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Part 16 – Keep in Step with the Spirit (1)  
 

Galatians 5:16-25 
In the previous section (vs. 13) Paul warns about the dangers of 
living according to the flesh. The “flesh” is a way to describe “that 
orientation toward this world that exerts a continuing influence on 
believers and must be resisted.”1 In this section Paul expands on his 
warning by including what is typically known as a vice list or a list of 
sins associated with life outside of Christ. But central to the section 
is the Holy Spirit whose indwelling presence in the believer equips 

them to resist the flesh and live in a way that pleases God.  
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.2 

 

1. A Powerful Presence  
Vv. 16, 25 

 This section is bracketed by two references to the presence of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers: 
Vs. 16 – “But I say, walk by the Spirit…” 
Vs. 25 – “If we live by the Spirit, let us also keep in step with the Spirit.” 

 The Holy Spirit is not a force, a principle, an “it,” or a thing. The Holy Spirit is not an extension of God, a 
revelation of God, or an expression of God. The Holy Spirit, like the Father and the Son, is God himself 
eternal and almighty, equal in power and glory with the Son and Father. The Persons of the Godhead are 
not to be separated in our minds in terms of essence, will, authority, or power. God is indivisibly One. And 
yet he is also eternally the Great Three in One. This is why Christians, seeking to think of God in 
submission to his self-revelation in Scripture, have spoken of God as one in essence and three in person. 
“Oh the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!” (Romans 11:33). 

 “Walk” (vs. 16) is a common metaphor used for the Christian life. In verse 25 this becomes even more 
clear when Paul connects “live” with “keep in step.” If Christians are going to avoid using their freedom in 
Christ as a license to sin (vs. 13) then there must be a powerful resource made available. Here we see 
that God does not give us a spiritual technique to master as a source of supernatural power. Rather, God 
gives us himself in the Person of the Holy Spirit who indwells the believer (4:6).  

 Christians are able to “walk by the Spirit,” and “keep in step with the Spirit” because we first “live by the 
Spirit.” Spiritually speaking, we owe our life to the Holy Spirit. Jesus makes this clear in his conversation 
with Nicodemus concerning the necessity of the new birth (regeneration): 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom 
of God. That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not 
marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’ The wind blows where it wishes, and you 
hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone 
who is born of the Spirit.” (John 3:5-10) 

 The present tense of verses 16 and 25 suggests continual action. Unlike our justification before God 
which is a once for all act on God’s part, walking by the Spirit is a continual action which involves our own 
volition. Keeping in step with the Holy Spirit is not something we move on from as though we can master 
it. Rather, this “walk” is a daily act of devotion. Notice that in verse 25 the imperative (command) “keep 
in step with the Spirit” follows the indicative (a statement of present reality) “if we live by the Spirit.” In 
other words, if we are indeed alive by the Holy Spirit, let us then keep in step with the Holy Spirit. 

 “The Christian’s life in all its aspects – intellectual and ethical, devotional and relational, upsurging in 
worship and outgoing in witness – is supernatural; only the Spirit can initiate and sustain it. So apart from 
him, not only will there be no lively believers and no lively congregations, there will be no believers and 
no congregations at all.”3 – J.I. Packer 

                                                           
1 Douglas Moo, Galatians (BECNT) (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013) p. 351 
2 Ibid, 351 
3 J.I. Packer, Keep in Step with the Spirit (Grand Rapids: Revell, 1984) p. 9 
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 2. A Raging Conflict  
Vv. 17-23 

 Paul now explains why keeping in step with the Spirit is so vital. There is a great battle raging for the 
hearts and minds of God’s people. Believers are indeed filled with the Holy Spirit. They have been brought 
to life and made citizens of Christ’s Kingdom and God’s family. But this present evil age with all of its sin 
and temptation has not yet passed away. The flesh remains. It is important to note that Paul is not 
condemning physical reality in general. “The flesh” should be understood as shorthand for those sinful 
impulses which still seek control in the lives of believers. Understood in this sense, the flesh is that which 
opposes God and his will. But for believers, the Holy Spirit is at work generating new desires to please 
God and do his will.  

 Verses 19-21 do not comprise an exhaustive list of sins or vices. Rather, Paul is seeking to address 

entire categories of sinful passions. The sins listed seem to fall into categories which may be described 
as those of self-debasement, idolatry, and hatred. These are sins committed against the body (sexual 
sins), against God (idolatry), and against our neighbor (hatred).  

 Opposing these fleshly acts and desires is the Holy Spirit who actively produces new desires in the hearts 
of his people (vv. 22-23). These new desires produce fruit in keeping with the goodness of God. Like the 
previous vice list, Paul is most likely not giving an exhaustive list of those virtues the Spirit produces in 
the lives of believers. As the fruit of the Spirit, these qualities are not the result of human striving. They 
are not the fruit of human character. Indeed, the fruit of the Spirit is alien to us outside of the Spirit’s 
presence. 

 “The Christian life is not an ethereal existence in which the conflicts of this world are left behind. Believers 
do not ‘float’ into a new sphere that cuts them off from the pressures and desires of the present evil age. 
Desires for evil still afflict and bedevil us. It is far too simplistic, then, to say that believers must ‘let go and 
let God,’ or to promise that the fight against sin will vanish in this life if a certain formula for spiritual victory 
is applied. The war against the world, the flesh, and the devil continues until the day of death.”4 

 

3. A Comforting Assurance 
Vs. 24 – “And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.” 

 Paul began this section with an imperative to “walk by the Spirit.” If we do so, he writes that we will “not 
gratify the desires of the flesh” (vs. 16). The paragraph ends with a similar reference to sinful desires. 
But there is an important difference between verses 16 and 24. Whereas verse 16 places the emphasis 
on deliberate action on our part (certainly, a message we need to hear), verse 24 places the emphasis 
on the present reality for all of those who “belong to Christ Jesus.” Namely, those who belong to Christ 
“have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.” Verse 16 is an imperative, a call to act. Verse 24 
is an indicative, a statement of fact. These are not competing realities. Indeed, the imperative and 
indicative serve one another for the believer’s good.  

 There are two indicatives in verse 24: a) Believers “belong to Christ,” and b) Those who belong to Christ 
“have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.” The imperatives to walk by the Spirit and not 
gratify sinful desires are grounded in the indicatives that we belong to Christ and have therefore already 
crucified those sinful passions. Otherwise, we would have no hope to walk away from them day-by-day. 

 “The similarities between verses 16 and 24 are matched, of course, by a significant difference: the 
definitive defeat of the flesh is conditioned on the response of believers. This combination of ‘indicative’ 
(what God has done) and ‘imperative’ (what we must do) is typical of Paul’s presentation of the Christian 
life.”5 

 Douglas Moo writes that Paul “is not shy about prescribing the behavior that should characterize those 
who know Christ. But he is especially intent on describing the new reality that has dawned with Christ: 
everyone who belongs to Christ is taken up into that new reality. Such descriptions remind us of who we 
are but also are identity-forming concepts in their own right – and importantly, community-forming 
teachings as well. For the focus in this section emerging especially clearly from the works of the flesh 
and the fruit of the Spirit that Paul chooses to mention, continues to be very much on relationships among 
believers.”6 

                                                           
4 Thomas Schreiner, Galatians (ECNT) (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010) p. 351 
5 Moo, 368 
6 Moo, 352 


