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Introduction 
 
Human beings can do amazing things.  
 
We can build towering buildings to the sky. [World Trade Center pic, for effect] 
 
We can both invent and play the piano. [Caroline Owen pic?] 
 
We can use a wooden stick to hit a spherical object spinning at us from 60 feet away and moving 
95 miles per hour. [Braves] 
 
We can climb 30,000 foot mountains. [Everest]  
 
We can tame lions. [circus] 
 
We can fly to the moon. [picture] 
 
We can build boats that can sail on and under the 7 seas. [submarine] 
 
We can harness electricity. [Edison] 
 
We can master vast bodies of knowledge. [academics marching in regalia] 
 
We can invent cures for deadly diseases. [scientists in the lab] 
 
Pause for just a moment and take stock of human achievement. It is not a small thing.  
 
Our Biggest Problem: Us 
 
But we still have a big problem. Us. Ourselves.  
 
There’s a lot we can master out there. Our greatest struggle is mastering what is in here.  
 
The greatest challenge facing humanity is always humanity itself – human character, human will, 
human sin.  
 
We have created solutions to every kind of technological and scientific problem, but no one has 
mastered the human heart.  
 



The Apostle Paul would not quite agree with that last statement. Paul offers a solution to the 
problem of the malfunctioning human heart -- defective human character -- misdirected human 
will.  
 
The answer is the presence of the Holy Spirit of God. I wonder whether we believe that this 
morning. I wonder whether we can attest to it. Let’s listen to what our brother Paul has to say to 
us.  
 
The Moral Psychology of Sinful Flesh 
 
Paul begins our passage this morning by saying:  
 
Live by the Spirit…and do not gratify the desires of the flesh.  
Generations of Christians were taught to hear passages like this as anti-body. Body bad, spirit 
good. Bodily desires bad. Spiritual desires good.  
 
But I think this misreads Paul, and it certainly misreads how human sin works. Take gluttony. 
When people overeat, or routinely eat the wrong things, is it because of some wrong desire of 
their body, e.g., physical hunger? Do they eat four cheeseburgers at a sitting because of their 
body? Because they are “hungry”?  
 
Or is it subtler than that? Isn’t it that excess food, or sweets, or carbs, or whatever, are being 
consumed in order to attempt to meet a different kind of emotional or spiritual hunger?  
 
The same thing is true of alcohol abuse. Do people drink too much because their body is thirsty? 
I don’t think so. Some other desire is at work. Alcohol addiction may come to dominate the 
body, but it does not originate in the body.  
 
Many of the most devastating wrongs in human life are sins of heart and spirit more than sins of 
body.  
 
The Nazis sinned in heart and spirit in creating an ideology of racial hatred, long before they 
sinned in body by murdering people.  
 
Greed – for power, for money, for someone else’s spouse – is a sin of spirit long before it is 
incarnated in bodily actions.  
 
Laziness is a sin of spirit rather than something we can pin on the human body.  
 
Paul juxtaposes flesh and Spirit to name competing desires – desires for that which is opposed to 
God’s will vs. desires for that which is in keeping with God’s will.  
 
Flesh (for Paul) = the human spirit turned away from God’s will. Spirit = the human spirit 
motivated and empowered by God’s Spirit to do God’s will. 
 



After making this Flesh v. Spirit contrast, Paul goes on to specify examples of behaviors that 
exhibit a surrender to Flesh – to life turned away from God’s will.  
 
I have recently been alerted to the likely role played by Paul’s revulsion at the wickedness of the 
Roman imperial court under decadent leaders like Caligula. The sins listed here in Galatians 5 
(as in Romans 1) fit with what we know of the Roman imperial court. 
 
They included party-time sins like drunkenness, carousing, sexual licentiousness, fornication and 
adultery (parties at the Roman imperial court often involved all kinds of drunken sexual 
craziness). 
 
Then there were the spiritual-religious sins like idolatry, sorcery, and demanding that people 
worship Caesar as a god. 
 
Finally there were the political sins like factionalism, envy, dissensions, anger, quarrels, strife, 
and murder.  
 
Underneath this passage Paul is assuming something that he spells out elsewhere –when people 
stop trying to live right, when they stop struggling to discern and do what is good, they begin to 
simply give themselves over to a sinful way of life that can accelerate in a disastrous spiral. They 
lose the ability even to know the difference between right and wrong. They finally reach a 
morally decadent, desperate, and depraved state.  
 
It is a very interesting question to ask which of these sins we Baptist Christians tend to clearly 
identify as sinful and which ones we tend to excuse or not even notice.  
 
Our heritage shows a long tradition of disdain for the party-time sins of drunken carousing and 
illicit sex, most often associated with the high-spirited young.  
 
We of course have always rejected the worship of false gods -- though sometimes our thinking 
about idolatry is too shallow, and we are unable to see creeping idolatries in our own life – like 
the idolatry of career, or attention, or power.  
 
I think we are far less sensitive to the political sins that Paul names. Dissensions, factions, envy, 
anger, quarrels, and strife. The Holy Spirit wants to root these out of us, too. They often beset 
churches. They are certainly the everyday stuff of secular politics.  
 
The Moral Psychology of Life in the Spirit 
 
Did you notice this little line in Gal 5:17? For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, 
and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to 
prevent you from doing what you want. 
 
Notice the implied moral psychology here. Here is a person trying to live a life. She discovers 
two opposing tendencies, drives, or draws. Let’s call them Flesh and Spirit. They pull in opposite 
directions. What does “she” really want?  



 
Paul assumes that his imagined reader really wants that pull from the Spirit direction to prevail.  
 
Can we assume this about everyone? No. Paul’s imagined reader, the “you” he is addressing, is a 
believer in Jesus Christ. What Believer Sally really wants, or what she is really supposed to 
want, is to live a life in keeping with God’s will. This is what she signed up for when she made a 
commitment to Christ.  
 
The true “you” wants that Spirit life. But there is another pull that takes you in a very different 
direction, the direction of Flesh -- which again is not about bodies but about desires or actions 
that take you away from God’s will.  
 
The idea here is that human beings are divided. We are torn. We feel the competing tug of two 
very different kinds of desires. 
 
I want to do God’s will. I don’t want to do God’s will.  
 
I want what the Holy Spirit wants. I don’t want what the Holy Spirit wants.  
Sometimes, as in Romans 7, Paul is quite vivid about a terrible war within each person.  
 
What I don’t want to do, this is what I do. What I do want to do, this is what I don’t do.  
 
I want to be kind. I was mean. I want to be patient. I was impatient. I want to be attentive. I was 
inattentive. Ever been there? 
 
Paul here is amazingly relevant and realistic to human experience, at least as I know it and 
perhaps you know it. There’s the me who really wants to do God’s will. And there’s the darker 
side of me. There’s the generous me. And then there’s the stingy me. There’s the disciplined me. 
And then there’s the me who loses discipline. Do you see yourself anywhere here? 
 
But Paul is assuming that for the believer in Jesus, the truer us, the real us, wants to plant our feet 
on higher ground. We want to do God’s will. That’s what we really want. And if so, here’s good 
news. We have the Holy Spirit of God on our team.  
 
The fruit of the Spirit is…[all kinda good stuff!]. 
 
It’s an interesting image. Fruit grows on trees, right? The image suggests that a fruit tree grows 
up within the Christian person. It’s a Holy Spirit fruit tree. The Holy Spirit fruit tree grows up 
inside us, and it manifests some awesomely good fruit:  
 
Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. 
 
Love, not hate or indifference.  
Joy, not discontent.  
Peace, not anxiety or distress. 
Patience, not anger or impatience. 



Kindness, not meanness or cruelty. 
Generosity, not stinginess or hardheartedness. 
Faithfulness, not licentiousness or infidelity. 
Gentleness, not harshness. 
Self-control, not enslavement to feelings or desires.  
 
How Do We Get More Spirit? 
 
After listing the luscious fruit of the Holy Spirit tree, Paul says:  
 
Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.  
If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit.  
 
The first line is in past tense. Paul is saying to all of us who have committed our lives to Jesus 
Christ: “you have crucified the flesh.” Which means: when you went under those baptismal 
waters, as Jesse did last week, you promised to live for Jesus and to do God’s will. You have 
died to a life lived your way, and have been raised to a life lived his way. So remember what you 
have promised.  
 
The second line is a reminder that in Christ we live by the Holy Spirit. So let’s be guided by the 
Spirit. The Spirit is the source of power and direction for those who want to do God’s will. The 
Spirit dwells within us to direct our paths. The Spirit wants to grow a morally great person who 
produces luscious fruit like love and joy and patience. Be that! Let the Spirit work! 
 
So here is perhaps a word from God in this third week of our series on the Holy Spirit. That word 
is this: a true Christian person is one who knows the difference between living in keeping with 
God’s will and straying from God’s will, and wants more than anything to do God’s will. But if 
Paul is right, this involves not just more willpower on our part, but a yielding of our spirits to the 
Holy Spirit. As the Holy Spirit grows in power and presence within us, our lives bear good fruit. 
We begin to see how life is to be lived, and we begin to be able to live that way. In love and joy, 
peace and patience, kindness and generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  
 
The greatest human challenge begins to be met. The challenge of a mastered heart. Of an end to 
that painful tear within the human soul. The challenge of a well-lived and flourishing life. Let us 
live by the Spirit, sisters and brothers, and bear good fruit. Let us do it together.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


