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THE FRUIT OF THE SPIRIT 
GALATIANS 5:16-26 

 

It’s about the size of a bowling ball, covered with sharp, stiff, spiny points, and grows on trees 

throughout southeast Asia, most predominantly in Malaysia, Thailand, and Indonesia. The business end of 

a durian, which is the inside, is mucuslike in consistency, and the unique flavor is reminiscent of garlic, 

smoked ham, and rancid cheese.   

 

That’s how one writer describes the fruit called durian.  Another introduces it this way: 

 

Q:  What fruit is shaped like a hedgehog and smells like compost? 

A:  Durian. 

[He then describes his first exposure to the fruit…] 

I first encountered durian while visiting some dear friends in Singapore—a delightful young married 

couple named Adrin and Jennifer Loi. We were walking up the stairway to their flat when I was 

overwhelmed by an embarrassing odor. It smelled like someone’s 2-year-old had a stomach ailment about 

a week before and no one had carried off the soiled nappies yet. I was bravely and politely trying not to 

show that I had caught wind of the odor—when they began to talk about what a lovely fragrance it was. 

“Mmm. Do you smell that?” Jennifer asked, stopping me just where the foul effluvium was wafting 

so thick you could almost feel it. 

“Well, I did notice a rather pungent scent,” I admitted, eyes watering. Then, after silencing a couple 

of involuntary gags, I asked, “What happened? Your neighbors move away and leave their compost 

pile behind?” 

“Americans always say they don’t like that smell!” Jennifer said in all seriousness. “But we think it’s 

heavenly.” 

I looked at Adrin, thinking Jennifer must be setting him up for a clever punch line, but he just 

nodded in perfect sincerity. 

Then Adrin explained what durian is and promised to treat me to a taste of “the king of fruits” after 

dinner. I decided on the spot that I was going to order something light for dinner—maybe a clear broth, or 

something else that wouldn’t be too awful to puke up. 

I also changed the subject, hoping Adrin would forget about the promised treat. I began thinking of 

things I might say if Adrin brought up this suggestion again. (Dessert? DESSERT?! We don't NEED no 

STINKING dessert!) 

But Adrin did not forget. In fact, to make sure he didn't forget, he purchased the diabolical produce 

before dinner and left it in a paper bag in his car while we were in the restaurant. Big mistake. Even 

Adrin himself later admitted this was a bad decision. When we returned, the car was so fetid we had to 

roll down the windows and hang our heads out on the ride home. Even so, it was all I could do to keep 

from heaving. [Phil Johnson, accessed 3/14/14] 
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Some fruit, evidently, just isn’t very fruity or worthwhile.  And that’s not only true in the produce 

department of your favorite grocery store, but it’s also true of our spiritual lives.  We all produce fruit of 

some kind — the question is whether it is worthy and appropriate fruit of Christ. 

 

We are in the midst of a brief series on the Holy Spirit that has arisen from John says in 1 John 3:24,  

 

The one who keeps His commandments abides in Him, and He in him. We know by this that He abides in 

us, by the Spirit whom He has given us. 

 

We can be sure of our salvation when we recognize the work of the Spirit in our lives.  

 

But who is this Spirit?  And “What does the Spirit Do?”  There are many activities that the Spirit does 

independently of the believer.  These are His works in every believer, beginning at the moment of 

salvation:  His baptism, indwelling, and sealing. 

 

But there are also activities that the Spirit does in cooperation with the believer — things like His filling, 

His fruit, and His gifts.  And today we want to examine just one of those works, the fruit of the Spirit.  

What does the Spirit of God work in and through the life of the believer and what does that work look 

like?  In simplest terms, the Spirit of God is given to us to make us look like Jesus Christ. 

 

o “He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we would be holy and blameless before 

Him.” (Eph. 1:4) 

o “As obedient children, do not be conformed to the former lusts which were yours in your ignorance, 

but like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your behavior; because it is 

written, ‘YOU SHALL BE HOLY, FOR I AM HOLY.’” (1 Pet. 1:14–16) 

o “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty. But we all, with 

unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same 

image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.” (2 Cor. 3:17–18) 

 

And the Scriptures tell us that there are some specific qualities that the Spirit is working in us to make us 

reflect the Christ we believe and follow.  The most obvious passage — Galatians 5 — is the one I want 

to examine this morning.  And as we look at this passage, we will find that… 

 

WHEN WE ARE FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT OF CHRIST, HE WILL PRODUCE CHRISTLIKE CHARACTER IN US. 

 

One writer has said about this passage,  
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Christian character is a divine product…which becomes wholly and instantly available when right 

relationship to the Holy Spirit is unhindered.  As has well been said, Galatians 5:22-23 is the shortest life 

of Christ ever written, for the fruit of the Spirit is the outliving of the inliving Christ. [Chafer, Systematic 

Theology, VI: 201.] 

 
 
1. When We Are Not Filled with the Holy Spirit… (vv. 16-21)  

 We will carry out the desires of the FLESH  (v. 16) 

 We will LOSE the battle with the flesh  (vv. 17-18) 

 We will live like the WORLD  (vv. 19-21) 

2. When We Are Filled with the Holy Spirit…  (vv. 22-26) 

 We will live like CHRIST  (vv. 22-23) 

 We will WIN the battle with the flesh  (v. 24) 

 We will carry out the desires of the SPIRIT  (vv. 25-26) 
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WHEN WE ARE FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT OF CHRIST, HE WILL PRODUCE CHRISTLIKE CHARACTER IN US. 

 

 
1. When We Are Not Filled with the Holy Spirit… (vv. 16-21)  

 

• Last time we saw from Ephesians 5 the importance of being filled with the Holy Spirit —  

 To be filled with the Holy Spirit is to be controlled by Him, through His Word. 

 Filling is a command.  It is something we are required to do.   

 Filling is not done by the believer.  The Holy Spirit fills us as we submit to Him. 

 Filling is conditional.  It is conditioned on our obedience to the Spirit. 

 Filling is done repeatedly.  Unlike redemption, baptism, and redemption, filling is repeated.  

Because filling is repeated, we say, every believer can be filled, but not every believer is always 

filled at all times.   

 So one question might be, what happens when a believer isn’t filled?  Are the consequences 

significant?  Does it really matter if we aren’t filled?  Paul answers that question in Gal. 5 —  

 

• We will carry out the desires of the FLESH  (v. 16) 

 Do you remember the old saying, “there are two kinds of people…”?  [Those who believe there 

are two kinds of people and those who don’t…]  Paul says there are only two kinds of people in 

relation to the Spirit of God — those who live by the Spirit and those who do not. 

 One of the figures of speech Paul likes to use about living life is walking.  Don’t try to read too 

much into the figure — Paul simply is referring to the conduct of one’s life as he navigates the 

circumstances of that life.  We can give it the sense “live,” and it makes perfect sense.  So Paul 

says in v. 16 — when we live life (present tense = continually, habitually as a pattern) under the 

control of the Spirit of God, then we will not carry out the desire of the flesh. 

 We can also say that the only way not to carry out the deeds of the flesh is to live by the power 

(and filling) of the Spirit.   

➢ The word flesh is a common NT term (approx. 150x) — but 60% of the uses are by Paul. 

… The word can refer to human body without reference to sin (Gal. 1:16; 2:20) 

… It can refer to human effort and accomplishment — in Galatians, legalism (Gal. 3:3) 

… It can refer to the sinful yearnings that are the result of the fall (5:13ff; 6:8).  The flesh is 

that part of man that is inherently opposed to God (Eph. 2:3). 

 

“…the flesh hates everything about God.  Since it resists everything about God, it resists every way we try 

to taste him and know him and love him.” [Lundgaard, The Enemy Within, 48.] 
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➢ We do not win this battle on our own; the only way to defeat the flesh is to submit to God 

and follow Him in obedience. 

➢ So many sermons and “self-help” books fail on this point.  It is supposed that we have inward 

power to battle against and fix the things that entangle and ensnare us.  We cannot. 

➢ Do you remember Peter on the night of Jesus’ betrayal and trial?  “Though all may fall away 

because of You, I will never fall away.” (Matt 26:33)  If any man does not live by the Spirit, 

he will live by the flesh and he will do the deeds of the flesh. 

➢ The only means to living like Christ is by being filled (controlled) by the Spirit — remember 

what Paul says in Eph. 5 — when we are filled with the Spirit, we will exhort others, rejoice 

in the Lord, give thanks for all things and be humbly submissive to others.  Those things only 

happen through the power of the Spirit working in us. 

 And we can also say that if we don’t live in submission to the Spirit of God and His Word, then 

we will live according to the desires of the flesh.  We will always live either according to the 

desires of God or the desires of the flesh.   

 
• We will LOSE the battle with the flesh  (vv. 17-18) 

 Every believer has an inward battle.  Though the believer is a new creature in Christ and the old 

man is done away with, yet there is remaining sin that Paul identifies as the flesh.  And that flesh 

is in a hostile battle with the Spirit of God.  Our flesh does not want to submit to God’s Spirit. 

 Notice what Paul says — the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit…these are in opposition…   

➢ Have you ever noticed how often Scripture depicts the spiritual life as a battle? 

 
o Rom. 7:23 but I see a different law in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my 

mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin which is in my members.  

o 2 Cor. 10:3 For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to the flesh,  

o Eph. 6:11-13 Put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes 

of the devil. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the 

powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the 

heavenly places. Therefore, take up the full armor of God, so that you will be able to resist in the evil 

day, and having done everything, to stand firm.  

o 1 Tim. 1:18 This command I entrust to you, Timothy, my son, in accordance with the prophecies 

previously made concerning you, that by them you fight the good fight,  

o 2 Tim. 2:4 No soldier in active service entangles himself in the affairs of everyday life, so that he may 

please the one who enlisted him as a soldier.  

o James 4:1 What is the source of quarrels and conflicts among you? Is not the source your pleasures 

that wage war in your members?  

o 1 Pet. 2:11 Beloved, I urge you as aliens and strangers to abstain from fleshly lusts which wage war 

against the soul.  
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➢ Many of our problems with sin are because we don’t acknowledge day-by-day that we are in 

a massive conflict with sin.  We are at war, and if we don’t acknowledge that reality and 

prepare for it, we will lose the battle. 

➢ Paul says that the flesh and the Spirit are in opposition — they are on opposite ends of the 

field and they do nothing in cooperation with each other.  They never rest in their fight 

against each other and there is nothing compatible between them.  The flesh works to keep 

the Spirit from accomplishing the things it is pleased to do and the Spirit works to keep the 

flesh from indulging its pleasures.  The flesh and the Spirit are never reconciled to each 

other, which means that every believer always needs to walk by the power of the Spirit. 

➢ When we don’t live by the power of the Spirit, we will operate according to the flesh and we 

will lose the battle to the flesh over that particular sinful desire.  If you wonder why you keep 

repeating the same kinds of sins — laziness, anger, covetousness, fear, lust, jealousy — it is 

because at that moment you are not submitting to the Spirit and you are not preparing for the 

battle you are in, so you lose. 

➢ Notice in these verses, though, the hope available — v. 18 — but if you are led by the 

Spirit…, i.e., if you are walking and filled with the Spirit, you are not under the Law — you 

won’t live by the power of the flesh.  I.e., we don’t have to live by the flesh. 

 

“When in war, take it seriously.  Be sober.  The war is not a joke.  It is real.  One of the reasons people 

die in this battle is because they have not been vigilant in maintaining their defenses.…It is inconceivable 

for a military force to go into battle without scouts and lookouts.  Yet when we are inattentive to the 

battle, we are doing that very thing.  In the dark night of watchfulness it is tempting to be lulled into a 

false sense of security.  ‘They won’t attack now, it’s too obvious.’  ‘They came this way before and it 

didn’t work, why would they try it again?’  ‘It’s too late.’  ‘My support team is too strong.’  ‘I am too 

strong.  I wouldn’t fall.’  Be alert.  The attack may come in any form at any time.  Wise is the person who 

guards what enters his mind, because it is not just an innocuous television show or book or thought.  It is 

a skirmish in the battle for a soul.” [“The Fight,” Words of Grace] 

 

• We will live like the WORLD  (vv. 19-21) 

 If we don’t live by the Spirit, we will carry out the desires of the flesh, lose the battle to the flesh 

and live like the world.  The deeds of the flesh refers to the works that the flesh does — they are 

the result of natural human activity and they are devoid of the supernatural work of God’s Spirit. 

 These are the normal activities of the unredeemed man, but they are abnormal behavior of 

believers.  No believer is sinless, but a believer will sin less and will not live a life consumed by 

and ruled by these behaviors.   

➢ These fleshly activities transcend all the major areas of a man’s life: 

… sexual sins:  immorality (porneia), impurity (moral filthiness, unholiness; things soiled 
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and repulsive), sensuality (unrestrained sexual excess) 

… worship sins:  idolatry, witchcraft (farmakeia — mood and mind-altering drugs that 

were used in occultic practices and rituals with pagan deities) 

… relational sins:  enmities (hatred), strife (discord and arguments that arise from hatred), 

jealousy (rivalry and misplaced zeal), outbursts of anger, disputes (conflict based on 

rivalry and jealousy), dissensions (divisiveness), factions (cliques as the result of 

divisiveness), envying (wanting to take away what another person has). 

… self-control sins:  drunkenness, carousing 

➢ This list of fleshly activities is representative and not exhaustive — things like these…such 

things means there are other similar activities of the flesh. 

➢ The result of this kind of living is clear — those who live that way will not inherit the 

kingdom of God.  It is not that they cannot be saved, but that their lifestyles of sin indicate 

that they have not been saved.  People who live unrepentantly in these sins reveal that they 

are not being controlled by the Holy Spirit.  (Contrast w. 1 Cor. 6:11.) 

 But the believer does not have to live this way.  There is hope for the believer… 

 

 
2. When We Are Filled with the Holy Spirit…  (vv. 22-26) 

 
• Having just said what it is like to live by the flesh, Paul now reverses the order and shows what it 

looks like to live by the Spirit —  

 instead of living like the world, we will live like Christ;  

 instead of losing the battle to flesh we will win the battle with the flesh; 

 and instead of carrying out the desires of the flesh, we will carry out the desires of the Spirit. 

 
• We will live like CHRIST  (vv. 22-23) 

 The purpose of the Holy Spirit living in us is to produce the life of Christ in us — to make us 

“Christians” — little Christs (Jn. 16:5-7 — it is to our advantage that Christ left the earth and 

sent His Spirit so that the Spirit would be ever present within all of us to do what Christ did day-

by-day with the disciples). 

 Here Paul calls that Christlikeness fruit.  I.e., there will be outward indicators of inward 

salvation.  Cf. Mt. 7:16-18.  There will be varying qualities and quantities of fruit between 

different believers and even at different times in the same believer’s life.  But there will be fruit. 

 What is also interesting about all of this fruit is that while we know that this is what the Spirit 

produces, each of these characteristics are also commanded elsewhere in the NT — so the 

believer isn’t to stand around waiting for it to happen, but is to be obedient to do this, knowing 

that when he does these things, it is only because of the operation of the Spirit in him. 
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 Inward fruit — characteristics that reflect a transformed heart 

➢ love = He can fulfill the two great commandments of God — love of God and love of man.  

The NT identifies love as the overflow of God’s love in us (cf. 2:20; 5:13-14; 1 Jn. 4:19).  It 

is impossible to love anyone until we have been loved by God through Christ’s salvation. 

➢ joy = “Joy is the sense of delight that arises within us in the presence of someone or 

something we love.”  When someone rejoices always (1 Thess. 5:16; Eph. 5:19), it is 

evidence that God has changed his heart, for the natural man grumbles quickly (Acts 

16:22ff). 

➢ peace = Peace is to be content with God in the circumstances of life; the peaceful person is 

stable and in harmony with God.  The one who has no peace doubts God and is out of 

harmony and in hostility against God and His purposes.  The peaceful person is content to 

wait for God to vindicate him even if that takes into eternity (Rom. 12:17ff; 16:20). 

 Outward fruit — characteristics that reflect transformed relationships 

➢ patience = It is usually in relation to people rather than circumstances; it means to endure 

suffering without giving in to anger, resentment.  It is non-retaliatory and is the opposite of 

an explosive anger. 

➢ kindness = A gentle and kind disposition to one’s neighbors; it is to be good, generous, and 

friendly, doing what is right and gracious towards others (Rom. 2:4; Eph. 2:7; Tt. 3:4-5).   

➢ goodness = This is generosity towards others — bestowing what is best for others even when 

they may not have been good or kind toward the giver. 

 Upward fruit — characteristics that reflect transformed worship 

➢ faithfulness = The believer not only believes God for his salvation, but he is loyal and 

faithful to God because of that salvation.  He is ever trusting of God and His purposes. 

➢ gentleness = lit., “meekness” — a strength that is under the control of the Holy Spirit.  

Rather than being controlled by pride and self-sufficiency, he is humble before the Lord. 

➢ self-control = he is restrained in his passions and desires (1 Cor. 9:25). 

 

 Because of the work of the Spirit in his life, the believer thinks rightly, relates graciously to 

others, and worships faithfully.  He is transformed from the inside out. 

 Notice that Paul doesn’t call this fruits (pl.) but fruit (sing.).  These are a package; the Spirit 

doesn’t just do one of these things in a believer, but He works to do all these things in a believer.  

“…these nine graces form an indivisible whole.  The Holy Spirit will not produce a few of these 

and not all of them.  If any are present, all will actually be present.  Thus, also, these nine graces 

constitute the essential elements of Christian character.” [Chafer, Systematic Theology, VI: 201.] 

 And even more, these characteristics “present a moral portrait of Christ.”  Do you want to know 

what it means to live like Christ?  Here it is — love, joy, peace, patience, kindness… 
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• We will WIN the battle with the flesh  (v. 24) 

 Those who belong to Christ refers to the identification of the believer with Christ.  Remember 

the truth about spiritual baptism, that we are identified with Christ in His death and resurrection 

(Rom. 6:3ff)?  Here Paul is similarly saying that because of our identity with Christ, we are no 

longer bound by our sins —  

 

“…the flesh with its passions (or affections) and desires is dead in the sense of no longer reigning over us 

or of holding us in inescapable bondage. Like a chicken with its head cut off, the flesh has been dealt a 

death blow, although it continues to flop around the barnyard of earth until the last nerve is stilled. 

“Because the flesh is defeated forever, and we now live in the realm where Christ reigns over us by His 

Spirit, we should live according to the Spirit and not the flesh.” [MacArthur, pp. 170-1.] 

 

 And because we no longer have to sin, we also are now free to do righteous deeds and know and 

are confident that one day every vestige of sin will be completely eradicated from us (1 Jn. 3:1ff). 

 Because the believer is in Christ and the Spirit of Christ is in us, we can win the battle against the 

flesh; we don’t have to give in to sin and the flesh. 

 

• We will carry out the desires of the SPIRIT  (vv. 25-26) 

 We have been made alive by the work of the Spirit (regeneration, baptism, indwelling…), so 

Paul’s conclusion is obvious: since that’s true, let us also walk (live) by the Spirit.  He made us 

alive so that we could be like Christ; let’s live that way. 

 And then Paul gives some final examples:  if we want to live by the Spirit, let’s not be boastful, 

challenging (provoking) one another, and envying one another.  Those are all manifestations of 

the flesh.  Rather than doing what the flesh wants, let’s do what the Spirit wants.  

 The Spirit of God is given to the believer to transform the believer and when God lives in the 

believer, the believer can do what God has called him to do. 

 This fruit of Christlikeness is produced in us not because of our inherent superiority, but because 

of the infinite superiority and power of the Spirit living in us. 

 

 

CONCLUSION:  Every year on the week of Jan. 1, Raye Jeanne starts saying, “I’m ready to plant 

something — to get some dirt under my finder nails…”  And so she does — tomatoes, potatoes, 

asparagus, onions, sweet peas, squash, herbs (basil, rosemary, chives), and peach & plum trees. 

Similarly, the Holy Spirit has been implanted in us to produce the kind of harvest that only He can 

produce — and unlike our garden, he produces His fruit in us in infinite proportion. 


