
Galatians Chapter 5 

A Deep Expository Study: Freedom, the Flesh, and the Fruit 
of the Spirit -- Standing Firm, Walking by the Spirit, and the 
War Within 

 

Introduction to Galatians Chapter 5 

The Chapter Where Doctrine Becomes Daily Life 

Galatians chapter 5 is the hinge of the entire letter. Everything Paul has argued 
theologically in chapters 1 through 4 -- the divine origin of the gospel, the justification of 
the ungodly by faith apart from works of law, the adoption of believers as sons and heirs 
through Christ -- now turns the corner into lived experience. The question chapter 5 
answers is not: how does a person get right with God? That has already been answered 
in full. The question chapter 5 answers is: now that you are right with God by grace 
through faith, how do you actually live? What does freedom look like in practice? What 
happens to the desires of the flesh? What does the Holy Spirit produce in the life of 
someone who walks with Him? And what is the relationship between the Spirit-led life 
and the moral demands that the law always pointed toward but could never produce? 

The chapter is not a retreat from grace. It is grace in motion. Paul does not spend 
chapters 1 through 4 building a magnificent structure of salvation by grace alone 
through faith alone in Christ alone only to introduce a backdoor return to human effort 
in chapter 5. He is doing something far more sophisticated and far more glorious: he is 
showing that the Spirit of God, given freely to those who are justified by faith, produces 
from the inside out precisely what the law demanded from the outside in but could 
never obtain. The life the law commanded, the Spirit generates. The freedom the law 
promised but could not grant, Christ has secured and the Spirit now inhabits. 

The Structure of the Chapter 

The chapter unfolds in four major movements. First, Paul opens with a commanding 
call to stand firm in the freedom Christ has won and a warning that circumcision -- 
accepted as a means of justification -- destroys everything (vv. 1-12). Second, he 
addresses the danger of using freedom as an occasion for the flesh and redirects the 
Galatians toward the love that fulfills the law -- not as a means of justification but as the 
natural outflow of life in the Spirit (vv. 13-15). Third, he describes the war between the 
flesh and the Spirit, the works of the flesh in unsparing detail, and the contrast of the 
fruit of the Spirit in luminous terms (vv. 16-23). Fourth, he draws the practical 
conclusion: those who belong to Christ have crucified the flesh, and if we live by the 
Spirit we must also walk by the Spirit (vv. 24-26). 

 



Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we approach Galatians chapter 5 with a deep awareness of our own 
need. We know the war Paul describes -- not as a theoretical concept but as a daily 
reality. We feel the pull of the flesh. We know what it is to have the Spirit within us and 
still find ourselves dragged toward what the flesh desires. We know the failure and the 
grief that follows. Lord, let this chapter do its work in us. Let the call to freedom land 
with its full weight. Let the warning against the flesh cut through our self-deception. 
Let the description of the fruit of the Spirit become not just a list we admire but a reality 
we inhabit -- not by trying harder, but by walking more closely with the Spirit You 
have placed within us. 

We ask You to show us, through this chapter, that freedom is not the absence of 
direction but the presence of the Spirit. That grace is not permission to live however we 
wish but power to live in a way that pleases You. That the fruit of the Spirit is not a 
checklist of achievements but the natural outgrowth of a life surrendered to the One 
who already lives within us. Teach us to keep in step with Your Spirit. In Jesus' name, 
Amen. 

 

 

Galatians 5:1 -- The Standing Order of the 
Gospel 

It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let 
yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Here is the bottom line of everything Paul has been saying: Christ set you free -- 
and He set you free for freedom itself. That is the whole point. Freedom is not 
just a stepping stone to something else. It is the destination. So stand your 
ground. Do not let anyone load you back up with the yoke that Christ already took 
off your neck. You have been freed from the burden of trying to earn your 
standing before God through religious performance. Do not pick it back up. Stand 
firm. 

 

The Thesis Statement of Christian Liberty 

Verse 1 is the pivot point of the entire letter. It is simultaneously the conclusion of 
everything Paul has argued in chapters 1 through 4 and the foundation for everything he 
will say in chapters 5 and 6. 'It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.' The Greek 
construction is emphatic -- literally, 'For freedom, Christ has freed us.' The repetition of 
the freedom word is not accidental. It is a declaration that the purpose of redemption is 
freedom itself. Not freedom as a means to something else. Not freedom as a temporary 
condition to be eventually supplemented by law-observance. Freedom as the goal. 

"Stand Firm" 



The command that follows is imperative: 'Stand firm.' The verb (stekete) carries a 
military connotation -- the image of soldiers holding their position against an advancing 
enemy, refusing to yield ground. Paul is not suggesting a casual, relaxed posture toward 
freedom. He is calling for deliberate, watchful, courageous resistance to every force that 
would push the Galatians -- and every believer -- back into the territory of slavery. The 
enemy in Galatia is the Judaizing pressure to accept circumcision as a means of 
justification. But the principle extends to every generation and every form of pressure 
that would displace Christ's finished work as the sole ground of the believer's standing 
before God. 

"Do Not Be Burdened Again by a Yoke of Slavery" 

The 'yoke of slavery' is the law functioning as a system of justification. Peter used the 
same language at the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15:10, calling the law 'a yoke that 
neither we nor our ancestors have been able to bear.' The law was never designed to be 
the ground of human standing before God -- not because the law is bad, but because 
human beings, in their fallen condition, cannot keep it. To take on the law as a yoke of 
justification is to take on a burden you cannot carry and were never meant to carry, 
because Christ has already carried it for you. The word 'again' is important. It implies 
that some form of bondage preceded their freedom. Freedom is where they live now. 
They must not leave it. 

 

Galatians 5:2-12 -- The Catastrophic Cost of 
Circumcision as Justification 

Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will 
be of no value to you at all. Again I declare to every man who lets himself be 
circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law. You who are trying to be 
justified by the law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from 
grace. For through the Spirit we eagerly await by faith the righteousness for which 
we hope. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. 
The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love. You were running a 
good race. Who cut in on you to keep you from obeying the truth? That kind of 
persuasion does not come from the one who calls you. A little yeast works through 
the whole batch of dough. I am confident in the Lord that you will take no other view. 
The one who is throwing you into confusion, whoever that may be, will have to pay 
the penalty. Brothers and sisters, if I am still preaching circumcision, why am I still 
being persecuted? In that case the offense of the cross has been abolished. As for 
those agitators, I wish they would go the whole way and emasculate themselves! 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Listen carefully -- this is important. I, Paul, am telling you straight: if you go 
ahead and get circumcised as a way of getting right with God, Christ becomes 
worth nothing to you. Zero. I will say it again to every man who is thinking about 
doing this: the moment you take that step, you have signed yourself up for the 



entire law -- every single command, all the time, perfectly. And if you are trying 
to get justified by law-keeping, you have cut yourself off from Christ. You have 
stepped off the platform of grace entirely. But here is how we live: through the 
Spirit, by faith, we are waiting for the righteousness God has promised us. In 
Christ, the question is not whether you are circumcised or uncircumcised -- that 
distinction means nothing. The only thing that matters is faith working through 
love. You were doing so well. Who got in your way and knocked you off course? 
Whoever convinced you of this, it was not God -- because God called you by 
grace, not by law. And do not underestimate what is happening: a little bit of 
yeast works through the whole batch. I trust you will come around. But whoever 
is causing this confusion is going to answer for it. Think about it -- if I were 
preaching circumcision, why would I still be getting persecuted? The whole 
reason I get persecuted is because the cross offends people's pride. Take 
circumcision in, and you take the offense out. And take the offense out, and you 
have taken out the gospel. As for those agitators who keep pushing the knife -- if 
they love cutting so much, I wish they would finish the job on themselves. 

 

The All-or-Nothing Logic of Law-Justification 

Paul's argument in verses 2-3 is a piece of devastating logic. If you accept circumcision 
as a means of justification -- as a religious act that secures or supplements your standing 
before God -- then you have committed yourself to the entire law. Circumcision is not a 
single practice you can adopt in isolation. It is the entry point into a covenantal system 
that comes with comprehensive demands. To accept the sign is to accept the obligation 
of every command the sign represents. And that obligation is total: the law requires 
perfect, complete, lifelong obedience. There are no partial credits. There is no curve. You 
are either fully keeping the law or you are under its curse. 

"Christ Will Be of No Value to You at All" 

This phrase in verse 2 is one of the most solemn warnings in the New Testament. Not 
'Christ will be less helpful to you.' Not 'you will lose some benefits of Christ.' Christ will 
be of no value -- literally, Christ will profit you nothing. The person who seeks 
justification by law has, by that very act, stepped off the ground where Christ's death is 
operative. The atonement is not available to those who are seeking to atone for 
themselves. The righteousness of Christ is not imputed to those who are seeking to 
establish their own righteousness. This is not a threat from an angry Paul. It is a 
description of how the two systems are structured. They are mutually exclusive. 

"Fallen Away from Grace" 

Verse 4 contains a phrase that has been the subject of extensive theological discussion: 
'you have fallen away from grace.' It is critical to understand what Paul means and what 
he does not mean. He is not teaching that a genuinely justified believer can lose their 
salvation by committing a sin or even by a period of spiritual failure. He is describing a 
theological position, not a momentary moral lapse. To 'fall from grace' in this context 
means to abandon grace as the basis of your justification -- to step off the platform of 



grace and onto the platform of law-keeping. The Galatians are being warned about a 
theological defection -- choosing a different system of justification, which means 
choosing a ground that Christ's work does not cover. 

Faith, Hope, and the Righteousness We Await 

Verse 5 provides the contrast to law-seeking: 'For through the Spirit we eagerly await by 
faith the righteousness for which we hope.' The righteousness Paul refers to here has 
both a present and a future dimension. In its present dimension, it has already been 
declared -- the believer is already justified, already counted righteous in Christ (Romans 
5:1). But there is also a coming fullness of righteousness -- the final, complete 
vindication of the believer at the last judgment, when what has been declared will be 
openly displayed. We wait for this righteousness 'through the Spirit' and 'by faith.' Not 
by circumcision. Not by law-keeping. Not by religious performance. 

Neither Circumcision Nor Uncircumcision 

Verse 6 makes a statement that reorients the entire debate: 'For in Christ Jesus neither 
circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith 
expressing itself through love.' The Judaizers have chosen the wrong category entirely. 
What matters is not what has or has not been done to your body. What matters is faith -- 
living, active, genuine trust in Christ -- expressing itself outwardly through love. This is 
an important bridge to the second half of the chapter. Faith is the root; love is the fruit. 
The person who is genuinely trusting Christ will find that trust expressing itself in love 
for God and neighbor. 

The Offense of the Cross 

Verse 11 reveals something crucial: the cross is offensive -- the Greek word is skandalon, 
our word 'scandal' -- because it declares that human religious effort, human merit, and 
human achievement contribute nothing to salvation. The cross says that the only way to 
God is through the death of His Son, accepted by faith, not supplemented by works. 
That is offensive to religious pride. A gospel that includes circumcision as a requirement 
is not offensive to religious pride -- it flatters it. That is why the Judaizers faced no 
persecution: they had removed the offense. And in removing the offense, they had 
removed the gospel. 

Key Observations 

• Freedom in Christ is not a gift that can be safely supplemented -- it is 
an all-or-nothing position. To add law-keeping for justification is to abandon 
grace entirely. 

• Accepting circumcision as justification obligates a person to the 
entire law -- a burden no human being can carry. 

• "Fallen from grace" describes a theological position (seeking 
justification by law), not a moral failure. 

• The Spirit, operating through faith, is the only agent who brings us to 
the righteousness we hope for. 



• The category that matters in Christ is not circumcision or 
uncircumcision -- it is faith expressing itself through love. 

• The cross is inherently offensive to human religious pride; any gospel 
that removes the offense has removed the cross. 

• False doctrine does not stay contained -- even a little works through the 
whole. 

 

 

Galatians 5:13-15 -- Freedom Is Not License -- 
Love Fulfills What Law Could Not 

You, my brothers and sisters, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom as 
an opportunity for the flesh; rather, serve one another humbly in love. For the entire 
law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.' If you 
bite and devour each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

You were called to be free -- that is absolutely true. But do not turn that freedom 
into an excuse to let your flesh run wild. That is just a different kind of slavery. 
Here is what real freedom looks like: it points you outward, toward other people. 
Use your freedom to serve one another in love. Think about it this way: the entire 
law -- all of its moral demands -- gets fulfilled in one command: love your 
neighbor as yourself. The Spirit produces that love from the inside out, which is 
something all the law's rules could never manufacture. So stop tearing each other 
apart. If you keep biting and devouring each other the way you have been, you are 
going to destroy yourselves. 

 

The Two Misuses of Freedom 

Having established the freedom of the gospel against those who would restrict it with 
law-keeping, Paul now guards it against the opposite error: using freedom as license for 
self-indulgence. There are always two ways to distort the gospel of grace. The first is 
legalism -- adding human effort to grace as a means of justification, which is what the 
Judaizers were doing. The second is antinomianism -- treating grace as permission to 
live without moral constraint, as though forgiveness makes obedience irrelevant. Paul 
has spent four chapters fighting the first error. Now he spends three verses heading off 
the second. 

Serve One Another Through Love 

The direction of true Christian freedom is not inward -- toward self-gratification -- but 
outward, toward others. 'Serve one another humbly in love.' The word for serve 
(douleuete) is the slave word -- the very word Paul has been using throughout the letter 



for the condition of bondage. This is intentional and paradoxical: you are free, therefore 
be slaves to one another. Your freedom from the bondage of law-justification is not an 
excuse to live for yourself. It is the foundation for a new kind of voluntary servitude -- 
the willing, love-driven service of one another in the community of faith. This is the 
shape of Christ's own freedom expressed in His life: He who was Lord became servant. 
Christian freedom does not mean freedom from others. It means freedom for others. 

The Entire Law Fulfilled Through Love 

Verse 14 makes one of Paul's most compressed and important statements: 'For the 
entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: Love your neighbor as yourself.' 
Paul is making a crucial distinction that resolves the tension in the letter. The law 
cannot justify -- this has been established across four chapters. But the law, in its moral 
substance, points toward something real: the love that God requires of human beings 
toward Him and toward one another. The solution to the law's failure to produce this 
love is not to abolish the love it demanded. The solution is the Spirit -- who produces 
from within what the law demanded from without. This is why Paul can condemn law-
keeping for justification and then in the same breath say that love fulfills the law. He is 
not contradicting himself. He is making a distinction between the law as a justifying 
system (which fails and enslaves) and the law's moral content (which the Spirit produces 
freely in those who are already justified by faith). 

The Warning Against Self-Destruction 

Verse 15 reveals that the Galatian churches were not merely theologically confused -- 
they were tearing each other apart: 'If you bite and devour each other, watch out or you 
will be destroyed by each other.' The imagery is animalistic -- the language of predators 
attacking prey. It suggests that the false teaching had not only confused the Galatians 
about justification; it had also introduced division, competition, and mutual hostility 
into the community. This is always what legalism produces. When religious 
performance becomes the measure of standing before God and one another, the 
community becomes a place of comparison, judgment, competition, and ultimately 
destruction. The antidote is love -- the love that the Spirit produces in those who are 
resting in the freedom of grace. 

Key Observations 

• The gospel of freedom guards against two opposite errors: legalism 
(adding works to justification) and license (using grace as permission for self-
indulgence). 

• True Christian freedom is directed outward -- toward willing, loving 
service of others. 

• The Spirit fulfills from within what the law demanded from without -- 
love is not abolished but produced by new means. 

• Legalism in the community produces comparison, competition, and 
mutual destruction -- love is the only alternative. 

 



 

Galatians 5:16-23 -- The Flesh and the Spirit: The 
War and Its Resolution 

So I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the 
flesh desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the 
flesh. They are in conflict with each other, so that you are not to do whatever you 
want. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law. The acts of the flesh 
are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; 
hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and 
envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who 
live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 
peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. 
Against such things there is no law. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Here is the practical answer to the flesh problem: walk by the Spirit, and I 
promise you will not end up satisfying the flesh's cravings. Because the flesh and 
the Spirit are at war with each other -- pulling in opposite directions -- and that 
tension means you cannot just do whatever you feel like. But if the Spirit is 
leading you, you are not operating under the law's demands. Now let me be plain 
about what the flesh produces -- it is not hard to spot: sexual immorality, 
impurity, shameless indulgence; idol worship and witchcraft; hatred, fighting, 
jealousy, angry outbursts, selfish ambition, divisions, factions, and envy; 
drunkenness, wild parties, and everything like that. I am telling you now what I 
have said before: people who live this way as a pattern of life are not going to 
inherit God's kingdom. But here is what the Spirit grows in you: love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. And here 
is the thing -- no law can come against any of that. The law has nothing to say 
against the Spirit-produced life. 

 

Walk by the Spirit 

The command in verse 16 is the practical center of the entire chapter and one of the 
most important commands in the New Testament for daily Christian living: 'Walk by the 
Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.' The word for walk (peripateō) 
describes an ongoing, habitual manner of life -- not a single dramatic decision but a 
continuous direction. And the promise attached to the command is absolute: you will 
not -- the Greek is a strong negation -- gratify the desires of the flesh. This is the gospel 
solution to the problem of moral failure -- and it is vastly different from both the 
legalistic and the licentious alternatives. The legalist says: fight the flesh with rules, 
disciplines, and external restraints. The antinomian says: the flesh does not matter 
because you are under grace. Paul says: walk by the Spirit, and the flesh loses its grip. 



The Nature of the Conflict 

Verses 17-18 describe the war between flesh and Spirit with unsparing honesty. 'The 
flesh desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the flesh. 
They are in conflict with each other, so that you are not to do whatever you want.' This 
conflict is real, ongoing, and experienced by every genuine believer. Paul does not 
describe a Christian who has been so transformed that they no longer feel the pull of the 
flesh. He describes a genuine, intense, daily conflict -- two opposed desires pulling in 
opposite directions. The result of this conflict, Paul says, is that you cannot simply do 
whatever you want -- because 'what you want' is contested territory. The war itself is 
evidence of life -- a corpse does not feel the conflict. The presence of the war means the 
Spirit is present. But the war has a resolution -- not by trying harder to obey rules, but 
by walking by the Spirit. 

The Works of the Flesh 

Verses 19-21 contain one of the most comprehensive and confronting lists in the New 
Testament. Paul calls these 'the works of the flesh' and says they are 'obvious' -- not 
hidden, not subtle, not requiring special discernment. They fall into four broad 
categories. Sexual sins: sexual immorality (porneia -- a broad term covering all sexual 
activity outside the covenant of marriage), impurity (akatharsia -- moral uncleanness 
generally), and debauchery (aselgeia -- shameless, unrestrained indulgence). Religious 
sins: idolatry and witchcraft (pharmakeia -- the use of drugs, potions, or occult practices 
in religious ritual). These represent a fundamental misorientation of worship. Relational 
sins: hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions, and 
envy. This is the longest subcategory -- the sins that destroy communities, the sins of the 
respectable, religious person who nevertheless allows the flesh to govern their 
relationships. Sins of excess: drunkenness and orgies. Paul ends with 'and the like' -- the 
list is illustrative, not exhaustive. 

The Warning About the Kingdom 

Verse 21 closes with a warning that must not be softened: 'I warn you, as I did before, 
that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.' The phrase 'those who 
live like this' is crucial. The verb is present tense and habitual -- those who practice 
these things as a way of life, whose ongoing pattern of living is characterized by the 
works of the flesh. Paul is not teaching that a single act of sexual sin or a single fit of rage 
disqualifies someone from the kingdom. He is describing a life characterized and 
dominated by the flesh -- a life that shows no evidence of the Spirit's presence, no 
conflict with sin, no movement toward repentance. This warning functions as a 
diagnostic test of the reality of faith. Real faith produces the Spirit. The Spirit produces 
conflict with the flesh. A life with no evidence of the Spirit's presence is a life with no 
evidence of genuine faith. 

The Fruit of the Spirit 

Verses 22-23 turn from the dark catalog of flesh-works to the luminous description of 
what the Spirit produces. The contrast is embedded in the grammar: 'works' of the flesh 
(plural, discrete, effortful acts) versus 'fruit' of the Spirit (singular, organic, naturally 



produced growth). You do not manufacture fruit by straining. You produce it by 
remaining connected to the vine (John 15:4-5). The nine qualities can be understood in 
three groups. Godward graces: Love (agape -- the self-giving, other-oriented love that 
characterizes God Himself), joy (chara -- the deep, settled delight in God that is not 
dependent on circumstances), and peace (eirene -- the shalom that comes from 
reconciliation with God). Neighbor-directed graces: Forbearance (makrothumia -- 
patience with difficult people), kindness (chrestotes -- genuine goodness and 
generosity), and goodness (agathosune -- active moral excellence, doing good in 
concrete, practical ways). Character graces: Faithfulness (pistis -- reliability, 
trustworthiness), gentleness (prautes -- meekness, strength under control), and self-
control (enkrateia -- mastery over one's appetites and impulses). 

"Against Such Things There Is No Law" 

The closing statement of verse 23 is quietly devastating to the legalist position: 'Against 
such things there is no law.' Paul is saying that the fruit of the Spirit -- love, joy, peace, 
forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control -- is exactly what 
the law was always reaching for, and the Spirit produces it freely without the law's 
coercion. The law cannot produce love. Rules cannot manufacture joy. Regulations 
cannot generate peace. But the Spirit, operating in the life of the person who walks with 
Him, produces all of these -- and when they are present, the law has nothing to say 
against them. The Spirit-led life does not need the law to compel it toward goodness. It 
is already there. 

Key Observations 

• Walking by the Spirit is the practical answer to the problem of the 
flesh -- not willpower, not rules, not religious discipline as an end in itself. 

• The conflict between flesh and Spirit is real and ongoing for every 
genuine believer -- its presence is a sign of life, not a sign of failure. 

• The works of the flesh include not only sexual and addictive sins but 
the relational sins of envy, faction, and selfish ambition -- which are especially 
destructive in communities. 

• The warning about the kingdom is a diagnostic statement about 
habitual, unrepentant patterns, not about individual failures followed by 
repentance. 

• The fruit of the Spirit is singular and organic -- it grows rather than is 
manufactured, and it grows from proximity to the Spirit rather than from moral 
effort. 

• The Spirit produces what the law demanded but could never obtain -- 
making the Spirit-led life the true fulfillment of the law's moral substance. 

 

 

Galatians 5:24-26 -- Crucified with Christ, 



Walking in the Spirit 

Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and 
desires. Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. Let us not 
become conceited, provoking and envying each other. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Here is the reality for everyone who belongs to Christ Jesus: the flesh -- with all 
its cravings and desires -- has been crucified. That is a done deal, tied to your 
union with Christ. So since the Spirit is the source of our new life, let us actually 
live in step with the Spirit. That means following where He leads, staying 
attentive to His direction, moving when He moves. And practically speaking: do 
not get puffed up with pride -- because pride leads to provoking others, and 
provoking others leads to envy, and that whole cycle tears the community apart. 
The Spirit-led life is the only cure for all of it. 

 

"Have Crucified the Flesh" 

Verse 24 makes a statement that is past tense, decisive, and total: 'Those who belong to 
Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.' This is not a 
command -- it is a declaration. It is not: you must now crucify the flesh. It is: those who 
belong to Christ have already done so. The crucifixion of the flesh is bound up with 
union with Christ in His death. When a person comes to faith in Christ, they are united 
to Christ in His crucifixion (Galatians 2:20, Romans 6:6). The old self -- the self defined 
and dominated by the flesh -- was crucified with Him. The flesh's claim to govern the 
believer's life was broken at that moment. 

But the flesh is not dead in the sense of no longer functioning or tempting. Crucifixion is 
a slow death. The flesh continues to assert itself, continues to desire, continues to war 
against the Spirit (verse 17). The difference is that its power has been broken. It no 
longer has the governing authority it once had. The believer is not under obligation to 
obey it. This is important because it prevents both presumption and despair. 
Presumption would say: since the flesh is crucified, I can do whatever I want. Despair 
would say: since I still feel the flesh's pull so strongly, I must not really be in Christ. But 
belonging to Christ does not mean the flesh has stopped pulling -- it means its claim to 
rule has been broken. 

Keep in Step with the Spirit 

Verse 25 is the practical conclusion of everything in the chapter: 'Since we live by the 
Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit.' The logic is participatory: since the Spirit is the 
source of our new life, let us order our lives in accordance with His leading. The phrase 
'keep in step' (stoicheō) is a military term, suggesting marching in formation, staying in 
line, moving in coordination. It is a picture of ordered, attentive, responsive movement 
in relation to the Spirit's direction. This is the alternative to both the legalism of the 
Judaizers and the license of the antinomian. The legalist keeps in step with rules. The 
antinomian keeps in step with desires. The Spirit-led believer keeps in step with the 



Spirit -- responsive to His promptings, attentive to His convictions, surrendered to His 
direction, moving where He moves. 

The Warning Against Conceit, Provocation, and Envy 

The chapter closes with a brief but pointed warning: 'Let us not become conceited, 
provoking and envying each other.' These three -- conceit, provocation, and envy -- are 
the specific relational sins that the Galatian situation had generated. Conceit (kenodoxia 
-- vainglory, empty pride) leads to provocation (the behavior of the conceited person 
toward those they consider inferior) and envy (the behavior of those who resent the 
conceited person's status). Together they produce exactly the biting and devouring Paul 
warned against in verse 15. The cure for all three is the Spirit-led life. The person who is 
walking by the Spirit will not be conceited -- because they know that everything they 
have is a gift. They will not provoke -- because they are characterized by gentleness and 
self-control. They will not envy -- because they are characterized by joy and peace that 
do not depend on comparison with others. 

Key Observations 

• The crucifixion of the flesh is a past event tied to union with Christ -- 
its power has been broken, though it continues to assert itself. 

• "Keep in step with the Spirit" describes a continuous, attentive, 
responsive posture toward the Spirit's leading -- neither rigid rule-following 
nor self-indulgent autonomy. 

• Conceit, provocation, and envy are the relational fallout of flesh-
driven community -- the Spirit-led life is their only genuine cure. 

 

 

What This Chapter Means for Us Today 

1. Your Freedom in Christ Is Already Complete -- Guard It 

Galatians 5 opens with a declaration that must be received and believed before it can be 
lived: you are free. Not provisionally. Not conditionally. Not free as long as you maintain 
certain religious performances. Free -- because Christ has set you free. The practical 
implication of this is that you do not need to add anything to Christ to be secure before 
God. Every religious system, every spiritual discipline, every theological tradition that 
tells you your standing before God depends on your performance is asking you to accept 
a yoke that Christ has already removed. You do not need to carry it. Stand firm. 

2. Freedom Has a Direction -- It Points Toward Others 

True gospel freedom is never merely individualistic. The moment Paul announces 
freedom, he points it outward: serve one another through love. The free person in Christ 
is the person most available to others -- because they are no longer consumed with 
earning their own standing, they have energy and attention to give to others. Freedom 



from self-justification produces freedom for self-giving. Where you find yourself using 
the gospel as permission to live for yourself, the flesh has corrupted the freedom. Where 
you find yourself using the gospel as a foundation for costly love toward others, the 
Spirit is at work. 

3. Name the War and Fight It the Right Way 

Paul's honesty about the conflict between flesh and Spirit is one of the most pastorally 
important gifts in the New Testament. Many believers live in private despair because 
they expected that genuine faith in Christ would eliminate the pull of the flesh -- and 
when it did not, they concluded that either their faith is not real or the gospel is not 
working. Paul says: the conflict is real, it is expected, and it is not the same as defeat. 
The solution is not to try harder or discipline more severely. The solution is to walk 
more closely with the Spirit -- to remain attentive to His presence, responsive to His 
conviction, and surrendered to His leading. The flesh loses its grip not when you grip 
harder against it but when you hold closer to the Spirit. 

4. Inspect the Fruit, Not Just the Doctrine 

The fruit of the Spirit is one of the most practical diagnostic tools available to the 
Christian. It does not ask: what do you believe about justification? It asks: what is 
growing in your life? Not as a competing criterion with faith -- but as the evidence of 
whether the faith professed is alive. Love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. Are these growing? Is there more of them than 
there was a year ago? Where they are absent -- not occasionally missing but consistently, 
characteristically absent -- it is worth asking whether you are walking by the Spirit or 
whether you are walking by the flesh dressed in religious clothing. 

5. The Spirit Produces What Rules Never Could 

Every person who has grown up in a rule-focused Christianity knows the experience of 
trying to produce love, joy, peace, and kindness through sheer willpower and moral 
effort. It works for a while. And then it does not. And then the shame sets in. Galatians 5 
offers an entirely different path: stop trying to manufacture the fruit, and start walking 
with the One who naturally produces it. This is not passivity -- walking by the Spirit 
requires attentiveness, surrender, and responsiveness. But it is a fundamentally 
different kind of effort than law-keeping. It is the effort of relationship rather than the 
effort of performance. 

 

How This Chapter Relates to Today 

Galatians 5 speaks into a contemporary church culture that is deeply confused about 
what Christian living actually looks like. On one side, there is the legalistic tradition -- 
churches and movements that measure spiritual maturity by external behavioral 
compliance, where the list of dos and don'ts becomes the functional definition of 
holiness, and where the Spirit is invoked but the law is the actual operative principle. On 



the other side, there is the antinomian drift of much contemporary Christianity -- a 
grace-language that has evacuated grace of its transforming power, producing 
communities where the works of the flesh (particularly the relational ones: discord, 
selfish ambition, factions, envy) are flourishing unchecked under the banner of 
acceptance and non-judgment. 

Paul's vision in Galatians 5 is more demanding and more liberating than either of these 
alternatives. It is more demanding because it insists that real faith in Christ produces 
real transformation -- that those who live habitually according to the works of the flesh 
without repentance or conflict give no evidence of belonging to Christ. It is more 
liberating because it locates the power for that transformation not in human effort but 
in the Spirit of God freely given to all who are in Christ. 

The church today needs what the Galatians needed: a recovered theology of the Spirit as 
the agent of holy living, a deep trust in the sufficiency of Christ's finished work, a 
willingness to stand firm in freedom against every religious pressure to add to Christ, 
and the courage to walk -- step by attentive step -- with the Spirit who has been given to 
us. Not performing for God. Not living for ourselves. Walking with God, free and 
following, all the way home. 

 

 

 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we thank You for Galatians chapter 5 -- for its bracing honesty about 
the war within, its luminous description of what the Spirit produces, and its 
uncompromising call to stand firm in the freedom that Christ has won. Lord, we need 
every word of this chapter. We know the flesh. We feel it daily. We know how easily we 
drift -- toward religious performance when we want to feel secure, and toward self-
indulgence when we want to feel free. And we know that both of those drifts are 
failures to walk by the Spirit. 



Teach us to stand firm in freedom. Not the freedom that leads to self-gratification, but 
the freedom that flows outward in love, service, and self-giving. Where we have been 
using Your grace as permission for the flesh, convict us. Where we have been adding to 
Christ to secure our standing, release us. Let us rest completely on the finished work of 
Your Son. 

And Lord, cultivate the fruit of the Spirit in us. Not because we have manufactured it, 
but because we are walking with the One who grows it. Love -- let it be real and costly, 
not sentimental. Joy -- let it be deep and unshakeable, not dependent on circumstances. 
Peace -- let it guard our hearts against anxiety and our mouths against discord. 
Forbearance -- let it make us patient with difficult people as You have been patient with 
us. Kindness and goodness -- let them flow outward to everyone we encounter. 
Faithfulness -- let us be the kind of people others can count on. Gentleness -- let our 
strength be submitted and our words be measured. Self-control -- let us not be 
governed by appetites but by the Spirit. 

Keep us from conceit that provokes others and from envy that destroys community. Let 
us walk in step with Your Spirit -- attentive, surrendered, responsive, and free. To the 
One who set us free, be all glory, forever and ever. Amen. 

 


