
ECF 29th June Galatians 5:16-26 The Power to Live in the True Gospel 
On June 12, 1979, a 26 year old amateur cyclist called Bryan Allen made aviation history.  Taking off from England, he flew a 
pedal-powered plane, called the Gossamer Albatross across the English Channel.  The flight took 2 hours 49 minutes, 
achieving a top speed of 29 kph and an average altitude of just 1.5 metres. Finally, after covering 35 km, he landed 
exhausted on the coast of France.  
 
It was an amazing achievement and won the Kremer Prize of £100,000.  But human-powered flight will never be a practical 
way to travel.  We just don’t have the power or endurance to power flight for any great length of time! 
 
Interestingly, Bryan Allen went on to work at the NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory in California working in the area of Mars 
exploration.  Human-powered flight can just about get you across the English Channel.  But it will never get you to Mars!  
For that you need more power. 
 
We have the same problem in our Christian lives!  We can put everything we have into living for Christ, but if we rely on our 
own power then we’ll never really get very far off the ground, we’ll repeatedly hit the ground hard in failure and eventually, 
we’ll end up in a heap, exhausted from the effort and burnt out!  Human-powered living will only get us a short distance.   
 
What we need is more power and the good news is that in the true gospel there is power to live.  Galatians 5:16-26: “ So I 
say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. 17 For the sinful nature desires what is contrary 
to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do 
what you want. 18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law. 
19 The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; 20 idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, 
discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions 21 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. 
22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control. 
Against such things there is no law. 24 Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and 
desires. 25 Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. 26 Let us not become conceited, provoking and 
envying each other. 
 
1. God’s Plan 
Paul gives us a description here of the kind of life that God has planned for us who’ve trusted in Christ.  This is what God 
wants us to be like.  But this picture doesn’t focus on what we do, or where we go, the church services that he wants us to 
attend, or the ministry that he wants us to be involved in.  Rather it focuses on our character, the internal qualities of our 
lives. 
 
Of course what we do is important.  Our involvement in our church is crucial.  Our willingness to step out in ministry and 
outreach is vital.  But who we are on the inside is always more important than what we do on the outside.  “Man looks at 
the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart.” 1 Samuel 16:7  And so what we do on the outside must flow out 
of who we are on the inside. 
 
The life that God wants for us then, is a life of  
“Love” Galatians 5:22 –  Love for God first and foremost, but a love that reaches out to others in an unselfish, unconditional, 
unlimited and unending way.   
 
“Joy”  Galatians 5:22 – Joy that is at times expressed in excitement, enthusiasm and celebration, but also that still runs deep 
even in times of trouble. 
 
“Peace” Galatians 5:22 – An inner tranquillity and harmony that even the most violent of storms in our lives cannot destroy.  
 
“Patience” Galatians 5:22 – Being able to cope with difficult circumstances and difficult people without resorting to anger or 
retaliation.   
 
“Kindness” Galatians 5:22 – A sympathetic and caring attitude as we see the needs of others and  compassionately respond 
to help in whatever way we can.   
 
“Goodness” Galatians 5:22 – A moral uprightness which rejects evil and is committed to do what is good even when it is 
costly or we’re the only one.   
 
“Faithfulness” Galatians 5:22 – Being trustworthy and reliable in all our relationships, including our relationship with God.  



 
“Gentleness” Galatians 5:23– Being sensitive in how we relate to others, speaking the truth with love and grace, because we 
respect and value them.   
 
“Self-control” Galatians 5:23 – Resisting the pressures of this world, Satan and our own nature, and choosing to do what is 
in accordance with God’s will.  
 
This is God’s plan for each of our lives, whatever our personality, weaknesses, circumstances, hurts or background.   
 
a) Live like Jesus 
That’s because this is who Jesus is.  In Jesus we can see these characteristics expressed perfectly and God’s will is nothing 
less than that we’ll become “conformed to the likeness of his Son.” Romans 8:29.   
 
And through doing this, we will glorify him.   “This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be 
my disciples.” John 15:8  
 
2. Our Problem 
But we have a problem - a huge problem.  In our lives, there is a force that is pulling us in a different direction!  “The sinful 
nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit.” Galatians 5:17 
 
a) The Acts of the Sinful Nature 
The sinful nature is our natural human nature that is infected by sin and rebels against God’s position and his plan in this 
world.  To make his point clear, Paul provides an ugly catalogue of the kinds of things that people in this world do as they 
are directed by their sinful nature.   
 
This list includes sexual sin: “sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery.” Galatians 5:19.  Many people today say it doesn’t 
matter what happens between consenting adults, but God says that sexuality is a precious gift between a husband and wife 
and any deviation from his plan is wrong.   
 
There are also religious sins: “idolatry and witchcraft.” Galatians 5:20.  That’s because only the one true and living God is 
worthy of our worship, and we should depend only on him for the power and protection we need. 
 
Then there are social sins, the things that destroy our personal relationships with each other: “hatred, discord, jealousy, fits 
of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy” Galatians 5:20-21 
 
Finally there are sins connected with alcohol abuse and the wild living that is associated with it: “drunkenness, orgies.” 
Galatians 5:21 
 
It is a terrible list of the depravity of mankind, and unfortunately, the list could go on and on.  But Paul declares that “those 
who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.” Galatians 5:21  It’s a sober warning to those who feel they have the 
right to continue to live anyway that they choose.  In the end, they will suffer the consequences of their sins, as unless they 
repent and trust in Christ, they are forever disqualified from God’s presence and all the love and joy that he provides. 
 
b) Our Conflict with the Sinful Nature 
But what about us who have trusted in Jesus, who have become children of God and joint heirs with Christ?  Do we not 
have a problem with our sinful nature anymore?  Well, unfortunately we still do.   
 
When we trusted in Jesus, we were born into God’s family, with a new nature with new attitudes, passions, ambitions and 
morals.  But we still have that old sinful nature present in our lives.  And that sinful nature doesn’t want to submit to God’s 
will.  “They are in conflict with each other.”  Galatians 5:17  There’s a battle going on inside each of each Christian, as our 
old nature battles against God’s plan for our lives. 
 
That’s the reason why, when we depend on ourselves, we often do the wrong thing.  “You do not do what you want.”  
Galatians 5:17  We are pulled in two directions and respond and react to situations in ways that we really don’t want to.  
We can’t overcome our sinful nature on our own, and when we try, we end up in constant frustration and failure. 
 
3. The Wrong Answer 
So how can we overcome our sinful nature and live out the wonderful life that God has planned for us?  Well, the false 
teachers in Galatia, believed that they had the answer.  What people needed was a stricter adherence to God’s law!  You 



need to apply the rules, restrictions, regulations of the law – along with the punishment, condemnation, fear and guilt that 
comes with it.   
 
a) Apply the Law 
But Paul reminds us here: “You are not under law.” Galatians 5:18.  If we are in Christ, then we’re no longer under the 
supervision of the law.  
 
Yes the life that God wants for us is consistent with God’s law.  Paul says about this life of love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control: “Against such things there is no law.”  Galatians 5:23  The life 
that God wants for us doesn’t contradict the law – in fact it is the fulfillment of his law, which calls us to love God with all 
our heart, soul and strength and love our neighbor as ourselves.   
 
But, as we saw last week, to go back under the law, would be to be “alienated from Christ.” Galatians 5:4.  If we went back 
to the law, to help us to live, then we’d be devaluing Christ’s work, rejecting his way, and turning our backs on his grace!   
 
And it would be futile, because after all, as we’ve seen throughout this letter, the law cannot make us right with God.  It is 
powerless to change our hearts and it cannot bring about the life that we long for.  As Paul wrote in Colossians 2:23: “Such 
regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh 
treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.”  
 
Strict rules don’t change our hearts. In fact, sometimes they do the opposite.  They provoke us to sin!  “I would not have 
known what coveting really was if the law had not said, “Do not covet.” But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the 
commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire.” Romans 7:7–8  It’s a bit like how if we’re on a diet, the food 
we’re told not to eat, instantly becomes the most attractive.  A “Keep off the grass” sign makes us want to walk on the grass 
all the more.  A “Do not touch” sign means that we want to touch it, just to see why not! 
 
4. The Right Solution 
So we need a different solution.  The famous preacher DL Moody illustrated this with a glass.  He held it up and asked his 
audience, “Tell me, how can I get the air out of this glass?”  
 
One man said, “Suck it out with a pump.”  
But Moody replied, “That would create a vacuum and shatter the glass.”  
 
There were other impossible suggestions.  But then Moody, picked up a jug of water, and filled the glass. “There,” he said, 
“all the air is now removed.”  
 
a) Freedom in the Spirit  
His point was that we don’t live out this new life in Christ by sucking out the sins in our hearts, using the law to empty our 
lives of all that is wrong.  Instead Paul says, “Live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.”  
Galatians 5:16  We are called to live the life that God wants for us by being filled with and bearing fruit by, the Holy Spirit!  
 
The Holy Spirit comes into our lives the moment that we trust in Christ for our salvation.  He is the gift of God’s grace to 
cleanse us from sin, rebirth us into God’s family, sanctify us apart for God’s kingdom, and do the work of transforming our 
lives to enable us to overcome the influence of our sinful nature and instead live in a way that pleases God. 
 
This is why this new life of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control is not 
something that we work up in ourselves.  It is not the work of the Christian or the result of human-effort.  Rather it is “The 
fruit of the Spirit.”  Galatians 5:22  It is the proof of the Spirit’s presence in us, the evidence of his grace, the consequence of 
his life, the result of his power!   
 
This fruit doesn’t save us – but it is a verification that we are saved, that we belong to Christ, and that God is working in our 
lives!   Of course this picture of fruit also reminds us that like all fruit, it takes time to develop.  This transformation by the 
Spirit is a process, it takes time as we “are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from 
the Lord, who is the Spirit.” 2 Corinthians 3:18  
 
5. Our Responsibility 
So we cannot produce this fruit through human effort.  It is not something that we can produce by our own efforts of 
commitment.  But that doesn’t mean we need to passively sit back and wait.  We have a responsibility in this process.   

 



a) Live a Life of Repentance 
Firstly we need to live a life of repentance.  “Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its 
passions and desires.” Galatians 5:24   Crucifixion was a certain death.  When someone was crucified they were going to die!  
When we trusted in Jesus, we crucified our sinful nature.  We turned out back, once and for all, on our old nature with its 
sinful passions and desires.  We put it to death.  We repented from it!   
 
But crucifixion was also a lingering death!  It took time for the person to die.  So our old nature lingers on – and we need to 
each day leave it on the cross to die!  Each day we need to renew this attitude to ruthlessly and sometimes painfully allow 
our sinful nature to die!  Each day we need to turn from it and live out a life of repentance!  
 
b) Live a Life of Relationship 
But we’re not just called to die to self!  We’re also called to live for God, through the life and power of the Spirit in us.  We 
need to “keep in step with the Spirit.”  Galatians 5:25.  We need to walk in line with his will, follow his leading, walk in his 
ways.  This is about living in relationship with the Holy Spirit – allowing him to impact every aspect of our heart and mind, 
our thoughts, attitudes, words and actions as he teaches us God’s truth to us by his Word and empowers us to live it out. 
 
This is what Jesus taught in John 15:5: “If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can 
do nothing.”  The key to bearing fruit in our lives is not to try to keep stricter rules or regulations.  Rather it is to be more 
intimate with Jesus, through the person of Holy Spirit!  It is to grow in our relationship with the Lord! 
 
Conclusion 
A man went into a hardware shop one morning and asked to buy a new saw. The salesman took a chain saw from the shelf 
and commented that it was their “newest model, guaranteed to cut ten cords of firewood a day.” The customer thought 
that sounded pretty good, so he bought it on the spot. 
 
The next day the customer returned, looking somewhat exhausted. “Something must be wrong with this saw,” he moaned. 
“I worked as hard as I could and only managed to cut three cords of wood. I used to do four with my old-fashioned saw.”  
 
Looking confused, the salesman said, “Here, let me try it out back on some wood we keep there.”  They went to the 
woodpile, the salesman pulled the cord, and as the motor went Vvvrooommm, the customer leaped back and exclaimed, 
“What’s that noise?” 
 
It’s ridiculous to think of someone trying to cut wood with a chain saw without using the power of the saw!  And yet, have 
we been doing the same in our Christian lives?  Have we been trying to live for Christ without using the power in the true 
gospel? 
 
Let’s stop trying to do it in our own strength.  Let’s stop trying to change ourselves through rules and regulations.  Instead 
let’s depend on the presence and power of the Holy Spirit within us to enable us to live the life that God has called us to, for 
his glory and his honour.   
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