
Today we are beginning a four-week series on the fruit of the Spirit. “The fruit of the Spirit” is a 
phrase taken from Galatians 5:22–23, where the apostle Paul lists nine virtuous characteristics. 
Because he lists multiple characteristics, they are sometimes called the fruits of the Spirit, plural, 
but he himself calls them the fruit of the Spirit, singular. It’s also important to remember that he 
lists “the fruit of the Spirit” in distinction to and contrast with “the works of the sinful flesh.” We 
will better know how to define what the Spirit produces when we know its opposite. Listen to 
Galatians 5:19–23: 

GALATIANS 5:19–23. (EHV)
Now the works of the sinful flesh are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity, 
complete lack of restraint, idolatry, sorcery, hatred, discord, jealousy, outbursts of 
anger, selfish ambition, dissensions, heresies, envy, murders, drunkenness, 
orgies, and things similar to these. I warn you, just as I also warned you before, 
that those who continue to do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.
But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.

	 Notice how Paul does not call what the flesh produces “fruit.” He calls those traits and 
activities “the works of the flesh,” the things the flesh does, the things the flesh brings about. But 
the attitudes and characteristics the Spirit brings about he calls “fruit.” That’s because fruit has an 
attractive and beneficial connotation. Fruit looks beautiful. Fruit is good for you. The presence of 
fruit on a tree proves that the tree is healthy. The works of the flesh are not good for us, they do 
not work a beneficial effect, and their presence implies that we are spiritually corrupt and rotten, 
not healthy. 

Paul also does not call them “fruits,” plural, but “fruit,” singular. That’s because where 
the Holy Spirit is present, all of this fruit will also be present. If Paul had said, “These are the 
fruits of the Spirit,” it could have given the impression that one Christian might have this fruit, 
another Christian might have that fruit, and still another Christian might have a different fruit. 
But by saying that all of these things are “the fruit of the Spirit,” it means that, no matter which 
Christian we are talking about, these are the attitudes and characteristics you will find there. Yes, 
one Christian might have patience in greater measure than another, another Christian a greater 
measure of self-control than another, and so on, but all Christians have all of these traits in some 
measure. If you call yourself a Christian, but can honestly say that you have nothing of one or 
more of these traits, then you are, at the very least, in a very spiritually dangerous position and 
need to revisit the main tenets and teachings of Christianity in order to get re-watered and re-
fertilized, so to speak, so that you can produce this fruit. 

Paul seems to divide up the fruit of the Spirit into three groups of three traits. But we will 
divide them up a little differently, today focusing just on the first two, love and joy. 

It is no surprise that Paul begins with love. In 1 Corinthians 13, he says that faith, hope, 
and love remain into eternity, but the greatest of these is love. Also, when Paul says in 2 Timothy 
3 that there will be terrible times in the last days leading up to the end of time, he begins the list 
by saying that people will be lovers of themselves and ends it by saying that they will be lovers 
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of pleasure rather than lovers of God. This helps us begin to understand what he does and does 
not mean by Spirit-worked love. 

C. S. Lewis once said that love in the Christian sense “is a state not of the feelings but of 
the will; that state of the will which we have naturally about ourselves, and must learn to have 
about other people.” That definition fits well with what Paul said, that true Christian love is the 
opposite of being a lover of oneself and a lover of pleasure. It also fits well with Christ telling us 
in his Sermon on the Mount to love our enemies (Matt. 5:44). You cannot simply flip some sort 
of switch and start having warm, fuzzy feelings inside for your enemies. But you can use your 
Spirit-filled will to make decisions about how you will treat and act toward such people, 
regardless of how you feel about them. 

Christian love, of course, has the love of God as its source and its example. The Bible 
says that God loved us and planned our salvation before time began, before we had done or 
thought anything good or bad about him (1 Pet. 1:18–20). God is love, and showed his love by 
sending his Son for those who did not love him (1 John 4:8–11). God had his Son die for all 
people while we were still sinners and enemies of God (John 3:16; Rom. 5:6–10). God causes his 
sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous (Matt. 
5:45). God gives all people life and breath and everything they have (Acts 17:25). 

Here we should realize what a contrast this kind of love is to the love we regularly hear 
about in the various forms of media. If someone sings, “I love you,” in a song, they nearly 
always tend to be describing a feeling, not a state of the will, and if they give any reasons for the 
love, the reasons all tend to revolve around what the other person does for the singer or how the 
other person makes the singer feel. A guy says he loves a girl because the girl is beautiful to look 
at, or because the girl makes him laugh, or because the girl makes him feel good when she kisses 
him, or because she gives him gifts that he likes. In other words, the speaker or singer doesn’t 
really love the other person. The speaker or singer loves him- or herself and loves pleasure. And 
if a couple get married on that basis, then what happens when the girl is no longer so beautiful to 
look at, whether because of an accident, health condition, or just normal aging, or when he finds 
a girl to look at who is more outwardly beautiful? What happens when he gets tired of her 
mannerisms or jokes? What happens when he doesn’t get the same warm feeling when she kisses 
him? What happens if she no longer gives him gifts, or no longer gives him gifts that he likes? 

It isn’t wrong, period, to speak of love in this way. We are using it that way when we say 
we love a song or a meal or a game or a view. But we need to realize what the best kind of love 
is, and we need to be striving for that kind of love toward other humans and especially in 
marriage and family, a love that, when it says, “I love you,” means this: “I am resolving to show 
love to you, that is, always to keep you in mind and to do what is best for you, regardless of how 
you treat me or feel about me, as a reflection of the selfless love that God has shown to me in 
Christ Jesus.” 

The fruit of the Spirit is love. 

And it is also joy. Joy is not the same as happiness. Happiness is an emotion that comes 
and goes, ebbs and flows. True joy may manifest itself as happiness from time to time, but it is 
ultimately an attitude of the heart that remains constant. 
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Joy doesn’t mean that we never have disappointment and grief. In fact, we might have it 
often. There is a video on YouTube the features a former NASA engineer who helps to design a 
trampoline out of Kevlar, reinforced steel, and 144 garage door springs. He and some friends 
were able to drop a car and a boat onto it from 150 feet, and the trampoline mat never even came 
close to touching the ground. That trampoline is kind of like the Spirit-worked joy Paul is talking 
about here. Christian joy limits the depths of our grief, and it helps us to rebound and recover 
from our grief. It is the opposite of the “outbursts of anger” that Paul lists among the works of 
the flesh, though it could also be tied as an opposite to other works of the flesh, like envy. 

Christian joy is an attitude that always keeps the gospel in view—namely, the fact that all 
of our sins are forgiven through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the fact that we 
have a gracious God who loves us, the fact that he rules over everything for the benefit of the 
holy Christian Church, the fact that he works out all things for the good of those who love him, 
the fact that we have the sure hope of eternal life in heaven in his glorious presence, after this 
short life on earth is over. What earthly sorrow can even come close to matching any of this? 
What could possibly ruin any of this? These facts are why Paul can write in Philippians 4:4: 
“Rejoice in the Lord always.” And incidentally, he wrote those words from prison. 

The fruit of the Spirit is love. And it is joy. May God’s undeserved and unconditional love 
for us in Christ Jesus insure that we have this fruit in rich measure. Amen.
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