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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as you prepare to study Galatians 5:16-21. 

1. How does walking by the Spirit keep a person from gratifying the
flesh?

2. Why is not gratifying the flesh so important?

3. What is the flesh?

4. How can a person know if he is not entering the Kingdom?

WHAT DID GOD MEAN BY “DO”?
Galatians 5:16-21

The arguments in this letter so far have been to uncover the false
teaching that Judaizers from Jerusalem brought to Galatia. Paul has
argued that the true gospel of eternal life was not about doing ceremonial
religious works in order to gain salvation. That was a false gospel. The
true gospel is about trusting God alone to provide salvation through the
finished work of Jesus Christ. Thereafter, the true gospel is about
fulfilling the law of God. 

Wait a minute! Is the true gospel about keeping the law or not? It
is not about keeping laws in order to force God to like us. The gospel is
about living a life of service toward others because God saved us by
grace through faith. Now Paul is going to point out how a gospel life, a
life of serving one another (which fulfills the whole law) looks. A person
who is fulfilling God’s law of loving his neighbor is not doing the works
of the flesh but is led by the Holy Spirit. 
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In this section, we learn what the works of the flesh look like.
Then we learn that people who do those things are not part of the
kingdom of God. People like that are not being led by the Spirit and,
therefore, are not living out the law of loving your neighbor. That leads
us to a couple of apparent problems. One is that some of the prohibitions
listed here seem to be pretty obvious among people who call themselves
Christians, who claim to be led by the Spirit, who think they are living
out love. The second problem might answer the first dilemma. What did
God mean by “do”? God said through Paul that everyone who does these
kinds of works of the flesh is not in the Kingdom, nor is that person
headed for the Kingdom. Okay, but what about those folks who say they
are in the Kingdom of God and headed for heaven, but still do these
works? It must have something to do with the word “do.” 

God’s Plan For Your Life (vv.16-18).

God the Creator has the right to determine the best plan for His
created beings. For the person who has trusted Christ alone for salvation
the plan is: walk in the Spirit (vv.16-17). The principle is found in verse
sixteen: But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires
of the flesh (v.16). The right thing for us to do is to  “walk by the Spirit.”
Paul consistently uses the word “walk” to describe a lifestyle. He wrote
that we are saved to walk in newness of life (Rom. 6:4). He said that
God’s law is fulfilled in us who walk not according to the flesh but
according to the Spirit (Rom. 8:4). Therefore it is necessary that we walk
by faith (2 Cor. 5:7). And we must walk worthy of our calling (Eph. 4:1).

To walk by the Spirit then is to live a life controlled and directed
by the Holy Spirit. A life controlled and directed by the Holy Spirit is a
life that is taught by the Holy Spirit from the word of God. It is a life that
is helped by the Holy Spirit as we pray. It is to be led by the Holy Spirit
which is accomplished through reminders from the Bible coupled with
circumstances. Walking in the Holy Spirit has little to do with a warm
feeling and almost everything to do with learning the Bible.

The result of this kind of walking is that you won’t have to worry
about gratifying the desires of the flesh. It only makes sense that a
person who lives according to what the Holy Spirit teaches from the
Bible will not at the same time live to gratify the desires of the flesh.
How so? Is that for certain? If that is true, how do we explain Christians
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who enjoy being jealous or hateful or bitter? That question might be
answered by another question, “Why do you think they are Christians?”

The conclusion here is sound. A person cannot be led by the Holy
Spirit and be led by the desires of the flesh because of the natural
conflict that exists. Here is the argument: 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 (v.17). Therefore, we are following the lead of either the Holy
Spirit or the flesh! Our natural condition is for the flesh to be opposed to
the Spirit. 

The New Testament writers used the word flesh to describe the
actual physical body, like Jesus’ flesh of skin, muscle, and bones after
the resurrection. But Paul frequently used the word flesh to describe
sinners in their natural fallen condition, being devoid of the indwelling
Holy Spirit. In this case, the word flesh can also describe the moral and
spiritual weakness that characterizes unsaved people but which also is
part of human nature that even Christians have to live with. 

The desires of that natural, human condition and the desires of the
Holy Spirit are opposed. It is the nature of the flesh to be at war with the
Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit, being God, desires for us to do that which
honors our Creator. Conversely, the flesh desires to do what we want to
do so that self can be exalted, pandered, and honored. It is a war that we
must fight until we die.

Because this conflict, this war rages, we come to the conclusion
that the flesh keeps us from doing what we really want to do. The
assumption here is that the reader of the letter to the churches in Galatia
is a Christian. Christians truly do not desire to satisfy the flesh. They
hate it when the flesh overtakes them and causes them to sin. Indeed, we
hate being at odds with God the Holy Spirit who indwells us. One good
test of whether a person is truly a Christian is to check on the conflict
between the desires of the flesh and the desires of the Spirit of God. If
there is no ongoing conflict, it is a clear indication that there is no
indwelling Spirit of God and, therefore, no salvation.

A great benefit of yielding to the control of the Holy Spirit is that
Spirit-leading does not require law. However, the simple wording of this
fact causes us to reflect that leading by the Holy Spirit is not certain.
Paul wrote, But if you are led by the Spirit (v.18a).  “If” you are led by
the Spirit seems to leave a bit of doubt. There is a possibility that a
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person might not be led by the Holy Spirit. This contrast is found
throughout the rest of this text. Unregenerated but religious people are
not led by the Spirit. They do not have the indwelling Spirit. They are
obtuse to His teaching and leading until God sends saving grace.

Also, “Quenchers” and “grievers” are not led by the Spirit. What
are those? Paul wrote warnings to Christians: Do not quench the Spirit
(1Thessalonians 5:19). And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by
whom you were sealed for the day of redemption (Ephesians 4:30). That
reality would help explain the possibility that a person might not be led
by the Holy Spirit. Obviously, the unsaved sinner is excluded. Then too,
it is possible for us to translate the phrase with more certainty, “since
you are led by the Spirit.”

The good news is that “Law” is redundant when the Holy Spirit
leads us. The argument is this, If you are led by the Spirit, you are not
under the law. The Spirit of God and the words of God are one. We have
the record of the words God breathed out in the Bible. Holy men wrote
these words while they were being born along by the Holy Spirit. The
words of God’s law are the expression of God’s character.
Therefore, if we are being led by God (the Spirit), are we not also being
led by His character, which is defined by His law? The eternal, moral
law of God never changes and always expresses His character.
Since the Spirit of God compels us to conform to God’s character, we
will be living out His eternal, moral law.  Paul tells us what that kind of
living out the law does not look like, and later (vv.22-26), what it does
look like. 

Disruptions to God’s Plan (vv.19-21).

Fleshly works mess up God’s plan for His people and fleshly
works are evident (vv.19-21a). Just in case someone would argue that
fleshly works are not evident, Paul gave us a quick exemplary list. He
has listed fifteen specific sins in this list. (The KJV has seventeen
because it adds adultery and murder (v.21) which do not appear in the
oldest manuscript evidence.) Plus there is one general statement at the
end of the list about sins like these. It is possible to break the list into
three categories of sins: sexual sins, religious sins, and relational sins.

First in the list of sexual sins we find sexual immorality. The Greek
word is porneia, which is the root for the English word pornography.
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This word refers to all illicit sexual sins such as adultery, homosexuality,
fornication, prostitution, and bestiality. But the title is not limited to just
these. The word would even include licentious thoughts as Jesus
described them being tantamount to adultery (Mat. 5:27). 

Second is impurity. The Greek word is akatharsia, which root
gives us our English word catharsis, which  means to cleanse or purify.
Here we notice that the idea of purity is negated by the prefix “a.” The
word speaks of all kinds of moral impurity that is as offensive in God’s
sight as puss oozing from a sore.

Third we find the word sensuality. This word conveys the idea of
a lack of sexual restraint. It speaks of the unrestrained sexual desires that
are plastered all over our culture. You cannot even watch family shows
on television without seeing sensuality.

The next sub-category of the works of the flesh includes those 
sins that are found in the religious realm. Idolatry is the Greek word
eidololatria, which sounds like someone who is stuttering to get out the
word idolatry. The Greek word comes from a word that means “copy of
a man.” Therefore, we arrive at the meaning of worshiping man-made
images. Idolatry is the worship of any man-made object or philosophy
or a love that replaces the true God.

Second in this list is sorcery. The word is pharmakeia, which gives
us the English word pharmacy even as originally the Greek word
referred to medicine or drugs. How does that have anything to do with
religion? Along the way the word that referred to medicine and useful
drugs lost its luster when it became attached to the occult and witchcraft
as those worshipers used illicit drugs to enhance their euphoria. Today
this word would describe witchcraft, the occult, black magic, and Satan
worship. That is definitely an aspect of religion that Spirit-led people
avoid.

The third, and largest, category of works of the flesh is relational
sins. First, we find the word enmity. It simply describes hateful attitudes
which are often connected with other of the works like jealousy, envy,
and desire for vengeance. Second is strife. This is a word for discord and
contentions. It speaks of quarrels and wrangling for any number of
causes. Third is jealousy. The Greek word is zeilos, which sounds an
awful lot like zealous. Indeed it should because, in a good sense, the
word speaks of zeal, the kind of zeal we should have for God. The
problem is that we have zeal for ourselves and our desires. Or we want
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what someone else has and it causes resentment and division. So we are
guilty of jealousy when we covet another person’s appearance,
personality, position, possessions, or performance [what they can do].

Fourth in this category of works of the flesh is fits of anger. This
is the word for outbursts of rage. It is the kind of thing you see presented
as normal family matters in television sitcoms. It is what you might see
on the softball diamond. It is what you expect to see in an undisciplined
child. Fifth, there are rivalries which are rooted in selfish ambitions.
These are the kind of factions that electioneering politicians create. It is
tragic when the electioneering is going on in the church instead of at the
polls. This is unnecessary divisions in which a person intends to make
himself or herself look better than his or her rival. Rivalries are going to
end up causing dissensions. These are insurrections or uprisings. What
happened in the Arab Spring a couple years ago would be a good
illustration of this sin. It is disunity in a community often directed
against authorities. Along with such dissension we will find divisions.
The Greek word is  hereseis. Indeed it sounds like heresy, doesn’t it?
That is because this word describes divisions based on differing doctrinal
opinions and/or loyalties. The root for this word speaks of choices or
preferences. Therefore, it is clear that these divisions are not caused by
faithfulness to Bible doctrine but faithfulness to preferred teaching.

The eighth work of the flesh in this category is envy. That is ill will
toward another. The ill will comes about when someone is desiring that
another person not have what they have. Ninth is drunkenness. This is
a state in which the person is controlled by an external substance. In that
condition, responses and reflexes are impaired. Therefore, the person is
not controlled by reason or by the Holy Spirit. Finally there are orgies or
what the King James calls revellings. This word describes a total lack of
control. It is to be wholly given over to the desires of the flesh.

Added to this penetrating list, Paul appended, “And things like
these.” What else could there be? Actually, the New Testament lists over
sixty-five different and specific sins that can all be called works of the
flesh. All of them are opposed to the work of the Holy Spirit. The
acceptability or validity of such actions and attitudes is not debatable.
These are sins and, as such, are off limits for Christians.

Nor should a believer say, “I didn’t know.” These actions and
attitudes are evident (v.19a). These characteristics of the sinful flesh are
plain and obvious. That people all through our culture commit these
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things is not doubted in the least. The evidence is abounding.
Furthermore, the consequences of such unrestrained sinfulness are
destructive and the destruction is obvious. Whole cultures throughout
history have been destroyed by removing the boundaries and making
these sins acceptable. Greece, Rome, and the European empires have all
been crushed by the same acceptance of such sins. America is the latest
victim in that we have reached the point of no return.

How sad that these same sins are now the acceptable sins of the
visible church. What do we think the result will be? Families are falling
apart right before our eyes because professing Christians associate with
and permit these works of the flesh in themselves and in their families.
And the next generation seems to be oblivious to the cause and effect.
Pandering these fleshly sins is shouting out loud evidence that almost no
one trusts God. God, who is the authority who rightly sets the plan for
our lives, has identified these traits as sins of the flesh. That God has
clearly stated that the flesh is wholly corrupted and incapable of
producing eternal good. But do people heed His warning? Is it not clear
enough?

The warning is that the “Do-ers”of these deeds are doomed. The
Bible gives sufficient warning to that end. As Paul put it, I warn you, as
I warned you before (v.21b). Oh! Paul is issuing a warning here?
Well, yes. The Greek word (prologeo) simply means to say before. It is
a warning that is given before the victim runs head-on into the
consequences of his wrong choices. A prolego is what you find on a
package of cigarettes. Each package contains a warning that these things
will kill you. Really! That is essentially what the warning says. The
Tobacco Control Act of 2010 requires the following nine textual
warning statements to appear on cigarette packages and in cigarette
advertisements:
WARNING: Cigarettes are addictive. 
WARNING: Tobacco smoke can harm your children. 
WARNING: Cigarettes cause fatal lung disease. 
WARNING: Cigarettes cause cancer. 
WARNING: Cigarettes cause strokes and heart disease. 
WARNING: Smoking during pregnancy can harm your baby. 
WARNING: Smoking can kill you. 
WARNING: Tobacco smoke causes fatal lung disease in nonsmokers.
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WARNING: Quitting smoking now greatly reduces serious risks to your
health.

Those are serious warnings. Why would a person take up a habit
that comes with such warnings? God’s warning in this text is far more
serious because it effects eternal life, not just physical life. 

This is not the first time he has issued such warnings against a
lifestyle characterized by the works of the flesh. Paul’s statement must
refer to things he had said to and written to these Christians in the past.
We do not have a record of those warnings, but we have other examples
of Paul’s same warning to other Christians. He wrote,  Do you not know
that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be
deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers,
nor men who practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor
drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God.
And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified,
you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit
of our God (1 Cor 6:9-11). He also wrote, For you may be sure of this,
that everyone who is sexually immoral or impure, or who is covetous
(that is, an idolater), has no inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and
God (Eph. 5:5).

So the warning is the same in this text. Whoever does such things
won’t get into heaven. Or in Paul’s words, That those who do such
things will not inherit the kingdom of God (v.21c). The kingdom of God
is where King Jesus reigns. That kingdom is present in the lives of
people who are born again in whose hearts Jesus reigns as king. That
kingdom is future, speaking of heaven or the eternal presence and reign
of King Jesus. People who do these sins are not Christians, and they are
not going to heaven!

Okay, but what did God mean by “do”? Is it not possible for a
genuine Christian to slip into one or some of these sins (like strife,
jealousy, envy, fits of anger, dissension, or division)? Didn’t Paul
himself confess that sometimes he found himself doing what he didn’t
want to do because of the law of sin that was still in his flesh (Romans
7:21-24)? The Greek word translated do is prasso which means to
practice. In this case, it is a present tense verbal participle.
It speaks of characterization. In other words, the person who does the
works of the flesh lives like this and does this sin or these sins regularly.
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To “do” is to have a life that is identified by yielding to the sinful,
fleshly desires. 

It is true that believers might commit one or some of these sins, but
they hate it. They are not content to live in that sin. They are cognizant
of the sin all the time. They have no rest or peace until they do the
antidote: If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our
sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness (1John 1:9). In some
cases, a believer might not be aware he is guilty of such works of the
flesh (dissension, envy, jealousy), but as soon as a kind and concerned
fellow saint points it out, he quickly confesses it and is forgiven. 

Christians need to heed the warning that these traits are not
conducive with living in the Spirit. Sinners need to heed the warning
because they are totally outside of God’s plan for His created beings.
People who desire to please God understand the stark contrast between
the work of the Holy Spirit and the work of the flesh. We hate the work
of the flesh and desire to keep it in check.
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