
FOLLOW THE SPIRIT 
Galatians 5:16-26 

 
Objective: To affirm that all Christians are to follow the leading of the Holy Spirit and to assess 
the extent to which we are giving evidence of this in our lives.   
 
 One of the most attractive benefits of our nation is the freedom we have.  Freedom has 
been the hallmark of this country since its inception.  People came to this land in the new world 
because they were looking for freedom from oppression from the governments and the religious 
system in Europe.  People came because they wanted to worship God according to the way they 
understood the Bible and not the way the Pope or the king understood it.  These people 
understood that great freedom carried great responsibility with it.   
 
Ethics and honesty were highly treasured and even considered to be more basic and 
foundational than freedom itself.  Many people really believed that "how you played the game" 
was more important than winning.  

 
 In such an atmosphere, the society flourished and creative energy abounded and the country 
grew in such a way that we benefitted and most of the world has benefitted from the inventions 
and output of this nation.  To be sure, there were people who used the freedom of the society to 
unfairly benefit themselves to the detriment of others but these were a minority.   
 I see evidence that more and more of our people are putting higher value on the freedom 
and less and less on the ethics, integrity and honesty that made the freedom work.  If such a trend 
continues, then the society will eventually collapse since lack of ethics, lack of integrity and lack 
of honesty are incompatible with freedom.  In an effort to prevent the collapse of society, people 
will move to limit freedom, because an orderly society is more important to most people than 
freedom itself.   You can see such a scenario developing today. 
 I see a parallel to what is happening in our nation to what can happen in a person's 
spiritual life.  Our life in Christ Jesus is really about freedom and responsibility and producing 
benefit.  Just as the early settlers realized that freedom was necessary for their growth, Paul 
taught the Galatian Christians the importance of remaining free of legalism. 
 Paul had just instructed these Gentile Christians about the importance of walking by faith 
and being part of the family of faith exemplified by Abraham. 
 

Faith produces an Isaac while our own efforts produce an Ishmael. 
 
 The promise and the blessing belong to Isaac and his descendants.  We entered into a 
personal relationship with Jesus through faith and in doing so became "Abraham's seed 
according to the promise."  Isaac was the son of the free woman (Sarah), but Ishmael was the son 
of the slave woman (Hagar).  If we are trying to please God through the keeping of the law, then 
we are enslaved to the law.  On the other hand, if we are walking in faith and following the Spirit 
(which is the only way to please God), then we have liberty. 



What the Holy Spirit Desires 
16 But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the flesh. 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. 18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the Law.  Galatians 5:16-18 
(NASB95) 
 We who have been born again have the help of God's Spirit to lead us to do what is 
pleasing to God.  The Holy Spirit will not lead us in the same way or lifestyle that panders to the 
basic selfishness that characterizes man without God.  Mankind without God is basically 
rebellious against everything that God wants to do.  The Spirit and the carnal nature are 
diametrically opposed.  The carnal nature needs the law to prevent self destruction (but even the 
law is ineffective to prevent it); however, the person who is led by the Spirit of God doesn't need 
the law to live and to prosper. 
 
What the Holy Spirit Opposes 
19 Now the deeds of the flesh are evident, which are: immorality, impurity, sensuality, 20 idolatry, sorcery, enmities, 
strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, disputes, dissensions, factions, 21 envying, drunkenness, carousing, and things 
like these, of which I forewarn you, just as I have forewarned you, that those who practice such things will not 
inherit the kingdom of God.  Galatians 5:19-21 (NASB95) 
 Just casually observing the result of a lifestyle that looks only to satisfy every selfish 
whim makes it obvious that selfishness is self-destructive.  The fifteen to seventeen (depending 
on your translation) items that Paul listed are detrimental rather than beneficial to a full and 
meaningful life.  
We could group these things into four groups: sexually related sins, idolatry, inability to get 
along with others, and lack of moderation or drunkenness.  Personal relationships posed most 
of the issued that Paul mentioned.  That may have been the case for most of the church.  It 
seems that we could make the same generalization for churches today.  

  
 Such things make life empty and miserable.  Such a life has no joy and no peace and it 
absolutely will not prepare us for living in the kingdom of God and those who continue to walk 
in their old carnal nature will someday find they have missed the opportunity of (not a lifetime 
but of) all eternity.  Most commentaries agree that this does not say that a Christian loses his 
salvation if he lapses into a sin (or sins) of the flesh, but that a person who lives continually on 
such a level of moral corruption gives evidence of not being a child of God.  By the way, not 
following the Holy Spirit is also evidence of not being a child (sons) of God.   

For if you live according to the sinful nature, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds 
of the body, you will live,  because those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.  Rom 8:13-14 

 
What the Holy Spirit Produces 
22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, self-control; 
against such things there is no law. 24 Now those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its 
passions and desires. 25 If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit. 26 Let us not become boastful, 
challenging one another, envying one another.  Galatians 5:22-26 (NASB95) 
 Paul shows us the stark contrast of a life without God and a life that is led by the Holy 
Spirit.  The works of the flesh are compared to the fruit of the Spirit.  It would seem that anyone 



in his or her right mind would want the fruit of the Spirit; however, all around us, we see people 
who live their lives in the morass of the works of the flesh.  They are overwhelmed and are 
emotionally torn apart by strife, envy, hatred and all the other things Paul mentioned.  The 
tragedy for most people is that they cannot escape their condition because they continually reject 
the salvation that God offers them through Jesus.  It is just as sad to see a person who has 
accepted God's offer of salvation but then will not walk by faith and live up to the potential that 
God has for them in Christ.  They are practically no different from those who have no choice.   
 Every Christian should see evidence in their life of the influence of the presence and 
power of the Holy Spirit.  As we are led by the Spirit of God, the natural outcome will be love 
for others.  The unselfishness that Jesus demonstrated by dying for sins so that we might live will 
characterize a person who is filled with the Spirit of God.  It is a natural outcome of the life of 
Christ in us.  Along with the love that manifests itself, we find joy in the fellowship of the Spirit.  
Having an awareness of the presence of God brings an awesome joy into our lives.   
 When we are no longer trying to have it our way, then peace comes to us internally as 
well as in our relationships with others.  More important than this is the peace we have with God 
and the peace of God that pervades our character.  Knowing that God is in control and that He 
will use us to bring benefit to the world around us will make us more tolerant of others.  We will 
start seeing the world and those in it through the compassionate eyes of God.  This gentle spirit 
will produce the goodness that characterizes the nature of God.   
 The intimate relationship with God that we enjoy produces a trust in His word.  We can 
believe all things and we do all things that He wants us to do.  We will show faith and 
faithfulness.  The abilities we have, both natural and supernatural, will be under His control and 
will not be a source of pride but will cause us to rely even more on Him because of the 
responsibility that comes with ability.  Finally, as Isaiah prophesied,  "every valley shall be filled 
and every mountain brought low," we will find that the wild elation and deep depression of the 
life in the flesh will be leveled out to a smooth ride. 
 All this is the natural (or maybe we should say the supernatural) outcome of putting the 
carnal nature to death and living in the Spirit. 
 
 
 
  


