Week 1
Cultivating Christlike Character
 Galatians 5:16-18 “Walking by the Spirit” 
Introduction
Why Christlike Character Matters
After coming out of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus clearly taught us that God’s plan has always been not only to save His people but also to transform them into the image of His Son. He is saving people who will be converted and equipped for the kingdom that is coming. 
Salvation is more than forgiveness of sins; it is the ongoing work of conforming us to Christ’s likeness. Jesus taught that “a tree is known by its fruit”. In other words, the evidence of true faith is not found in empty words or outward rituals, but in a life that bears the marks of His character. Developing Christlike character is, therefore, essential for every believer. It is the Father’s purpose for His children, the Son’s pattern and example for us, and the Spirit’s ongoing work in our lives. Without the growth of Christlike character, our witness to the world is weakened, our joy in Christ is incomplete, and our fellowship with God is hindered.
READ: Romans 8:29 “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.”
READ: Matthew 12:33 “Either make the tree good and its fruit good, or make the tree bad and its fruit bad, for the tree is known by its fruit.”
READ: 1 Peter 1:15-16 “But as he who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct,  since it is written, 'You shall be holy, for I am holy.”
READ: 2 Corinthians 3:18 “We all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit.”
We have chosen Galatians 5:16-26 as the focus of our new series because this passage gives us a clear picture of the two opposing ways to live: by the desires of the flesh or by the leading of the Spirit. Galatians sets these two paths in sharp contrast, showing what our sinful nature produces and what the Spirit produces when He rules our hearts. This text is foundational for Christian living. It reveals the reality of discipleship, where the fruit of the Spirit becomes the evidence of genuine faith, and it shows us the pathway of growth as we learn to walk with the Spirit’s work in us. The fruit of the Spirit is not a list of virtues to strive for; it is the supernatural work of God’s Spirit within us, demonstrating the reality of the gospel.
As we move through this study together, you can expect to gain several things. 
1. We will grow in our understanding of Scripture as we work verse by verse through the text, digging into the historical setting, the original words, and the connections to the rest of the Bible. 
2. We will see more clearly how the gospel is not only the foundation of our salvation but also the power for our sanctification, as the Father, Son, and Spirit each play a role in shaping us. 
3. We will be challenged toward practical transformation, learning how to examine our lives honestly and apply God’s Word in daily living. 
4. We will experience the blessing of pursuing Christlikeness together as brothers and sisters, encouraging one another as disciples of Jesus.
This study is not intended solely to foster intellectual understanding, but rather, to put into practice what we learn. Each of us will be called to abide in Christ daily, remembering that actual growth flows from staying connected to Him. We will learn to rely on the Spirit’s power rather than our own strength, for only He can produce lasting fruit. We will practice obedience in the small, everyday choices that either gratify the flesh or honor God. We will examine ourselves regularly in prayer, asking the Lord to reveal to us where He desires to shape us more into the image of Christ.  We will also be reminded that Christlike character is not only for our own benefit but to shine the light of Christ to the world around us, as we learned in the Sermon on the Mount series. 
Walk by the Spirit
READ: Galatians 5:16-18 But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.  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.  But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law.
The letter of Galatians is a response to the Judaizers who had crept into the church, insisting on law-keeping, specifically circumcision. They wanted to bring born-again believers back under the law. Paul is giving clear instructions on why the law cannot save us or keep us saved. The purpose of the law was never for salvation, but rather for man to see God’s perfect standard and recognize that no one can keep the law perfectly, thereby pointing everyone to the fact that we need a Savior, which is Christ, who came and fulfilled the entire law for us. The more a person tries to live by rules and regulations, the more it stifles the believer. True freedom comes by living by the Spirit. 
Although Bible reading, prayer, witnessing, and other behaviors are commanded in the Bible, these things cannot be the sole measure of our spirituality. When we start to rely on how much we “do things” for God, we can easily find ourselves in legalism. Our inward life is led and directed by the Holy Spirit. That inward life will naturally produce good works on the outward, but it can’t be the only evidence that we are walking by the Spirit. Remember back to the Sermon on the Mount, where the Pharisees had all sorts of outward works that deceived the people, but inwardly they were ravenous wolves. 
We are called to be holy and to live a life of holiness. The Bible gives thorough instructions on what that looks like. However, only the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit can produce Christ-like character in us, not a list of dos and don’ts by well-meaning religious establishments. This was the mistake that the Pharisees made, and many men and women have made it after them for almost 2,000 years. Let's now look at what it means then to “walk by the Spirit”. Let’s look at Galatians 5:16.
The Greek word for walk is peripateō, which means: to make one's way, progress; to make do use of opportunities, to regulate one's life, to conduct oneself. 
We are to keep walking continually. This is an active way of life to “walk by the Spirit”.  Paul is not calling believers to try harder in their own strength, but to live each day by means of the Spirit’s power and guidance. We are seeking the Spirit in all we do. We ask for guidance daily in our decision-making. We want to follow the direction of another, who is the Holy Spirit. 
When we are obeying the Spirit, we will not “gratify,” which in the Greek is teleō, which means: to bring to a close, to finish, to end. 
The desires or lust: in the Greek epithymia, which means desire, craving, longing, desire for what is forbidden, lust.

The flesh: in the Greek sarx, which means the flesh, denotes mere human nature, the earthly nature of man apart from divine influence, and therefore prone to sin and opposed to God. Paul’s writing does not simply mean our physical bodies, but our fallen human nature with its sinful impulses and rebellious orientation away from God.
When we are “walking by the Spirit,” we are having Him direct our steps. We are depending on His power and sanctification in our lives. We are solely dependent upon Him. When we are actively doing that, the war of the fleshly desires and temptations will not take hold in our lives. We will not give in to the temptations; instead, we will be so dependent on the Holy Spirit and His leading that we will follow Him, making no room for sin. 
How to Tell the Difference
1. Trying harder in your own strength looks like: 
Relying on willpower or rules to stay “holy.”
Measuring your standing with God by performance.
Pride when you succeed, guilt or despair when you fail.
Obedience motivated by fear or self-effort.
2. Walking by the Spirit looks like:
Depending on God through prayer and His Word for strength.
Measuring your standing with God by Christ’s finished work.
Humility and gratitude when you obey, quick confession when you stumble.
Obedience motivated by love for Christ and empowered by the Spirit.

Examples

Scenario 1: Temptation with Media/Entertainment
Flesh: You indulge in something you know fuels sinful thoughts or attitudes. You justify it by saying, “It’s not that bad.”
Spirit: You sense conviction and choose to turn it off or walk away. Instead, you fill your mind with something that glorifies God (Philippians 4:8).
Scenario 2: Being Wronged by Someone
Flesh: You hold a grudge, replay the offense in your mind, or seek payback.
Spirit: You remember how Christ forgave you and chose to forgive. You pray for the person and release the bitterness to God (Ephesians 4:32).
Scenario 3: Daily Busyness & Stress
Flesh: You rely on your own strength to push through. You get anxious, irritable, and exhausted.
Spirit: You stop and pray, asking the Lord for wisdom to prioritize and strength to endure. You rest in His sovereignty, even when the day is full (Philippians 4:6-7).
Scenario 4: A Chance to Share Your Faith
Flesh: Fear of rejection takes over, and you stay silent. You walk away regretting the missed opportunity.
Spirit: You feel nervous, but ask the Spirit for boldness. You share a word of truth or encouragement, trusting God with the results (Acts 4:31).
Scenario 5: Handling Money & Possessions
Flesh: You spend impulsively or cling to what you have, seeking security in possessions and storing up those treasures on earth. 
Spirit: You view your money as God’s and choose generosity, giving with joy and trusting Him to provide (2 Corinthians 9:7–8).


Scenario 6: Sexual Temptation
Flesh: You give in to lustful thoughts, pornography, or sexual compromise, excusing it as “private” or “harmless.” The flesh craves instant gratification with no idea of God’s holiness.
Spirit: You recognize the temptation and flee from it (1 Corinthians 6:18). You call on the Spirit for strength, set your mind on Christ, and pursue purity by focusing on what honors God. Instead of indulging in secrecy, you seek accountability and run to Scripture and prayer, trusting that God’s way brings lasting joy and freedom.
OPEN DISCUSSION

READ: Galatians 5:16-18 But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.  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.  But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law.

In Galatians 5:17, the word “against” shows an active hostility. The “flesh” represents our fallen human nature, while the Spirit refers to the Holy Spirit who lives in all believers. The two are locked in constant conflict. 
Paul uses the verb anthístēmi, which means "to oppose, set against," a term that describes a battle. It is not a temporary struggle but an ongoing war within the believer’s life. The flesh pulls toward sin and self-rule, while the Spirit leads us toward obedience and holiness.
This inner struggle is one of the most unmistakable signs of genuine conversion. Before Christ, we were slaves to sin, unable to resist its desires, but when the Spirit takes residence in a believer, a new set of desires arises. 

READ: Romans 7:15-25 “For I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. Now, if I do what I do not want, I agree with the law that it is good. So now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me.  For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out.  For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing.  Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me. So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand. For I delight in the law of God, in my inner being, but I see in my members another law waging war against the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?  Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin.”

Paul describes the experience of wanting to obey God but feeling the pull of sin. The point here is not hopelessness, but recognition that the Christian life is lived in the tension of battle. If you feel this struggle, it is not a sign of defeat, but evidence that the Spirit is present and at work within you.

Paul concludes in Galatians 5:18: “But if the Spirit leads you, you are not under the law.” To be “led” by the Spirit means to be guided and governed by Him, like sheep following a shepherd. This is an active leading. Paul contrasts life in the Spirit with life “under the law.” To be under the law is to be bound by its demands and condemned by its judgment. However, those who are in Christ are no longer under the law’s curse. 
READ: Galatians 3:10-13 “For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, 'Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them.” Now it is evident that no one is justified before God by the law, for “The righteous shall live by faith.” But the law is not of faith; rather, “The one who does them shall live by them.” Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree.”
READ: Romans 6:14 “For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace.”
READ: Romans 7:4-6 “Likewise, my brothers, you also have died to the law through the body of Christ, so that you may belong to another, to him who has been raised from the dead, in order that we may bear fruit for God. For while we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work in our members to bear fruit for death. But now we are released from the law, having died to that which held us captive, so that we serve in the new way of the Spirit and not in the old way of the written code.”

The Spirit does what the law could never do. He changes the heart and empowers obedience out of love rather than fear. He kept the law for us because we could never perfectly keep the whole law. Although we are not covering the entire book of Galatians in this series, our church will start a verse-by-verse teaching on it on Sundays. We encourage everyone to come. 
Together, these verses give us both a warning and a promise. The warning is that the flesh and Spirit will never cooperate; they are irreconcilable enemies. The promise is that those whom the Spirit leads are free; free from the condemnation of the law, free from slavery to sin, and free to live as children of God. The Father designed this freedom, the Son secured it through His death and resurrection, and the Spirit applies it in our daily lives. To walk by the Spirit, then, is to live out this gospel freedom, resisting the flesh not by willpower but by yielding to the Spirit’s leading each day.

Practical Steps for Walking by the Spirit
Walking by the Spirit is not a mystical experience reserved for a few, but the daily calling of every believer. Paul tells us to “keep on walking” in the Spirit, and that requires intentional choices each day. Below are some steps that help us yield to the Spirit’s leading and refuse the flesh’s control.
1. Begin each day in surrender: Pray as you wake, committing your thoughts, actions, and decisions to the Lord. Ask the Spirit to guide you step by step (Romans 12:1-2).
2. Fill your mind with God’s Word: The Spirit uses Scripture to direct us, convict us, and renew our minds (Colossians 3:16 & John 14:26).
3. Pray continually: Dependence on the Spirit is demonstrated through ongoing prayer, asking for wisdom, strength, and help in times of temptation (1 Thessalonians 5:17).
4. Obey immediately: When the Spirit convicts you through the Word or through your conscience, respond in obedience rather than delay (James 1:22).
5. Guard your influences: The flesh is fed when we indulge sinful desires through what we watch, listen to, or dwell on, or who we hang out with. Walking by the Spirit means choosing what nourishes holiness (Philippians 4:8).
6. Stay in fellowship. The Spirit often works through the encouragement and accountability of other believers. Being actively involved in a bible believing community is crucial to our walk (Hebrews 10:24-25).
7. Confess quickly. When you do stumble, confess your sin and turn back to Christ. Do not allow the flesh to gain more ground by keeping you in guilt (1 John 1:9).
These steps are not a checklist for earning holiness, but rather ways to depend on the Holy Spirit’s power rather than our own.

Homework
Review the teaching, look up all the relevant scriptures, and engage in self-reflection. 
If you are available, please join us tomorrow for the church workday. Serving with the body to care for the building God has entrusted to us is a way to honor the Lord through service. 
Upcoming Events
October 4th Rob’s Birthday celebration. Meet at Sluggers N Putters at 4:30 p.m., followed by dinner at a Mexican restaurant. It is all located in Canal Fulton. 
October 11th and 12th, Cornerstone’s 70th anniversary. See Details in the Courier
October 17th Bible Study: Celebrate October Birthdays: Pack Homeless Bags 
October 18th Homeless Outreach 
October 31st Bible Study 

