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The Process of Growth

Galatians 5:16-26
February 8th, 2015, Jeff Germo

This is sermon number fifteen in our Galatians series. The title of the series is Learning to Live in the Freedom of 
Christ. In every passage up to this point the Apostle Paul has been setting the ground work to show us that Christ 
has freed us, not only from bondage to sin, but also from slavery to the law. It was for freedom that Christ set 
us free. The obvious question then is, “Ok, so how do we do it? If it’s not law and religion what is it all about?” 
Today we are going to start answering that question.

How many gardeners do we have here this morning? Ruth and I have started gardening in recent years. I think I 
mentioned that once before. We aren’t great at it yet, but we do enjoy the miracle of growth. I can remember when 
we planted our first garden. We really had no idea what we were doing so we had to rely heavily on our tutor 
named Google. I initially thought that all you had to do was plant a seed and stuff would grow. That might be the 
case with some plants like blackberry bushes, but most of them take a lot of care. 

The soil has to be prepared. You have to pick the rocks and pull the weeds and add top soil and other nutrients 
and fertilizer. You have to till the soil and then once all that is done you can plant the seeds. But depending on the 
kind of vegetable, you have to plant the seeds at a certain depth and a certain distance apart. And then once all 
that is done you wait while the magic happens. In some unseen way life begins to form from that seemingly dead 
seed you planted. 

It’s quite amazing really. I love to see the first sign of life breaking through the earth. It never ceases to amaze me. 
Once that life pokes through you have more work to do. You have to water the garden — but not too much. Your 
garden will need sun in-between the waterings. You will need to keep up with the weeding. Growing a good gar-
den takes a lot of work. You will not coast into growing a good garden.

It’s the same with our spiritual growth. There are two polar opposite views when it comes to how we grow as dis-
ciples of Jesus. And both are partial truths. One says that we work hard and manage our behaviour. We make 
sure that we do the good things the Bible says to do and don’t do the the bad things the Bible says not to do. And 
that’s all there is to it. This way is all about sin management. There is some truth there somewhere, but it’s only a 
part of the story. And if you think this is all there is to the Christian life you are going to be very frustrated. 

And not only that, but you will become the kind of religious person that Jesus continually butted heads with in his 
ministry on earth. You will compare yourself with others and feel good about yourself if you are doing better than 
those around you and you will be filled with shame when you see your failings. You won’t be able to celebrate the 
successes of others. You will need to somehow justify your existence and do whatever you can to win in what you 
think is a spiritual maturity competition. You might look “mature” to those you have fooled with the super-pious-
religious-mask you wear, but inside you will remain immature and ugly. 

Inside you will hold yourself up as the judge. You will look around at people like the Pharisee did in Jesus’ parable 
in Luke 18.

[2]
Luke 18:9-14 (ESV)

9 He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and treated others 
with contempt: 10 “Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 
11 The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extor-
tioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ 

[3]
13 But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, say-
ing, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ 14 I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than 
the other. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be ex-
alted.”
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This kind of person is oblivious to their immaturity. They are very un-self-aware. They hear a sermon or read the 
Bible and continually think about all the people they know who need to hear this message. They are oblivious to 
the fact that they are a train wreck just like everyone else.

[4]
The opposing view to this way is the person who thinks that God does it all. The first way is about doing. This way 
is about knowing. All we need to do is believe certain doctrines. Somehow, God magically matures us, and we 
just need to let it happen. This is a very passive view of spiritual growth. It’s the extreme version of the “let-go-
and-let-God” mentality. This person is equally as blind to their immaturity as their counterpart. They might have 
very strong spiritual gifts. They know it, and everyone else knows it. And they think that because they are so gifted 
they are also spiritually mature. 

Paul talked about these kinds of people in 1 Corinthians 13. He said there are people who might be gifted with 
knowledge, or teaching, or prophetic gifts, or healing, or miracles, or whatever. They think they are so spiritual 
because of their great gifts, but they are actually pathetically immature because they have no idea how to love. 

[5]
Our capacity to love as evidenced by the fruit of the Spirit is the only measure of maturity. Both of the op-
posing views are equally self-absorbed. One says, “Look at what I do.” The other says, “Look at what I know.” 
There is, as is the case in most extremes, an element of truth in both, but they are half truths which always lead to 
extremes and are very dangerous.

The truth is that growing in maturity does take a lot of effort, but effort on its own will not change us on the inside. 
We are broken. We need a transformation of the mind and heart that only the Spirit of God can bring about with 
our cooperation. That’s what Paul said in Romans 12:1-2.

There is a battle for our minds that is fierce. Martin Luther, the great theologian and reformer of the 16th century, 
famously noted that as disciples of Jesus we have three enemies; the world, the flesh, and the devil. All three are 
actively working against the new nature we have in Christ to get our minds to focus on things that will bring us 
down and stunt our growth.

Paul, in the passage we are going to focus on this morning, describes how we can win this battle. How do we 
grow in maturity? So far in Galatians, over and over again, Paul has said, in no uncertain terms, that living by the 
law will not accomplish maturity in Christ, it will only serve to frustrate us, shame us, keep us in bondage 
and make us into spiritual hypocrites. We need to remember that God is a person, not a theological idea. The 
goal is to walk closer with Jesus in relationship, and allow the Holy Spirit to change us, the outcome of which is 
that we will become more like him. So, let’s take a look at how Paul says we actually do this.

[6]
Galatians 5:16-26 (ESV)

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. 

[7]
19 Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, 20 idolatry, sorcery, enmi-
ty, 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.

[8]
 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.

We are going to walk fairly quickly through this passage this morning and then over the next nine weeks we are 
going to take a closer look at each of the fruit of the Spirit Paul talks about in verses 22 and 23. 
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I want to draw your attention to several principles for growth Paul outlines here. 

The first thing I want you to notice is when we talk about growing in maturity we are talking about a journey, or a 
process not an event.

[9]
16 But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. 

Growth does not happen over night. Growth happens as we purposefully walk with Jesus. We are his apprentices. 
That is what a disciple is. We are learners. We learn from the Master. Over and over again the Bible refers to this 
process. Every trial, every obstacle, every struggle, is an opportunity to grow in maturity. Paul spoke about this 
process in Romans 5:3-5. James spoke about it in James 1:2-4. 

[10]
James 1:2–4 (NIV)

2 Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of many kinds, 3 because you 
know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance. 4 Let perseverance finish its work so that you 
may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.

We purposefully walk with Jesus on a daily basis and surrender our will to his. This is a counterintuitive 
path to true joy. We would naturally think that joy would come from doing whatever we feel like at the time. If we 
feel like we want something it makes sense to us that we should get it. We desire things because we think in 
getting them we will attain some sort of happiness. The truth is that if we live like that true joy will be elusive. 
We will get the thing we desire only to find out that joy wasn’t there, and will be left wanting — again.

[11]
True joy is only found in walking with Jesus and exchanging those things we think will bring us happi-
ness with the true treasure of the kingdom of God and his righteousness. Why is that?

[12]
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.

The road to spiritual maturity is not a straight line. There are ups and downs. There are victories and failures. 
There are times when we feel like we are making great progress. And there are times when we feel like we are in 
a spiritual desert. There is a continual battle between our old sinful nature and the new nature that was giv-
en to us when we received Christ. Paul said the desires of our flesh and the desires of the Spirit of Jesus in us 
are in opposition to each other. They are battling it out inside of you. How many of you can recognize that battle 
going on? 

The desire of the flesh in us seeks to exalt self. It’s either saying, “Look at what I do”, or “Look at what I know.” 
The old nature is all about self-preservation. The old self is struggling to survive. When we received Christ, the old 
self in us, what Paul calls the desires of the flesh, was not very happy at all with its new roommate and it is active-
ly trying to destroy the new nature, or what Paul calls the desires of the Spirit that God placed in you when you 
received Christ. There is a war going on inside you. 

The desire of the Spirit in us seeks to draw attention to Christ. He will not force himself on us, but as we co-
operate with him by surrendering to his will the desires of the flesh in us will weaken. It’s not going to happen over 
night though. There are things our old nature thinks we need in order to justify our existence. The newer car, the 
bigger house, the bigger bank account, the better career, the prettier woman on your arm, more biblical knowl-
edge, greater theological understanding, or doing good things, or any other thing we think will give us significance 
other than God. The desires of the flesh in us tells us that we need these things in order to feel good about our-
selves. If the Jones’ have these things we should too.

There’s nothing wrong with any of these things in and of themselves. You shouldn’t feel bad for having nice 
things, unless your reason for having them is to justify your existence. You certainly shouldn’t feel bad for wanting 
a better understanding of God’s Word, or for doing good things. But, if we chase after these things to feel good 
about ourselves we will never be satisfied because the law of diminishing returns will kick in and we will always 
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feel the need for something bigger, better, newer, or prettier to make us feel good about ourselves. We will never 
be satisfied. That is the lie of the old nature in us. 

Notice that Paul says that the two natures in us are at war trying to keep us from doing what we want to do. Paul 
talked about this battle in his own life in Romans 7.  If we are in Christ we want to do the right thing don’t we. We 
want to love the way Jesus loves. We desperately want that. How many times though do we kick ourselves after 
reacting poorly to someone? We say something we know we shouldn’t have said. As soon as the words come out 
of our mouths, and maybe we even tell ourselves before the words come out that we best not say it, and then be-
fore you know it out it comes.  We knew we shouldn’t have said it, but we did it anyway. How many of you can 
relate to that?

The Spirit of Jesus, who is resident in his disciples, works against the desires of the flesh in us. There is an inside 
out job that needs to take place. We cannot do this by simply pulling ourselves up by our bootstraps and manag-
ing our sin. That will just lead to shame when we fail, or pride of self when we do well, like a child trying to get the 
attention of her parents, “Look at me.”  What we need is a transformation of the heart.

As we learn to surrender to Jesus on a minute by minute basis he will purge us of those things in our lives that 
war against our soul. But, that does take some hard training and perseverance as his apprentices. Look at what 
Paul told his protégé Timothy.

[13]
2 Timothy 3:16-17 (ESV)

16 All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for train-
ing in righteousness, 17 that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.

Notice, Paul says that Scripture is used for training. If you have ever done any training you know that to become 
proficient at anything takes hard work. You do not coast into being a great musician or a great athlete, a master 
chess player, or a great anything. It takes a tremendous amount of training. When we enter into a life with Jesus 
we become his apprentices and train to grow in our capacity to love like he does. It does not come naturally or 
easily. We will never coast into Christ-likeness.

[14]
18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law.

We need to be led by the Spirit, not simply do the right things or know the right things. Remember, the law does 
not bring life. In other words, we do not do good things or know good things in order to get closer to God or to 
gain his favour, or be loved by him. If we are truly led by the Spirit who gives life we will have his Word written on 
our hearts so we won’t need to do good things simply because it’s the law. We will do good things because God 
has changed out “ought-to’s” to “want-to’s”, and because that’s what love does.

[15]
Now, Paul juxtaposes works of the flesh with the fruit of the Spirit.

19 Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, 20 idolatry, sorcery, enmi-
ty, 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 that there are some pretty obvious outward sins there mixed in with some others that people can easily 
hide. Sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, fits of anger, drunkenness, and orgies are fairly ob-
vious sins to most people. Although, there are some people who call themselves Christian and cannot control 
their anger and they do not see it as a problem. Everyone around them does, but they don’t. They are blind to it. 
But, I think most people do. They know they have an anger problem. They just don’t know what to do about it.

Some of the sins in Paul’s list here are not necessarily overt. They can be hidden. You can be envious and pre-
tend to be content. Inside you could be seething with envy over the things your neighbour has that you don’t. You 
can be jealous and put on a very nice face. There are lots of these more subtle sins that you can easily hide and 
look like a very spiritual person while on the inside you are ugly. Your true self will eventually come out, but for a 
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while you can wear a mask. All of these character flaws, Paul says, are fruits of the flesh that are at war against 
the fruit of the Spirit. 

I warn you, as I warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.

That’s a pretty scary thought isn’t it? Think about the things in that list. Those who do such things will not in-
herit the kingdom of God.

Paul is not saying that if we fall in any of these ways we will not get to heaven. If the kingdom of God is “where 
what God wants done gets done,” as we have said previously, living according to our fleshly desires will not ac-
complish in us the treasure of the kingdom our hearts desperately long for. It will only serve to bring us further 
from the kingdom kind of life. There is another way.

Jesus said in the Gospel of John 15 that if we spend time with him and let him spend time with us we will bear 
much fruit. That’s the same thing Paul said here in Galatians 5. And this is what the fruit will look like.

[16]
 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. 

This is what love looks like. These fruit are the measure of our maturity. Over the next nine weeks we are going to 
take a closer look at each one of the fruit, so we aren’t going to spend a lot of time on them now. But suffice it to 
say, as we walk with Jesus and surrender the opposing sins such as those Paul mentioned in verses 19 to 21 we 
will make room for the fruit of the Spirit to grow. If we are purposeful in our training with Jesus we will see our-
selves grow in all of these fruit — all of them. 

We should be able to look back at our lives and be amazed at what God has done in bringing us to maturity. The 
things we used to get impatient at will no longer bother us. We will be impervious to the things that would have 
once disturbed our peace. We will be more loving, joyful, kind, faithful, gentle and self-controlled a year from now 
than we are right now. The growth should never stop. We can never say, “Oh, I’ve learned that already. I’m good 
enough at the joy part. Now I need to move on to peace.” We will never stop growing in Christ as long as we are 
breathing.

Against such things there is no law. The law cannot produce that kind of fruit. It is only produced as we allow 
Jesus to transform our minds and hearts so we take on his character little by little.

Timothy Keller, in his commentary on Galatians illustrates this truth with an apple tree. 
[17]

"Think about an apple tree. Do the apples on the tree make it alive? No if you tied apples onto a dead 
tree’s branches, that wouldn’t make it alive! The apples don’t give life; they are a sign that the tree is 
alive. But the life produces the fruit; not the other way around.”1

It’s the same with us and the fruit of the Spirit. We do not do good works or gain more knowledge to give us life or 
to make God love us. We do not produce the fruit of the Spirit to make us better Christians. The Spirit of Jesus 
produces the fruit in us as we spend time with him. The fruit produced in us is an indication that the life of Jesus is 
present in us. If we and others cannot see growth in us from year to year that is an indication that there is some-
thing wrong spiritually.

[18]
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 an-
other, envying one another.

Let’s just point out a couple of things here. 

 Timothy Keller, Galatians for You.1
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First of all, notice that Paul says that if you belong to Jesus you will have crucifed the desires of the flesh. This is 
actually the starting point of growth. We need to own our sin and short-comings. 

[19]
We will not grow if we pretend we are ok. We aren’t. There is nobody here who has this stuff in the bag. And if 
you think you have, you need to marinate in 1 John. You will find out that you are very deluded. John calls you a 
liar.

So, the first step in growing in the fruit of the Spirit is to recognize that you need help. There are times we are 
all impatient. All of us are sometimes unloving. There are times when we are not very kind. Gentleness is an area 
we each need to grow in. I could go through the whole list. The first step is to recognize that we need help in 
every area. 

The second step is to crucify, not just the sin, but the desire to sin; the reason or motivation for being unkind or 
judgemental or unloving. What do we get from it? Whatever we think we get from acting out in sin is our idol. We 
need to own it and recognize it for the idol it is, dethrone it, and put Jesus back on the throne where he belongs.

Thirdly, Paul says we need to keep in step with the Spirit.

I can remember when I was a wee boy I was out walking somewhere with my dad in Calgary. It was winter and we 
were walking in a field through very deep snow. I was ploughing through the snow that was up past my waist and I 
was getting very tired. I started to complain to my dad that it was too hard and I couldn’t walk any longer. He 
looked behind me and saw that I was blazing my own trail instead of walking in his steps.

So, he said, “Son, come behind me and follow. I’ll blaze the trail and you just follow.” I’ve told you before how 
stubborn I was as a child. For me to get to that place where I would take this advice from my day meant that I had 
to come to the end of myself and realize that I couldn’t do it. I had to swallow my pride and humble myself and 
move over into his steps. When I stopped trying to blaze my own trail and kept in step with him I couldn’t believe 
how much easier it was.

That’s what we need to do with Jesus. We cannot win the battle of the flesh on our own power. We need to hum-
ble ourselves, recognize that we cannot do it and then keep in step with him. When we follow him he will show us 
areas in our lives we need to crucify. Then we need to call those desires what they are — sin and idolatry, and let 
him produce in us the fruit of the Spirit.

[20]
Colossians 2:6-7 (ESV)

6 Therefore, as you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in him, 7 rooted and built up in him and estab-
lished in the faith, just as you were taught, abounding in thanksgiving.
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Galatians: Learning to Live in the Freedom of Christ
The Process of Growth

Galatians 5:16-26
Week of February 8th, 2015

Objective of this study: To grow in our understanding of what life by the Spirit is. 

Worship (5 – 10 minutes)
1. Spend five minutes in silent prayer asking God to prepare your heart for how he wants to speak to you. 
2. After the five minutes of silence have someone interrupt the silence and read  Psalm 116:1-9  meditatively to the group. 
Then pause for about a minute and let it sink in.
3. Sing a song or two of praise and thanksgiving to God. 

Welcome (5 – 10 minutes)
What is your favorite locally grown fruit? Have you ever tried to grow exotic or unusual fruit?

Word (20 - 30 minutes)

1. What stood out from the sermon? Which imagery from the sermon did you find most helpful in understanding the con-
cepts?

2. Read Galatians 5:16-26.
3. Observation questions: What are some key words in this passage?

What is being contrasted with what? Find the various ways these opposites are expressed or described. Refer to 
several different versions, if you have them there (eg. NIV, ESV, NLT, NKJV).

4. What is the conflict that is described in verses 16 and 17? 
5. Sermon quote: “There is a war going on inside of us. The desire of the flesh in us seeks to exalt self… (It desires 

things) we think will give us significance, other than God, things we think we need in order to feel good about 
ourselves…[But] we will never be satisfied.  That is the lie of the old nature in us.” 

      On the other hand, “…the desire of the Spirit in us seeks to draw attention to Christ.”
      Read Romans 8:5-6. Can you recognize that battle going on?  Can you feel the pull in opposite directions? How do the 
‘desires of the flesh’ hold out a promise of significance or fulfillment, but then let us down? How do they lead to pain and de-
struction for ourselves, others, and our relationships? In contrast, how do the fruit of the Spirit bring life and health to us and 
our relationships?

6. Sermon quote:  “We are broken. We need a transformation of the mind and heart that only the Spirit of God can 
brings about, with our cooperation.”   We need this, because even if we could avoid outward sin, we’ve still got the 
inward ones, and we are ‘ugly on the inside.’ Take another look at verses 19-21. What are the inward sins mentioned 
here? How do they make us ugly on the inside? Can you relate? How do they undermine love?

7. Read Romans 12:1-2. How do the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22- 23) go against ‘the pattern of this world’ (or, ‘the be-
haviour and customs of this world’)? Give some specific examples.

Work (30 - 40 minutes)
Sermon quote: “Living according to our fleshly desires will not accomplish in us the treasure of the kingdom our 
hearts desperately long for… True joy is only found in walking with Jesus and exchanging those things we think will 
bring us happiness with the true treasure of the kingdom of God and his righteousness.” 
Have you found this to be true?

1. So, how do we cooperate with God’s Spirit, and be transformed? See John 15:1-4.
2. Sermon quote: “The first step in growing in the fruit of the Spirit is to recognize that we need help. We will not 

grow if we pretend we are ok.”
      Read 1 John 1:5-10. What do you see here that relates to owning our sin and shortcomings?
3. Sermon quote:  “The second step is to crucify, not just the sin, but the desire to sin.  Whatever we think we get 

from acting out in sin is our idol. We need to dethrone it and put Jesus back on the throne where he belongs.”
      How can we do this?
4.   Sermon quote: “Thirdly, Paul says we need to keep in step with the Spirit.”
      Remember, the Spirit is a person, not a system or a theological idea. How can we keep in step with him? Share your own    
experiences. 

�7


