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Galatians 5:16-23


What if I told you I’m on the OU Basketball team? How would you know if I were lying or telling the truth? After all, I do have some of the characteristics, right? I have some OU shorts that I wear, I am fairly tall, and I have “mad hops” – so maybe I am. You might ask to see me play sometime, but even then I might have a monster game, so you’d be better to watch more than one game right? And compared to some of the ballers out at the Rec Center, I might shine. As you compile the evidence, you could ask the OU team what characteristics they look for in a player. You might notice that I don’t have a jump shot, can’t really touch the rim any more and I bought my shorts at Wal Mart. I’m a poser, an imposter.


Paul exposes the non-Christians who tormented the Galatians, and in doing so he explained to them what they should be looking for in themselves. These lists here are meant to convict us, even scare us if we see ourselves on one of them, and yet to comfort and exhort us to live like we were made to live – for freedom.


Let’s look at the two lists and then take an overview of them.


The works of the flesh


Paul describes the characteristics of the non-Christian as the works of the flesh. The flesh (Paul’s terminology for our natural selves without Christ, not our bodies) naturally
 produces these “works,” or as Paul says these are the “desires of the flesh.” Some translations have the “lusts of the flesh.” Lusts probably make you think of sexual sins, while "desires" is a bit weak for this Greek word. A translation that would give it its full force is “over-desires.” Each of these things comes from “over-desiring” something good from God’s good creation, but that idolatry and over-desire turns it into something that will wreck and ruin your life.


Paul gives us a list of some of these (the list isn’t necessarily exhaustive, since he writes “and things like these”). 


Sexual immorality – Sexual immorality translates the Greek word, porneia, which means any sexual sin that takes place outside of marriage. Marriage is the only place the Bible sanctions and condones sex. This word then involves adultery, homosexuality, sex before marriage, masturbation, bestiality, incest and pornography. Our culture opposes this definition with every fiber it has.


Impurity and sensuality – these words give us the picture of “uncleanness,” especially in the sexual realm. The NIV translates the “sensuality” as “debauchery” a word that I’m fairly confident would illicit zero comprehension from even college-educated people. William Barclay writes that sensuality “is the act of character which has lost that which ought to be its greatest defense – its self-respect, and its sense of shame.” When you wear clothes that reveal so much of your body that is meant only for your husband, you are revealing your lack of self-control and desire to promote yourself with God-given sensuality. This is sin. Even if you call it “fashion,” it’s still sin, and not helping in the battle your brothers fight every day to keep their minds pure.


The next words deal with more “inner sins” and sins that relate to human relationships. Idolatry, sorcery (“a secret tampering with and at times a worship of the powers of evil” – Boice), enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions and envy. Yowza. That list hurts. Unfortunately, these sins can be found in the church in huge quantities, which should cause our shame. There are allowed to grow and take new forms because they aren’t on the “big list.” The big list in my opinion is (in order): homosexuality, drinking, sex before marriage and cursing. Those tend to be the things the church goes after, and if anyone does those things, he or she is automatically not a Christian and an outsider. Wrong, wrong, wrong. All of those except legal-aged drinking are wrong, yes; but when we focus on these, so often the more subtle, still dangerous sins grow and kill us.


I know a minister who runs a church soccer league. His son is legitimately one of the best players in the school district, so it is only natural for the dad to be proud of his son and the son to want to play well. But amazingly, in the church league the son always gets on the best team, always gets the most playing time and always is set up to succeed. Other kids aren’t as good, and they continually get the shaft in their opinion. What is so distressing is that no one ever repents about this. What happened to the WWJD bracelets they were wearing a few years ago? Would Jesus win every game he played? Would he always be on the winning team? Would he help others? Would he complain and argue?


Yet these are the types of things that are allowed to continue because they are the sneaky, refined sins that we don’t care as much about. Even though we know and love 1 Cor. 13, “The Love Chapter,” we betray it every day when we are jealous, angry, have rivalries, dissension and divisions. I can walk through any sorority, fraternity or dorm, or even off-campus house and see this in spades. You can talk about The Love Chapter all you want, but without Christ in your life, without grace and repentance, you will never be able to sustain it and it falls flat every time.


The last few items on the list deal with self-control. Drunkenness is obvious. Drinking if you are over 21 is not a sin. Can I be any clearer? You can argue all you want about what the legal age should be, but for right now and for the foreseeable future it is 21. Your desire to disobey shows your rebellious heart. But once you’re 21, you can enjoy the fruit of the vine, just like it is talked about all the time in the Bible. Be careful though; drink only in moderation, for alcohol can sneak up on you too. Keep yourself accountable to drink in moderation, not as an escape from your problems. “Orgies” is an unfortunate term, but there isn’t really any better one so it will do.  Some translate it as “carousings” or “revelings: “Orgies” isn’t talking about sex fests, but anything that has degenerated into excess. Sex, drinking, gambling – whatever is “a concrete example of putting ‘pleasure in the place of God’”
. Without the Spirit, the pleasures of the world will strangle you, for you can never have enough.


You can never have enough. I know you don’t believe me. Track with me for a minute. Cal’s birthday is tomorrow, and he covets a sword Drew received for his birthday. I’ve got him one, but after about a week, that awesome, amazing, super cool sword will be just like all the other awesome, amazing, super cool things he’s gotten – on the floor in his room. It doesn’t satisfy. When I was in high school, I couldn’t assuage that feeling either. Surely high grades will do it – never enough. Achievement in sports – I could just barely get there, and then I’d be let down again as I wasn’t good enough even to make “All-Conference” much less “All-State” or receive a scholarship. If I could just get a girl to let me touch her, that would satisfy. Rejected by Erica, Stacey, Katie – I’d settle for any girl to let me touch her. That was a great feeling – and not enough.


Going to college, getting married, having a kid, doing ministry, going to seminary, getting ordained – none of those things is “It.” When you are wanting an “It” and you can’t find it, you are continually unsatisfied, unhappy and unloved. You are jealous, envious, and angry and you can’t do anything about it. Just when you find something that might work to fill that whole, it slips away. You’re beautiful, so that’s it? There’s someone more beautiful than you and someday you’ll be 80 and not so pretty any more. You’re a great trumpet player? There’s someone who’s better, and has more time to practice and a better trumpet.


“It” never can do it. “It” produces the things on this list. Paul says that these characteristics reveal the heart and life of someone who isn’t a Christian: “Those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.” There is a real kingdom and a real King – those who are the sons and the daughters of the King display His characteristics over time. These aren’t on the list. So often the real list of sins isn’t the one we’d like to hear, for it gets into our business a little too much. These aren’t just “pagan” sins, but genteel, American evangelicalism sins as well. Ouch. If these things are our continual, habitual practice, then the Bible says that we shouldn’t think that we are Christians. “The basic character of the unregenerate is to practice the evil deeds of the flesh and of the regenerate person to bear the good fruit of the Spirit.” 


The fruit of the Spirit


Paul contrasts that depressing list with another one. The differences are stark. The first difference is that these aren’t the “works of the Spirit.” They’re fruit. What’s the metaphor? Without an hour on each of these, fruit is organic; it grows; although it grows gradually and somewhat imperceptivity, it grows inevitably; it is a by-product of a healthy tree. My parents do a ton of gardening, and they work hard to get the right soil, nourish the plants, water them, and keep the weeds and bugs out. But they don’t actually grow anything. Growth happens. It’s mysterious. Over time, you can see the results, but each day you don’t necessarily notice what has happened over the past 24 hours. That’s the way the fruit of the Spirit are. They happen. You almost can’t explain it. It’s not always noticeable. You don’t necessarily “feel” more loving or patient today than you did a month or year ago – and yet, when you measure it (usually by some bad circumstance when you have to be patient or loving when it’s not natural) you see progress.


One other thing before we look briefly at the fruit. These are the “fruit” not the “fruits” of the Spirit. Paul lists nine things, but then calls them fruit. In the Greek there are different words for fruit, though in English one word can stand for both singular and plural. Once in church camp, our groups were divided with names like Gentle Grapes, Kind Kiwis, Loving Lemons, etc. Though we can differentiate them and speak of them separately, in essence they go together. You cannot grow in love without growing in patience. You cannot grow in goodness without faithfulness. If you are only seeing one or two of these fruits in your life, then it may be not the result of the Spirit, but simply your natural tendencies. You’d be a patient person if you were a Christian or non-Christian since it’s a part of your DNA, or how you’ve learned to deal with the world. But you should be patient because you love someone and want the best for him or her. Acting patient is different from actually being patient. 


The list:


Love – wow, where do we begin? When we do go back and look at 1 Cor. 13, we realize that this kind of love is impossible without Jesus. He is the one who has shown us how to love and He loved us even when we rejected and despised Him, and even still as we malign His name and treat Him like dirt in our lives. Yet He forgives us, and He pursues us. Any other kind of love is self-serving.  The appearances of love aren’t love. Ministering to other people isn’t love. Being thought of as great and speaking up here the Word of God isn’t necessarily love. Our love for Christ is the only thing then that can empower us to truly love, for only that gets ourselves and our pride and agenda and need for acceptance out of the way.


“Paul’s estimate of the importance of love in the Christian life may be gauged by the following considerations: A) It is to be the atmosphere in which believers are to conduct their lives, the garment they are to put on, the consistent motive of all their actions. B) Love is the secret of unity; it begins with love for fellow Christians, including Church leaders, and extends to all people. C) It is also the way to Christian maturity, the ground of Christian appeal, and the proper restraint on the exercise of Christian liberty. D) Love is accompanied by practical action; it leads, for example, to magnanimous giving and genuine forgiveness. E) Christian love is not flabby or sentimental, but keenly perceptive: it is capable of true discrimination and does not refrain from censure and warning, when such is demanded by the situation. Such love is not self-generated: it is the product of the Holy Spirit. At the same time, Christians are exhorted to “pursue” love, which, interpreted by the context of the Galatian passage under discussion, is tantamount to seeking to be led and guided by the Spirit.”


Joy and peace – again, these only come with a confidence that God is good and has a plan for you even though you don’t know what it is. Counterfeit joy and peace come from either exceptional circumstances and getting everything you want (even the euphoria of the 2000 football national championship has worn off) or from simply not caring. If you don’t care about what happens, you can seem incredibly peaceful. It’s a way of not dealing with the world Peace is wholeness, soundness.  Peace also involves death. For us to have peace with God, Jesus had to die. Conflict doesn’t just dissipate, it has to go somewhere. For to you have peace with others, you will have to die to your self and take the blows that someone else deserves. Paul also says we should be joyful in all circumstance, whether well-fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. The martyrs went to their deaths with joy, the joy of Christ.


We’ve mentioned patience
, but not the others. Kindness, goodness, gentleness – these are displayed in the life of Christ. Jesus was incredibly kind and loving to people. He gave people a status and position that they never had before. He listened to people. And yet he also rebuked them and was kind in a way that we don’t always expect. He didn’t allow them to stay where they were, but was good and gentle and true. Some of you are naturally kind and gentle, but you are cowards because you will never confront someone with the truth. This reveals your kindness as not-loving instead of loving like you think. They must go together.


Faithfulness – doing what you say you will. Integrity. This means you are the same through and through; you’re not one way in private and another in public. You are a whole person, one who is able to keep his or her word. You can be counted on. This is not a promoted characteristic in our day and age for our generation.


Self-control. A Christian can say yes and no to what is best. He or she can perceive what should be done and then can do it even to his or her own hurt. Just because I can drink a beer in this situation doesn’t mean I have to. I have the freedom to not do so as well.
 When you look ahead and see something important you need to do, can you have the self-control to get your studies done so that when that day arrives you can do it? Do you always live for the moment? Do you always skip your 8 am class?


How are you feeling? I imagine, if you’re like me, you’re not sure if you measure up to this list. And yet, what does Paul say? He writes this: “Walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.” He doesn’t say “Walk by the Spirit and do not gratify the desires of the flesh.” He says you “will not.” This should give us hope if we are Christians. I’ll come back to this, but let’s swoop over the passage and make some general applications and observations.


Rev. Mike Sherrett
 teaches this: You are either at peace with sin and at war with God, or you are at peace with God and at war with sin. Which is it? If you are at peace with sin and war with God, you cannot help but fulfill what your father, the devil desires. Your life will be characterized by the first list, though you may see glimpses of the second list now and then. You are a slave to sin and it has ensnared you. You must repent and cry out to God and be redeemed, set free by the one who has lived the perfect life and died your death for you. Or else you will perish.


But if you are at peace with God, you are therefore at war with sin. Sin used to hold you in bondage, but when you received a new heart and sin was circumcised off of your old heart, you were set free. But until you are glorified, either in heaven or when Jesus returns, sin wants to get you. It isn’t satisfied with this situation, but continually wants to get you back. Resist! You are at war with sin. You recognize that you are now living in the second list, though you see glimpses of the first list now and then. When you do, you repent, you preach the gospel to yourself and you live as the forgiven, accepted, loved child of God that you are.


We are never perfectly and completely one list or the other. But we have a status. John describes it as being in light or in darkness. Which one characterizes you? If you continually live in the first list – angry, envious, jealous, bitter, sexually impure – then you have no assurance that you are a Christian. You might be. Remember that fruit also has seasons when it is not in full bloom, but lies dormant getting ready for the spring. But that spring had better come. You should not presume that it will, but call upon the name of the Lord in desperation and repentance right now that Spring would come and you would experience true love, joy, peace and the like.


If you could be characterized by the second list, you should give all the credit to Jesus. The Spirit is doing this work in you, so take no credit for yourself. Allow the Spirit to do His work. How? Again fruit gives us the analogy. Till the soil. You should be reading, studying, hearing, memorizing, and meditating on the Word on a regular basis. You should be in a church and community that takes this seriously, one that loves you enough to call into question your sinfulness and points you to Christ instead of rules and regulations. You must manage the weeds in your life. You are at war with sin. Turn off the Internet or put up unstoppable filters. Stop gossiping because you care about someone else and his or her good name. Forgive as you have been forgiven. Give the Spirit the time and ability to work in your life. Look to Jesus and love Him.


If I want to please Julie, I need to know what she wants and likes. It doesn’t work if under the Christmas tree, she begins to open gifts like a cordless drill, an X Box, a commentary set, etc. Those are gifts I want that I’m giving to her.
 It might be a good idea, if I really do want to please her, that I would look at her wish list that she keeps stashed away. Though I wish an X Box would be on there, I would really show my love for her and not myself if I got her what she wanted. We do this to God as well. Without discovering what it is that He wants, what kind of worship is pleasing to Him, what kind of Christian conduct He is pleased with, what is on His wish list, we give Him what we want to give him and hope He likes it. 


Paul says it this way, “Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.” John Stott writes that this crucifixion of the flesh is pitiless in the sense we don’t ever give up and let a sin up for air; it is painful as we starve and kill the sins we so loved; and it is decisive because it is certain. “If our besetting sins persistently plague us, it is either because we have never truly repented, or because, having repented, we have not maintained our repentance. It as if, having nailed our old nature to the cross, we keep wistfully returning to the scene of the execution. We begin to fondle it, to caress it, to long for its release, even to try to take it down again from the cross. We need to learn to leave it there. We have declared war on it; we are not going to resume negotiations. We have settled the issue for good; we are not going to re-open it. We have crucified the flesh; we are never going to draw the nails.”


How do we live in the Spirit and walk in the Spirit? We let the Spirit do what it does – just as we naturally “over-desire” the flesh, the Spirit, “over-desires” Jesus.


We learn to sing this song and make it our prayer and our life:


May the mind of Christ my Savior live in me from day to day,


By his love and power controlling all I do and say.

May the Word of God dwell richly in my heart from hour to hour,


So that all may see I triumph only through his power.


May the peace of God my Father rule my life in everything,


That I may be calm to comfort (the) sick and sorrowing.


May the love of Jesus fill me as the waters fill the sea;


Him exalting, self abasing – this is victory.


May his beauty rest upon me, as I seek the lost to win,


And may they forget the channel, seeing only him.

� “There are only two possible views of man’s nature: he is seen either as basically good or basically evil. The humanistic view is that he is born morally good, or at least morally neutral. The Bible, however, maintains the opposite, that man is inherently corrupt or depraved in every aspect of his being. Consequently, although man’s environment is never perfect and often has a detrimental effect on him, that is never his worst problem. It is primarily man who pollutes the environment, not the environment that pollutes man. That is why better housing, transportation, education, jobs, income, medical care, and all other such things – desirable as they may be – can do nothing to solve man’s basic problem, which is sin inside him. No outward benefit can improve him inwardly. Instead, better outward conditions offer better and more sophisticated opportunities to do evil and for those very benefits themselves to be corrupted by the people they are designed to help.” McArthur, Galatians, pp. 160-161.


� The NKJ inexplicably translates the 13 Greek words into 15 English words, which in my opinion confuses things. For example, there are three sexual words, but the NKJ puts in four – adding “adultery” to start off the list. But “adultery” isn’t the word, and “adultery” is subsumed under the larger category of porneia, which involves all sexual sin outside of marriage. I’m baffled as to why the translators would do that, and I normally give them quite a bit of credit as well as grace. Not this time.


� Fung, Galatians, p. 260


� McArthur, p. 163.


� Jerry Bridges’ Disciplines of Grace helped me to realize this when I read it, and it’s stuck with me over the years. How I fall short so often.


� “Love is not defined by simplistic abstinence from drinking, dancing, makeup, movies, card-playing and the like. It was envy that required the cross, not lipstick; it was covetousness that demanded atonement, not poker; it was pride that called forth the need for propitiation, not the cinema.” Sproul, The Mystery of the Holy Spirit, p. 168.


� Fung, pp. 263-264. Here are the references: A) Eph. 5:2, Col. 3:14, 1 Cor. 16:14. B) Col. 2:2, Eph. 1:15, 1 Thess. 5:12, 1 Thess. 3:12. C) Eph. 4:15, Phm. 9, Gal. 5:13, Rom. 14:15, 1 Cor. 8:1, 13. D) 2 Cor. 8:7ff, 24, 2 Cor. 2:7ff. E) Phil. 1:9ff, 2 Cor. 2:4, 1 Cor. 16:24, 1 Cor. 14:1, Gal. 5:16, 18.


�“The Christian rejects the spirit of pragmatism. He lives in terms of long-term goal. He eschews the expedient. He stores up treasure in heaven. He is willing to wait for the hour of God.” Sproul, p. 172


� “Gerstner put it this way: ‘It is not that we say Paul was uncompromising and loving. Or even that he was uncompromising but loving. Rather, we say that Paul was uncompromising, therefore loving.’” Sproul, p. 169.


� The gospel which offers justification and freedom from the law through faith in Christ never gives the believer any liberty to turn that freedom into license, to practice “the acts of the sinful nature.” Fung, p. 262.


� Fort Worth Presbyterian Church, Fort Worth, Texas.


� Once Homer gave Marge a bowling ball for her birthday, though he was the one in the bowling league and she didn’t play. Figuring that she wouldn’t like it and wouldn’t use it, he went ahead and had his name etched into it before he gave it to her. 


� Stott, Galatians, pp. 151-152.


� Trinity Hymnal, #644





