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Keep In Step with the Spirit 

 There’s a question that has intrigued me most of my life.  The 

question is “What does it mean to walk with God?”  What does it look like?  

I’ve been fascinated by some of the stories in the Old Testament about 

people of whom it was said they walked with God.  Noah walked with God.  

Enoch walked with God.  Wouldn’t it be great if someone said that about 

you?  “She walked with God.”  “He walked with God.”  Put that on your 

grave marker.  Enoch couldn’t.  But you could!  

What does it mean to walk with God?  What did it mean to those 

people back then?  What does it mean to us in this day and age?  I’ve been 

asking myself the question: What does it mean in this season of my life to 

walk with God?   

 When the apostle Paul wrote to the Christians at Galatia, he 

described a path of freedom upon which they were to walk with God.  

Notice I said a path of freedom—not a pathway to freedom, but a path of 

freedom.  Freedom isn’t just found in the destination—when we all get to 

heaven.  That’s the ultimate freedom.  But Freedom is found in the journey.  

By keeping in step with the Spirit, no matter the location or the 

circumstance, the follower of Christ can experience freedom. 

 Gala$ans 5:1 (NIV) — 1 It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand 
firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.  



 2

In the middle part of the first century the Church of Jesus Christ was 

heading toward its first doctrinal crisis.  In the early stages of her growth 

when the gospel was being preached primarily to Jews by Jews, the 

Church progressed relatively smoothly.  But now the Church is beginning to 

expand into Gentile communities and beginning to take root there.  And 

there were these questions arising about a Christian’s relationship to the 

law of Moses and to Judaism as a system.  There were a group of people 

in the Church that were insisting that a person had to follow all the laws of 

Moses in order to become a Christian.  More specifically, they were 

insisting that for a Gentile man to become a Christian, he had to be 

circumcised. 

And the Apostle Paul comes along and says that this legalist teaching 

and practice is antithetical to the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  He says you can’t 

get to freedom through works, through adherence to the law.  He maintains 

that only through the grace of God in Jesus Christ is a person enabled to 

escape the curse of sin and of the law and to live a new life—to walk with 

God in genuine freedom of mind and spirit through the power of God. 

But these Judaizers, these promoters of legalism persist in trying to 

convince the Galatians that walking with God meant rigidly following all the 

rules. And Paul, never one to mince words, just takes them on. 
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Gala$ans 3:1–5 (NIV) — 1 You foolish Gala@ans! Who has bewitched 
you? Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as 
crucified. 2 I would like to learn just one thing from you: Did you receive 
the Spirit by the works of the law, or by believing what you heard? 3 Are 
you so foolish? AMer beginning by means of the Spirit, are you now 
trying to finish by means of the flesh? 4 Have you experienced so much 
in vain—if it really was in vain? 5 So again I ask, does God give you his 
Spirit and work miracles among you by the works of the law, or by your 
believing what you heard?  

In the passage that immediately proceeds our text this morning, in 

Galatians 5, the Apostle Paul picks up on that them again: 

Gala$ans 5:7 (NIV) — 7 You were running a good race. Who cut in on 
you to keep you from obeying the truth?  

Paul was saying, “You were walking with God.  You were on the right 

path.  You were right on track.  You were running a good race.  But 

someone pulled you off the path and threw you into the ditch of legalism.”  

And Paul has had it.  He has had it up to here!  And specifically, in Chapter 

5, Paul takes on the legalistic people who are promoting circumcision as a 

requirement for church membership.   

I know this is a very sensitive topic, and we preachers kind of dance 

around it.  It is a very delicate topic, and no treats it more indelicately than 

the Apostle Paul.  He is so fed up with this legalism that in a burst of 

sarcasm he exclaims:  
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Gala$ans 5:12 (NIV) — 12 As for those agitators, I wish they would go 
the whole way and emasculate themselves!  

Paul has had it with these people!  He is so fed up with this legalism 

because he knows what it does to choke out the life and the joy and the 

freedom of walking with God.  

Imagine what a membership class would be like in one of these 

churches. 

Pastor:  “Okay, guys, listen up!  You want to join this church?  Well, 

we’ve got rules.  And Rule #1 is. . .(Excuse me, I’ve got a phone call 

coming in.  “Hello?  Yes. . .Uh huh. . .Well, that’s a surprise. . .Well, it is 

what it is.  Thanks for letting me know. Bye.”)  Wow! Isn’t that something?  

That was my church secretary calling to let me know that no one has 

signed up for this year’s men’s retreat.” 

A word to the wise:  Don’t join that church!  Don’t go to that men’s 

retreat. 

When we walk with God on the path of freedom, beware that along 

that pathway is the ditch of legalism.  And there might be people that will try 

to push you into it. Stay out of it.   

Gala$ans 5:1 (NIV) — 1 It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. 
Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke 
of slavery.  
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So, now, we’ve settled that issue and we’re free from legalism.  Now 

what?   What do we do with our newly found freedom?  I’m free from the 

law!  I’m free from the rules!  Doesn’t that mean I get to do anything I want? 

Gala$ans 5:13–18 (NIV) — 13 You, my brothers and sisters, were called 
to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh; rather, 
serve one another humbly in love. 14 For the en@re law is fulfilled in 
keeping this one command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 15 If you 
bite and devour each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each 
other. 16 So I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gra@fy the desires 
of the flesh. 17 For the flesh desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and 
the Spirit what is contrary to the flesh. They are in conflict with each 
other, so that you are not to do whatever you want. 18 But if you are 
led by the Spirit, you are not under the law.  

 On the one side of the path of freedom is the ditch of legalism.  But 

on the other side of the path of freedom is the ditch of license, which 

includes what the NRSV calls it in verse 19: licentiousness.  When you 

think you have a license to do anything you want, and you use that license 

to do anything you want, you end up destroying yourself and those around 

you.   

 Paul says in verse 19 (this is Captain Obvious speaking here) 

Gala$ans 5:19–21 (NIV) — 19 The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual 
immorality, impurity and debauchery; 20 idolatry and witchcraM; 
hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambi@on, dissensions, 
fac@ons 21 and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I 
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did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of 
God.  

 I don’t need to go into a great amount of explanation here.  The acts 

of the flesh are obvious.  They don’t lead to freedom.  They lead to 

destruction—the destruction of yourself and the destruction of others.  In 

some of the English translations, this catalogue of sins is subtly divided into 

four categories.   

 All of that to say this:  If you use your freedom to indulge yourself, you 

will not end up on the path of freedom.  If you allow this freedom to become 

a beachhead for the armies of indulgence, you’ll find yourself on the losing 

side.  So here’s the deal.  This is what freedom looks like to the Apostle 

Paul:   

 He urges the Galatians on the one hand not to become slaves to the 

law—stay out of the ditch of legalism.  And he urges them on the other 

hand not to become slaves to their own desires and selfish ambition and 

passions—stay out of the ditch of license.  But, as ironic as it might sound, 

he urges the Galatians to be slaves of one another—this is the Christian 

form of being free.   

Gala$ans 5:13–14 (NIV) — 13 You, my brothers and sisters, were called to be free. 
But do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh; rather, serve one another 
humbly in love. 14 For the en@re law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: 
“Love your neighbor as yourself.”  
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 This is what it means to walk with God on the pathway of freedom.  

There’s an element of prescription to it.  But it is not a legalistic 

prescription.  But there is a design, a sense of order to it. 

Keeping in step with the Spirit is not walking around like a free range 

chicken.  It is a prescribed walk (not in a legalistic way) but keeping in step

—someone described it like a march, or a dance. 

 I don’t know much about either one of those things.  I’ve never been 

in the military.  I never learned to march in Boot Camp.  The closest I’ve 

been to that is one year when I was on the West Coast Trail and we had 

this guy show up who pretended to be a drill sergeant the entire week. He 

had a bandana around his forehead and an old army canteen dangling 

from his waist. First thing in the morning as we would awaken from our 

slumber, he would bark out orders and get the camp in proper shape.  He 

would line us up to check our packs.  He call them “kits” and he’d line us up 

and have us turn around for inspection and hit them with a stick.  I can only 

tell you his first name, because we have a code that what happens on the 

trail stays on the trail, and I can’t reveal his full identity. 

(picture of Sgt. Dave.) 

Staff Sgt. Dave was a hard taskmaster.  It was his birthday that week and 

his wife Christine had sent along a cherry cobbler mix for us to make for a 

special birthday surprise, but even in that moment as we tried to get him to 
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finally break character and blow out the candle, he refused.  And then he 

would line us up for the march, and as we heard the crunch of gravel 

beneath our boots, we cried out in unison “I don’t know, but I’ve been told: 

the West Coast Trail is for the bold. . .Left. . .Left. . .Left. Right. Left.”  That’s 

the closest I’ve been to a military march.  Is that anything like keeping in 

step with the Spirit?  Probably not.  But it was fun telling the story. 

 I don’t know much about dancing either.  My experience is pretty 

much limited to the time when Cheryl and I travelled to Puerto Rico a 

month after I retired from pastoral ministry.  I had done some reading and I 

really wanted to hike the El Yunque Tropical Rainforest.  I told Cheryl that I 

was going to order an Uber driver to take me there and then I would hike 

the day and return in the evening.  Cheryl said, “I don’t want you hiking out 

there alone.  If you get lost, no one will find you.”  She said, “I’ll check with 

the person at the front desk at the hotel and see if there are any groups 

going on the hike.  I said, “I don’t want to go with a group.  I want to go by 

myself.  The other people may not go at the same pace I want to go.” 

Cheryl said, “I check it out for you.”  She paid the $85 to the front desk 

person who assured her it would be a guided hike the next morning and the 

cost would cover my transportation to and from the trailhead.  The front 

desk person said I would be getting an email confirmation later that 
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evening.  When I got the confirmation email, it said: El Yunque Rainforest 

Hike and Cultural Dance Class.  I asked Cheryl “What exactly did you sign 

me up for?”  I read her the confirmation, and she just laughed.  The next 

morning 8 of us formed a group:  5 women in their 20’s and 30’s, a retired 

couple from North Carolina, and me.  Shortly after we started the hike, the 

guide stopped us and tore a couple of leaves off of what looked like a 

banana tree, and funny looking hat out of these banana leaves and then 

proclaimed that from our group we needed to appoint a King of the El 

Yunque Rain Forest.   

(picture of the King of the El Yunque Rainforest) 

When this happened, I had been retired for one month.  I was not 

seeking a leadership role, so I immediately pointed to the retired man from 

North Carolina.  He would have nothing to do with it. And so under strong 

protest this dubious honour fell on my shoulders.  Little did I know then 

what it would lead to.  After the hike we travelled together to the town of 

Loiza—the birthplace of the Bomba Beat and the Bomba Dance.  We 

pulled up to a little community centre there where a small band had 

assembled.  A couple of dancers in very colourful costumes explained to us 

that there are 17 official variations of the Bomba Beat and they would 

demonstrate the 3 most popular ones for us.  The unique feature of the 

Bomba Dance is that there are two drummers—one who sets the 
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underlying beat, and the other who follows the movements of the dancer. 

After their demonstration they explained that it was time for the King of the 

Rainforest to dance.  I explained that I did not want to be the King of the 

Rainforest anymore. I told them that I was not a dancer.  I disclosed to 

them that I had no rhythm.  And then the chants started, “Gary. Gary. Gary. 

Gary” A young dancer said, “I’ll start you out.  Just copy my moves.”  The 

music started and he started to dance, and I tried my best to copy him, but 

after about 15 seconds he left the stage and left me hanging.  And 

suddenly I realized that if I stopped dancing, that drummer who was 

supposed to follow the movements of the dancer would stop drumming.  I 

had to keep going, so I started to throw in everything I could think of:  a 

couple of moves from the Hokey-Pokey, and little bit of Macarena, even 

some footwork from the soccer practice drills from a video that my 5 year-

old grandson Callum had sent me.  If I had known about the limpy lunges of 

the prophets of Baal, I would have thrown those moves in too.  You could 

say I was literally dancing to the beat of a different drummer, but in reality 

the drummer was beating to the steps of a different dancer.  At the end of 

the day, there are now 18 official variations of the Bomba Beat.  

Now, you might be asking yourselves “Where in the world is he going 

with these illustrations?”  I get your concern.  Let’s try to make some sense 

of it.  When I said awhile back that keeping in step with the Spirit is a 
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prescribed walk (not in a legalistic way) but keeping in step—as in a march, 

or a dance, I would have to say that a march of military precision—I think of 

the goose-stepping soldiers of North Korea—that kind of a march where 

every individual is rigidly making the same exact movements—that’s not 

the kind of march that displays what it means to keep in step with the Spirit.  

The Spirit gives different gifts to different people.  Different giftings for 

different callings.  Not every part of the Body performs the same function.  

But every part needs to be working in coordination with the other parts.  

And the only way that happens is for every part, every person to needs to 

be connected to the Head, which is Christ.  We listen for the drumbeat of 

His Spirit, and in a beautifully choreographed way—more like a marching 

band, everybody playing different instruments and marching in different 

directions, but in a completely coordinated way.  Playing different notes, but 

playing the same tune.  That’s the kind of march that describes for me what 

it means to keep in step with the Spirit. 

And the dance part.  Folks, keeping in step with the Spirit is no 

Bomba Dance.  You don’t get to improvise and go your own way and do 

your own thing.  It is not the role of the drummer to follow you.  You follow 

the drumbeat of the Spirit of God.  You don’t do what is right in your own 

eyes, you don’t lean on your own understanding, and you don’t do your 

own research, which often can mean, “I’m going to form my own opinion 
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and then look on the internet for validation and support for that opinion.  

You can do that.  You can find proof for anything on the internet.  And you 

can support everything opinion with Scripture too, if you want.  People 

these days are weaponizing Scripture like no other day.  It’s nothing new, 

though.  Remember what the devil used to tempt Jesus in the desert?  He 

used Scripture.  You can use Scripture to justify going your own way.  And if 

you go your own way and do your own thing, you will end up in bondage.  

That is why it is so important to rightly divide the Word of God, and that’s 

why our Pastor Dave is such a gift to us!      

 So there you have it, two very bad illustrations to prove a very good 

point--When we walk in step with the Spirit, the striving with the law is 

gone, the striving with our own selfish ambitions is gone, and the goodness 

of God flows out of us.  Notice the contrast in the language in verse 19 and 

the language in verse 22.  We have the “acts of the sinful nature” and “the 

fruit of the Spirit”.  The acts of the sinful nature or the works of the flesh are 

the things that we do and create on our own.  The fruit of the Spirit, on the 

other hand, suggests that this is a product of the Spirit of God, made 

possible when we surrender our lives and passions and ambitions to God.  

When we experience His grace and goodness, His fruit comes flowing out 

of us.  All of it—like a cluster of grapes. 
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 We see some wonderful opportunities for application in the verses 

that follow in Galatians 6: 

Gala$ans 6:1–10 (NIV) — 1 Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in 
a sin, you who live by the Spirit should restore that person gently. But 
watch yourselves, or you also may be tempted. 2 Carry each other’s 
burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. 3 If anyone 
thinks they are something when they are not, they deceive themselves. 
4 Each one should test their own ac@ons. Then they can take pride in 
themselves alone, without comparing themselves to someone else, 5 
for each one should carry their own load. 6 Nevertheless, the one who 
receives instruc@on in the word should share all good things with their 
instructor. 7 Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps 
what he sows. 8 Whoever sows to please their flesh, from the flesh will 
reap destruc@on; whoever sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will 
reap eternal life. 9 Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the 
proper @me we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. 10 Therefore, as 
we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those 
who belong to the family of believers.  

(The 2 slides with the quote from John Stott:  “If we walked with the Spirit 

we would love one another more, and if we loved one another more we 

would bear one another’s burdens, and if we bore one anothers burdens 

we would not shrink from seeking to restore a brother who has fallen into 

sin.  Further, if we obeyed this apostolic instruction as we should, much 
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unkind gossip would be avoided, more serious backsliding prevented, the 

good of the Church advanced, and the name of Christ glorified.”) 

 “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.  Stand firm, then, and do 

not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.”  “Do not use 

your freedom to indulge your sinful nature; rather serve one another in love.  

Be a slave to one another.  Serve one another.  Because that’s what it 

means to walk in freedom.  That’s what it means to keep in step with the 

Spirit.  Because where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.  


