
An exposition of Galatians 5:22-
23 through a Messianic Jewish 
lens reframes the Apostle Paul 
(Sha’ul) not as someone 

abolishing God's law, but as a Torah-
observant Rabbi demonstrating how the 
Holy Spirit (Ruach HaKodesh) enables true 
obedience.

By looking at the text through Jewish thought, 
the Hebrew language, and the historical 
context of first-century Messianic 
communities, these verses take on a deeper, 
structurally distinct meaning.

1.1. 1. The Linguistic & Literal Framework: Pri 
HaRuach and Middot HaLev

In Jewish ethical literature (Mussar), the 
attributes Paul describes are known as 
middot ha-lev (qualities of the heart). Rather 
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than isolated traits, Paul uses the singular 
word fruit (pri) to show a unified expression 
of a life transformed by God.

The Hebrew equivalents to the Greek text 
reveal the deep-seated Jewish values Paul 
was teaching:

Character Trait (Greek) Hebrew Equivalent Messianic Jewish Concept & 
Cultural Significance

Love (Agape) Ahavah Covenantal, sacrificial love—the 
foundation of the Shema (loving 
God and neighbor).

Joy (Chara) Simchah A deep-seated, collective 
gladness of the heart rooted in 
God's promises, not 
circumstances.

Peace (Eirene) Shalom Wholeness, completeness, and 
restoration of relationships under 
God’s authority.

Patience (Makrothumia) Erech Apayim Literally "long of nose" (slow to 
anger), imitating God's patience 
with Israel (Exodus 34:6).

Kindness (Chrestotes) Nedivut Generosity of spirit and a willing, 
open heart toward others.

Goodness (Agathosune) Gemilut Chasadim Tangible "acts of loving-
kindness". In Judaism, this is a 
cornerstone of repairing the 
world (Tikkun Olam).

Faithfulness (Pistis) Ne'emunut Trustworthiness and loyalty, 
mirroring the unwavering 
faithfulness (Emunah) of God to 
His covenants.

Gentleness (Prautes) Anavah True humility. Not weakness, but 
strength under control, 
epitomised by Moses and Yeshua.

Self-Control (Egkrateia) Tzeniut or Kibush HaYetzer Modesty and the "conquering of 
the evil inclination" (Yetzer Hara), 
mastering one's desires.
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1.2. 2. The Terminological & Covenantal 
Significance: "Against such there is no Law"

The climax of the passage—"against such 
things there is no law" (Torah)—is frequently 
misunderstood in mainstream theology as a 
declaration that the Law of Moses is obsolete. 
From a Messianic perspective, this phrase 
carries profound halakhic (legal/interpretive) 
significance:

The New Covenant Promise

The Prophet Jeremiah foretold a day when 
God would write the Torah on our hearts 
(Jeremiah 31:31-33). Ezekiel added that God 
would place His Spirit (Ruach) within us to 
cause us to walk in His statutes (Ezekiel 36:26-
27). Paul is showing the fulfillment of this 
promise. The Ruach HaKodesh does not 
bypass the Torah; rather, the Spirit 
supernaturally produces the very 
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righteousness the Torah demands from the 
inside out.

No Condemnation by the Torah

When a person's life is dominated by Pri 
HaRuach (the fruit of the Spirit), they are 
walking in perfect alignment with the divine 
intent of God's instructions. There is no 
commandment in the Torah that condemns, 
forbids, or penalizes love, joy, or kindness.

Internal Restraint vs. External Legalism

In first-century Judaism, legalistic factions 
argued that stringently keeping external 
traditions and fence-laws (takkanot) was the 
only way to restrain the flesh. Paul counters 
this by stating that external rules cannot 
transform human nature. True restraint 
comes from the indwelling Spirit. If you are 
led by the Spirit, you inherently fulfill the 
moral heartbeat of the Torah without needing 
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a system of legalism to force your 
compliance.

Summary of the Messianic View

To the Messianic believer, Galatians 5:22-23 is 
not an anti-Torah polemic. It is a beautiful 
description of Torah-internalization. When a 
believer abides in Yeshua the Messiah, the 
Ruach HaKodesh cultivates these godly 
middot (traits), transforming the believer into 
a living scroll where the character of God is 
visible to all.

To understand how Sha’ul (Paul) contrasts 
the "works of the flesh" with the "fruit of the 
Spirit," we must look at the standard first-
century Jewish psychological model of the 
human heart: the tension between the Yetzer 
Hatov (the good inclination) and the Yetzer 
Hara (the evil inclination).
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When Sha’ul speaks of the "flesh" (sarx in 
Greek, or basar in Hebrew), he is not merely 
talking about physical skin and bones. He is 
using standard Second Temple Jewish 
language to describe the unregenerate 
human nature dominated by the Yetzer Hara.

1.1. The First-Century Framework: Dual 
Inclinations

In Jewish thought, every human being is born 
with two competing internal impulses:

• The Yetzer Hara (The Evil/Selfish 
Inclination): The primal, self-centered 
drive. It is not originally "evil" in a 
demonic sense—it drives basic survival 
instincts like hunger, self-preservation, 
and reproduction. However, when left 
unchecked by God's wisdom, it corrupts 
into sin, greed, lust, and idolatry.
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• The Yetzer Hatov (The Good/Selfless 
Inclination): The moral consciousness that 
desires to do God’s will, pursue justice, 
and show compassion. According to 
Jewish tradition, this inclination matures 
as a person grows and encounters the 
moral teachings of the Torah.

Sha’ul takes this traditional framework and 
supercharges it with Messianic reality. For 
Sha'ul, the Yetzer Hatov is amplified and 
empowered by the actual indwelling presence 
of the Ruach HaKodesh (the Holy Spirit).

1.2. 2. Deconstructing the "Works of the 
Flesh" as the Yetzer Hara

In Galatians 5:19-21, Sha’ul lists the "works of 
the flesh." In first-century Jewish theology, 
these are the classic, unchecked 
manifestations of the Yetzer Hara. Sha'ul 
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groups them into categories that mirror 
violations of the Torah's most foundational 
commandments:

Sexual Immorality (Znut)

• The Sins: Adultery, fornication, 
uncleanness, lewdness.

• The Jewish Context: The Yetzer Hara 
frequently targets the biological drive for 
procreation, warping it away from the 
sacred boundaries of covenantal marriage 
(Kiddushin) outlined in Leviticus 18. 
Instead of building a holy family, it seeks 
animalistic self-gratification.

Idolatry and Sorcery (Avodah Zarah & Kishuf)

• The Sins: Idolatry, sorcery (witchcraft).

• The Jewish Context: This is the Yetzer 
Hara attempting to bypass God to gain 
power, control, or security. Sorcery 
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(Greek: pharmakeia, often linked to mind-
altering drug potions used in pagan cults) 
directly violates the Torah’s strict 
prohibitions against the occult 
(Deuteronomy 18:10-12). It replaces faith 
(Emunah) with manipulation.

Communal Strife (Sinat Chinam)

• The Sins: Hatred, contentions, jealousies, 
outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, 
dissensions, heresies, envy.

• The Jewish Context: In the Talmud, Jewish 
sages heavily warn that the Yetzer Hara’s 
most destructive weapon is Sinat Chinam 
(baseless hatred), which famously led to 
the destruction of the Second Temple. 
Sha’ul notes that when the Yetzer Hara 
rules a community, it fractures Echad 
(unity) through gossip, tribalism, and 
pride.
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Uncontrolled Appetites (Zololut)

• The Sins: Drunkenness, revelries.

• The Jewish Context: The physical 
appetites for food and drink master the 
person, rather than the person mastering 
the appetite. It represents total surrender 
to the lower nature.

1.3. The Battlefield of the Heart: Internal War

In Galatians 5:17, Sha’ul writes: "For the flesh 
lusts against the Spirit, and the Spirit against 
the flesh; and these are contrary to one 
another."

This is the ultimate Messianic depiction of the 
internal war.

• Traditional Judaism taught that the 
weapon to defeat the Yetzer Hara was 
rigorous, intellectual, and physical study 
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and application of the Torah alone ("I 
created the evil inclination, and I created 
the Torah as its antidote" — Talmud, 
Kiddushin 30b).

• Sha’ul’s Messianic Revelation adjusts this: 
The Torah shows us what is right, but it 
lacks the supernatural power to change 
human DNA. The antidote to the Yetzer 
Hara is walking by the Ruach (Spirit).

When a person tries to fight the Yetzer Hara 
purely through legalistic willpower ("the law 
of commandments"), they often fail because 
the flesh cannot conquer the flesh. But when 
a believer surrenders to the Ruach, the Holy 
Spirit neutralizes the Yetzer Hara from the 
inside out, naturally bearing the fruit of the 
Yetzer Hatov.

The Messianic Practical Conclusion
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To Sha’ul, the "works of the flesh" are the 
default settings of the human heart under the 
tyranny of the Yetzer Hara. True freedom is 
not the liberty to do whatever our flesh 
desires; that is slavery to our lower impulses. 
True freedom (Cherut) is having our hearts so 
transformed by Messiah’s Spirit that the 
Yetzer Hara is dethroned, and our natural 
spiritual output becomes love, joy, and peace.

To understand what Sha’ul means when he 
writes that "those who belong to Messiah 
Yeshua have crucified the flesh with its 
passions and desires" (Galatians 5:24), we 
must look at the classic Jewish concept of 
Kibush HaYetzer (the subduing or conquering 
of the inclination).

When read alongside Pirkei Avot (Ethics of 
the Fathers)—a compilation of foundational 
rabbinic ethical teachings—Sha’ul’s imagery 
of "crucifixion" shifts from a bizarre, self-
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loathing concept into a radical, first-century 
expression of ultimate spiritual mastery.

1.1. 1. The Foundation: Kibush HaYetzer in 
Pirkei Avot

In Pirkei Avot 4:1, the prominent sage Ben 
Zoma asks a fundamental question and 
provides a definition of strength that 
completely redefined heroism in the ancient 
near east:
"Who is strong? He who subdues his inclination (ha-kovesh et yitzro), as it is 
said: 'He who is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and he who rules his 
spirit than he who takes a city' (Proverbs 16:32)."

In Hebrew, the root kavash (שבכ) means to 
conquer, subdue, subjugate, or bring under 
complete control (the same word used when 
a nation conquers a city).

To the Jewish sages, true heroism was not an 
outward military exploit; it was an inward 
war of self-mastery. The Yetzer Hara (evil 
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inclination) is viewed as an aggressive 
occupier of the human heart that must be 
systematically dismantled and brought into 
subjection to God's will.

1.2. 2. "Crucifixion" as the Ultimate Form of 
Kibush (Subjugation)

When Sha'ul uses the word "crucified" 
(stauroō), he is introducing a graphic, Roman-
era metaphor for Kibush HaYetzer. In the first 
century, crucifixion was the ultimate symbol 
of being completely stripped of power, 
utterly immobilized, and condemned to an 
agonizing but certain death.

By blending Kibush HaYetzer with the imagery 
of crucifixion, Sha'ul makes several profound 
theological points:

• Total Immobilization, Not Partial 
Management: You cannot negotiate with 
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the Yetzer Hara. In Rabbinic thought, if 
you give the evil inclination an inch, it 
takes a mile. Sha’ul chooses crucifixion 
because a person nailed to a tree cannot 
execute their own desires. Their hands 
cannot grab what they lust after; their 
feet cannot run toward sin. It is the 
absolute execution of the independent 
self-will.

• A Slow, Agonizing Death: Crucifixion was 
not an immediate death; it took time. 
Similarly, both Sha'ul and the Sages 
recognize that the Yetzer Hara does not 
vanish the moment a person chooses 
righteousness. It screams, fights, and 
takes a long time to die out.

• The Paradigm of Yeshua’s Execution: 
Sha'ul ties this inner mastery directly to 
the historical event of Messiah’s 
execution. Yeshua’s literal crucifixion 
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became the spiritual blueprint for how the 
believer treats their own fleshly ego.

1.3. The Structural Comparison: Pirkei Avot 
vs. Galatians

The intersection of these two concepts 
reveals a shared framework for how a 
righteous person operates:

Spiritual Dimension Pirkei Avot (Kibush HaYetzer) Galatians 5 (Crucifying the Flesh)
The Internal Enemy The Yetzer Hara (Primal, self-

centered impulses).
The Sarx / Flesh (The 
unregenerate human nature).

The Definition of Power Subduing the inner drives rather 
than feeding them (Avot 4:1).

Executing/crucifying passions and 
desires (Gal 5:24).

The Active Agent The human will armed with the 
wisdom of the Torah.

The human will surrendered to 
and empowered by the Ruach 
(Spirit).

The Ultimate Goal The alignment of the human 
heart with the King of Kings.

Living a life where Messiah's 
character is fully manifested.

1.4. 4. The Messianic Supercharge: How the 
Spirit Alters Kibush

While Sha'ul agrees with Pirkei Avot on the 
necessity of conquering the inner impulses, 
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his Messianic perspective introduces a radical 
shift in how this is achieved.

In traditional Mussar (Jewish ethics), Kibush 
HaYetzer requires immense, exhausting 
willpower, self-discipline, and constant 
guardrails (gedarim).

Sha'ul argues that human willpower alone is 
ultimately insufficient to permanently keep 
the flesh on the cross (see Romans 7). The 
secret to maintaining this "crucifixion" is 
participation in the resurrection life of 
Yeshua via the Holy Spirit. When you "walk 
by the Spirit," the Ruach provides the divine 
power to keep the flesh immobilized, 
replacing the agony of self-denial with the 
supernatural "fruit" of love, joy, and peace.

Summary

To a Messianic Jew, "crucifying the flesh" is 
the ultimate expression of Kibush HaYetzer. It 
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is the daily, deliberate choice to declare the 
self-centered ego dead on Messiah’s 
execution stake, ensuring that the Yetzer 
Hara no longer rules the throne of the heart.

Let’s unpack both of these fascinating tracks 
by looking at how the practical boundaries of 
Pirkei Avot overlap with walking in the Ruach 
(Spirit), followed by a deep-dive linguistic 
analysis of "passions and desires."

Part 1: Pirkei Avot Safeguards vs. Walking in 
the Ruach

In Mishnah literature, the Sages created 
practical guardrails (gedarim) to protect a 
person from falling into the traps of the 
Yetzer Hara. Sha’ul’s strategy of "walking in 
the Ruach" is not a vague, mystical feeling; it 
is the supernatural engine that drives these 
exact practical ethics.

1.1. 1. Guarding Speech (Shmirat HaLashon)

Crea
ted

 w
ith




MobiO
ffic

e



• Pirkei Avot 1:17 (Simeon his son said): 
"All my days I have grown up among the 
wise, and I have found naught better for a 
man than silence... and whoso multiplies 
words causes sin."

• The Messianic Parallel: Sha'ul warns 
against the works of the flesh like 
"contentions, outbursts of wrath, and 
dissensions" (Galatians 5:20), which are 
almost entirely fueled by reckless speech 
(Lashon Hara / evil tongue). Walking in 
the Ruach brings the fruit of self-control 
(kibush ha-yetzer) to the tongue. As 
James (Ya'akov), Paul’s contemporary, 
notes: a man who can control his tongue 
can control his whole body (James 3:2). 
The Spirit empowers the "silence" and 
restraint praised in Avot.

1.2. Guarding the Eyes and Mentorship
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• Pirkei Avot 1:16 (Joshua ben Perachiah 
said): "Provide for yourself a teacher 
(Rav), and get yourself a companion 
(Chaver); and judge all men charitably (on 
the scale of merit)."

• The Messianic Parallel: The Yetzer Hara 
thrives in isolation and secret looking. By 
commanding believers to "walk by the 
Spirit," Sha'ul envisions a tight-knit 
Messianic community (Kehilah). In 
Galatians 6:1-2 (immediately following the 
Fruit of the Spirit), he writes about 
restoring a fallen brother in gentleness 
and "bearing one another’s burdens." The 
Ruach manifests practically through the 
community structure—having chaverim 
(companions) and rabbonim (teachers) to 
keep our eyes and hearts accountable.

1.3. Fleeing the Urge to Sin
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• Pirkei Avot 2:4 (Hillel said): "Do not trust 
in yourself until the day of your death."

• The Messianic Parallel: This matches 
Sha'ul's realism. Crucifying the flesh is a 
daily, ongoing reality because the Yetzer 
Hara is cunning. Walking in the Ruach 
requires an active awareness that our 
flesh is always ready to reactivate if we 
stop relying on God.

Part 2: Word Study: "Passions and Desires"

When Sha'ul writes that we crucify the flesh 
with its "passions and desires" (Galatians 
5:24), the Greek words he chose carry rich 
conceptual weight that perfectly aligns with 
Hebrew psychological terms used by the 
Sages.

Greek: παθήμασιν (pathemasin) + ἐπιθυμίαις (epithumiais) 

Hebrew:      ֶהדָּמְח (Chemdah)   +        ַּהוָאֲת (Ta'avah)
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1.4. 1. Passions: Pathema (Greek) / Chemdah 
or Yitzrar (Hebrew)

• The Greek Meaning: Pathema comes 
from the root pascho (to suffer or be 
affected by an external force). In this 
context, it refers to passive, unchecked 
emotional impulses or afflictions of the 
mind. It is a state where a person is no 
longer driving their own ship; instead, 
they are controlled by external triggers—
like explosive anger, sudden jealousy, or 
overwhelming lust.

• The Hebrew Insight: This matches the 
passive stage of the Yetzer Hara, often 
linked to Chemdah (covetous passion). It 
is an internal burning or susceptibility. It is 
the emotional raw material that the 
enemy uses to hijack your peace.
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1.5. 2. Desires: Epithumia (Greek) / Ta'avah 
(Hebrew)

• The Greek Meaning: Epithumia is a strong 
active word built from epi (upon/focused) 
and thumos (passion/soul-force). It means 
an intense, active craving, longing, or 
driving desire directed toward something 
forbidden.

• The Hebrew Insight: This is the exact 
equivalent of Ta'avah (craving/appetite). 
In Pirkei Avot 4:21, Rabbi Eliezer HaKappar 
explicitly warns: "Envy, lust (ha-ta'avah), 
and ambition drive a man out of the 
world." Ta'avah is the active, predatory 
pursuit of self-gratification (sexual 
immorality, greed, gluttony).

How the Ruach Rewires the System

In first-century thought, Pathema (the 
internal burning spark) gives birth to 
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Epithumia (the active drive to go out and 
commit the sin).

Sha'ul’s genius is showing that you cannot 
simply tell a human mind, "Stop desiring." The 
human heart is a desire factory. If you crucify 
Ta'avah (evil craving) without replacing it, you 
leave an empty void.

Walking in the Ruach introduces a holy 
alternative. The Spirit replaces Ta'avah (the 
craving for the forbidden) with Chefsat 
Hashem (delight in the Lord). The fire of the 
flesh isn't just suppressed by legal rules; it is 
completely overwhelmed and put out by the 
far greater, purer fire of the Holy Spirit.

Let’s bridge these two powerful concepts by 
examining Galatians 6 to see the direct 
communal application of the fruit of the 
Ruach, while integrating how Kavanah (holy 
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intentionality) acts as the mental mechanism 
required to make it happen.

In first-century Jewish thought, spiritual 
maturity was never a solo project. The 
personal victory of Kibush HaYetzer (subduing 
the flesh) was meant to serve a grander 
purpose: building a holy community (Kehilah) 
that mirrors the kingdom of God.

Part 1: Galatians 6 – The Communal 
Greenhouse of the Ruach

Too often, modern readers treat Galatians 5 
(the Fruit of the Spirit) and Galatians 6 as 
separate topics. To a first-century Pharisee 
like Sha’ul, they are seamlessly linked. 
Chapter 6 is the immediate, practical, real-
world testing ground for whether a 
community is actually walking by the Ruach or 
just talking about it.
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1.1. 1. Restoring the Fallen with Anavah 
(Gentleness/Humility)
"Brethren, if a man is overtaken in any trespass, you who are spiritual restore 
such a one in a spirit of gentleness (anavah), considering yourself lest you also 
be tempted." (Galatians 6:1)

• The Communal Reality: When someone in 
a community falls into a trap of the Yetzer 
Hara (flesh), the natural human 
response—driven by religious pride—is to 
gossip, judge, or publicly shame them.

• The Ruach Action: Sha’ul commands 
those who are mature (spiritual) to step 
in. The word "restore" (katarizo) in Greek 
is a medical term used for setting a 
broken bone or repairing torn fishing nets. 
Sha’ul demands this be done with 
gentleness—one of the core fruits of the 
Spirit.

• The Kavanah Connection: It requires 
deep intentionality to check one’s own 
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ego ("considering yourself lest you also be 
tempted") before correcting another. You 
must consciously shift your intent from 
punishing the sinner to healing a broken 
limb of the body.

1.2. Bearing Burdens as Torah Fulfillment

"Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the 
law of Messiah." (Galatians 6:2)

• The Communal Reality: The Yetzer Hara 
causes a person to look inward, focusing 
entirely on their own comfort, wealth, and 
survival.

• The Ruach Action: Walking in the Spirit 
forces you to look outward to carry the 
emotional, physical, or financial weight of 
your community members. Sha’ul calls 
this fulfilling the "law of Messiah" (Torat 
HaMashiach). In Jewish thought, the 
ultimate expression of the Torah is 
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summed up in loving your neighbor as 
yourself (Leviticus 19:18). Yeshua elevated 
this by demonstrating sacrificial love. The 
Spirit gives us the supernatural capacity to 
endure the messy, heavy parts of 
community life without burning out.

1.3. Financial Interconnectedness
"Let him who is taught the word share in all good things with him who 
teaches." (Galatians 6:6)

• The Communal Reality: Money is one of 
the primary domains of the Yetzer Hara 
(greed, hoarding).

• The Ruach Action: A Spirit-led community 
values the spiritual preservation of the 
community over material wealth. 
Generosity (Gemilut Chasadim) is the 
ultimate counter-weight to a crucified 
fleshly nature.
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Part 2: Kavanah – The Engine that Keeps the 
Flesh Crucified

To successfully live out the communal 
requirements of Galatians 6, a believer must 
possess Kavanah (ַּהנָוָּכ). Derived from the 
Hebrew root meaning "to direct, aim, or 
align," Kavanah represents focused 
intentionality, mindfulness, and direction of 
the heart during an action.

In traditional Judaism, performing a 
commandment (mitzvah) mechanically 
without Kavanah is like a body without a soul. 
Sha'ul applies this logic perfectly to the daily 
maintenance of a crucified flesh:
[Trigger / Temptation] ──> [Pause / Conscious Awareness] ──> [Ruach Empowerment]      
(Yetzer Hara)                                (Kavanah / Alignment)                        (Fruit / Action)

1.4. Moving from Reactivity to Intentionality

The flesh is inherently reactive. If someone 
insults you, the Yetzer Hara instantly 
demands an outburst of wrath. Kavanah is 
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the split-second spiritual pause where you 
consciously re-aim your mind. You choose to 
pull your thoughts captive, remember your 
identity in Messiah, and align your heart with 
the Ruach. Without this intentional 
alignment, the flesh climbs right back off the 
cross.

1.5. Sowing to the Spirit Requires Directed 
Effort

Sha’ul uses a agricultural metaphor in 
Galatians 6:7-8:
"Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he will 
also reap. For he who sows to his flesh will of the flesh reap corruption, but he 
who sows to the Spirit will of the Spirit reap everlasting life."

Sowing is not an accident; it is an act of 
absolute Kavanah. A farmer doesn't just 
stumble into a field and accidentally plant 
wheat. They carefully select the seed, till the 
soil, and deliberately plant it.
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• Sowing to the flesh means intentionally 
feeding the Yetzer Hara (watching things 
you shouldn't, entertaining bitter 
thoughts, chasing selfish ambitions).

• Sowing to the Spirit requires setting your 
Kavanah every morning—aligning your 
heart through prayer, immersion in the 
Word, and active participation in the life 
of the Kehilah (community).

The Big Picture

When the individual believer uses Kavanah to 
keep their lower nature subdued and yields 
daily to the Ruach HaKodesh, the byproduct is 
never just individual peace. It blossoms into a 
robust, resilient community defined by 
Galatians 6—a community that doesn't 
devour itself in conflict, but instead restores 
the broken, carries the weary, and practically 
manifests the kingdom of Messiah on earth.
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To fully appreciate Sha’ul’s warning that "God 
is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, 
that he will also reap" (Galatians 6:7), we can 
look at one of the most stark visual 
metaphors in Jewish literature: Hillel the 
Elder’s encounter with a floating skull in 
Pirkei Avot 2:6.

Hillel was the head of the Sanhedrin a 
generation before Yeshua and Sha’ul, and his 
school of thought deeply influenced first-
century Jewish theology. Comparing these 
two texts reveals a shared, unbending 
understanding of divine retributive justice 
(Middah k'neged Middah—measure for 
measure).

1.1. The Context: Hillel and the Floating Skull

In Pirkei Avot 2:6, the Mishnah records a brief 
but haunting narrative:
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"He [Hillel] also saw a skull floating on the 
surface of the water. He said to it: 'Because 
you drowned others, they drowned you; and 
in the end, those who drowned you will 
themselves be drowned.'"

In the original language, Hillel speaks to the 
skull in Aramaic ("Al de-atfeilt, atfuich; ve-sof 
mativeich yetufun"). This statement outlines a 
cosmic law of moral cause and effect:

• The Immediate Event: A murderer 
thought they got away with their crime in 
secret. However, divine justice caught up 
to them, and they met the exact same 
fate they inflicted on their victim.

• The Continuous Cycle: Hillel warns that 
the perpetrators who executed that 
justice illegally will also eventually face 
retribution.
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Hillel's lesson is simple: No one cheats God's 
moral ledger. You cannot escape the 
consequences of your actions, even if human 
courts fail to see them.

1.2. Sha’ul’s Agricultural Parallel: Sowing and 
Reaping

Sha’ul uses a pastoral, agricultural metaphor 
to teach the exact same principle to the 
Galatians:
"Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he 
will also reap. For he who sows to his flesh will of the flesh reap corruption..." 
(Galatians 6:7-8)

When Sha'ul says "God is not mocked," the 
Greek word for "mocked" (muktērizō) literally 
means "to turn up one's nose at." It 
describes a person who thinks they can 
outsmart God, ignore His boundaries in 
secret, and face no repercussions—just like 
the murderer whose skull Hillel observed.
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Sha’ul connects this to the undeniable law of 
nature: if you plant barley, you cannot expect 
to harvest wheat. If a person continually 
feeds their Yetzer Hara (the flesh) through 
gossip, malice, or lust, the natural, inevitable 
harvest of that lifestyle is corruption (spiritual 
decay and communal ruin).

1.3. 3. The Core Concept: Middah K'neged 
Middah (Measure for Measure)

Both Sha’ul and Hillel are operating under the 
foundational Jewish doctrine of Middah 
K'neged Middah (ִהדָּמִ דגֶנֶכְּ הדָּמ)—the idea 
that God’s justice is perfectly symmetrical. 
The punishment or reward fits the action 
precisely.
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Spiritual Element Hillel’s Floating Skull (Avot 2:6) Sha’ul’s Warning (Galatians 6:7)
The Human Illusion The criminal believes their violent 

act is hidden beneath the water.
The believer believes they can 
secretly indulge the flesh without 
a harvest.

The Divine Reality God is not blind; cosmic justice 
tracks down the hidden deed.

God is not mocked; the seed 
planted in secret grows into 
public view.

The Consequence Drowning others leads directly to 
being drowned.

Sowing to the flesh leads directly 
to reaping corruption.

1.4. The Messianic Resolution: Breaking the 
Cycle

While Hillel observes a seemingly endless, 
tragic cycle of retribution ("...those who 
drowned you will themselves be drowned"), 
Sha’ul offers the Messianic exit strategy in 
the very next breath.

A person trapped in their Yetzer Hara is stuck 
in Hillel's cycle—sowing bad seeds, reaping 
corruption, and causing further decay. But 
through the Ruach HaKodesh, a believer can 
stop planting seeds of the flesh entirely.

Instead, they begin to "sow to the Spirit," 
which yields the harvest of "everlasting life" 
(Galatians 6:8). The law of Middah K'neged 
Middah still applies, but now it works in 

Crea
ted

 w
ith




MobiO
ffic

e



reverse: sowing love, joy, and peace 
guarantees a harvest of divine life, breaking 
the cycle of generational sin and spiritual 
death.
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