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clutches of demons (4:8) is not to be considered an aphormē, “a starting-point” (LS),61 for 
fleshly and sinful activities. 

If one has been freed from the penalties of sin and filled with the Holy Spirit, there 
should be no reason at all why sinful behavior should be allowed. Our love of God is surely 
to be a motivation for us obeying Him, and it is a total travesty why so many Galatians 
commentators seem to have forgotten this. Victor Paul Furnish notes, “Where freedom is 
not exercised in love it leads to mutual destruction, the tragedy and violence of which are 
graphically portrayed.”62 Why any good-thinking Christian would believe that freedom in 
Yeshua is a presumed “freedom,” or release from not having to obey any of God’s Law, 
makes no proper sense when the totality of His Word, and Paul’s actual situation in Galatia, 
are fully considered. 

An undeniable imperative of the Torah is service to God’s community, as easily seen in 
commandments such as not hardening one’s heart toward a brother (Deuteronomy 15:7-11), 
the need to support the poor (Leviticus 25:35), allowances for gleaning the fields (Leviticus 
19:9-10; 23:22; Deuteronomy 24:19-22), helping widows and orphans (Exodus 22:22-23), and 
even not to oppress foreigners (Exodus 22:21; 23:9).63 Paul surely has these sorts of 
principles in mind when he tells the Galatians to serve one another, following the Torah of 
the Messiah (6:2). The Galatians were to certainly serve one another via the empowerment 
of God’s Spirit, as He originally decreed to the Ancient Israelites in the Torah: “Justice, and 
only justice, you shall pursue, that you may live and possess the land which the LORD your 
God is giving you” (Deuteronomy 16:20). Following these key imperatives of the Torah 
would be evidence that the Galatians had circumcised hearts (Deuteronomy 10:16) and the 
New Covenant was being enacted within them (Jeremiah 31:33-34). Dunn notes, 

“Such love also makes possible a spontaneity and adaptability to the demands of each 
specific situation which rules applied whatever the circumstances can never match. In so 
saying, of course, Paul was simply putting into his own words the insight of earlier teachers 
of Israel, as for example, Deut. x.16 and Jer. xxxi.33-4.”64 
 

 
14 For the whole Law is fulfilled in one word, in the statement, “YOU SHALL LOVE 
YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF” [Leviticus 19:18]. 15 But if you bite and devour one 
another, take care that you are not consumed by one another. 
 
5:14 The appeal that is made to the Torah in v. 14 is actually quite serious to consider 

not only regarding the behavior Paul desired to see from the Galatians, but most especially 
for what it meant in the milieu of First Century Judaism. Paul has just told the Galatians to 

 
61 LS, 139. 
62 Cf. Furnish, in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 832. 
63 Cf. Kaiser, pp 159-163. 
64 Dunn, Galatians, 288. 
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serve one another (v. 13), and supports this with the word, “For the whole of the Torah is 
summed up in this one sentence: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’” (CJB). It is perfectly 
legitimate for us to ask that if Paul considered the Torah to be of no effect, why would he 
actually instruct the Galatians to remember the Torah’s command to love (cf. Matthew 7:12; 
Mark 12:31)? Many examiners have been perplexed at Paul’s appeal to the Law in v. 14, not 
quite knowing what to do, as evidenced by Longenecker’s remarks: 

“Somewhat surprisingly, having so definitely denounced legalism…and set aside the 
law as a pedagogue in the Christian life…Paul here speaks about Christians fulfilling the 
law.”65 

Sometimes, commentators just conclude that even though Paul has no more regard for 
the Torah’s standard of holiness, he yet still may use it—albeit “deceptively,” as it were—to 
convince the Galatians that he had a better understanding of the Torah than the 
Influencers/Judaizers. Such sentiments appear to be guided by a contemporary Christian 
Zeitgeist of anti-Law, and possibly even anti-obedience, not seen among the many Christians 
of yesteryear. Far be it from Paul using a quotation from the Torah in any kind of 
“deceptive” way, summarizing the Torah to two ideas or even one key idea was common in 
Jewish teaching (b.Makkot 23b-24a). This was especially true of the “love commandment,” as 
paralleled in the teachings of the famed Rabbi Hillel: 

“There was another case of a gentile who came before Shammai. He said to him, 
‘Convert me on the stipulation that you teach me the entire Torah while I am standing on 
one foot.’ He drove him off with the building cubit that he had in his hand. He came before 
Hillel: ‘Convert me.’ He said to him, ‘“What is hateful to you, to your fellow don’t do.” That’s the 
entirety of the Torah; everything else is elaboration. So go, study’” (b.Shabbat 31a).66 

The Apostle Paul, having originally been trained by Gamaliel (Acts 22:3), the grandson 
of Hillel, would have surely been taught this. A proper obedience to God’s Torah begins with 
having love for God and one’s neighbor, sentiments that are surely seen in the Apostolic 
Scriptures (Matthew 7:12; 22:40; Romans 13:8, 10; cf. Leviticus 19:18; Matthew 19:19; John 
13:34), and over time such obedience is expanded as one moves forward and is changed by 
God’s love from within. In emphasizing that the Galatians must serve one another, and show 
love toward their neighbors (v. 13), Paul has emphasized matters much more significant 
than circumcision, and he undoubtedly expects the Galatians’ obedience to God to begin by 
accomplishing these things. 

Many examiners have great difficulty accepting the idea that Paul would ever have 
wanted ancient Believers like the Galatians, to adopt a graded form of obedience to God’s 
Law, beginning with love for neighbor. Struggling with Paul’s direct appeal to Leviticus 
19:18, many instead feel that “fulfilled” is only a reference to Yeshua’s completion of the 
Torah. Beverly R. Gaventa explains, “Christ has fulfilled the law and in so doing becomes the 

 
65 Longenecker, 241. 
66 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. 



GALATIANS 5 

- 275 - 

only guideline for the community’s behavior.”67 Yet, in saying “until heaven and earth pass 
away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from the Law” (Matthew 5:18), did Yeshua 
really imply that with His arrival that the Torah’s standard of holiness was to diminish in 
relevance? While the Messiah’s example is surely something that Paul would have wanted 
the Galatians to consider, can the Torah be totally omitted from the equation? 

Commentators who come from an anti-Torah bias admittedly run into difficulty with 
v. 14. Betz is one who must forcibly interject, “Even if R. Hillel did the same thing as Paul, 
one should not conclude that Paul was a ‘Hillelite.’”68 But if Paul did not follow the ethos first 
modeled by Hillel, then why would he later defend himself by saying, “I am a Jew, born in 
Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city, educated under Gamaliel, strictly according to 
the law of our fathers, being zealous for God just as you all are today” (Acts 22:3)? The 
answer why commentators must downplay the role of Hillel’s sentiments is because Hillel’s 
style of Torah adoption by non-Jewish people was far more moderate and gradual 
than the competing School of Shammai. Proper Torah obedience begins with love, and moves 
forward from there. To deny that Paul was not “Hillite” in any way is easily an intention to 
downgrade, or perhaps outright deny, Paul’s continued Jewishness following his gospel 
conversion. 

Today’s Messianic community needs to understand the clear implications of v. 14: 
Torah obedience is to begin with love for neighbor. The burden of proof is notably placed 
more on love for neighbor, and not necessarily love for God, because love for people you can 
see is evidence how much you love a God whom you cannot see. From that love, all other 
obedience to God’s commandments is to come forth, as exemplified by Deuteronomy 10:12-
13: 

“Now, Israel, what does the LORD your God require from you, but to fear the LORD your 
God, to walk in all His ways and love Him, and to serve the LORD your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul, and to keep the LORD’s commandments and His statutes which I 
am commanding you today for your good?” 

Love for one’s neighbor can only come from a heart which has been significantly 
transformed by the Holy Spirit. It is most significant that starting one’s obedience to Torah 
via love for neighbor—versus circumcision—is actually more difficult. Whereas the 
Influencers’ circumcision involved an operation and a ceremony, loving one’s fellow human 
beings requires a substantial, if not radical, reorientation of motives and attitudes. Dunn 
validly indicates, “love of the neighbour demands, and depends on who the neighbour is and 
his/her situation in each particular instance, [and] it is all the more demanding. Moreover, 
the demand is open-ended: we do not know beforehand who our neighbour might be at any 
one time.”69 

 
67 Gaventa, in ECB, 1382. 
68 Betz, 276. 
69 Dunn, Galatians, 292. 
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Because love for one’s neighbor requires adaptability, discernment, and most of all an 
appreciation for all human beings made in God’s image—this is why love is truly the 
highest of all His commands. As Yeshua summarizes, “In everything, therefore, treat 
people the same way you want them to treat you, for this is the Law and the Prophets” 
(Matthew 7:12). Wesley concurs, “none can do this without loving God (I John iv.12); and the 
love of God and man includes all perfection.”70 Perhaps most significant not to be 
overlooked from the source text of v. 14, is how peplērōtai is a perfect passive tense 
participle; what this can indicate, more than anything else, is that the fulfillment of the love 
command can only be enacted by the influence of the Divine source upon a man or woman 
(likely making the verb form peplērōtai a Divine passive). This certainly sits in considerable 
contrast to the person who has to keep all of the Torah, out of mortal strength, in order to 
think that he or she can be justified before God (vs. 3-4). 

Some try to argue that Paul tries to find a third way between the so-called extremes of 
Law observance versus total licentiousness, by emphasizing the “love commandment.” Yet, 
to suggest that proper obedience to God’s Torah is an “extreme” is not an idea that Hillel, 
Yeshua, or even Paul himself would agree with. About as far as most Christian 
commentators today have been able to go is saying, as James Montgomery Boice does, “the 
essential ends of the law will be met in those who, being called by God and being filled with 
the Spirit, allow God to produce the Spirit’s fruit in their character.”71 It is thus assumed that 
the only command from the Torah which should concern Christians today is love for God 
and neighbor. 

Is love truly the only aspect of the Torah that is important for God’s people in the post-
resurrection era? If love is truly the only aspect of the Torah important to Paul, then Paul 
would not have just instructed the Galatians in v. 14 to serve one another, an imperative 
certainly with a basis in the Torah’s guidelines for the poor, widows and orphans, strangers, 
etc. And definitely, when we examine the Gospels and both the teachings and actions of 
Yeshua the Messiah, knowing about His Jewishness and Torah observance is becoming a 
much more defined discipline in our day among theologians. As N.T. Wright so astutely 
observes in his book The Challenge of Jesus, “We have to think our way back into someone 
else’s world, specifically, the world of the Old Testament as it was lived and perceived by 
first century Jews. That is the world Jesus addressed, the world whose concerns he made his 
own.”72 Actually accomplishing this is helping to change many Christians’ ideas about how 
Yeshua and His Disciples viewed the Torah—yet such change obviously does not happen all 
at once. 

When we consider the key thrust of the promised New Covenant, “I will place My 
Torah within them and I will write it onto their heart” (Jeremiah 31:33, ATS), does this 

 
70 Wesley, Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, 696. 
71 Boice, in EXP, 10:493. 
72 N.T. Wright, The Challenge of Jesus: Rediscovering Who Jesus Was and Is (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 

1999), 34. 
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actually allow for a widescale abandonment of the Law of Moses? Surely not. If anything, it 
is clear that God has to write His Law onto the hearts of His people, by His Spirit, and the 
requirement that they love their neighbor is certainly something to be written first! The 
New Covenant is the reinvigoration of God’s Instruction, today enacted in the hearts of 
Believers via the redemption provided in Yeshua. 

The thoughts of commentators like Samuel J. Mikolaski do warn, “For the Christian, 
Jew or Gentile, freedom from law cannot result in lawless living.”73 Yet how can a person not 
be “lawless” unless he or she is following God’s Law, recognizing it as having some kind of 
authority and relevance? With the present interpretations of Galatians that we are 
witnessing, and having to forthrightly address, warnings against a vague “lawless living”—
with no regard for the continued validity of the Torah—often fall on deaf ears. In far too 
many cases, today’s Christian layperson is not engaged with the actual issues of Galatians, 
principally covenant inclusion via proselytic circumcision, and Paul’s letter is divorced 
from not only his other epistles, but from the remainder of Scripture. Almost completely 
ignored is Paul’s own warning in 2 Corinthians 6:14: “Do not be bound together with 
unbelievers; for what partnership have righteousness and lawlessness, or what fellowship 
has light with darkness?” 

It is important for us to remember that there are some Messianics in our midst today 
who actually mock and criticize the concept of loving one’s neighbor as just a “Christian 
idea,” perhaps not realizing that their very lack of love is the reason why they are perceived 
as odious by outsiders. Love for one’s neighbor is the exact reason why we should be trying 
to encourage change on their part. Love for God is the reason why we should be obeying His 
commandments. Our obeying God should not take us away from Messiah Yeshua, but 
should draw us closer to Him. If we do not demonstrate to our neighbors the love of Messiah 
Yeshua through our Torah obedience, then will they be rightfully turned off to it? These 
questions may take a long time for our Messianic faith community to answer. 

5:15 V. 15 is a cause of some confusion, as Paul states “But if you bite and devour one 
another, take care that you are not consumed by one another.” These are likely remarks 
about some kind of unknown divisions taking place in Galatia, for which he offers no 
further explanation. Certainly, it is not impossible to assume that with the Influencers 
moving in on the Galatian assemblies that some leadership crises had taken place among 
those whom Paul and Barnabas appointed (cf. Acts 14:23). In wanting to cast the Influencers 
out of their midst (4:30), the admirable Apostle desired to see his brothers and sisters return 
to serving one another in love (vs. 13-14), focusing their attention on the most significant 
issues of faith practice. Truly, no proper Rabbi could give better advice. 

Paul very clearly has a high regard for God’s Torah by appealing directly to Leviticus 
19:18, “You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the sons of your people, 
but you shall love your neighbor as yourself; I am the LORD.” He certainly expected the 

 
73 Mikolaski, in NBCR, 1102. 
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Galatians to love one another with the love required by the Father. Yet it is also important to 
note that v. 15 may include some kind of paraphrase by him of the Leviticus’ command “Do 
not seek revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people” (NIV). For Paul, not “biting 
and devouring” and “consuming one another” are the embodiments of not seeking revenge 
or bearing a grudge. The Influencers had caused a ruckus among the Galatian assemblies, 
and here Paul desires there to be healing and restoration. 
 

 
16 But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the flesh. 
17 For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; 
for these are in opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things that 
you please. 
 
5:16 Paul’s emphasis on the work of the Spirit in the life of the Galatians, urging them 

to be changed by God’s love, is undeniable. He instructs, “But I say, walk by the Spirit, and 
you will not gratify the desires of the flesh” (ESV). Paul says, pneumati peripateite, with the 
imperative verb peripateite perhaps being more comparable to, “keep on walking.” This 
indicates that a fair number of the Galatians were already walking by the Spirit, even 
though they were still probably confused with the Influencers having entered in and 
divisions erupting in their assemblies and fellowships. Longenecker validly indicates, “The 
figurative use of [peripateō] stems from the Hebrew verb…(hālak), which is the repeatedly 
used term in the OT for ‘walk’ or ‘conduct one’s life.’”74 Paul’s emphasis on the Holy Spirit is 
concurrent with the style of halachah that he intends the Galatians to follow. 

IVPBBC draws the important conclusion, “[Paul] may allude here to Ezekiel 36:27: when 
God put his Spirit in his people in the end time, they would walk in all his 
commandments.”75 Ezekiel 36:27 does plainly emphasize, “I will put My Spirit within you 
and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances.” 
Certainly, when our Heavenly Father places His Spirit inside one of His children, He does 
desire each of them to obey Him, and in so doing not “gratify the desires of the sinful 
nature” (NIV). Indeed, being guided by the Holy Spirit, with the New Covenant enacted 
within a Believer, should cause the individual to fully embody what is prophesied in Ezekiel 
11:19-21: 

“‘And I will give them one heart, and put a new spirit within them. And I will take the 
heart of stone out of their flesh and give them a heart of flesh, that they may walk in My 
statutes and keep My ordinances and do them. Then they will be My people, and I shall be 
their God. But as for those whose hearts go after their detestable things and abominations, I 
will bring their conduct down on their heads,’ declares the Lord GOD.” 

 
74 Longenecker, 244. 
75 Keener, 534. 
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5:17 Paul summarizes how, “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” (NIV). Yet, the promise issued by the Lord is that this need 
not be the case. With a new heart of flesh given to Believers, we can not only be His people, 
but none of us will desire the things that impede loving our neighbor or service to others. 

Messianic Believers today have a high responsibility to emphasize the work of the Holy 
Spirit in a person’s heart, and how a proper obedience to God’s Torah comes via the Spirit’s 
guidance and the permeating power of His love. The challenge for us as Messianic Believers 
today is multi-faceted. Many wrestle against the flesh and find themselves falling to sinful 
temptations from time to time. Many more of us wrestle against the flesh because various 
Christian friends, family, or colleagues may be those (especially) opposed to us studying and 
following the Torah, or at the very least do not understand us, and so they often criticize us 
for it. We have to know how to properly deal with them, and deal with them in a way that is 
not like the world. We wrestle against the flesh because we can often be impatient, and 
wonder if we are the only ones who are convicted as to whether or not the Torah is for 
today. 

I know that as I have been examining the thoughts of several Galatians commentators 
that I have had to ask God for forgiveness, lest I hold any ill will or negative feelings toward 
people who make conclusions, with which I (strongly) disagree. I know that many of these 
commentators are sincere and godly people, but they are also limited human beings (like the 
rest of us). At the same time, I have found myself getting angry and upset with people who 
draw not only certain anti-Torah conclusions, but most especially anti-Torah conclusions 
that have caused a great deal of damage to today’s Church in terms of greatly discouraging 
obedience to the Lord. I certainly do not follow God’s Torah to prove myself “better” than any 
Christians, but I do desire to live a life of holiness and righteousness that includes the whole 
Bible. And, I believe that this should be encouraged among all who claim to follow Yeshua 
the Messiah (Jesus Christ). 
 

 
18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the Law. 19 Now the deeds of 
the flesh are evident, which are: immorality, impurity, sensuality, 20 idolatry, 
sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, disputes, dissensions, 
factions, 21 envying, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these, of which I 
forewarn you, just as I have forewarned you, that those who practice such things 
will not inherit the kingdom of God. 
 
5:18-21 Having just emphasized the work of the Spirit (vs. 16-17), and even more 

significantly the Torah’s command to love (v. 14), Paul now tells the Galatians “if you are led 
by the Spirit, you are not under the Law,” ouk este hupo nomon. What is this statement to 
properly mean, especially in regard to what he has stated previously about Yeshua coming 
to “redeem those who were under the Law” (4:5)? Suffice it to say, too many readers of v. 18 
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have been at a loss in properly following Paul’s train of thought. Many think that a life led 
by the Spirit, means that such a spiritual life dismisses the Torah or Law of Moses as 
relevant instruction. 

It is entirely reasonable and appropriate to recognize how born again Believers are to 
be “led by the Spirit,” pneumati agesthe, as their lives in the Messiah are to be guided by the 
Holy Spirit which He promised to send to His Disciples: “But when He, the Spirit of truth, 
comes, He will guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13a). Contrary to a life lived by the 
Spirit is one lived hupo nomon or “under the Law.” Does this mean, as the NRSV extrapolates 
the clause hupo nomon, that Believers are “not subject to the law” and hence can ignore 
Moses’ Teaching? This is, in fact, the conclusion of various readers—especially Lutheran 
readers—of Galatians. No submission or instruction of any kind to God’s Law is believed by 
them to be required for those in the Messiah. 

There is certainly a conflict present between those who are led by the Holy Spirit (v. 
18), and those who practice various “works of the flesh,” ta erga tēs sarkos: 

“Now the works of the flesh are plain: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, 
sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, anger, selfishness, dissension, party spirit, envy, 
drunkenness, carousing, and the like. I warn you, as I warned you before, that those who do 
such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God” (vs. 19-21, RSV).76 

It should be fairly obvious to any reader that each one of the sins listed in vs. 19-21, 
most especially those of fornication and idolatry, are explicitly forbidden in Moses’ 
Teaching and/or are spoken against prolifically throughout the Tanach (Old Testament). 
There is a significant problem if a life lived by the direction of the Holy Spirit is not one 
“under the Law,” if “under the Law” is defined as being obedient to the Torah. Immediately 
prior to listing these various “works of the flesh,” Paul has actually spoken of what it means 
to fulfill the Torah via love, and the need to walk by the Spirit and rejecting the ways of the 
flesh (vs. 14-17). 

A life that is led according to the flesh, and not according to the Spirit, is one which is 
certainly not fulfilling the Law. Yet it is also true that the Torah of Moses is not enough to 
restrain evil inclinations in someone’s heart. A commentator like Longenecker, though, goes 
too far in concluding, “The antidote to license in the Christian life is not laws, as the 
Judaizers argued, but openness to the Spirit and being guided by the Spirit.”77 This could be 
taken as a remark opposing Believers following any code of conduct or Divine statutes, or 
being aware of any prohibitive activities—as “the works of the flesh” (vs. 19-21) are 
certainly prohibited by God’s commandments! So, how are we to properly view the 
antithesis between a life led by the Spirit, and one “under the Law”? Hegg sees elements of 
both “under the Law” being condemnation upon sinners, and those looking for a Jewish 
ethnic status, at work in v. 18: 

 
76 The hypothetical sinner’s dilemma of Romans 7:15 can also be recalled here: “For what I am doing, I do 

not understand; for I am not practicing what I would like to do, but I am doing the very thing I hate.” 
77 Longenecker, 246. 
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“[F]rom Paul’s perspective, ‘under Torah’ describes those who did not have the 
indwelling Spirit, and thus were neither ‘led by the Spirit’ nor were engaged in the conflict 
against the flesh. In contrast, those who were not under the condemnation of the Torah, nor 
who were relying upon their ‘Jewish status’ for right standing before God, were those who 
had come to rely entirely upon the promise of salvation through the Messiah.”78 

Hegg’s view that a life led by the Spirit will not result in condemnation issuing forth 
from the Torah should be appreciated; whether or not we can take a life led by the Spirit 
being in contrast to those who look to a Jewish ethnic identity, here in v. 18, does not work 
very well. Interestingly enough, though, a commentator like Dunn, while thinking that 
“under the Law” means subjected to the rules of the Torah—actually concludes that a life led 
by the Spirit results in the obedience of the promised New Covenant of Jeremiah 31:33-34. 
He summarizes, 

“Paul’s exhortation here is aimed precisely at those who were being persuaded that the 
Jewish law provided the necessary directions and rules for their daily conduct, now that 
they had believed in Messiah Jesus. His concern, therefore, has been to show that a life-style 
determined by the Spirit gives them all they need and more. No external constraint or rule-
book is capable of countering ‘the desire of the flesh’ adequately. What is needed is the 
Spirit, or alternatively expressed, the law written within (Jer. xxxi.33-4), to provide an 
inner drive of greater and more enduring strength, the supplanting of one motive centre 
(selfish desire) by another of greater power (the Spirit).”79 

Galatians 5:18 is followed by a listing of both works of the flesh (vs. 19-21) and the fruit 
of the Spirit (vs. 22-23), laying out precisely the salvation significance of living a life 
forgiven and transformed by the power of the Spirit versus one “under the Law.” In 
Galatians 5:18, “under the Law” meaning subjected to the Torah’s condemnation and 
penalties upon sinners—and not some kind of Jewish ethnic identity—is the only viewpoint 
that will do the verse justice. As John Wesley concluded, “But if ye are led by the Spirit—Of 
liberty and love, into all holiness. Ye are not under the law—Not under the curse or bondage 
of it; not under the guilt or power of sin.”80 

Thinking that “under the Law” would mean being obedient to God’s Torah could have 
Paul saying, “A life led by God’s Spirit means not having to keep God’s Law”—as though the 
Torah which is “spiritual” (Romans 7:14) stands in stark opposition to the very Spirit which 
inspired it! Thinking that “under the Law” means subjected to the Torah’s curse and 
penalties upon sinners has Paul saying, “If you are truly led by the Spirit, you will not 
disobey God’s Instruction and find yourself condemned under the Law.” 

There is a definite advantage of interpreting Galatians 5:18—“But if you are led by the 
Spirit, you are not under the Law”—as relating to the condemnation and penalties declared 
upon Law breakers. In practice, most Christian readers will equate “under the Law” (hupo 

 
78 Hegg, Galatians, 200. 
79 Dunn, Galatians, 300. 
80 Wesley, Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, 697. 
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nomon) as just relating to keeping things they do not want to remember like the seventh-day 
Sabbath/Shabbat, appointed times of Leviticus 23, or eating kosher—and not moral or 
ethical instructions. Yet, one of the most foolish statements anyone will ever read, from a 
modern-day theologian, is seen in how Witherington concludes on Galatians 5:18, 
“Christians are no longer under the Law, not even under the moral law, as this context 
makes very clear.”81 While Witherington is among those who argue that a separate and 
independent “law of Christ” (6:2) should instead be followed, today’s Christians who have 
been cut off from Moses’ Teaching are significantly hampered and neutered from fulfilling 
the very Law that Yeshua the Messiah came to show us how to properly live (Matthew 5:17-
19; cf. Galatians 5:14). 

Knowing that “under the Law” can mean being subject to the Torah’s penalties, allows 
Galatians 5:18 to make much more sense to us. Those who are not led by God’s Spirit are 
keen to break God’s Law: “because the mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does 
not subject itself to the law of God, for it is not even able to do so” (Romans 8:7). But in 
contrast, those who are truly led by the Holy Spirit will not be led to disobey the Lord, which 
would cause them to stand under the Torah’s penalties. This is because people who are led 
by the Holy Spirit will naturally obey the Lord and be blessed—just as the Torah tells us, 
because the Spirit is to write God’s commandments onto the redeemed person’s heart 
(Ezekiel 36:25-27).82 

The Holy Spirit does, though, go beyond the Torah, manifesting itself in the fruit of a 
Believer’s changed life (vs. 22-23), providing discernment for life events where the Torah 
(or even the Bible on the whole) may not deliver any specific instruction. This is what Dunn 
properly describes as “a spontaneity and adaptability to the demands of each specific 
situation which rules applied whatever the circumstances can never match.”83 But the fruit 
of the Spirit is notably something “against [which] there is no law” (v. 23, RSV), as its 
virtues surely align with the righteous tenor of God’s commandments. The Spirit going 
beyond the instruction of the Torah is to surely issue directions and guidelines to Messiah 
followers which correspond to the character of God demonstrated forth in its 
commandments. 

Paul’s words to the Galatians in v. 18, “But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under 
the Law,” would certainly have served to enforce the understanding that the Messiah had 
been sacrificed for their Torah breaking (4:4-5), that the Holy Spirit had been sent to them 
(4:6), and that the Spirit was to serve as their decisive guiding influence (v. 5). Most 
imperative would be the need to obey God’s Instruction via the command to love God and 
neighbor (v. 14)—something which would surely not happen if the Judaizers’/Influencers’ 
direction was continued to be followed. A life guided and molded by the Holy Spirit, is 

 
81 Witherington, Galatians, 396. 
82 Consult the article “Torah and the Holy Spirit” by Mark Huey, appearing in the Messianic Torah Helper. 
83 Dunn, Galatians, 288. 
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certainly not going to cause someone to be “under the Law” by violating one of the Torah’s 
most foundational guidelines, that of love. 
 

 
22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, 23 gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. 24 
Now those who belong to Messiah Yeshua have crucified the flesh with its 
passions and desires. 25 If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit. 26 
Let us not become boastful, challenging one another, envying one another. 
 
5:22 Certainly while the guidance of the Holy Spirit is to prohibit a person from 

engaging in “works of the flesh,” a man or woman led by the Spirit is also going to 
demonstrate positive qualities that testify of God’s transforming activity within the heart. 
Paul testifies to the Galatians of “the fruit of the Spirit,” ho karpos tou pneumatos. “Fruit” or 
karpos appears in the singular, a good indication all of these virtues are to be present in a 
Believer—not just some of them.84 The fruit of the Spirit are very clearly ethical imperatives 
that go beyond meticulous rule-keeping, which the Influencers were likely pushing on the 
Galatians. The fruit of the Spirit can only be enacted by the power of the Holy Spirit 
changing a person’s attitudes and ideas. Take an important look at the list Paul compiles: 

“Love, joy, peace, long-suffering, kindness, goodness, faith, meekness, 
temperance” (YLT). 

It is likely that these were not qualities that Paul’s opponents in Galatia possessed in 
abundance. With the Influencers’ emphasis upon circumcision for entering into covenant 
relationship with God, rather than faith, having this “fruit” could have easily been 
overlooked or even discarded by them. Nevertheless, the fruit of the Spirit is certainly 
upheld by the Torah and Tanach, as Paul is clear to tell the Galatians “against such things 
there is no law,” kata tōn toioutōn ouk estin nomos. “Law” can certainly be understood in a 
generic sense as well, as no Greco-Roman civil law stood against these character traits, and 
indeed many of the classical philosophers themselves would have appreciated them on 
various levels. 

5:23 In asserting “Nothing in the Torah stands against such things” (CJB), v. 23 does ask 
an important question of some. Would the Torah’s guidelines uphold the validity of the 
principles that Paul lists regarding the fruit of the Spirit? Some have actually taken Paul’s 
statement in v. 23 as meaning that Paul is anti-Torah. This is unfortunately rooted in the 
idea that the mainline Judaism of Paul’s day believed adherence to the 613 Torah 
commandments was all that was required to regulate Jewish life. Thus, it may be claimed 
that one does not have to follow the Torah to still possess the fruit of the Spirit. 

 
84 Cf. Hegg, Galatians, 204 for a chart and detailed summary of each one of these characteristics listed in vs. 

22-23. 
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We definitely need to look at this from another angle. Surely, if there are Rabbinical 
examples of God’s commandments being distilled to either the command of love (b.Shabbat 
31a) or the righteous living by faith (b.Makkot 23b-24a), then appropriate expansion is in 
order when human living and proper interaction are concerned. While Dunn notes, “The 
concept [of self-control] is almost wholly absent from the Hebrew Bible,”85 at least as a 
refined philosophical idea in the First Century,86 the Torah’s commandments certainly do 
not prohibit it. I certainly have been unable to find any Torah command or Tanach verse 
that can be interpreted as being against self-control. In fact, God’s commandments actually 
force self-control upon those who follow them, so that people are kept within proper 
boundaries of what He considers acceptable and unacceptable. Imagine how serious this is 
intensified for those who have the Holy Spirit regulating their hearts and minds—the same 
Spirit which is to supernaturally transcribe God’s Instruction (cf. Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 
36:25-27)! 

5:25-26 The Torah’s code of holiness is by no means the “end-all” of God’s expectations 
for His people, as He surely expects each of them to all go beyond the Torah, as His Spirit 
leads, yet still being conformed to its basic ethos. The place born again Believers should all 
begin, as Paul indicates to the Galatians, is by identifying with Yeshua’s death on our behalf: 

“Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and 
desires. Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. Let us not become 
conceited, provoking and envying each other” (NIV). 

As redeemed men and women identify with the sacrificial work of Yeshua, having died 
a spiritual death to their old selves, it is though they have been “resurrected” as the Holy 
Spirit transforms and changes them. Redeemed people find themselves loving others, and 
they should also find themselves demonstrating the fruit of the Spirit as they naturally 
desire to obey the Lord. To describe this, Paul uses the verb stoicheō, “to be in line with, walk 
by rule or principle” (LS),87 extrapolated as meaning “let the Spirit also direct our course” 
(NEB). As Believers are led by the Spirit, should they be actually taken away from His 
commandments? Or, in obeying God, should they demonstrate those qualities that His 
commandments surely support and uphold? 

It is clear that too many, in wanting to discount or even disobey God’s Law, have drawn 
conclusions of Paul’s letter to the Galatians that are very separated from its original 
intention—especially in ch. 5. Let us each commit ourselves to doing better, and heed Paul’s 
instruction very carefully. 
 
 
 

 
85 Dunn, Galatians, 312. 
86 Dunn is proper to indicate “it appears (chiefly) in the Wisdom literature of Hellenistic Judaism” (Ibid.) 
87 LS, 747. 
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