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A little girl and her mother were talking one Sunday as they walked out of 
church. The mother asked the daughter how she liked church that day. The girl replied
that it was good, but she was a little confused. She said, “The pastor said that God is 
bigger than we are. Is that true?” 

Her mother replied, “Why, yes, dear. It is true. God is much bigger than we are.”
“The pastor also said that God lives inside us. Is that true, Mommy?”
“Yes, that is also true.”
“Well then,” said the girl, “If God is bigger than we are, and God lives inside us, 

then shouldn't some of God show through?”1

That little girl probably didn't know it at the time, but she went right to the heart 
of what Paul is saying to the Christians in Galatia, and to us. That is, if we believe in 
Christ, then by the power of the Holy Spirit Christ dwells in us. And when Christ dwells 
in us, then we are transformed more and more into Christ-likeness. Christ will show 
through in our lives.

The truth is, who we are is very much affected by who or what controls our 
center of being—our heart. When Christ dwells in our hearts, he also governs our 
hearts. And so we become more and more like Christ in character and action. When 
other influences enter our hearts, then it takes away from the Christ-likeness that God 
intends for us.

Billy Graham, in his book about the Holy Spirit, reminds us that “one of the main 
functions of the Holy Spirit is to impart the holiness of God to us. [The Holy Spirit] does
this as he develops within us a Christlike character...”2 And then in this morning's 
lesson, Paul tells us what Christlike character looks like: it looks like the fruit of the 
Spirit. Love. Joy. Peace. Patience. Kindness. Goodness. Faithfulness. Gentleness. 
Self-control.

You see, what we do and say flows out of who we are in our hearts. Our 
character is what influences what we say, what we do, how we interact with the world 
around us. And it is clear that, for Paul, that which should govern the way we live our 
lives is the Holy Spirit dwelling in us, transforming us into Christ-likeness. And if the 
Holy Spirit is that which governs our lives, then you will see it manifest in our 
character. The Holy Spirit will bear fruit in us and through us.

A little background is in order to set the context for Paul's discussion in this 

1 Story taken from Greg Ogden, Discipleship Essentials: A Guide to Build Your Life in Christ, (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1998), p. 132.

2 Billy Graham, The Holy Spirit: Activating God's Power in Your Life, (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1978), p. 181.
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portion of Galatians. As with most of the churches to which Paul wrote, the Christian 
faith was something new. The message of salvation by grace, through faith in Jesus 
Christ, made possible by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ—this was a new 
thing around which early believers struggled to wrap their minds. And those who did 
embrace the gospel had a hard time leaving some old beliefs behind.

For example, after Paul had first converted the Galatians to Christ, other 
teachers came behind Paul and added to his message. They amended the good 
news, so to speak. In the case of the Galatian church, a teaching crept in through 
Jewish converts who thought that faith in Christ was not enough; if believers in Christ 
wanted to receive the blessings promised to Abraham, then they would also have to 
submit to the law of Moses that was given to the people after their deliverance from 
Egyptian slavery. So now, on top of faith in Jesus, a person would be required to 
observe all the laws concerning Sabbath, and ceremonial cleanliness, and dietary 
restrictions. To be a Christian, they would also have to retain all of the Jewish 
practices as well. This included circumcision, which was the sign of accepting the 
Abrahamic covenant.

“Absolutely not!,” declared Paul. The grace of God in Christ is sufficient on its 
own. In fact, it is through faith in Christ that we become heirs—along with the people of
Israel—to the promises made to Abraham. To be a descendant of Abraham is not 
dependent on bloodline, but on faith. If you believe in Jesus Christ as your Savior, 
then you belong to the line of Abraham, and you are an heir to the promised blessing.

It's not so much that Paul was against the law that God gave to the people after 
Egypt, because the law was given so the people could know how to live faithfully as 
God's people. But the law had been twisted and distorted into an instrument of 
salvation. And Paul—who in his pre-Christian life had been a very good and devout 
law-follower, by the way—refused to allow any message of salvation to be proclaimed 
other than Jesus Christ. 

So Paul stood in opposition to the law-followers. It is not following the law that 
saves a person from sin; it is faith in Jesus Christ, and what he did for us in his death 
and resurrection that saves a person. Nothing else. Nothing more.

Just prior to this morning's lesson Paul has concluded his argument regarding 
the law. He has said, “You who are trying to be justified by the law have been 
alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace. For through the Spirit we 
eagerly await by faith the righteousness for which we hope. For in Christ Jesus neither
circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith 
expressing itself through love.”3 We have, in other words, been set free from the law. 
Not from the moral precepts of the law, but from the law as our instrument of salvation.

Now, in insisting that the law is not the way of salvation, Paul recognized that 
some might take liberty from the law too far in the opposite direction. Paul knew that 
some would say, “Well, if the law doesn't matter for my salvation, then I can do 
whatever I want, and just put my faith in Jesus. Jesus will forgive me.” 

3 Galatians 5:4-6
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And here is where Paul picks up his discussion this morning, reminding us that 
freedom from the law doesn't equate into freedom to do whatever we like. He says, 
“You, my friends, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the 
flesh...”4 “The flesh” is one of those terms that Paul uses frequently in his writings. It is 
a term that includes physical desires, but also goes beyond merely physical behavior; 
that becomes evident in the partial list of works of the flesh that Paul highlights just 
prior to the fruit of the Spirit. The Greek word for “the flesh” is variously translated as 
“sinful nature”, “self-indulgence,” “wrong inclinations”. 

I like the way William Barclay translates this term, as the “lower side of human 
nature.” It is the lower side of human nature that would see freedom from the law as 
permission to do whatever we please. It is the lower side of human nature that is 
manifest in behaviors and attitudes such as “repetitive, loveless, cheap sex; a stinking 
accumulation of mental and emotional garbage; frenzied and joyless grabs for 
happiness; trinket gods; magic-show religion; paranoid loneliness; cutthroat 
competition; all-consuming-yet-never-satisfied wants; a brutal temper; an impotence to
love or be loved; divided homes and divided lives; small-minded and lopsided pursuits;
the vicious habit of depersonalizing everyone into a rival; uncontrolled and 
uncontrollable addictions...”5 These are the kind of things that the lower side of human 
nature fosters in us.

Paul must've been a frustrated attorney or politician, because he's always 
engaged in some sort of debate. And in true fashion of a debate, after Paul has 
blasted the wrong options, he then puts forth what is right and true. So, since legalistic
adherence to the law as our means of salvation will only lead to hopelessness and 
despair, and since unrestricted libertine behaviors make a mockery of the grace of 
Jesus Christ, Paul now makes it clear that the Holy Spirit is to be that which governs 
our hearts, our thoughts, our words, our behavior. Paul writes, “So... walk by the Spirit,
and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh... If you are led by the Spirit, you are not
under the law... Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit.”6

If we allow the Spirit of God to govern us, then not only will we avoid either 
extreme of legalism and unfettered license; even more importantly, we will be 
transformed and conformed to the character of Jesus Christ, so that our lives will be 
characterized by love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self-control. 

I have always been captivated by the fruit of the Spirit. It is a list of character 
traits that simultaneously inspire me and challenge me. The fruit of the Spirit inspire 
me because they set the bar for the kind of person I want to be. They challenge me 
because every time I read this list I realize I still have so much room for growth. 
Because the fruit of the Spirit are the epitome of who we should be as Christ-followers,
I have decided to make the fruit of the Spirit the focus of my summer sermons. Each 
week we will explore one of the character traits in detail. But before we delve into the 

4 Galatians 5:13
5 This is how Eugene translates Galatians 5:19-21 in The Message.
6 Galatians 5:16, 18, 25
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specific qualities of the fruit of the Spirit, I want to emphasize three important points.
The first is that none of the qualities listed are optional for the Christian. It's not 

as if you can be loving, but not joyful or gentle. You don't get to choose which 
character traits you will pursue, and which ones you will let others pursue. If the Holy 
Spirit is operative and in control in our hearts, then ALL of these qualities will grow in 
us. Elsewhere Paul does list the gifts of the Spirit, and there he says some people may
be gifted in teaching, while others in prophecy, and others in generosity, and such; not
everyone is a teacher, or a prophet, or a giver. But here he gives us a list with the 
expectation that ALL of these qualities will be developed in us. The fruit of the Spirit is 
a description of the kind of person you and I are to be as Christ-followers.

Second, it takes intentionality to cultivate the fruit of the Spirit. As Jesus tells us 
in his description of the vine and the branches in the fifteenth chapter of the gospel 
according to John, we must abide in Christ. We must cling to Christ, all day, every day.
Bearing fruit won't happen if we are not intentional about maintaining and growing in 
our relationship with Christ.

And finally, bearing fruit takes time. Fruit doesn't grow and ripen overnight; it 
must be carefully cultivated over time. And it doesn't stop just because we have a 
good harvest, because a good tree will bear fruit year after year after year.

I want to end this morning with a prayer. It is the prayer that the late British 
theologian John Stott prayed at the beginning of every day. It is a prayer that both lifts 
up the fruit of the Spirit as our goal, and turns to God for God's help in making 
progress toward that goal. For the truth is, the fruit of the Spirit are not possible without
the Spirit of God at work in our lives. Paul doesn't say the “fruit of John, or Betty, or 
David, or you, or me,” but the “fruit of the Spirit.” We cannot on our own be loving, 
joyful, peace-filled, etc. – at least not in the manner of Jesus Christ. That's why this 
sermon series will be titled “Spiritually Grown and Sustainable” – not simply as a play 
on the whole “locally grown and sustainable” movement for food, but even more as a 
reminder that it takes the Holy Spirit ever and always at work in us if we are going to 
cultivate the fruit of the Spirit.

So, recognizing that the fruit of the Spirit describe the kind of person that you 
and I should strive to become as followers of Jesus Christ, and also recognizing that 
we can only cultivate the fruit of the Spirit when we open ourselves to the authority and
power of the Spirit in our own lives, let us pray:

“Heavenly Father, we pray that this day we may live in your presence and 
please you more and more. Lord Jesus, we pray that this day we may take up my 
cross and follow you. Holy Spirit, we pray that this day you will fill us with yourself and 
cause your fruit to ripen in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.”7 In Jesus' name we pray. Amen.

7 Wright, Christopher J. H.. Cultivating the Fruit of the Spirit: Growing in Christlikeness (Kindle Locations 64-67). 
InterVarsity Press. Kindle Edition. 


