
We have come to a key passage in the New Testa-
ment. So important is this text from the book of Gala-
tians we will take two messages to cover it.

As we approach this passage I am reminded of an in-
cident from C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia. In the
fourth book, Prince Caspian, Lucy finally is reunited
with Aslan, the lion which symbolizes Christ:

As she again gazed into his large wise face, he said,
“Welcome, child.”

“Aslan,” said Lucy, “you’re bigger.”

“That is because you are older, little one,” answered
he.

“Not because you are?”

“I am not. But every year you grow, you will find me
bigger.”1

I pray that as a result of these studies in Galatians
your view of God is becoming larger; and that you are
sensing to a greater degree the assurance of his love and
the power of his grace in your daily life.

One reason we don’t experience these blessings is
that we are too self-sufficient. We don’t realize that we
don’t have what it takes to become godlike. As someone
has said, we are perilously adequate. David Roper put
it this way, “We go our way believing in ourselves, our
own power and personality, relying on our own
strength and show. But our self-confidence is our stum-
bling block. We are so good at what we do, we are no
good at all.”2 In terms of eternal significance, unaided
humanity is useless.

Our text will show that only God can make us god-
like. We know what it means to be good. We agree that
qualities like love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, faith-
fulness, gentleness and self-control are well worth pur-
suing. The question is not what is good but, how can we
be good?

Our passage begins in 5:13 with the word “For.” Paul
has been very upset with the Judaizers who were laying
the law on new believers in Galatia, frustrating God’s
work in their lives. Christians are called to be free! That
is Paul’s message throughout this book. We are free
from the penalty of sin, free from the guilty conscience
that comes from living under the law, and free from the
domination and power of sin. We are free to fail with-
out being disapproved by God. Even when we sin, God
will still love us. But we must not use that freedom to
sin as an excuse to sin.

Paul begins by giving insight into the nature of true
freedom.

For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do
not turn your freedom into an opportunity for the
flesh, but through love serve one another. For the
whole Law is fulfilled in one word, in the state-
ment, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
But if you bite and devour one another, take care
lest you be consumed by one another. (Galatians
5:13-15 NASB)

The word translated “opportunity” is used in mili-
tary contexts for a base of operations, i.e. a place from
which an offensive is launched. Paul is speaking about
using freedom as a pretext. Freedom in Christ is not to
be used as an excuse for self-indulgence. Although
there is freedom to sin in terms of God’s acceptance and
love, as John Stott writes, “Christian freedom is free-
dom from sin, not freedom to sin.”3 Freedom to do what-
ever our flesh desires is not freedom at all; that is slav-
ery. Real freedom is the power to do what we were
created for. When some people talk about a “free life”
they are really talking about bondage to their own de-
sires, to which they continually give in simply because
they can’t control them.

True freedom, according to Paul, is defined by ser-
vice, not selfishness. In our old life we used people and
loved things, but now we are free to love people and
use things. We are not free to abuse, hurt and manipu-
late people but to love them. Instead of serving our-
selves we have been set free from all the old inclinations
that made us center on ourselves, to care about others.

Paul goes on to say that when we understand what it
means to love others, then we are fulfilling the law. The
whole law can be summed up in a single command-
ment: if you love your neighbor you won’t covet his
wife, or you won’t lie to him. All of the commandments
are summed up in love, because that is the character of
God. The love of God is behind all the laws in the Old
Testament, all of which are summed up in that one
commandment, “You shall love your neighbor as your-
self.”

So Paul’s exhortation is that we have been set free
from our past, from slavery to selfishness, in order to
love and serve and give ourselves to others. If we use
that freedom to exploit people, if we go around taking
chunks out of them, then we will end up destroying one
another. Because of God’s unconditional love for us we
are free to focus on others and their needs.
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place; and when we ask Jesus to be our Lord and Sav-
ior, then the Spirit of Christ comes to dwell inside us.
That is when we are regenerated: we are born again
from above. God himself indwells our basic sinful hu-
manity.

In 2 Corinthians, Paul describes this as a “treasure in-
side an earthen vessel.” This sets off the conflict be-
tween the Spirit of God and our fundamental humanity.
Look at how Paul puts it in verse 17: “For the flesh sets
its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the
flesh; for these are in opposition to one another, so that
you may not do the things that you please.” That strug-
gle will go on for as long as we live in these bodies.
There will always be conflict, hurt and pain and strug-
gle.

I cringe when preachers say that God promises that
Christians will be financially successful; that every sin
will eradicated from their bodies in this life; that if they
learn certain principles they will know the secret to liv-
ing the spiritual life successfully. God doesn’t promise
those things. The Christian life is a fight, a civil war. We
are engaged in a cosmic struggle. If we thought that be-
coming a Christian was going to make life easier, we
may discover, at least in the initial stages, that it be-
comes harder, because that conflict suddenly becomes
very real.

Listen to what Paul says:

Now the deeds of the flesh are evident, which are:
immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery,
enmities, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, dis-
putes, dissensions, factions, envying, drunkenness,
carousing, and things like these, of which I fore-
warn you just as I have forewarned you that those
who practice such things shall not inherit the king-
dom of God. (5:19-21)

This is what happens when we try harder. The deeds
of the flesh are evident, says Paul. This list has three di-
visions: sexual, religious, and relational sins. The first
group, sexual sins: immorality, impurity, sensuality. Im-
morality, the word from which we get our word forni-
cation, is a broad term that refers to any sexual activity
outside of marriage. Impurity originally referred to
something that was physically dirty, but the word later
developed ethical overtones; it means defiled, filthy.
Sensuality has the idea of contempt for any standard of
decency. It describes people who no longer care what
others think, but flaunt their illicit sexual acts.

The second division involves religious sins: idolatry
and sorcery. Idolatry is the worship of creation rather
than the Creator. The word pharmaceutical is derived
from sorcery. Originally it had medical connotations,
but then it became associated with occultism and witch-
craft. So drugs and witchcraft, tampering with the pow-
ers of evil, became mingled, as they often do today.

The third group involves social or relational sins.
Paul lists examples of the breakdown in personal rela-
tionships. I won’t comment on every one of these, be-

But how do we do that, when by nature and inclina-
tion we love ourselves first? Paul tells us how, in verses
16-18:

But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry
out the desire of the flesh. For the flesh sets its de-
sire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the
flesh; for these are in opposition to one another, so
that you may not do the things that you please. But
if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the
Law. (5:16-18)

Notice that Paul is talking about two elements, the
flesh and the Spirit, that are in conflict with one an-
other. The NIV translates that word “flesh” as “sinful
nature.” I think flesh is a better translation. Here it is
mentioned five times, and “Spirit” seven. Paul is not re-
ferring to some part of us that is sinful, a sinful nature,
but our entire humanity.

What is the flesh? Is it our skin, or our bodies? Is it
some part of us that is evil? Paul uses the term to refer
to our essential humanity. David Roper defines the
flesh in this way, “It is what we are, what others have
made of us, and what we have made of ourselves apart
from the grace of God.”4 I find that definition helpful.
We enter this world with certain genetic inclinations.
Some have better genes than others, but no one has per-
fect genes. Some of those genes show up in physical af-
flictions, or certain phobias, obsessions and various in-
clinations toward habitual behavior.

It’s easy for some to fall into certain habits. You may
have been born with an inclination toward having a bad
temper, or being depressed. All of these are part of our
fallen humanity. We enter this world twisted and dis-
torted. That is what theologians mean when they talk
about original sin. They are not saying we sin in origi-
nal ways. Original sin means that we are sinful in our
origins. We come into the world with a proclivity for
wrongdoing. We’re like a baseball with a spin on it:
sooner or later we break, and the break is down and
out.

And we are dependent on people who are fleshly as
well. They have bents, too. They do things that are
harmful to us. Some of you were abused as children, ei-
ther physically or sexually abused. Others were victi-
mized by relatives, teachers, coaches, or bosses. People
cause tremendous hurt and damage by their behavior.

We not only have these inherited tendencies, we do
terrible things to ourselves as well. We abuse our bodies
with drugs; we get up early and go to bed late and dam-
age our health. The flesh is what we are because of our
genetic structure, our heredity, what we ourselves and
others have done to us. It is our essential humanity,
everything we are apart from the grace of God.

But we also have inside of us a hunger for something
more, what Pascal called a “God-shaped vacuum” that
only God can fill. When we finally realize how much
we need God because of our self-centeredness; when
we understand that he sent his own Son to die in our



cause most of these words are self-explanatory. This is a
reminder of why there is no peace in our world. There
are enmities: meanness and a spirit of intolerance, an un-
forgiving and hostile attitude toward others. As a result
there is strife (quarreling), jealousy, outbursts of anger (fits
of rage), disputes, dissensions, factions, envying—an atti-
tude of “us versus them.” This is a description of the
prejudice, sexism and elitism that characterize our
world today.

Paul ends the list with two characteristics which dem-
onstrate how our depravity turns God’s good gifts of
pleasure into wickedness: drunkenness, and carousings.
Drunkenness is a sin. The Bible teaches moderation
with respect to alcohol. “Carousings” refers to orgies
(NIV).

The apostle adds a word of warning: “which I fore-
warn you just as I have forewarned you that those who
practice such things shall not inherit the kingdom of
God” (5:21b). Paul is not saying that people who lapse
into these things will void their relationship with God;
he is referring to those who practice them. The NIV
translates the verb in verse 21 as “live,” but “practice” is
a better word. The apostle is saying that if we justify
any of these behaviors; if we defend or encourage them;
if we commit adultery and justify it; if we continue to
refuse to repent over our sin, there is a good chance that
we have never been regenerated.

He is not saying that we may lose our salvation, but
that we are not Christian. When the Spirit of God inhab-
its our flesh he will not let us get away with defending
and justifying these things. All of us have committed at
least one of these ten sins and have felt miserable be-
cause of it. We hunger and thirst after righteousness,
and that is the mark of regeneration. If we go on pro-
tecting this kind of behavior and are unwilling to deal
with it, however, then we may not have come to Christ
at all.

What an apt description of the flesh! It never changes,
even when we become religious. That is why nothing
external can help with this problem. Rules don’t work.
They can’t change us; they only make matters worse.

Reading books and attending conferences, which are of-
ten nothing more than self-help methods to deodorize
our flesh, won’t help, either. The problem lies deep
within us. In our determination to right some wrong we
may read the Bible more, or pray, or go to church more
regularly, but as good as these activities are they can’t
change us. They can only draw us closer to the One
who can.

At times God uses severe measures to teach us this
truth. He wears down our noble resolve through the
frustrations of life. He allows our cherished projects to
flounder. The wheels fall off our cleverly contrived pro-
grams; our dreams go belly up. He does this so that we
can learn that most precious of all his premises: that we
can’t! All of this happens so that we might learn true
confidence in dependence. When “can-do” can’t, God
tells us that he can, and therefore we can. Our strength,
our ability to be God’s men and women, to be what he
has called us to be, flow from our relationship with him
and our dependence on him. It takes God to make us
godlike in the world.

An honest and humble admission of the hopeless evil
of our flesh is the beginning of fruitfulness. Many of us
struggle because we have too high an opinion of our-
selves. But we will never cry for deliverance unless we
first see our wretchedness. Before we can know the fer-
tility of the Spirit we must be convinced of the futility of
the flesh. When we come to the place, as Paul did in Ro-
mans 7, when he cried out, “Wretched man that I am!
Who will set me free from the body of this death?” then
we are ready for an even greater cry, a cry of victory:
“Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” We
will look at that victory in our next study.
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