
We all want the real thing. We as a human race desire to have the real deal.

We’re into organics. We’re into natural. Most of us would much rather see the Grand
Canyon than watch a video about it on TV- visceral versus surrogate experience. We
value authenticity. We tend to appreciate most of all the people that appear to be “real”
to us, whether that’s something they’re just convincingly portraying or something that is
substantive in the core of their being.

But how do we get the organic, real, authentic character qualities of God into us?

Jesus followers want these qualities to be genuinely inside of them. People of good
conscience who don’t follow Jesus want these qualities as well, whether they
acknowledge there’s a source to them or not. We all, who are not narcissists or
sociopaths, desire to be people of good character. Heck, even narcissists and
sociopaths want that too on some distorted level!

Yet so many people are passionate about Jesus. So many people appear committed to
the right things. Yet so many struggle to embody what they believe. So many people
end up struggling in a battle of self-effort to try and force themselves into goodness and
godliness.

Maybe more than all of that, we all want people to think we’re good. From our social
media accounts, to the framed pictures on our wall at home, to the way we portray



ourselves at work or school, or with certain family members, friends or contacts that we
perceive to give us an advantage, we desire people to see us favorably.

But there’s the plastic fruit of a false image, and the genuine fruit of real character. Both
are at odds with one another on many levels.

In the fifth chapter of the book of Galatians, Paul clearly defines the work of the flesh,
which in the Galatian context and many contexts today can exist within religious
paradigms as well as non-religious paradigms. The work of the flesh can exist at the
root of a plastic tree that produces plastic fruit. People can desire to portray themselves
as good and godly, while not really possessing the genuine qualities of godliness.

Paul then moves in to define the work of the Holy Spirit. Paul portrays how the Holy
Spirit produces genuine fruit.

How do we know the difference between plastic fruit and real fruit? Let’s dig into the
text!

Paul begins in v.16, saying;

“I say, then, walk by the Spirit and you will certainly not carry out the desire of the flesh.”
(Gal. 5:16)

Living by the Spirit refers to being under the Spirit’s direction and empowerment. The
Greek verb here, peripateite, typically means “walk.”1 It's a present imperative and is
literally translated, “keep on walking.”2 It also can be used to express a metaphor from
the Jewish tradition referring to a person’s conduct. For this reason, the phrase is often
translated “live by the Spirit.”3

As a Jesus follower walks through life they should depend on the indwelling Holy Spirit
for guidance and power. But the Spirit does not operate automatically in a Christ
follower’s heart. He waits to be depended on. When a Christian does yield to the Spirit’s
control, the promise is that they will not in any way (the double negative ou mē is
emphatic) gratify (telesēte, “complete, fulfill” in outward action) the desires of the sinful
nature. Thus, while no Jesus follower will ever be entirely free in this life from the evil
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desires that stem from their fallen human nature, they need not capitulate to them, but
may experience victory by the Spirit’s help.4

In regard to the desire of the flesh, the Greek word meaning “flesh” refers to the part of
human nature that causes people to put their own selfish needs ahead of everything
else.5

The Queens rapper 50 Cent was notoriously shot a whopping nine times, including once
in the left cheek, resulting in him losing a wisdom tooth.6 I’m sure right after that he felt
like giving up, but he’s still a famous hip hop artist, actor and director to this day. He got
knocked down but got up and kept walking.

By the power of Christ, may we be given the strength to “keep on walking”! Not just on
the easy days! Not just on the happy days! But on the days when depression hits. On
the days when anxiety hits. On the days when it’s hard to get out of bed. On the days
when something tragic goes down. On the days when we’re physically out of strength,
mentally out of strength, or emotionally out of strength.

It’s in those tough moments that we may want to numb ourselves. It’s in those moments
when our faith falters. It’s in those moments when it’s harder to pick up the Word of
God, harder to show up at a life giving gathering of like minded disciples of Jesus,
harder to pray, harder to love people, harder to reach out and open up to people who
care for us, and harder to hold onto hope. But by the power of the Spirit alone we can
keep on walking! So pick up that Bible, show up to that gathering, lay out your
concerns and feelings before our almighty God of love, press into His strength to be
able to pour His love out on others, and text that trusted friend or set up a time for
coffee to pour out your heart before them!

We don’t gotta try and fool people with the plastic fruit of fake happiness when we’re
struggling or down. We get to keep it real, but by the power of Christ and the indwelling
Holy Spirit we get to have the strength to keep on abiding in the struggle!

For the flesh desires what is against the Spirit, and the Spirit desires what is against the
flesh; these are opposed to each other, so that you don’t do what you want. But if you
are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law. (Gal. 5:17-18)
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Each of us who are in Christ have two natures, a sinful nature received at birth,
inherited from fallen Adam, and a new nature received at regeneration when we
become a participant in the divine nature (cf. 2 Peter 1:4). Both natures have desires,
the one for evil and the other for holiness. Thus they are in conflict with each other, and
the result can be that they keep us from doing what we otherwise would. In other words
the Holy Spirit blocks, when He is allowed to do so, the evil cravings of the flesh.7

Additionally, we have an evil craving for the plastic fruit of false righteousness. We want
others to believe we’re in the Spirit, while we’re inwardly struggling against our flesh.
But the admission of desiring the false plastic fruit of fake outward portrayals is part of
the pathway towards clearing the way for the genuine fruit of the Holy Spirit to come and
have its way in our lives. One precludes the other. We can’t genuinely operate in the
Spirit of God until we acknowledge our flesh’s war against Him. If we say we have not
sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us. (1 John 1:10)

The flesh wars against the Spirit, but when we acknowledge the desire for the plastic
fruit of the flesh we diminish the flesh's power, and the power of the Spirit can then
increase, and He can have His way in us, making His fruit increasingly present in us as
the process of sanctification through Christ continues in us.

Also, if we are led by the Spirit, we are not under the law. The Spirit and the law
represent mutually exclusive ways of living. Either people live according to the flesh by
satisfying its desires, or they live according to the Spirit of God in a manner that reflects
His character. The law can define and identify sin, but it cannot provide the power to
resist sin. Nor does the law instill within people the concerns, desires, and character of
God. However, we are not left on our own. We have been given the Spirit of the living
God to empower us against sin and to transform our hearts and minds!8

Paul emphasized that a godly life was not lived under the rules of the Law but was a life
led by the Spirit. It was important for the Galatians to know that just as justification was
not possible by works so sanctification could not be achieved by human effort. This of
course did not mean that a Jesus follower was totally passive in either case for the
response of faith was necessary—faith in Christ to save and in the Holy Spirit to
sanctify.9
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The attempt to obey the law as a means of pleasing God was, for both Old Testament
Israel and the Judaizers10 in Galatia, a futile attempt at putting plastic fruit on their
religious tree. To be led by the Spirit was to be freed from this plastic fruit and have the
genuine fruit of the Spirit replace it. Yet still, since all of us Jesus followers have the
same sinful nature we possessed before salvation, we may fall prey to the sins that
nature produces if we do not live by means of the Spirit.11

All Christ followers in the twenty-first century have the same tendency as the Israelites
and Judaizers. Desperate to obey God and impress other religious people, we desire to
live up to modern, human made religious “Christian” laws. We must read our bibles for a
certain amount of time a day. We must listen to sermons and podcasts. We must attend
as many Church functions as possible. We must listen to worship music. We must avoid
all R-Rated materials. We must not swear. We must not smoke a tiny bit of tobacco or
drink a drip of alcohol. We must ascribe to a certain political party. We must fast. We
must ascribe to a certain theology. None of these pursuits are bad, but what is the
motive behind them? In our efforts to obey God and impress other religious people do
we entirely miss the loving heart of our Father? The effort to obey God and impress
other religious people leads to plastic fruit. The surrender to the Holy Spirit via the
gospel and the love of Christ leads gradually to genuine fruit.

Then from this gospel place of love the Holy Spirit will inspire us to desire as much
scripture as we can take in. We will have a Spirit breathed hunger for it! We will desire
helpful sermons and podcasts because they’ll nourish joy and encouragement in our
souls. We’ll desire to gather with other Jesus followers whenever we can because it will
breathe life into us. We’ll worship God again and again throughout the day- whether
through music, nature, prayer, exercise, or rest. We’ll be careful of the material that we
allow our senses to take in because the love of God will inspire us to do so. We’ll want
to speak words that bless God and confess when we speak words that don’t. We won’t
want to abuse any created substance in any way that doesn’t lead us into the enjoyment
of the glory of God. (And listen y’all- Jesus followers can enjoy the occasional alcoholic
drink without getting drunk, or occasional cigar without making it a habit to His glory!
Additionally- Jesus followers can abstain entirely from both to His glory without judging
brothers and sisters who don’t abstain! See 1 Cor. 8 and how it applies to this.) Christ
and the Word will inform our politics and morality, not vice versa. We’ll willingly starve
our flesh at times in order to increase our sensitivity to the Spirit’s lead. We’ll desire to
study deeply the truths and wisdom of God while increasing in the ability to graciously,
winsomely articulate our convictions to those who don’t fully agree with us. This is the
outcome and lifestyle of a life lived by the genuine fruit of the Spirit. It is so much better
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than the plastic fruit of the flesh, whether religious or nonreligious in it’s roots! After all-
plastic fruit is only meant to be put on display for others to see, but doesn’t truly nourish
with vitamins and natural sugars!

Skipping ahead to Gal. 5:22-23 Paul defines the fruit of the Spirit;

22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, 23 gentleness, and self-control. The law is not against such things.
(Gal. 5:22-23)

There is a pointed contrast here. As verse 16 indicated, there is no need for a disciple of
Jesus to display the works of the flesh. Rather, by the Spirit’s power they can manifest
the nine graces that are now listed. However, it is quintessentially important to observe
that the fruit here described is not produced by a Jesus follower, but by the Holy Spirit
working through a Christian who is in vital union with Christ.12

The big point- I could want people to think that I’m loving, joyful, peaceful, patient,
kind, good, faithful, gentle, and self-controlled. But that’s plastic fruit of the flesh, and not
the fruit of the Holy Spirit.

Wanting people to think that I’m godly in all of these ways and possess all of these
characteristics will inevitably lead to a twisted game of theater acting. The word
“hypocrite” literally means actor. May we take heed of that! I can “play church” and
portray myself as all of these things to whomever I want whenever I want, and outwardly
display them while inwardly I’m not that way.

And those who engage in this type of duplicity will eventually get found out. Guaranteed
their family sees the disconnect between who they are at home and who they are in
public.

No y’all. We don’t need that plastic fruit of the flesh. We need the real fruit of the Spirit!
How do we get it? Jesus tells us this about Himself in relationship to us, His kids and
followers;

“I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. 2 Every branch in me that does not
produce fruit he removes, and he prunes every branch that produces fruit so that it will
produce more fruit. 3 You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. 4

Remain in me, and I in you. Just as a branch is unable to produce fruit by itself unless it
remains on the vine, neither can you unless you remain in me. 5 I am the vine; you are
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the branches. The one who remains in me and I in him produces much fruit, because
you can do nothing without me. 6 If anyone does not remain in me, he is thrown aside
like a branch and he withers. They gather them, throw them into the fire, and they are
burned. 7 If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you want and it
will be done for you. 8 My Father is glorified by this: that you produce much fruit and
prove to be my disciples. (Jn 15:1–8)

Jesus is the true vine and Father God is the gardener. We are the branches. God
doesn’t allow non-fruit bearing or plastic fruit portraying religious branches to continue in
their discipleship charades. Those that do truly abide in Christ will be pruned. They will
go through hardships and trials that produce genuine change where their fleshly
character will be painfully crucified and replaced with the fruit of the Holy Spirit.

But disciples of Jesus will have within them what is from Him. They’ll have the fruit of
the Spirit and the impact of that fruit in their lives will impact others.

And when we look back to these fruits in Gal. 5:22-23, we see that the first three virtues
are habits of mind which find their source in God.

Love (agapē) is listed first because it is the foundation of the other graces. God is love
and loves the world (cf. 1 John 4:8; John 3:16). Such self-sacrificing love that sent
Christ to die for sinners is the kind of love that believers who are Spirit-controlled
manifest. Joy (chara) is a deep and abiding inner rejoicing which was promised to those
who abide in Christ (cf. John 15:11). It does not depend on circumstances because it
rests in God’s sovereign control of all things (cf. Rom. 8:28). Peace (eirēnē) is again a
gift of Christ (cf. John 14:27). It is an inner repose and quietness, even in the face of
adverse circumstances; it defies human understanding (cf. Phil. 4:7).13

We can’t fake the love, joy and peace of God. These are characteristics of God that
Christ implants in us. They have a supernatural quality.

The second triad in Gal. 5:22-23 reaches out to others, fortified by love, joy, and peace.
Patience (makrothymia) is the quality of forbearance under provocation (cf. 2 Cor. 6:6;
Col. 1:11; 3:12). It entertains no thoughts of retaliation even when wrongfully treated.
Kindness (chrēstotēs) is benevolence in action such as God demonstrated toward men.
Since God is kind toward sinners (cf. Rom. 2:4; Eph. 2:7) a Christian should display the
same virtue (cf. 2 Cor. 6:6; Col. 3:12). Goodness (agathōsynē) may be thought of both
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as an uprightness of soul and as an action reaching out to others to do good even when
it is not deserved.14

Now how, on God’s green earth, could we even begin to show patience under
provocation, and not entertain thoughts of retaliation when wrongfully treated? How
could we pour out kindness on those who sin against us? How can we even begin to
show goodness and reach out to others to do good when they don’t deserve it?

It’s not us that does, but Christ will fully do all these things in and through us! That’s the
genuine fruit of the Spirit! It all belongs to Christ!

The final three graces in Gal. 5:22-23 guide the general conduct of a disciple who is led
by the Spirit. Faithfulness (pistis) is the quality which renders a person trustworthy or
reliable, like the faithful servant in Luke 16:10–12. Gentleness (prautēs) marks a person
who is submissive to God’s Word (cf. James 1:21) and who is considerate of others
when discipline is needed (cf. “gently” in Gal. 6:1; 2 Tim. 2:25; “gentle” in 1 Cor. 4:21;
Eph. 4:2; “gentleness” in Col. 3:12; 1 Peter 3:16). Self-control (enkrateia; this noun is
used in the NT only here and in Acts 24:25; 2 Peter 1:6) denotes self-mastery and no
doubt primarily relates to curbing the fleshly impulses just described. Such a quality is
impossible to attain apart from the power of God’s Spirit (cf. Gal. 5:16).15

And “the law is not against such things”, or “against these things, there is no law”. When
the life of the disciple of Jesus expresses these qualities, there is no need for the law.
Those who “live by the Spirit” (v. 16) produce fruit reflecting the character of God that
the law could not (3:21).16

24 Now those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and
desires. (Gal. 5:24)

Through faith, we participate in Christ’s death and resurrection, leaving behind our
orientation toward selfish desires.17 Those of us who are of Christ Jesus need not be
responsive to the sinful nature because we have crucified it. This does not refer to
self-crucifixion or self-mortification. Rather, it refers to the fact that by means of the
baptism of the Holy Spirit, we are identified with Christ in His death and resurrection.
Paul declared that this had been his experience (cf. 2:20) and that of all Jesus followers
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(cf. Rom. 6:1–6; Col. 2:11; 3:9). While co-crucifixion took place potentially at the cross, it
became effective for us when we were adopted into the family of God. This does not
mean that our sin nature is then eradicated or even rendered inactive but that it has
been judged, a fact we should reckon to be true (cf. Rom. 6:11–12). So victory over the
sinful nature’s passions and desires has been provided by Christ in His death. Faith
must continually lay hold of this truth or we will be tempted to try to secure victory by our
own self-effort.18

Do we realize that in Christ our flesh is crucified with its passions and desires? We don’t
try to kill our addiction in the power of Jesus, our addiction is crucified. We don’t try and
change our anger and impatience problems in the power of Jesus, they’re crucified. We
don’t try and love people better in the power of Christ, our hatred and indifference is
crucified with Christ.

One day I was having a stressful week and not looking forward to coming in on a
Sunday morning to set up a bunch of sound equipment for our Sunday morning
gathering. We meet in a rented space so we have set up and tear down. We do have a
closet where we keep our equipment on site but it’s work to set it up.

On this day, I pulled into the parking lot feeling beat up and worn out. I got out of my car
and unlocked the door to the youth center where we meet. To my surprise, my sound
guy friend who was running sound for us that day had gone in the night before and set
up everything for me by himself! He left me a note telling me he knew I had a stressful
week and to take it a little slower that morning. What I thought I’d have to try so hard to
do had already been done for me!

And in Christ- all your sins are positionally crucified! It’s not that you need to try and do
it! It’s not that you need to muster up some plastic fruit and put it on display for others to
think you’re for real! It’s been done for you! Jesus has already died for your trauma,
your religious hurt, your doubts, your confusion, your struggles, your depression, your
anxiety, your anger, your addiction, your lust, your selfishness, and your pride! Rest in
Him! It’s been done!!!!! He’ll produce the fruit in you of healing, clarity, peace, joy,
kindness, sobriety, purity, generosity and humility! Just let Him in and give Him some
time!
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