The Person and Work of the Holy Spirit #8

“The Fruit of the Holy Spirit (part 4)”

Galatians 5:22-23
“We have met the enemy, and he is ours.”

These were the famous words of Commodore Oliver Hazard Perry upon winning the Battle of Lake Erie on September 10, 1813.
 Years later the late Walt Kelly expressed a slight rewording of the phrase through the lips of one of his characters in the Pogo comic strip: “We have met the enemy, and he is us.”

How often do we discover that we are our own worst enemy. Nobody lets us down as much as we do ourselves. We are harder on ourselves than most anyone else. We might often succeed if we didn’t get in our own way.

As we conclude our study of the fruit of the Spirit this morning, I want to zero in on the last three characteristics listed in Galatians 5:22-23. The first trio, we have seen, deals with our relationship to God; the second group of three with our relationship to others. These final three have to do with our relationship with ourselves. I believe this order is appropriate—God first, others second, and self last—yet our relationship to our own selves is important enough not to be overlooked. And, as with the others, these characteristics will spill over into the other two categories as well.

Faithfulness – Christlike Consistency


The first of these may be confusing depending upon the English translation we use. The classic kjv rendering of this word is simply, “faith.” We recognize faith as our reliance and dependence upon God for our salvation, without which we cannot be saved.


But that’s not the way Paul uses the word here. Every English translation since 1611 (that I am aware of) translates this word “faithfulness,” including the New King James Version. Eugene Peterson paraphrases this thought in The Message, “We find ourselves involved in loyal commitments…” Another similar word is fidelity; this word (pistis) is common in secular Greek for trustworthiness. It is the characteristic of the man who is reliable.
 One commentary points out that this Greek word

describes the man on whose faithful service we can rely, on whose loyalty we may depend, whose word we can unreservedly accept. It describes the man in whom there is the unswerving and inflexible fidelity of Jesus Christ, and the utter dependability of God.


Paul here is talking about faithfulness, what I am calling Christlike consistency.

This quality is present in our Lord. One of God’s characteristics is that He is utterly trustworthy, absolutely to be depended upon. He can never break His Word. We sing the hymn, “Great Is Thy Faithfulness,” taken right from Lamentations 3. God is faithful in all He does, and He is always faithful to His Word. Many times in Scripture we read, “God is faithful.” We can always rely on Him. Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 5:24, “The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.”
The dependability of God is manifested in the natural world. The laws of nature, as we call them, are expressions of this legislative activity of God in creation. We depend on them implicitly. The laws of heat, light, sound, magnetism, gravity, and so on are completely dependable. The laws that govern life, as complex and mysterious as they are, are expressions of the complete faithfulness of God regarding the physical universe. All science is predicated on the assumption that nature’s laws are dependable.


The Christian ought to be dependable like his or her Master. We read in 1 Corinthians 4:2, “Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.” The ultimate commendation a believer can hear from his or her Lord is to hear the words, “Well done, good and faithful servant…” (Luke 16:10-12).

There is a connection, though, between the words “faith” and “faithfulness” in this context. As our faith in God develops, our faithfulness will develop also. As we grow to trust, we grow in trustworthiness.
 We become a person God can count on to fulfill His plan. 
This sentiment is captured in the chorus of a Steven Curtis Chapman song:

I say, “I love you,” I always look to you when trouble calls my name

But if I’m gonna say, “I love you,” I’ve gotta be faithful too

The true test of my love will be: Did I follow you consistently?

Through the good and bad I wanna be faithful too.

We become a person others can count on as well. We should be a man (or woman) of our word. Paul Little, author of the popular books Know What You Believe and Know Why You Believe, was speaking with the head of a college who had a bad impression of Christianity. It was not doubts about the existence of God or the reliability of the Bible that kept him away. A young woman had agreed to be on the faculty for the coming year. She was a professing Christian, and he had taken her word for it. She was to sign the contract upon her arrival on campus. Shortly before the beginning of the semester, he received a letter from the woman. She had been offered a better-paying position and had decided to take it. She had prayed about it, she said, and had peace about it. Said the college principal bitterly, looking at the gap in his faculty and the problem he would now have in finding a replacement at that late date, “Great! She had the peace; I had the pieces.”
 When a Christian gives his word, he should do what he says for the simple reason that he would not dream of doing anything else. He should be completely dependable. It is a fruit of the Spirit.

Gentleness  – Christlike Consideration

The second of this trio is also rendered differently in various translations. The kjv reads “meekness” while many other recent versions use the word “gentleness,” what I am calling Christlike consideration. I wondered, though, how this concept differed from the “kindness” we considered in the last message. That word is also rendered “meekness” in some cases, so what’s the difference? How does this gentleness deal with my relationship with myself?

Then I came across a few other renderings of this term. Both the Good News Translation and the Complete Jewish Bible use the word “humility.” The Message puts it as, “not needing to force our way in life.” This reminded me of Paul’s words in Philippians 2:3-8,

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross! 

That phrase, “did not consider equality with God something to be grasped,” gave me a difficult time, so I looked it up in other translations. I like how the Holman Christian Standard Bible renders this phase: “who, existing in the form of God, did not consider equality with God as something to be used for His own advantage.” Jesus never stopped being God when He was on earth, but He did not exploit His status as God the Son for His own selfish benefit. This was seen when He washed His disciples’ feet.
 He had every right to demand His disciples to serve Him, but instead He served them. That is humility, not forcing one’s way in life!

As I say this, I know this runs contrary to everything we read and see and hear around us. “Look out for number one!” the commercials tell us. “If you want to climb to the top, assert yourself!” we hear from psychologists and professionals alike. Yet this is not what the Christian is to be about. Leon Morris writes,

It is important for the Christian to see that the self-assertiveness that is so much part of twentieth-century life should not be valued highly. It is much better that each of us curtails the desire to be pre-eminent and exercises a proper meekness (or gentleness) in the situations in which we find ourselves.

It takes great strength to put this kind of Christlike consideration into practice. The more we allow Christ’s gentleness and humility to grow in our lives, the more we will put others before ourselves and maintain a proper, humble view of ourselves in the eyes of God.

Self-control – Christlike Control


The final quality of life listed in the fruit of the Spirit is probably the most difficult of all to develop. The kjv renders this word as “temperance,” and this may bring to mind the “temperance movement” in American history. It is better to see this as self-control, or what I am calling Christlike control. Chuck Swindoll describes this as “a lifetime project described in one hyphenated word at the end of the list of the fruit of the Spirit.”

What do we mean by self-control? Richard Walters has describes self-control as, 

 

Self-control is managing our attitudes, feelings, and actions so they serve our long-term best interests and those of others. Self-control comes to people who learn discipline and social skills. It increases in those who accept God’s grace in their lives and who seek to know and apply divine truth in a disciplined manner.

 

The best synonym for self-control is “discipline.” Interesting word, self-control. We use it often but rarely analyze it, even when we come across it in the Bible. Self-control is a compound of two Greek words which literally mean strength in or inner strength and power. It speaks of one who has power and mastery over his desires. Self-control frees us from slavery. Self-control stops bad habits. Self-control restrains us.


Sounds like something we need as a society, doesn’t it? I know it is something I need in my life.


Paul refers to this in Titus 2:11-12

For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age…


Notice that Paul points to the grace of God that teaches us to say “No” to worldly passions and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives. Not a twelve-step program, not hypnosis or psychological manipulation, not pressure, not even will power will bring this about in our lives. John Phillips points out,

This is not a result of the mind, the emotions, and the senses being brought under the control of the human will; it is a result of the human will being brought under the control of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit thereby energizes the human will to produce this fruit of the Spirit, self-control.


Like all of the fruit of the Spirit, it is the product of the Holy Spirit working in our lives…it is not something we can do for ourselves.

I want to emphasize that very truth as we close this series on the fruit of the Spirit. Through these four messages I have not dealt with the final phrase of Galatians 5:23. After listing these nine character traits of Jesus that the Holy Spirit will develop in the life of the Christian Paul adds, “Against such there is no law.”
I must admit, I have never understood Paul’s point in those words. Either Paul was being self-evident to the point of insulting one’s intelligence (“There are no laws against love, joy, peace, self-control—duh, Paul!”) or there is something I’ve been missing. When I read these verses in The Message, though, I saw another angle. Peterson renders this phrase this way: “Legalism is helpless in bringing this about; it only gets in the way.” Given the larger context of the book of Galatians, this makes perfect sense. The Galatian Christians were being pressured by legalists to follow a certain set of external rules in order to get saved or to stay saved. Paul refutes this by harkening back to the grace of God—the same grace that saves us will also sanctify us! (Remember his words in Titus 2?)

I’d like to turn to another passage in Galatians. Go back a page or so to the third chapter. Paul begins in verse 1, “You foolish Galatians!” Uh-huh. I don’t think that captures the full feeling of the apostle as he dictated these words. Listen to the way the Contemporary English Version translates this text:

You stupid Galatians! I told you exactly how Jesus Christ was nailed to a cross. Has someone now put an evil spell on you? I want to know only one thing. How were you given God’s Spirit? Was it by obeying the Law of Moses or by hearing about Christ and having faith in him? How can you be so stupid? Do you think that by yourself you can complete what God’s Spirit started in you? 
Or, as J. B. Phillips puts it,

O you dear idiots of Galatia, who saw Jesus Christ the crucified so plainly, who has been casting a spell over you? I will ask you one simple question: did you receive the Spirit of God by trying to keep the Law or by believing the message of the Gospel? Surely you can't be so idiotic as to think that a man begins his spiritual life in the Spirit and then completes it by reverting to outward observances?


I can imagine smoke coming from the pen and papyrus as these scorching words were written! Yet these are words that you and I need to hear again today—maybe just that way so it wakes us up!


This life in the Spirit is just that: life in the Spirit. We can no more produce the fruit of the Spirit than we can grow wings and fly! These traits, the very personality of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, can only be developed in our lives by the Holy Spirit of God.


One of my favorite verses in the Bible is Psalm 46:10, “Be still and know that I am God.” Unfortunately, those words have become so familiar they roll off the tongue without engaging the mind. We say them—and maybe the words make us feel good for a moment—but do we really know what they say? Do we really know what this means in our daily lives?


Once again, another translation may help. The NET Bible puts it this way: 

“Stop your striving and recognize that I am God!” Before we can recognize that He is God, we have to stop our own striving. The key to the Christian life is not trying harder; the key is abiding in the vine. We cannot save ourselves; we cannot sanctify ourselves either.


The last thing Paul wanted to do with the Galatians was to give them another list to work on. “You keep at it, work a little harder, and you’ll make it!” That’s a very American thing to say, but it is not the Christian thing to say. As has been pointed out so many times, religion says, “Do!” while Christianity says, “Done!”


We understand that when it comes to salvation, but do we see it the same way as we live the Christian life? Are we saved by grace through faith, but struggle to live the rest of our lives in our own strength? Paul called that “stupid,” “idiotic,” and “crazy.” Yet that is the attitude of many Christians today. No wonder they are banging their head against a wall!

So what are we supposed to do, go off to some monastery and meditate? No, that’s not practical. But we must take time to spend in God’s presence in prayer and in His Word. It’s not going to happen in one hour on Sunday morning…once in a while…if I feel like it…and there’s nothing else better going on. 


We have to make our relationship with Christ a priority in our lives. We won’t find time—we have to make time. If that means cutting back our television time or some other leisure activity, if that means waking up earlier, if that means rearranging our schedules…whatever it takes, it will be worth it. We need to spend time with God privately and we need to worship him publicly, together as a church family. Seriously, when we stand before Christ as His judgment seat, what are we going to tell Him was so important that we could not meet with Him regularly, worshiping Him at His house with His people? Yet church attendance continues to drop, even among born-again saints.


The more time we invest in spending with God (through worship, prayer, and studying His Word), the more we will see His character emerge in our lives. We will begin to think His thoughts, feel His feelings, speak His words, and do His deeds. As John Stott writes, 

It is a great mistake to suppose that our whole duty lies in passive submission to the Spirit’s control, as if all we had to do was to surrender to His leading. On the contrary, we are ourselves to “walk,” actively and purposefully, in the right way. And the Holy Spirit is the path we walk in, as well as the guide who shows us the way.
 

We are to “walk” in the Spirit. Do we need a twelve-step program to walk? Of course not! Walking is so simple we do it without thinking. Some of us can even walk and chew gum at the same time! 


The same is true for walking in the Spirit. The more we know Him, the more we yield ourselves to Him, the more natural it will be for us to walk in His way. We will produce His fruit. Others will know it and benefit from it. And God will be glorified. 
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