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Lance Armstrong was once one of the great heroes of health. After overcoming testicular cancer, he returned to cycling and won the Tour de France seven times.

And he didn’t just do it for himself. He founded Livestrong, raised millions, inspired cancer patients, and gave people hope. That’s what made his story so powerful. He was chasing something good.

But then in 2012, it all came crashing down.  The USADA banned Armstrong for life and stripped him of all seven of his wins.  At first, he denied everything.  But finally in an interview with Oprah, it came out.  He admitted that his victories were built on doping, and he called the whole thing “one big lie.”  And one of the most revealing things Armstrong said was that his battle with cancer had filled him with a “win at all costs” mentality.  He described it as a “ruthless desire to win.” 

Now winning isn’t a bad thing – it’s good.  But when winning becomes the master, it asks for sacrifices.  You have to sacrifice honesty.  You have to sacrifice relationships.  And eventually you have to sacrifice yourself.  And that’s what happened to Armstrong.  Winning was not just something he did.  Winning became something he served.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.bbc.com/sport/cycling/21065539 (Accessed May 29, 2026)] 

…
Our interactive worship is going to be a bit different because of where we are.  But we still are still going to start with a few questions.  So make a group of 3 or 4.  If you notice someone without a group invite them in.  And you each have a minute fifteen to answer the questions on the screen.  Go.

1.) Hi, my name is____
2.) What is one good thing that can become unhealthy if it becomes too important?
3.) Armstrong was racing to cure cancer.  Do the ends ever justify the means?  Why or why not?

If you’ve got a Bible, go ahead and open it to Galatians 5.  We are going to pick it up in verse 13 today.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Galatians 5:13-25]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.  

In our text today, Paul tells us that freedom isn’t getting to obey every desire. Freedom is being so full of the Spirit that our desires are reordered around Christ.
See Paul isn’t merely giving us bad behaviours to avoid and good behaviours to imitate. He is showing us two kinds of life: one controlled by the flesh — by desires that have become too big — and one led by the Spirit, by the resurrection power of God bringing dead people to life.

Another way to say this is: obedience matters, but Christianity is more than disciplining yourself into being good. At the center of following Jesus is resurrection.  So, for example, in Ephesians 1 Paul says:
I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which [God] has called you… and His incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is the same as the mighty strength He exerted when He raised Christ from the dead (Ephesians 1:19-20)

Paul is praying that Jesus followers would know the power of God — and not merely know about it but experience it. He wants the same power that raised Jesus from the dead to bring the dead places in you to life.

And this is what we need.  So are you living in that power? Or have you settled for too little? Is the deadness in you falling away — the fear, guilt, striving, and joyless hopelessness? Are you becoming more loving, more joyful, and more free?  Or are you stuck?
…
Well the text we are in today is one of the central ones that unpacks what this resurrection power of Jesus looks like when it gets into us.  And so what I want to do is look at this passage in three movements: first, what needs to change.  Second, what change looks like.  And finally, how to move from death to life.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/spiritual-resurrection/ (Accessed May 25, 2026)] 

…
First, what needs to change.  And what we see here is desire without God.

So Paul sets up two competing ways of life. We can “indulge” and “gratify the desires of the flesh,” or we can “walk by the Spirit” and produce “the fruit of the Spirit.” One way leads deeper into slavery; the other leads deeper into freedom.

And Paul says these two ways of life are at war inside us.  So verse 17 says:
“For the flesh desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the flesh.” (Galatians 5:17)

So the Christian life is not passive.  It’s not, “I prayed a prayer once, and now I just coast into freedom.”  Paul says there’s a battle going on inside you.  There are desires pulling you away from God, and there is the Spirit of God pulling you toward life.  And that means the question we need to ask ourselves is not simply, “Am I behaving well?”  The deeper question is, “What is mastering me?”  What desire is shaping me?  What has become so important that I would sacrifice everything else to get it?  Do you know the answer to that?
If desire is misplaced it becomes an enslaving master.  This is the warning of Galatians 5.
…
And so the next thing Paul does is lay out what happens to a person when an enslaving master controls them.  He gives us a list of what he calls obvious acts of the flesh. 
Sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. (Galatians 5:19-21)

Now this is not an exhaustive list, which is why Paul ends with the words “and the like.”  He’s not giving us every possible act of the flesh.  He is showing us what happens when desire gets detached from God.   

And that is important because when we hear a list like this most of us divide it into categories.  So there are obvious sins like sexual immorality, impurity, debauchery, idolatry, witchcraft, drunkenness and wild partying.  Those are obviously bad.
…
But then Paul includes a bunch of sins religious people often excuse: hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissension, factions and envy.  These are sins that show up in church board meetings and Bible studies.  They split churches, damage friendships and cause people to walk away from the faith.  

And the striking thing is that Paul puts them in the same list.  See he isn’t targeting “immoral people.” He is targeting spiritual deadness — what the flesh does whenever desire for something other than God becomes ultimate.

So pleasure is good, but when pleasure becomes ultimate, it turns into immorality, impurity, and debauchery.  Entertainment is good, but when escape is ultimate, it leads to drunkenness and wild partying.  And there’s nothing wrong with influence, but when control becomes ultimate, envy, jealousy, idolatry, and witchcraft are close behind.  Even being right can be good, but when winning becomes ultimate, dissension and factions follow.

See these aren’t random sins.  The whole list is about how your desire for anything, good or bad, if allowed to become all encompassing, becomes a master.

And this is where Lance Armstrong is such a helpful picture. His problem was not just that he broke the rules. His deeper problem was that a good desire became a ruling desire. Winning was not just something he wanted. Winning became something he served.  And Paul says the same thing happens in us.

Now for you it’s probably not winning the Tour de France. But maybe it’s being respected, or in control or gaining financial freedom.  Maybe it’s finding a spouse, or being right, or having successful kids, or even needing the church to go the way it should.
Those are not bad things – unless you happen to want the church to go a different direction than I do.  Respect is good. Healthy children are good. But when a good desire becomes ultimate, it doesn’t stay good. It enslaves.  And this is why Paul gives such a serious warning in verse 21:
I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. (Galatians 5:21)

Now Paul isn’t saying that if you ever see one of these things in your life, you’re not a Christian.  He has already told us there is a war going on inside believes.  The flesh desires against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh.  

But Paul is saying that if you make peace with these things, if you feed them and build your life around them, then you are not walking toward the kingdom.  You’re walking towards slavery.

And this is what we have been seeing all through Galatians.  The things that look like freedom often lead into bondage because when getting what you want becomes your master, it’s not freedom anymore, it’s slavery.  And that isn’t what God wants for you.  

See Jesus didn’t set you free so you could be mastered again.  It was for freedom that He set you free.  So the first thing Paul shows us is that desire without God can even turn a good thing into a slave master.  
…
Second, what change looks like.  So after Paul shows us the acts of the flesh, he turns to something he calls the fruit of the Spirit.  And this is what the resurrection power of God can produce in people.  So verse 22 reads:
But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law.  (Galatians 5:22-23)

Now obviously it would be easy to take a week on each of these words – and we are going to spend next Sunday on self-control because of how Paul’s vision of self-control highlights the point he is making here.  But today I want us to see the whole picture.

See Paul’s not giving us nine disconnected virtues.  He’s showing us what resurrection life looks like.  In other words the Spirit isn’t trying to get us to behave better – “work harder to implement these 9 things.”  Rather the Spirit wants to make us alive and this is what it looks like.

So you’ll be full of real love.  Love is opening yourself up to another person for their good.  Love is not using someone to fill a hole in me.  It’s giving myself away.  It’s making myself vulnerable instead of protecting my interests.  And it’s not transactional.  It’s not, you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.  It’s I’m going to die to myself to put you first.  Jesus says, “greater love has no one than this, than that they lay down their life for their friends.”  And an abundant life with the Spirit is full of love.

Then there’s joy.  Joy is delighting in God for who He is. The flesh says, “I can only have joy if my bank account rises and my kids make wise choices.” But the Spirit produces joy deeper than circumstance because your meaning and value are built on God.  And a joyful life is really alive.

Peace means I don’t need to control everything. The flesh is anxious because it has to manage every outcome and keep people in line. But peace is confidence that God is in control and He is good.  So I can relax because I’m not God.

And then there is forbearance or patience.  Patience means I don’t need revenge when I’m hurt. The flesh keeps score and rehearses the argument. But the Spirit enables us to absorb wrong without returning it. That doesn’t mean pretending evil isn’t evil. It means entrusting justice to God.

And kindness means I don’t need to compete.  The flesh sees someone else succeed and feels threatened.  When someone else is lifted up it feels like I am put down.  But kindness rejoice is the good that happens to another.  

Goodness is integrity.  It means I don’t have to hide because I’m the same person in private as in public.  The flesh spends a huge amount of energy making sure people think I’m good, but life in the Spirit is good.

Faithfulness is dependability.  It means I can be trusted.  I stay when staying is hard.  I show up when it costs.  The flesh escapes when things get difficult, but the Spirit makes us steady.  

Gentleness is meekness or humility.  It’s strength that doesn’t need to flex.  The flesh needs to win every argument and be seen as smart or spiritual.  But the Spirit frees us from the need to defend our importance.  

And finally there is self-control which means I don’t need to obey every appetite.  Instead I’ve got the ability to say no to an urgent desire because I’m being governed by a better desire.  

So do you see what Paul is showing us?  The Spirit doesn’t restrain our behaviour, it resurrects us to life.  We don’t need to use other people or have circumstances save us, or control everything, or seek revenge, or escape or obey every appetite because we’ve got something better.  We are actually alive.  And that’s what freedom looks like.
…
So Jesus follower, is that kind of life growing in you?  Not has it grown to completion but is it growing.  And maybe not as quickly as you want.  And certainly not without failure, repentance and starting again.  But are you tracking towards a resurrected life?

Are you becoming more loving and joyful?  Are you more peaceful, patient and generous than you were before?  Are you more self-controlled.  If you are its evidence that the Spirit’s power is at work reordering you around Christ. 
…
Now, nobody here has arrived.  So how do we move from these areas of death that still remain toward life?  There are two principles here that I want to unpack.  And we will get into more of this next week.  But in verse 16 Paul says:
So I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. (Galatians 5:16)

These words are very carefully crafted.  Notice Paul doesn’t say “walk by the Spirit and don’t gratify the desires of the flesh.”  He says “walk by the Spirit and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.  These are not the same.

See Paul means freedom doesn’t come by trying harder to avoid bad behaviour and do good behaviour.  Freedom, and the ability to live a life full of the fruit of the Spirit, comes as we walk by the Spirit.

And here is where we also need to point out that Paul says “fruit” singular, not “fruits.”  And then he gives us nine things.  But this isn’t a mistake.  His point is not “you need these 9 fruits.”  His point is when you are walking by the Spirit it changes you.

Soif every aspect of your life isn’t abundant – if you are hopeless, joyless and exhausted somewhere – you don’t need to grit your teeth and try harder to make fruit.  You need to hang out with the Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead.  Do that!

And so this passage is packed with experiential language.  Paul says walk by the Spirit; be led by the Spirit; live by the Spirit and keep in step with the Spirit.  So you don’t need to white knuckle it more.  You need to be with the Spirit.  Just spend time doing that!  See you overcome fleshly desire and fill up with fruit simply by walking with the Spirit.
…
Now of course there is effort here.  But it’s not the defeatist effort that you’ve already tried.  Like if you’ve been trying to avoid being bad no doubt you’ve had three days of success and then taken another trip on the crazy train.  

You are patient with the spouse Jesus gave you.  Then you are patient again.  And then boom you snap.  Or you get the software and keep your browsing history pure.  And then you say no to temptation again.  But all of a sudden – snap – you’re right back in the same smut you were before.  Why does this happen?  It’s because you’re putting your effort in the wrong place.  Look at verse 24.  Paul says:
Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. (Galatians 5:24)

Notice the desire language.  Paul says the flesh has passions and desires.  And it’s not that it wants bad things – usually it just wants good things too much.  The flesh is about over-desire. 

So sex is good.  But if sex becomes where you look for meaning or value, then it has become an over-desire.  And influence is good.  It’s better to have agency than to be powerless.  But needing to control everything is over-desire.

And work is good.  Relationships are good.  Health is good.  Family is good.  Ministry is good.  Winning is good.  But anything we desire too much becomes our master.  It becomes an idol.  And idols enslave.  

And you don’t crucify an idol with self-discipline.  You crucify an idol by desiring the right thing more.  So what you need is to walk with the Spirit to Jesus.

See He’s the one who died for you and rose again.  And when you see Him clearly, you are able to look at these other things and say, “Why would I look to this to save me?  Why would I need this to give me worth?  I have a Saviour who died to make me whole.  And He’s who I belong to.”

This is why verse 24 begins with belonging: “those who belong to Christ Jesus.”

Before Paul says crucify the flesh, he says belong to Christ.  That is the order.  You don’t crucify your way into belonging.  You belong to Christ, and then with His Spirit reordering your desires, you crucify the things that used to master you.
…
So yes, fight sin.  Yes, say no to temptation.  But do it by walking with the Spirit.  Do it by setting your desires on the One who actually satisfies.  See freedom isn’t getting to do whatever you want.  Freedom is wanting God because He is what is good for you.

And this brings us back to Lance Armstrong. From the outside, he looked amazing. But under the surface, winning wasn’t merely what Armstrong was doing. Winning was what Armstrong was serving.  And winning became a ruthless master.  It demanded truth, relationships, and even Armstrong himself be sacrificed.  That’s what idols do.

But Jesus has something better. He has abundant life so full of the resurrection power of the Holy Spirit that love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control begin to bubble out of you.

So don’t settle for slavery.  Don’t let yourself be mastered.  You belong to Christ.  So this week don’t try harder, walk with Him.  Feed your desires on the One who satisfies.  If you will then His resurrection power will bring you fully to life.  

