
The War within a Christian
Galatians 5:16-18

There is one part of the experience of the Christian life that I 
have the hardest time understanding.  My difficulty is in explaining 
and defining the relationship between the newness of my identity 
in Christ and the sin that remains in me.  I understand the reality 
of that experience very well, but how to put those two things 
together in terms of a doctrinal explanation is still sometimes 
baffling to me.

Here are the two things.  First, on the one hand, as a 
Christian, I am a new creation.  A new creation.  “The old has 
passed away; behold, the new has come.”  I am no longer a slave 
to sin.  God has given me a new heart and put a new spirit within 
me.  I am regenerated, my mind is enlightened, my will is 
renewed.  God has written his law upon my heart, and I cry out 
with the Psalmist, “Oh, how I love your law.”  “I have been 
crucified with Christ.”  I am raised up with him and seated with 
him in the heavenly places.  I read in,

Rom. 6:6  “We know that our old self was crucified with him in 
order that the body of sin might be brought to nothing, so that we 
would no longer be enslaved to sin. 7 For one who has died has 
been set free from sin.”

The old man is dead!  That’s the first thing I understand so 
very well from the Scriptures.  I am a new man!  But wait a 
minute.  The old man still afflicts me, at least, what’s left of the old 
man.  The remnant of that old man still haunts me.  Paul calls that 
old man the flesh.  That’s the second thing.  I am a new creation.  
But I still have that old man within me.  And so you hear me often 
quoting from Paul’s experiences in,

Rom. 7:21 “So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, 
evil lies close at hand. 22 For I delight in the law of God, in my 
inner being, 23 but I see in my members another law waging war 
against the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of 
sin that dwells in my members. 24 Wretched man that I am! Who 
will deliver me from this body of death?”

I believe that is the struggle of a Christian, because only a 
Christian delights in the law of God in the inner being.  And Paul 
himself ends that description of his internal agony with reference 
to his faith in Christ,

Rom. 7:25  “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! 
So then, I myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my 
flesh I serve the law of sin.”

But how do we put those two things together?  That’s my 
dilemma.  I understand it experientially.  From the perspective of 
my own experience, I understand the war that rages within a 
Christian.  But it seems like a doctrinal contradiction, that I am 
both a new man in Christ and yet afflicted by the terrible influence 
of the old man.  And that is the place we have reached in our 
study of the book of Galatians.

Paul’s main point in this book, at least the first half of the book, 
is to emphasize the promise of freedom, 

Gal. 5:1  “For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm 
therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.”

We have focused much upon the blessings of that freedom, 
and the dangers of returning in any way to the slavery and 
bondage which was threatening the Galatians.  The bondage of 
legalism, of external ceremonial regulations substituting for the 
exercise of faith in Jesus Christ.  We have freedom from a works-
based justification, freedom from the bondage of being a slave 
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rather than a beloved son.  So we have focused upon the 
blessings of freedom that are ours by adoption.

Gal. 4:4  “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent 
forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, 5 to redeem 
those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption 
as sons. 6 And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of 
his Son into our hearts, crying, Abba! Father! 7 So you are no 
longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir through God.”

But that freedom is not an excuse to sin.  That’s the second 
half of this book.

Gal. 5:13  “For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do 
not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through 
love serve one another. 14 For the whole law is fulfilled in one 
word: You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

There is Paul’s reference to the flesh, freedom cannot mean 
an opportunity for the flesh.  Sometimes in the Bible the word 
“flesh” refers simply to our bodies, our physical bodies, with 
expressions like “flesh and blood” or “in the flesh.”  Sometimes, to 
be “in the flesh” simply means to be alive, to enjoy life in our 
physical body, prior to physical death.  But here in our text this 
morning it clearly represents the old man, the sinful remnants of 
our identity as a non-Christian.  So it is the flesh that wages war 
with the mind, in Romans 7.  In 1 Peter 2, we read have it put this 
way,

1 Peter 2:11  “Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to 
abstain from the passions of the flesh, which wage war against 
your soul.”

So the war within the Christian is a war between the flesh and 
the soul.  And although we are, in Christ, truly new creatures, 
though we are raised from he dead in Christ, still we all know 

what Paul means when he identifies,
I. THE DESIRES OF THE FLESH.
v.16
v.17

Let me state the obvious.  Paul simply assumes this to be true 
in those verses.

A.  The impulse to gratify the desires of the flesh is 
powerful.
That is the biblical picture of man.  Redeemed man.  Even 

after you become a Christian.  That bothers some people, for this 
is a description of a Christian, a believer.  The impulse to gratify 
the desires of the flesh is powerful.  That impulse doesn’t 
automatically go away when you are saved.  You all know what 
that means.  The lust of the flesh.  The passions of the flesh.  The 
desires of the flesh.  If you want a few examples, just read ahead 
a little.  Paul leaves us with no doubt about what he means.

v.19-21a

Please take note of the sorts of things that Paul includes in 
that list, by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  Not only sexual 
immorality, as you might expect, but strife and jealousy.  Rivalries 
and dissensions.  Divisions.  Not just drunkenness but also envy.  
So Paul expresses his concern for the church in Corinth with a 
similar list,

2 Cor. 12:20  “For I fear that perhaps when I come I may find 
you not as I wish, and that you may find me not as you wish—that 
perhaps there may be quarreling, jealousy, anger, hostility, 
slander, gossip, conceit, and disorder.”

There he includes gossip and slander, those sins so often 
prevalent among God’s people even today.  The impulse to gratify 
the desires of the flesh is powerful.  So powerful, in fact, that,
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B. The desires of the flesh create an irreconcilable war in 
the heart of a Christian.
And that is the reality of our Christian lives.
v.17

The flesh and the spirit are opposed to each other.  They are 
adversaries, and the language is military in nature.  And the tense 
of verb refers to present, ongoing engagement.  The battle rages 
on.  And the effect upon your life is, at times, very obvious.  The 
desires of the flesh “keep you from doing the things you want to 
do.”  That’s the war!

Some Christians are very unsettled by the presence of that 
war.  They think, wrongly, one of two things must be true.  On the 
one hand, they are unsettled by this war because they think too 
highly of themselves, and too lightly of their own sin.  They think 
that since they are a Christian, that they don’t really have those 
temptations of the flesh.  The worst example of that sort of 
thinking is the Pharisees, though if I may say it rightly, there is a 
little of the Pharisees in all of us.  So when a struggle with sin 
comes, when we come face to face with undeniable sin, it is very 
unsettling.  We treat it lightly, covering it over with an unhealthy 
dose of self-righteous pride.

On the other hand, some Christians are unsettled by this war 
within them because they fear that because of the war, perhaps 
they are not really a Christian in the first place.  And Satan loves 
to place that doubt in the heart of a sensitive soul, “How can you 
be a Christian if you have such a struggle with that sin?”  As if 
Christians are automatically immune from such struggles, as if 
this war would indicate the absence of true, saving faith.

Actually, as a pastor, I am far more encouraged by those who 
recognize the reality of this war within them, because a war 

against sin is a very good sign that the Holy Spirit is, indeed, 
really at work.  Now, I don’t want to make light of sin at all, but the 
fact that you hate your sin, the fact that you are struggling with 
your sin, means that the other side is active and engaged as well.  
The people I am the most concerned about are those who have 
no sense at all of this battle within them!

So, first and foremost, if you feel yourself in this war, don’t be 
discouraged at the outset.  Nor think yourself unusual or isolated.  
Too often people come to church thinking that they are the only 
one struggling with sin.  So they hide it, thinking that no one else 
would understand.

Recognizing the presence of this war is the absolutely 
necessary first step in the process of fighting it!  The war is within 
you.  It is real.  It is powerful.  

v.17  “For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and 
the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are 
opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you 
want to do.”

But, of course, it is not enough simply to acknowledge that.  
Sadly, some professed Christians do, indeed, stop right there.  
Well, “I’m a sinner.”  Praise God for the forgiveness of my sins 
which is promised in Jesus.”  They recognize the war between the 
flesh and the soul, they realize the temptation of their flesh, but 
they don’t fight it.  They go on in their sin without engaging 
themselves in the sort of active combat that is necessary to put 
sin to death.  They claim the promise of justification, but do not 
accept the responsibility of sanctification.  And so, with bumper 
sticker theology, they rest in the truism, “Christians aren’t perfect, 
just forgiven.”

Now, that is true, of course.  We are free from the curse and 
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condemnation our sin deserves.  But that isn’t the end of the 
story.  That it is not an excuse to go on sinning that grace may 
abound!  

v.13  “For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do not 
use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh.”

So what do you do?  What should you do when you become 
conscious that you are right in the middle of this irreconcilable 
war?  What should you do when the impulse to gratify the desires 
of your flesh is powerful?  What should you do when you begin 
losing the struggle against sin in your life?

Let me begin to answer those questions by emphasizing that 
you better not rely upon your own strength and ability.  That’s 
where the charge of moralism is accurate, when you fall into the 
trap of thinking that your strength in waging war against the 
desires of your flesh is, well, in your own flesh!  But that is where 
the answers are often sought.  Look within yourself.  Self-help.  
Self-improvement.  Self-effort.  But that’s where the problem has 
been all along.

So the answer is this war is to look outside yourself.  
Specifically, the answer is found not in your own strength but in 
the power and in the strength of the Holy Spirit.  You see, 
remember those two parts of your experience of the Christian life.  
Yes, the reality of the desires of the flesh is undeniable.  But you 
are a new creature.  And you have the Holy Spirit.  If you are a 
Christian, you have the Holy Spirit.

2 Cor. 1:21  “And it is God who establishes us with you in 
Christ, and has anointed us, 22 and who has also put his seal on 
us and given us his Spirit in our hearts as a guarantee.”

2 Cor 5:1  “For we know that if the tent that is our earthly 

home is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not 
made with hands, eternal in the heavens. 2 For in this tent we 
groan, longing to put on our heavenly dwelling, 3 if indeed by 
putting it on we may not be found naked. 4 For while we are still 
in this tent, we groan, being burdened—not that we would be 
unclothed, but that we would be further clothed, so that what is 
mortal may be swallowed up by life. 5 He who has prepared us 
for this very thing is God, who has given us the Spirit as a 
guarantee. 6 So we are always of good courage. We know that 
while we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord, 7 
for we walk by faith, not by sight.”

We groan.  We are burdened, by sin and the flesh.  But wait a 
minute.  God has given us the Spirit as a guarantee.  An earnest, 
a downpayment, a surety.  

Anyone who has bought a house understands the principle of 
a surety.  Earnest money. You  get a loan from a mortgage 
company or bank if you put down enough of a deposit that will 
guarantee to the bank that you will continue to pay month after 
month, lest you lose the deposit.  That’s how the banking system 
works.  The downpayment guarantees the full payment. 

So it is with God.  The Holy Spirit is the downpayment.  And if 
you are a Christian, you have that downpayment.  You have that 
guarantee.  And, therefore, in your own experience, you not only 
have the desires of the flesh, but you also have,

II. THE DESIRES OF THE SPIRIT.
Yes, they are at war, as I have emphasized.  But now let me 

emphasize that the power of the Holy Spirit is greater than the 
power of your flesh.  You are a new creature in Christ.  God has 
put his Spirit within you.  He has taken from you your heart of 
stone and given you a heart of flesh, there meaning a heart that is 
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alive.  A heart that beats.  If you are a Christian, God has raised 
you from the dead and you are no longer a slave to sin.

So now go back with me to,
v.16

There is your responsibility when the reality of this 
irreconcilable war confronts you.

A. We are called to walk by the Spirit.
We are called to live by the Spirit, that is to say, to live under 

the influence and control of the Holy Spirit.  It is what Paul means 
in Ephesians 5:18, “be filled with the Spirit.”  That means to live 
under the controlling influence of the Spirit.

So the essential nature of your Christian life is that you are 
called to live not by your own strength and ability, but by the 
power of the Holy Spirit at work within you.  So how do you do 
that?

First, and foremost, you ask.  You pray.  You ask God to help 
you.  And you ask others to ask God to help you.  In other words, 
you join yourself to a church.  Do you know what Paul 
immediately after those words I just read from Ephesians 5:18, 
“be filled with the Spirit?” 

Eph. 5:19  “...addressing one another in psalms and hymns 
and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with 
your heart, 20 giving thanks always and for everything to God the 
Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 21 submitting to one 
another out of reverence for Christ.”

How do you walk by the Spirit?  How can you be filled with the 
Spirit?  First of all, engage yourself in corporate worship!  Engage 
yourself in the public means of grace which God gives us.

Heb. 12:22  “...let us draw near with a true heart in full 
assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil 
conscience and our bodies washed with pure water. 23 Let us 
hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who 
promised is faithful. 24 And let us consider how to stir up one 
another to love and good works, 25 not neglecting to meet 
together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, 
and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.”

You see, this war is not merely a private war.  Satan wants us 
to think that we need to keep it private, but we are to meet 
together to “consider how to stir up one another to love and good 
works,” how to “encourage one another” in all the skirmishes of 
this war.  

So Christian, you who feel the effects of this irreconcilable 
war, 

v.16  “...walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires 
of the flesh.”

The strength is in the power of the Holy Spirit which God has 
given you, to live within you.  Remember, your body is a temple of 
the Holy Spirit.  So walk by the power of that Spirit.  And similiarly,

B. We are called to be led by the Spirit.
v.18

What does it mean to be led by the Spirit?  Paul answers that 
question by his own definition of what those desires of the Spirit 
are.  What does the Spirit work in us?  How does the Spirit lead 
us?  Again, just look ahead.  The contrast is with the works of the 
flesh described in verses 19-21.  But look at verse 22.  Look at 
how the Spirit of God leads the people of God.

v.22-23

Page �  of �5 6



So being led by the Spirit is not, first of all, some sort of 
emotional experience that you have to conjure up within yourself.  
No, being led by the Spirit means that you live out those desires 
that the Holy Spirit has worked in your heart.  Being led by the 
Spirit means that as you live your Christian life, you live under the 
influence of the Holy Spirit so that you become gentle.  Beloved, 
being led by the Holy Spirit means that you demonstrate the fruit 
of the spirit identified as gentleness.  And patience.  Faithfulness.  
Peace.  Self-control.  We will be looking at each of those fruits in 
weeks to come, but for today, consider them all as a whole. 

Being filled with the Spirit, being led by the Spirit, walking by 
the Spirit is not some sort of mystical or emotional experience that 
remains in the realm of mystery.  It means that you avail yourself 
of the power of the Holy Spirit by all the means which God gives 
you.  And when you do,

C. We are promised freedom from the slavery of the flesh.
v.18

Not under the dominion of the law, not enslaved to your flesh.  
And that’s the hope when you feel this warfare raging within your 
own soul.

Rom. 7:21  “So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, 
evil lies close at hand. 22 For I delight in the law of God, in my 
inner being, 23 but I see in my members another law waging war 
against the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of 
sin that dwells in my members. 24 Wretched man that I am! Who 
will deliver me from this body of death? 25 Thanks be to God 
through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself serve the law of 
God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin.”

Actually, the dilemma I described at the beginning isn’t really 

such a hard thing to understand, is it?  As Christians, you and I 
are new creatures.  We have the Holy Spirit.  Unfortunately, we 
still have that flesh, that old man that wages war within our hearts.  
But he who is in us is greater than he who is in the world.

Beloved, the key to the victory of this war within your soul is 
fruit of the Holy Spirit within you.  So in that context, hear this 
exhortation as a means of God’s grace.  Hear these exhortations 
as the means by which God works within you that you might bear 
this good fruit.  And hear these exhortations in the context of 
knowing the promise that your flesh is actually already put to 
death.  Let that be your encouragement and your hope.

v.22-25
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