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Session 9

Session

9
Once Works, Now Fruit

THEOLOGICAL THEME: Christians crucify the flesh and walk by the Spirit.

It’s a typical scene in countless households in our 
day. It’s a Saturday afternoon and a father walks 
past his son’s room and notices the floor is covered 
with clothes, books, sports equipment, and a host 
of other items. He sighs and finds his son 
watching television in the family room. What 
begins as a simple request to clean a room turns 
into a frustrating encounter for both the father 
and the son. In the end, it isn’t really about a clean 
room or watching a show; it is about honor and 
respect. The father doesn’t just want his son to 
clean his room, he wants him to want to clean his 
room. He wants his son to do willingly what he 
has asked, without needing to explain his reasons. 

What are some ways that you feel 
honored and respected by others? 

Does the heart behind the action matter to you? Why or why not?

 Voices from 
Church History
“It is imperative that we 
realize our complete 
dependence upon the Holy 
Spirit. We must not forget, 
of course, that our activity is 
enlisted to the full extent in 
the process of sanctification. 
But we must not rely 
upon our own strength of 
resolution or purpose. It 
is when we are weak that 
we are strong. It is by grace 
that we are being saved as 
surely as by grace we have 
been saved.” 1 

–John Murray (1898-1975)
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It’s possible to coerce or even force someone to do something, but for an action to be 
meaningful and fulfilling, it must be done because the person wanted to. This is the key 
difference between behavior modification and heart change, changing our actions versus 
changing our motivations underneath our actions. 

Behavior modification versus heart change is exactly the kind of dynamic at play in 
Paul’s letter to the Galatians, especially concerning the fruit of the Spirit in chapter 5. 
In this session we’re going to interact with Paul’s teaching on grace, works, and personal 
transformation in the light of the gospel. We will see that what we do certainly matters, 
but why we do what we do matters even more.

1.  We walk by the Spirit, not by the flesh (Gal. 5:16-18). 

16 But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. 17 For 
the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the 
flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to 
do. 18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law.

This passage naturally flows out of all that has come before it. Paul wrote this letter 
because he was concerned about the Galatian churches and how they were teetering on 
the precipice of self-righteousness. They had fallen prey to false teachers (the Judaizers) 
who were insisting that justification comes by the gospel plus (in this case, namely, 
circumcision). This is, in fact, what it means to fall from grace (see Gal. 5:4)—not that 
one has to fall into some huge licentious sin but that one can divert his or her thinking 
from justification by faith to justification by works. So Paul says, essentially, “If you were 
born again by the Spirit, you ought to walk according to that Spirit.” 

“Are you so foolish?” Paul asked in Galatians 3:3, “Having begun by the Spirit, are you 
now being perfected by the flesh?” No, according to Galatians 5, we who have begun 
by the Spirit must now “walk by the Spirit.” Here we see the totality of grace, how all-
encompassing it is. To follow the temptations of the devil and the appetites of the flesh 
is to deny our true selves and re-embrace our old self, which has been crucified with 
Christ (Gal. 2:19-20). If we choose to live under the old reality of justification by the 
law, Paul warned, we should expect the penalty that comes when we fall short, since 
seeking salvation by the law’s demands is to be subject to the law’s consequences. 
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What would crucifying your flesh look like on a daily basis?

So what does it mean, then, to walk by the Spirit? The word translated “walk” here 
doesn’t mean simply to move using your legs and feet, but it carries with it the idea 
of walking in a certain direction or even walking after someone. To walk by the Spirit, 
then, is to follow Him or to move in the direction He indicates. When we walk by 
the Spirit, we go where He goes, or more precisely, we live how He directs us to live. 

Some Christians struggle with this, not because 
they don’t want to follow the Spirit’s guidance 
but because they don’t know how to recognize 
it. Walking by the Spirit can be a frustrating 
mystery, but it doesn’t have to be. If we are to 
walk by the Spirit, we need to spend time being 
quiet and listening to Him. We have to remember 
that God wants us to know Him. He wants us 
to obey Him. He wants to communicate with 
us. Spending time in prayer, talking to God and 
listening, is one way we can hear. 

If we are to walk by the Spirit, we will also need 
to seek His will for our lives. While part of this 
goes back to listening to Him, there is another 
way to determine His will that we sometimes 
overlook—the Word. The more we spend time 
reading, studying, and meditating on the Word 
of God, the more in touch we will be with His 
will for our lives.

 Voices from 
Church History
“We are not to challenge 
and envy one another. We 
are to get down from our high 
chairs and start walking in 
the Spirit. The Christian life is 
not a balloon ascension with 
some great overpowering 
experience of soaring to the 
heights. Rather it is a daily 
walk; it is a matter of putting 
one foot ahead of the other, 
in dependence upon the 
Holy Spirit.” 2 

–J. Vernon McGee  
(1904-1988) 
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Finally, if we are to walk by the Spirit, we are to follow His leading; in other words, we 
are to do what He leads us to do. When we walk by the Spirit, how we live will change. 
It has to because the desires of the flesh and walking by the Spirit take us in completely 
opposite directions. Let’s walk by the Spirit, then, since the Spirit has indwelled us and 
is bearing fruit in us that glorifies Christ. 

If Paul’s concern here is that we live lives of obedience that honor God, 
why does he emphasize the Spirit over the law? 

2.  We cast off the works of the flesh (Gal. 5:19-21). 

19 Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, 
20 idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, 
21 envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you before, 
that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.

Notice how little is left out. Even in this relatively short list, we see hatred listed 
alongside promiscuity. We see divisiveness listed along with drunkenness. We see sins 
that we identify as happening outside the church included with sins we see very often 
inside the church. We see sins that are obviously “obvious” (drunkenness, sorcery) 
and sins that can be deceptive and subtle (envy, dissensions). Nobody gets left out of 
this indictment. Everyone’s personal scorecard gets tarnished here, and Paul’s list is 
far from exhaustive. 

Not only do we see a diversity of sins with at least a few connecting deeply with each 
one of us, we also see that all of the sins are presented as equally serious. Jealousy is 
just as serious as sexual immorality. Outbursts of anger are just as serious as idolatry. 
Selfishness is equal to sorcery. Paul was intent on exploding the thinking that some sins 
are more serious than others, or turning that around, that some sins are not as serious 
as others. 
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While sins have different consequences, they all share the same legal impact—
condemnation before a holy God. And for those in Christ, each of these sins presents a 
false picture of who God is and what He has done in His people. Each of these works of 
the flesh is serious and needs to be cast off. We cannot walk by the Spirit and practice 
these sins. 

Why is it so much easier to see the sin in others than the sin in ourselves?

The scariest part of all is when Paul says that those who practice these sins will not 
inherit God’s kingdom. Why? Well, because the kingdom is for those who have 
repented of living according to the flesh and who have committed to living according 
to the Spirit. 

Does this mean that Christians don’t sin any 
more? It can seem that way, can’t it? There’s no 
getting around how serious Paul makes the life 
of sin sound in this passage. Disobedience to God 
is a heavy and terrible thing. But Paul’s use of 
the phrase “those who do such things” is helpful. 
Obviously Christians this side of glory still 
struggle with sin. But that is exactly the point—
they struggle! When Paul referred to people who 
do things like those he listed, he was referring 
to people who do not feel convicted about 
committing these sins (indicating the absence 
of the Holy Spirit in their lives) or who do not 
seek repentance (indicating a lack of submission 
to the Holy Spirit). “Do” in this context refers to 
a commitment to a lifestyle of sin, not simply to 
an occurrence of sin. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“If Christ has died for me, 
ungodly as I am, without 
strength as I am, then 
I cannot live in sin any longer 
but must arouse myself to 
love and serve Him who has 
redeemed me. I cannot trifle 
with the evil that killed my 
best Friend. I must be holy for 
His sake. How can I live in sin 
when He has died to save me 
from it?” 8 

–Charles H. Spurgeon  
(1834-1892) 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
76. Sanctification

After we are justified by 
faith, declared to be in right 
standing with God through 
the righteousness of Christ, 
we undergo a lifetime of 
sanctification where we are 
continually made more like 
Christ through the work of 
the Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:16-26; 
2 Thess. 2:13). Scripture 
speaks of sanctification as 
a present position (we have 
already been sanctified) 
and as a continuing process. 
Sanctification affects 
the whole of a person, 
transforming one’s heart, 
mind, and character to 
reflect that of Jesus.
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Casting off the works of the flesh is just a part of one’s new life in Christ, however. If 
we are truly going to demonstrate that our old self has died and we now no longer live 
but Christ lives in us (Gal. 2:19-20), then we have to “put on the new self” (Eph. 4:24; 
Col. 3:10). And the good news about the new self is that the promised Spirit will make 
this new self appear. 

How can we grow to become more sensitive to our own sin in order 
to cast it off?

What are some ways we can work on putting on the new self?

3.  We bear the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-26). 

Doing flows from being. We always behave according to who or what we think we are 
at any given moment, whether we see ourselves correctly or not. You can’t get away 
from this concept on the pages of Scripture. Biblically speaking, when we embrace our 
identity in Christ, the power of Christ enables us to live accordingly. The power of our 
obedience and the source of our holiness is not our own efforts but the effort of the 
Holy Spirit applying to our lives the finished work of Jesus Christ. Here is how Paul 
explained the source of righteousness in Galatians 5:22-26: 

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 And 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 keep in step with the Spirit. 26 Let us not become 
conceited, provoking one another, envying one another.
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When Paul calls these qualities the “fruit of the Spirit,” he’s showing us that these are 
things the Spirit produces. We aren’t passive, but we aren’t the prime mover either. If we 
have repented of our sin and placed our faith in Jesus Christ—decisions also empowered 
by the Holy Spirit—the Holy Spirit goes to work bearing the fruit of these attributes 
in us. 

As the Holy Spirit produces the fruit of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control within us, we will also see that our external 
actions will change too. A person who is loving will act in love with others. A person 
who is joyful will act joyfully before others. Being leads to doing. And in this case, 
when we are changed to be more like God on the inside, we will live more like Him 
on the outside. 

How has remembering your identity in Christ empowered you 
to serve others? 

Now we’ve got an entirely new way of looking at the law, at God’s commands and 
expectations. We are set free from the condemnation of the law to the spirit of the law. 
The Spirit is determined that we become holy. For this reason, “You shall be holy, for 
I am holy” (1 Pet. 1:16) is not just a command but also a promise. We are given the 
holiness into which we have been called. 

This in itself is good news! If you’re a Christian, you will obey because you want to obey, 
not because you have to. The Spirit of God living inside of us ensures it. We will bear 
good fruit. This doesn’t make us sinless, but it does make us sure of spiritual growth 
and it does make us more conscious and convicted of our sin. 

This gospel-driven way of living means that we ourselves are a gospel project, always being 
developed and shaped by the gospel. And it means that we are always acknowledging that 
the changes in us have not come primarily through our own efforts but through the Spirit 
of Christ working in us. We don’t get the glory. He does. 
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Jesus Christ is the King of the universe, and yet, He came to serve you 
and give up His life for you. How does this address the reluctance we 
can feel to live unselfishly?

If Jesus died, in part, to kill sin, what does our engaging in sin say about 
our understanding of Christ’s death? 

Conclusion

Paul was heartbroken over the way the Galatians 
had opened themselves up to a rather insidious form 
of legalism and fallen away from grace (see Gal. 5:4). 
As Paul developed his rebuke, he covered the biblical 
history of the covenant to show that he was not 
making this gospel stuff up. And then he wanted to 
demonstrate that while the gospel is distinct from 
the law, it is not antithetical to the law. He wanted 
us all to see that God is not unconcerned about our 
obedience unto holiness. He wanted us to see that 
behavioral obedience is both worthless and pointless 
apart from a heart full of grace. 

CHRIST CONNECTION: In contrasting the works of the flesh with the fruit 
of the Spirit, Paul showed the Galatian church what it looks like to belong 
to Christ Jesus. To be crucified with Christ means to put away our fleshly 
passions and desires and to follow the Spirit.

 Voices from  
the Church
“It is in the midst of 
difficulties and hardships 
that we especially need the 
fruit of the Spirit, and it is in 
such times that God may 
especially work through us 
to touch other people for 
Christ. As we bear the fruit 
of the Spirit in our lives, 
others will see in us ‘the 
family likeness of his Son’ 
(Rom. 8:29, Phillips) and be 
attracted to the Saviour.” 3 

–Billy Graham 



100 Personal Study Guide  

1.  How will you make efforts to walk by the Spirit and not gratify the desires 
of the flesh?

2.  Of what works of the flesh do you need to repent and find God’s strength 
to resist temptation? 

3.  How can the fruit of the Spirit lead to opportunities to sharing the gospel?

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to follow the Spirit in 
humility as we develop Christian character that sets us apart 
from the world.
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