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Part 17 – Keep in Step with the Spirit (2) 
 

Galatians 5:16-25    
Christianity is fundamentally Trinitarian. There is no way to 
conceive either of Christianity or the Christian life apart from God 
as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In the first four chapters of 
Galatians Paul’s primary focus is on the work of the Son in 
justifying sinners by grace through faith alone. Now in chapter 
five he turns his attention to the work of the Spirit in the life of 
those who have been graciously justified. 
 

Paul warns Christians of the price of living according to the sinful deeds of the flesh. They “will not inherit 
the kingdom of God” (vs. 21). Paul dismisses the claim of the Judaizers that the law and its ceremonies 
provide the power to resist the flesh (vs. 18). Rather, the Holy Spirit is the operative Power in the life of the 
Christian not only to resist the deeds of the flesh but to produce fruit in keeping with godliness. As Doug 
Moo writes: 

The Spirit whom Paul now celebrates as the power of the new life is nothing other than that Spirit 
whom the prophets predicted would take possession of God’s people in the eschatological age, 
providing for that wholehearted obedience to the Lord that the law could not secure (Jer. 31:31-
34; Ezek. 36:24-28; Joel 2:28-32).1 

 
1. License is not liberty  
Vv. 19-23 

• Paul’s introduction of the theme of Christian virtue and obedience in no way diminishes or contradicts his 
emphasis on Christian liberty. His championing of the freedom of the Christian from the condemnation of 
the law does not undermine the fact that Christians are to actively pursue godly virtue as defined by 
Scripture. The rejection of sin combined with the active pursuit of obedience to God does not restrict 
freedom. Rather, obedience to God is the heart of creaturely freedom (i.e. freedom that is fit for God’s 
image-bearing creatures).  

• The vice list of verses 19-21 consists of 15 “works of the flesh.” Many commentators notice a pattern in 
these works: 

A) 3 sins of sensuality  
B) 2 sins associated with pagan religion 
C) 8 sins which attack relationships 
D) 2 sins involving dissipated living  

• For saved sinners, like the Christians in the Galatian churches, these works of the flesh are “evident” or 
obvious (vs. 19). Paul will not entertain the notion that Christians may plead ignorance on these matters. 
The works of the flesh are among those things we can’t not know. Deliberate blindness is the only 
explanation for those who believe such deeds are liberating.  

 
2. A cluster, not a cafeteria  
Vs. 22 – “But the fruit of the Spirit…” 

• Though Paul is establishing a contrast in this section, he does not contrast the “works” of the sinful flesh 
with the works of the Spirit. His reference to “fruit” rather than deeds may owe to the fact that he does not 
want to confuse his readers. He has used the term “works” (or deeds) in a wholly negative sense so far. 
This is not because he opposes Christians doing good works. Indeed, in other epistles Paul writes of the 
importance of good works adorning the lives of believers. But here it is important for Paul to place the 
emphasis on good works as something produced ultimately in the believer’s life by God himself.  

• The singular “fruit” is no random choice of words. We are to think of the fruit of the Spirit as indivisible. 
One commentator compares them to “different facets of the same Jewel.”2 Leon Morris compares them 

 
1 Douglas Moo, Galatians. BECNT. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013) p. 351 
2 R.Y.K. Fung, The Epistle to the Galatians. NICNT. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988) p. 262 
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to a “cluster” of a single fruit.3 So, the fruit of the Spirit should not be thought of as a cafeteria of items 
from which we may pick and choose. We must not think we can choose love but because of our 
circumstances choose not to move toward joy or peace. Paul is seeking to communicate that rather than 
picking and choosing what we like among various fruits on offer, we are meant to embody the “fruit” of 
the Spirit as a whole as though they were a cluster of grapes.4 

 
Vs. 23b – “Against such things there is no law.” 

• Paul seems to be using understatement to help make his point. Most certainly he is referring to the law 
of Moses, something the Judaizers claim to prize. So Paul’s words are an obvious truism: “Nothing in the 
law of Moses prohibits these virtues.” The Holy Spirit will never lead believers to violate the true intent of 
the law. And, in fact, not only is there no law against such virtues, they (along with all Christian virtues) 
are the very heart of Christian conduct. Indeed, love, the chief Christian virtue (1 Corinthians 13:13) is 
the sum of God’s eternal moral law. We are told both by Moses and Jesus that the moral law of God is 
summed up by the two great commandments: “You shall love the Lord with all your heart, soul, mind and 
strength. And you shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Deuteronomy 6:5; Matthew 22:37-40). So not 
only is there no law against the fruit of the Spirit, these virtues, put in practice, are direct acts of fulfilling 
the law.  

• As a cluster, rather than a cafeteria, the fruit of the Spirit are all fed from the same Vine. They are also 
complementary. The Christian virtues do not compete with one another. In other words, pursuing love will 
complement one’s experience of peace. The pursuit of greater joy in the Lord is in complete harmony 
with self-control. Faithfulness will complement gentleness, and so forth. “The importance of this list of the 
fruit of the Spirit lies not so much in the individual virtues as in their cumulative effect.”5 

 
3. The Spirit is the Source  
Vs. 22 – “But the fruit of the Spirit… 

• The virtues Paul names in verses 22 and 23 are not the fruit of determined Christians. They are the fruit 
of the Spirit’s presence in the lives of believers. That is not to say that unbelievers cannot love or be 
gentle or exercise kindness. Of course they can. And thank God for that! But only those “born of the Spirit” 
(John 3:1-8) experience these virtues as the fruit of the Spirit’s work. Only the Christian may practice 
these virtues to the glory of God.  

• The test of the Spirit’s presence in our lives is not correct doctrine. Don’t misunderstand, correct doctrine 
is of inestimable value. The presence of the Bible is proof of this. But one can be far from God and affirm 
sound doctrine. Neither are miraculous signs proof of the Spirit’s presence (1 Corinthians 13:1; Matthew 
7:22-23). Even acts of great charity are not proof of the Spirit’s presence (1 Corinthians 13:3). The proof 
of the Spirit’s presence is not found in particular acts. The Spirit’s presence is proved by the fruit of godly 
character. “Wherever the Spirit goes there results transformation of character.”6 

• Certainly the world prizes love and the other virtues of the Fruit of the Spirit. But the world can only 
achieve a truncated version of any one of those virtues because the world does not know God nor accept 
His Son in whom those virtues have been perfectly displayed. For instance, how can the world know 
peace when it refuses peace with God through the Lord Jesus? How can the world know joy as it should 
when it does not know the joy of the Lord? How can the world know or appreciate the value of self-control 
when it openly celebrates self-indulgence and personal autonomy?  

• While the world can offer imitations and approximations of the fruit of the Spirit, only Christians, those 
born of the Spirit, can hope to embody and act upon those virtues in the fuller sense prescribed by Jesus. 
Unbelievers can love those who love them. But only a Christian can understand the moral coherence of 
Jesus’ call to love even our enemies. Only a believer can make sense of the call to be joyful in all 
circumstances. This is not because Christians are superior to unbelievers. It is because the Holy Spirit is 
the Source of these virtues and it is only by the Holy Spirit that such transformation of character is 
possible.  

 
3 Leon Morris, Galatians: Paul’s Charter of Christian Freedom (Downers Grove: IVP, 1996) p. 173 
4 Ibid 
5 Moo, 366 
6 Terry Johnson, Galatians. MEC (Scotland: Christian Focus, 2012) p. 177 


