
b.  The Spirit opposes/fights against the works of the flesh, resisting everything 

that is carnal/sinful and inclining towards everything that is good.   
(i)  On the other hand, why don’t we sin more than we do?   
(ii)  Why do we worship at all, witness, pray, read our Bibles, fellowship, 

give, serve, obey?   
(iii)  It’s because the Spirit is working in us to fight against our sins and to 

move us in God’s ways.   
 
c.  It’s clear that with these two principles fighting in us, we cannot do the things 

we want to do.   
(i)  The Spirit will not allow the flesh to do all it would.   
(ii)  And the flesh will hinder us from doing everything the Spirit would have 

us do.   
(iii)  There is also something of a struggle in the natural man – between his 

conscience and his corruption:   
(a)  His conscience trying to keep him from doing all the evil he would, 

and his corrupt heart trying to silence his convictions.   
(b)  This goes on the Christian as well.  But there is more than conscience, 

there is war between two opposing principles:  the old nature and the 
new.   

(c)  This is how it will continue as long as we are in the world.   
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B.  I would hope the question we would all ask next is, How can we gain more victory 
over our flesh?  Paul tells us, “But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry 
out the desire of the flesh” (v. 16).   
1.  What must we do?  We must yield to the Spirit’s influence.  We must walk with 

Him.   
a.  Paul tells us this is our duty.   
b.  But I hope it’s clear that it is also to our benefit:  He gives us victory.   
 

2.  What does it mean to walk by the Spirit?   
a.  Walking has to do with how we conduct our lives.   
b.  “By the Spirit” has to do with our motivating and guiding principle.   

(i)  We must let Him affect our hearts, strengthen in our hearts a love for God 
and His ways.   

(ii)  We must let Him guide us:  by and through the Word.   
(iii)  We must do what He wants us to do.   
 

c.  This won’t entirely free us from corruption, but it will keep us from fulfilling 
its lusts.   
(i)  Sin will no longer dominate us.   
(ii)  We will still be tempted, will still find desires for sin in our hearts.   
(iii)  But we will be able to resist it.  Paul puts it as strongly as possible in the 

Greek:  “But I say, live by the help of the Spirit, and you will by no means 
fulfill the desire of the flesh.”   

(iv)  The best antidote against sin is to walk in the Spirit, to be filled with His 
presence, to be full of His love.   

 
d.  But remember, just as importantly, we must keep from quenching His 

influence in our lives.   
(i)  If our flesh succeeds in keeping us from the Word, from prayer, from 

worship and fellowship, the Spirit’s influence will be weakened.   
(ii)  If it succeeds in convincing us to further sin, we will grieve and quench 

the Spirit.   
(iii)  The more His ministry is weakened, the more vulnerable we will 

become to sin.   
(iv)  And so we must yield to the Spirit, walk with Him and by His strength, 

and we will not fall into sin.   
 

3.  Finally, Paul says, “But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the Law” 
(v. 18).   
a.  If we are able to do this, if we are able to deny our sins and walk in the Spirit, 

we will know that we are Christians.   
b.  If we are led by the Spirit, if we yield willingly to His guidance, we are not 

under the law as a covenant of works, but as a Covenant of Grace.   
c.  The Law may still command us, but it cannot condemn us.  
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4.  Now in closing, let’s apply this to the situation Paul addressed in the previous 
verses.   
a.  We are not to use our freedom as an opportunity for the flesh.   
b.  But through the Spirit, we are to thwart the desires of the flesh and engender 

love.   
c.  This is how the problem of division in the church will be resolved.   
d.  Instead of fighting each other, if we each fight against our sin, the division 

will be healed.   
e.  Matthew Henry writes this, “That they should all strive against sin; and 

happy would it be for the church if Christians would let all their quarrels be 
swallowed up of this, even a quarrel against sin – if, instead of biting and 
devouring one another on account of their different opinions, they would all 
set themselves against sin in themselves and the places where they live.  This 
is what we are chiefly concerned to fight against, and that which above every 
thing else we should make it our business to oppose and suppress (Henry).   

f.  Brethren, all our divisions are caused by sinful reactions to our differences.  
Again, let’s not use grace as an excuse to divide, but Paul’s command as the 
call to us to kill our sins and heal our divisions that the love of Christ might 
grow and Christ be glorified.   

g.  May God grant us His grace to do so.  Amen.   


