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Galatians 5:16-26 

 

Fruit of the Spirit 

 

 How do you identify a Christian community? How do people know we are Christians? 

This is participatory—what do you think? What are the marks, if you will, of Christianity? What 

grounds us in our faith? 

 Have time for people to offer suggestions and answers. 

 Now, imagine that we didn’t have any of those things. No tradition to ground us. No 

customs for how we worshiped or gathered. Not even the Biblical texts. That is where the 

Galatians are when Paul was writing to them. Renata Furst, professor of Scripture, explains: 

The Galatians are a community “in tension that’s learning to fly.” They live in a world 

where the things we take for granted today—custom, ritual, worship, a calendar for 

community celebration, even written Scripture—the things that “ground” their lives, their 

communities, are in flux. As a pioneering first-century community, they live in the 

creative tension of faith in Christ Jesus, with little or no tradition to center or ground their 

experience as Gentile Christians. (Connections: Year C, Vol. 3, Ed. Joel B. Green et. al. 

Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, KY. 2019. 117) 

Everyone is still figuring out what it means to be a follower of Jesus and so the Galatians turn to 

what they’ve heard about, what people around them know, which is the Jewish law. The law 

offered a grounding, a comfort, as well as providing protection and identity to those who 

followed it. Protection in that it helped that keep and maintain (protect) their identity as God’s 

people. And so, the Gentiles turn to the law. 
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 Except the law was never for them. As Brad Braxton writes: “The Galatians’ submission 

to the law it tantamount to slavery. Christ had redeemed Gentiles from the necessity of becoming 

Jews when joining the covenant family. Undergoing circumcision would undercut Christ’s 

redemptive work on behalf of Gentiles” (Ibid., 115). Because of Jesus there is no longer a need 

to submit to the law. We have been freed from those chains for Christ has set us free. 

 But then what? As one commentator says, “It is one thing to be set free from prison or 

slavery, and quite another to decide what to do with your freedom when you’ve got it…Freedom 

from restraint, if it is to be of any use, must be matched by a sense of freedom for a particular 

purpose” (Paul for Everyone: Galatians and Thessalonians, N. T. Wright, Westminster John 

Knox Press, Louisville, KY. 2004. 69). And this is where Paul begins to get into the two 

different ways of living—living under the rule of the flesh or the rule of the Spirit. 

 Now, I want to be clear about something—this is often one of the passages that is used to 

support the argument that anything of the flesh is bad. It’s been used to set up a dichotomy 

between the material and spiritual realms with a bright line between the two declaring one bad 

and one good. This is not what Paul is saying. As Mark Douglas, professor of Christian Ethics, 

explains: 

Paul’s problem with the flesh is not that it desires but that its desires are disordered; it 

wants the wrong things or wants good things in the wrong way—usually too much or too 

little. Wanting sexual intimacy, it pursues fornication; wanting contact with the Divine, it 

pursues idols; wanting joy, it carouses. Connecting this point to Paul’s emphasis on 

freedom suggests the disordered desires enslave us to our passions and destroy 

community. (Feasting on the Word, Year C, Vol. 3, Ed. David Bartlett and Barbara 

Brown Taylor, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, KY. 2010. 188). 
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So, it’s not that our desires are bad or evil, but that when we focus on our individual needs, we 

ignore the community. And what Paul is doing is “reminding us that Christ’s perfect freedom 

engages us in a call. That call carries obligation to neighbor as well as to God, to invest ourselves 

in the community of faith…to exist in community with such openness and generosity that our 

neighbor’s well-being is part and parcel to our own” (Ibid., 189). 

 Which is when Paul delves into the fruits of the Spirit—this list of things that are 

characteristics of a life lived by the Spirit. This is then what will give the Galatians, and us, our 

protection and identity—that in living by the Spirit our lives will show forth God’s new creation 

through love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control 

and people will be able to see and know what community we belong to—the community of faith. 

 And this is something that continually feeds on itself. We are not able to embody these 

qualities on our own but only with the help of the Spirit. But they can only be embodied when 

they are lived out in the world. Then, by living them out in the world, we are able to discern even 

further what God has done and where God is leading us. Mark Douglas puts it this way, “It is not 

that we discern what God has done our behalf and then love our neighbors in response. Rather, 

discerning what God has done in Christ and what Christ has done for us shapes the way we love 

our neighbors, and loving our neighbors helps us see what God has done” (Ibid., 188). 

 We can find examples of this throughout our lives and hopefully can see it in others—for 

this is how we are identified as a community of faith—not by living as slaves to the law but by 

“seek[ing] what is right not only in [our] relationships with God but also in [our] relationships 

with other people. [For] truly spiritual people seek the common good of all persons” 

(Connections: Year C, Vol. 3, Ed. Joel B. Green et. al. Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, 

KY. 2019. 117). 
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 A story from one of the commentators I read to sum up living out how we might seek the 

well-being of others. A pastor, Carol Holtz-Martin tells this story: 

 READ FROM: Feasting on the Word, Year C, Vol. 3, Ed. David Bartlett and Barbara 

Brown Taylor, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, KY. 2010. 189). 

 

 May it be so. And may our lives bear much fruit so all may see and know us as 

Christians. 

  

 


