
In Step with God 

Over the past three weeks we’ve looked at all nine of the fruits of the Spirit that Paul 
lists in Galatians 5:22, 23.  We’ve seen that the Spirit’s work within us will produce 
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-
control.  We’ve seen how these are strong words, words that require decisive action in 
our lives, words that express something greater than being nice, but words that show 
a clear commitment to Jesus and a willingness to follow His example in life.

But we’ve spent very little time talking about how to do it.  That’s because Paul saves 
his discussion for our part in producing these fruits until now, until the final verses of 
this chapter.  

Remember that this list of good things comes after a list of negative traits, 15 items 
that Paul calls the “acts of the sinful nature.”  He’s described our experience of the 
sinful nature and the Spirit as a kind of war between the two forces pulling in different 
directions.  In verse 17, he writes:

The sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit and the Spirit what is 
contrary to the sinful nature.  They are in conflict with each other, so that you do 
not do what you want.

Then v. 18:
But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law.

So, there are two contrasting possibilities for the choices we make in life.  We either 
choose what the sinful nature presents us with, the selfishness and rebellion against 
God that characterized our life before the Spirit came in, or we choose to be led by the 
Spirit, in which case there are no longer any rules to worry about, no longer a law that 
must be obeyed.  Under the scenario of being led by the Spirit, we are in relationship 
with God and our actions are governed, not by commandments, but by that 
relationship.  We do what pleases Him because we love Him, not because He is 
standing over us with the threat of punishment.  We do what pleases Him because 
we want His Name to be lifted up in and through our lives, we want Him to receive the 
glory that He deserves because of His selfless sacrifice on the cross.  We do what 
pleases Him because we know that that choice will produce a greater good in our 
lives than any choice we make out of selfish ambition and pride.  

And, we read at the end of v. 23 that the choice to follow the Spirit’s leading produces 
fruit in our lives that are not only tolerated, but welcomed everywhere: “Against such 
things -- and by “such things” he means love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control -- there is NO law.”  Nobody is 
going to get into trouble with the people we interact with by being loving, joyful, 
peaceful, patient, kind, etc.  The reason that we don’t have to worry about laws any 
more is that there is no law against the things that are produced by the Holy Spirit, at 
work in our lives.

All that’s left, then, is to figure out how we can live this way, how we can, as Paul says 



in today’s passage, keep in step with the Spirit:
Those who belong to Christ Jesus have nailed the passions and desires of their 
sinful nature to His cross and crucified them there.  If we are living now by the 
Holy Spirit, let us follow the Holy Spirit’s leading in every part of our lives.  Let us 
not become conceited, or irritate one another, or be jealous of one another.

In the NIV, verse 25 is translated, “Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with 
the Spirit.”  This could be an image of a military march, where the soldiers keep in a 
straight line, but I’m going to use a different image today. 

 Video clip of Ohio State University marching band
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Keeping in step with the Spirit really translates into being and becoming the person 
God has created you to be, doing the things He is calling you to do, using the gifts He 
has given you and being guided through that whole process of change by the powerful 
presence of God’s Spirit within you.  

The result . . . is a work of art.  The result is something that the world will appreciate, 
they will admire.  The result is the church being what it’s supposed to be and doing 
what it’s supposed to do.  And what is that?

Let us not become conceited, or irritate one another, or be jealous of one 
another.

Now, there’s more coming in chapter six, but doesn’t that just stand out to you?  
Paul’s instruction is that we follow the Spirit’s lead and the result of keeping in step 
will be that we avoid these things that cause dissension, conflict, bad feelings among 
people who should be getting along.  Paul says, “Let us follow the Holy Spirit’s 
leading in every part of our lives,” and then, as if to demonstrate which parts of our 
lives might be critical for the Galatians he talks about pride, and about becoming 
irritating to, or jealous of, others.

Each of these three items has to do with one person both thinking and acting as if he 
or she is superior to others.  The middle one, “don’t irritate one another”, has to do 
with provoking people by acting superior to them, by putting them down, in a sense, by 
drawing attention to any areas where we feel like we have the upper hand.  Then he 
tells them not to envy one another and the idea here is that a person who sees good 
qualities in another person should not be unwilling to acknowledge those good 
qualities.  An envious person will keep the praise to themselves while secretly 
wishing they had that skill, or that position, or whatever it is they feel envious of.  

So this is a big deal.  If we don’t keep in step with the Spirit but are conceited and 
provoking others in our pride and refusing to praise others out of envy, we’re way out 
of step with what God is doing.  We’ve taken our tuba and marched down the far end 
of the field, blasting notes that don’t fit in with what anyone else is playing.  We’re 
making sour music, bad notes, and we’re marching to a different beat than everyone 



around us.  It doesn’t look good and it doesn’t sound good -- so what can we do about 
it?

Every good marching band has a leader -- several leaders.  In every section someone 
steps out and others follow their lead.  In the life of the Spirit, there is one leader and 
we need to keep our eyes on Him.  How do we do that when we can’t see Him?

1. We study what He likes and what He doesn’t like in the letters of Paul ... like 
Galatians or Romans.  We contrast what the Spirit desires with what our sinful nature 
desires and we see pretty quickly what kinds of attitudes and what kinds of actions 
please our guide, our Lord.   We just saw in vv. 19-21 that sexual immorality, impurity, 
sensuality, idolatry, sorcery or witchcraft, hostility, quarreling, jealousy outbursts or 
anger, selfish ambition, dissension, division, envy, drunkenness and orgies are 
things that the Spirit within us is warring against.  So we resist the temptation to join 
the battle of our sinful nature against the Holy Spirit of God who is leading us to 
goodness and truth.  We have to say, “No, I’m not going to serve that old nature, but 
I’m going to press in to know and to serve the Spirit of Jesus.”

2. The second thing we do is to study what Jesus did in the four gospels.  Read 
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John and ask yourself, “How did Jesus deal with people who 
were proud and self-reliant?  Is that the way I want Him to deal with me?  Or, how did 
He deal with people who were humble, who were hurting, who were desperate for 
help?”  What did Jesus communicate to His disciples when they were full of their own 
ideas and trying to set the agenda for His ministry?  Can you imagine Him talking to 
you in the same way when you are setting the agenda, when you are taking the lead 
and asking Him to follow?  By the way, that’s a very common thing for many, many 
people -- we set the agenda and then ask the Lord to bless it, to make it work out.  
And some folks even struggle with doubts and question God if it doesn’t work out the 
way they had hoped ... without ever stopping to question their approach to Jesus in the 
first place.  Our approach should be to let Him set the agenda -- that’s what the 
disciples did when they were at their best -- and then we follow and see the blessing 
that comes after.

One of the reasons that we have spent so much time in the gospels over the past few 
years is that we need to know Jesus.  We need to be able to recognize His voice, the 
voice of His Spirit, when we are confronted by life’s challenges, so that we can 
respond the way He did.  When we get the sense, “I shouldn’t be here”, then it’s 
probably because we know that Jesus wouldn’t want us to be in that situation.  When 
we hear a voice inside us saying, “I need to hold back my anger, I need to keep a lid 
on it this time,” it’s probably because we’re hearing the Spirit tell us that our Lord 
would not lash out in anger in this kind of situation.

3. Which brings me to the third thing we should be doing just to cope with life, let 
alone grow in spiritual strength during these difficult days -- and that is to pray with an 
ear open to hear what the Lord is saying to us in response to our prayers.  Do you 
ever feel like your prayers are words that go off into space and that, even if the Lord 



hears them, He’s not likely to respond?  In other words, do you feel like your prayer life 
is a one-way street, like your childhood letters to Santa Claus which never got a reply?

We can grow past that simply by raising the expectation level for what prayer should 
be.  We expect prayer to consist of us talking to God, but do we expect to hear Him 
speak to us in response?  If the expectation is there, then we are more likely to listen, 
to wait, to endure some silence while we wait to hear His reply.  

Prayer is meant to be a conversation in which both the person praying and the God 
who hears prayer have the chance to speak.  Make sure your prayers are like that.  
Make sure that your talking to God is not just a one-way monologue that has no 
impact on your own heart because it consists of only your own thoughts.  I remember, 
many years ago now, when I was a pastor at New Life in Burnaby, and we invited a 
series of speakers to come over a four-week period to talk about different aspects of 
the ministry of the Holy Spirit.  One of those speakers was Bob Birch who spoke to us 
on listening to the Spirit.  The thing I remember so clearly from Bob’s talk that day was 
how he began: he said, “God is speaking to us all the time.”  It is in His nature to 
communicate, and He does so through His creation, through His actions, through His 
word and also by His Spirit.  The breakdown in communication occurs when we don’t 
take the time to listen.

4. Let’s summarize what we’ve covered so far in the art of “keeping in step” with the 
leading of the Holy Spirit.
  a. We study the letters of the New Testament to see what
       the Spirit approves of and what He disapproves of.
  b. We study the gospels so that we can know Jesus and
       respond to situations the way we know He would.
  c. We determine to grow in the art of listening prayer.
Now, number 4, we use our brains to think about the likely or even inevitable, 
consequences of our choices.  Will this action bring me closer to God or into a better 
relationship with God’s people?  Will this choice enhance my freedom in Christ or will 
it make me feel more enslaved to sin?

Will this decision result in greater glory for God or greater opportunity for the enemy of 
my soul to torment me?  

We’ve seen, earlier, that Jesus Christ has set us free and that we shouldn’t let 
ourselves be burdened again by submitting to the slavery of our sinful nature.  But 
how does that work?  How can I experience spiritual freedom if I only have one 
choice?  And here’s the greatly oversimplified picture of our freedom: when we submit 
ourselves to the old, sinful nature, we do only have one choice, and that is  to obey its 
lusts, to follow its desires.  When we submit ourselves to the Spirit and to His desires 
for us, we will have the freedom to do right and to receive the blessings that come 
from that or to do the wrong thing.  We always have the choice before us, whereas, 
without the Spirit, we don’t have the choice to do the things that please God.  



We have no ability in our natural selves, to do the right things with the right motivation 
and the appropriate humility, so that God receives the glory for what we do.  We can’t 
because our natural minds are not geared that way.  Our natural minds think of 
ourselves first at the very centre of all that we experience.  We have no capacity, 
without God’s help, to see things the way He does, which is not with us at the very 
centre of all that is.  It is only when the Spirit leads us and we keep in step with His 
leading, that we can begin to understand how great He is, how wonderful His ways 
and His works are and how blessed we are to be given the grace to know Him, and to 
love Him.

So, number 4 is to think through how to best use the freedom that we’ve been given by 
recognizing the likely consequences of any action that we will take.

5. Number 5 is simply to take care of your relationships.  Your interactions with one 
another can always be subject to misunderstandings, to fears, to envy, to pride, to 
anger.  The list goes on.  Watch out for this area of relationships because it’s not just 
in Galatia that Satan works to make a wedge between believers, to make one group 
critical of another group, to make one person resentful of another, to stir up division, 
controversy, bad feelings, judgments.  

None of us are immune.   We all have legitimate reasons to feel slighted, to be 
offended, to be faced with the need to forgive, to feel judged or judgmental, to decide 
that someone else needs to change more than we do.  There will never be an end of 
things that stir up these kinds of feelings and thoughts within us.  So we need to deal 
with them as they rise and make sure they don’t get ahold of our hearts.

Here’s the solemn counsel of Scripture (Ephesians):
Put away all falsehood and tell your neighbor the truth because we belong to 
each other.  And don’t sin by letting anger gain control over you.  Don’t let the 
sun go down while you are still angry, for anger gives a mighty foothold to the 
Devil (4:25-27) ... 
And do not bring sorrow to God’s Holy Spirit by the way you live.  Remember, 
He is the one who has identified you as His own, guaranteeing that you will be 
saved on the day of redemption.  Get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, harsh 
words, and slander, as well as all types of malicious behavior.  Instead, be kind 
to each other, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God through Christ 
has forgiven you.  (4:30-32)
Live a life filled with love for others, following the example of Christ, who loved 
you and gave Himself as a sacrifice to take away your sins (5:2)
Let there be no sexual immorality, impurity or greed among you.  Such sins 
have no place among God’s people.  Obscene stories, foolish talk and coarse 
jokes -- these are not for you.  Instead, let there be thankfulness to God.  (5:3,4)


