Fighting for Freedom #19

“Life in the Spirit” (part 3)

Galatians 5:26-6:6

Just because something is American does not make it Christian.


That might sound obvious, but we often mistake American ideas and practices as being Christian when they aren’t. Take democracy, for example. Many Christians argue that democracy is biblical. Really? Think about the times in Scripture when the majority ruled: 

· When the twelve spies reported on their reconnaissance of the Promised Land, a majority of 10-2 agreed that Canaan could not be conquered. 

· When the vast majority of Israelites cried out to Samuel to give them a king. 

· When the overwhelming majority of the Sanhedrin rendered a guilty verdict against Jesus of Nazareth for the crime of blasphemy.

How did those majority decisions work out? I tend to agree with Chuck Swindoll when he said, “It is doubtful if the majority has ever been right.”


Another American idea that has often seeped into our theology is individualism. President Herbert Hoover is credited with coining the phrase, “rugged individualism.” Those words bring to mind images of Daniel Boone or Davy Crockett. Another phrase came out of this thinking: “Pull yourself up by your own bootstraps.” (By the way, don’t ever try that…it doesn’t work!)


This elevation of individualism colors the way we view the Bible. While it is true that individuals are saved by placing their faith in the grace of God, and while it is true that we will each stand before God one day on our own, we should not think that our lives here on earth ought to be private and isolated. As Eugene Peterson point out, 

Scripture knows nothing of the solitary Christian. People of faith are always members of a community… God never works with individuals in isolation, but always with people in community…. We are a family in Christ. When we become Christians, we are among brothers and sisters in faith. No Christian is an only child.


We need to hear that today! 

The story has often been told about the message the founder of the Salvation Army sent to their international convention. General William Booth was unable to attend personally because of ill health, so he cabled the delegates a message containing one word: “OTHERS!”
 
“One another” is one of the key phrases in the Christian’s vocabulary. “Love one another” is found at least a dozen times in the New Testament, along with “pray one for another” (James 5:16), “encourage one another” (1 Thess 5:11), “honor one another” (Rom 12:10), “offer hospitality to one another” (1 Peter 4:9), and other similar commands. In our text this evening, Paul adds another phrase: “Carry one another’s burdens.”

Throughout Galatians 5 Paul has disclosed the key to Christian liberty: life in the Spirit. Last week we considered the conflict raging between the Holy Spirit and our own sin nature, and the difference between the works of the flesh and the fruit of the Spirit. We may be tempted to think of life in the Spirit in individualistic terms, that the Christian life is “just Jesus and me!” Such is not the case, as John Stott writes,

The first and great evidence of our walking by the Spirit or being filled with the Spirit is not some private mystical experience of our own, but our practical relationships of love with other people. And since the first fruit of the Spirit is love, this is only logical.

But it is easy to talk about ‘love’ in an abstract and general way; it is much harder to get down to concrete, particular situations in which we actually demonstrate our love for one another. It is some of these which Paul now unfolds. He tells us how, if we are walking by the Spirit, we shall and shall not behave towards each other.


Our text for this evening is Galatians 5:26-6:6, and I would like to read it from The Living Bible (including Galatians 5:25 to catch the context):

If we are living now by the Holy Spirit’s power, let us follow the Holy Spirit’s leading in every part of our lives. Then we won’t need to look for honors and popularity, which lead to jealousy and hard feelings. Dear brothers, if a Christian is overcome by some sin, you who are godly should gently and humbly help him back onto the right path, remembering that next time it might be one of you who is in the wrong. Share each other’s troubles and problems, and so obey our Lord’s command. If anyone thinks he is too great to stoop to this, he is fooling himself. He is really a nobody. Let everyone be sure that he is doing his very best, for then he will have the personal satisfaction of work well done and won’t need to compare himself with someone else. Each of us must bear some faults and burdens of his own. For none of us is perfect! Those who are taught the Word of God should help their teachers by paying them. 


In this passage Paul expands on his description of life in the Spirit, and brings this concept into the realm of relationships. As human beings we tend toward extremes, but the apostle provides a balanced approach as he deals with our relationship to others, to ourselves, and to our overseers. 

Our Relationship to Others: Restoration


With regard to our relationship with others, the key thought in this passage is restoration. Galatians 6:1 reads in the niv, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.” Since every Christian still struggles with sin even after their conversion—we just covered that in our last study—restoration is a skill often needed in the body of Christ.


Some time ago Orie Shaw shared a line with me: “Every saint has a past, and every sinner has a future.” This is so true. There is no Christian who cannot be restored, nor is there a Christian who never needs to be restored. Put another way,

There is so much good in the worst of us,

And so much bad in the best of us,
That it ill behooves the best of us,

To talk about the rest of us.


Before we get to the task of restoration, though, we need to hear the words of Galatians 5:26. Scholars disagree whether to put this verse with the preceding verses or with the verses that follow. (This is one of those times when the chapter divisions can be more of a hindrance than a help!) We need to remember that Paul wrote this letter as a unit, not as individual verses, so we should expect the thoughts to flow together. I believe that is the case here. Rather than seeing a hard break between chapters five and six, we should see this as a continuation from what he has said to what he is about to say.

“Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying each other,” he writes. This verse acts as a transition from the private side of the Christian life—the battle of the Spirit and the sin nature within us—to the public side of the Christian life as we deal with one another. And Paul begins with the negative. This is how not to treat other people. 

Why begin with the negative? Because that is how we respond naturally. If you want to use a computer term, this is our default setting. We tend to relate to others in one of two ways in our natural selves: one is a sense of superiority (“conceit”) which causes us to challenge one other, and the other is a sense of inferiority that causes us to envy one another.
 Did you know that both superiority and inferiority are forms of pride? It’s true! Superiority thinks too highly of ourselves while inferiority thinks too lowly of ourselves. They may seem like opposites, but in fact both are consumed with self! True humility is not found in thinking badly about oneself; it is not thinking about oneself at all!


Both superiority and inferiority deal with comparing ourselves with others, and that is always a bad idea. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 10:12,

We do not dare to classify or compare ourselves with some who commend themselves. When they measure themselves by themselves and compare themselves with themselves, they are not wise.
We can always find someone worse off than we are (making us feel superior) or someone better off than we are (making us feel inferior). Neither are healthy.

Instead, Christian relationships should be marked not by rivalry but by service. The correct attitude to other people is not “I’m better than you and I’ll prove it,” nor “You’re better than I and I resent it,” but rather, “You are a person of importance in your own right (because God made you in His own image and Christ died for you) and it is my joy and privilege to serve you.”


That being said, Paul moves on in Galatians 6 to put this concept into practical terms. Verse one says, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.”  Several important truths emerge from this verse.


The first word, “brothers,” shows that Paul is speaking of relationships within the church body. He is not instructing how to deal with unbelievers here; this is “in house.”


“Caught in a sin” seems to imply that the brother is not intentionally doing wrong; he is trapped by the sin and goes astray. The Greek word Paul uses (paraptoma) does not mean a deliberate sin; but a slip as might come to a man on an icy road or a dangerous path.
  Leon Morris notes, “‘Mistake’ rather than ‘misdeed’ is the force of the word, though without absolution of responsibility.”
 Think of a weaker Christian who truly wants to live for Christ but gets caught up in sin. That’s what Paul is writing about.


What is the church to do with such a member—throw him out? Show her the door? Not at all. Paul says they are to be “restored.” The word restore means “to mend, as a net, or to restore a broken bone.” If you have ever had a broken bone, you know how painful it is to have it set.


No wonder, then, that Paul adds the word “gently” to the verb “restore”! This is no throwaway word here. Remember, gentleness was an evidence of the Spirit just a few verses ago! Gentleness is being tender and caring and compassionate—even delicate—in relating to people. Why delicate? Because we are dealing with a human being. Because we are not perfect models of righteousness. Because our purpose is to restore, not to cripple. Our responsibility to them is to get them back on their feet. The idea is not punishment but cure. The goal is to restore, not to point out their wrong and shout, “Get with it!”
 How needed this is…and how rare.
You might have thought I skipped a phrase, but I intentionally saved it for last. Who is to do the restoring? “Those who are spiritual.” Who is that? Those who exhibit the fruit of the Spirit—including gentleness! How is it done? With gentleness and humility—“But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.” I love the Living Bible’s wording: “you who are godly should gently and humbly help him back onto the right path, remembering that next time it might be one of you who is in the wrong.”

Oh, how we need this instruction today! Too often when a brother slips into sin, the church’s tendency is to either ignore the sin or to overreact and drive them away. The Christian church is the only army that shoots its own wounded.


Verse two spells out the principle practiced in verse one: “Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.” In answer to Cain’s question, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” Paul says emphatically, “Yes!” In fact, Paul puts the words “one another” at the beginning of the sentence, which in the Greek language gives it emphasis. Furthermore, the verb is in the present tense, conveying a meaning like “keep on carrying;” Paul is not saying to perform an occasional helpful act, but to live lives as helpful people, always ready to assist others in carrying their burdens.


There is a flip side to this principle as well, one we may not easily recognize. The implication here is that we all have burdens that we need others to help us to bear. No one is totally competent or adequate in an of themselves. But our pride can produce two responses: either “I’ll bear up under it without saying a word,” or “I’ll just take it all to the Lord.”
 Noble as this sounds, neither is scriptural! Both are, in fact, a smoke screen for pride, for it allows us to maintain a public image that we have it all under control. This is not what God has in mind. Human friendship, in which we bear one another’s burdens, is part of the purpose of God for His people. So we should not keep our burdens to ourselves, but rather seek a Christian friend who will help to bear them with us.

Our Relationship to Ourselves: Responsibility


Does this principle of bearing one another’s burdens run the risk of creating people who are totally dependent upon others? Can the church become a spiritual welfare state, in which those who receive help come to expect it, relying solely on others for their spiritual health? Perhaps. This is why Paul immediately turns from our relationship with others to our relationship to ourselves. And the key word here is responsibility.

Verse three says simply, “If anyone thinks he is something when he is nothing, he deceives himself.” I like Phillips’ paraphrase: “If a man thinks he is ‘somebody,’ he is deceiving himself, for that very thought proves that he is nobody.”  It is easy to deceive ourselves about our own importance. Paul is not putting us down here, but recalling the words of Jesus in John 15:5, “Without me you can do nothing” (nkjv). We cannot save ourselves and we cannot live the Christian life ourselves; we are wholly dependent upon Christ for our salvation and upon the Holy Spirit for our sanctification. Where it counts, in the spiritual realm, we are nothing in and of ourselves.

The implication here seems to be that if we refuse to bear one another’s burdens, it is because we think we are above it. We would not demean ourselves to such a thing; it would be beneath our dignity. Again it is apparent that our conduct to others is governed by our opinion of ourselves.
 Instead of shaking our heads in disgust when we see one struggling with sin, we need to say to ourselves, “But for the grace of God go I.”


Verse four continues in this vein: “Each one should test his own actions. Then he can take pride in himself, without comparing himself to somebody else.” At first glance I have a bit of a problem with the phrase “take pride in himself.” Aren’t we warned against pride? The Living Bible puts it this way: “Let everyone be sure that he is doing his very best, for then he will have the personal satisfaction of work well done and won’t need to compare himself with someone else.” That makes it clearer. There is nothing wrong with a healthy self-image that says, “I’m good at this. I find satisfaction in this, and good effects come from it.” This is how we discover our spiritual gifts. We can feel good about ourselves—but not by comparing ourselves with others.
 At the end of the day we need to have the attitude of Luke 17:10, where Jesus said to His disciples, “So you also, when you have done everything you were told to do, should say, ‘We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.’”

Verse five concludes the thought: “for each one should carry his own load.” This may sound like a contradiction to verse two, which says, “Carry one another’s burdens.” But there is no contradiction here. The Greek words for “burden” are different in the two verses. Verse two is a burden that is two heavy for us to bear alone, whereas verse five speaks of a “backpack” that a person can carry themselves—that is, our personal responsibility to God. We are not to become freeloaders and we rely on someone else for everything.
 This leads Phillips to render this verse, “For every man must ‘shoulder his own pack.’”


The Christian church is often compared to an army—even in the Bible. We are like soldiers marching together into battle. Each one has an assignment, a role to play within the battalion. Under normal circumstances each soldier is expected to perform his duty. But in the heat of battle some soldiers are hit with enemy fire. Then it becomes the responsibility for the other soldiers to come to their aid, to get them out of harm’s way, and to help them back on their feet. But wounded soldiers in this fight are not to stay wounded. Through the power of the Spirit there is healing, and we are expected to get back into the battle. 


When you need help in the Christian life, be honest enough to ask for it. When you see someone else needing help, be humble and gentle enough to assist them. And when you’ve received that assistance, be responsible enough to get back on your feet and move forward! There is no room for pride, indifference, or laziness in the body of Christ!

Our Relationship to Overseers: Respect


Lastly, and briefly, there is one more relationship to consider. Verse six deals with our relationship to overseers, and the key word is respect. Paul writes, “Anyone who receives instruction in the word must share all good things with his instructor.” 
Scholars differ over the interpretation of this verse. Some take the Greek verb translated “share” as “a Christian euphemism for ‘make a financial contribution’.”
 This is the sense of the Living Bible’s paraphrase: “Those who are taught the Word of God should help their teachers by paying them.”  This same term is used in Romans 12:13, “Share with God’s people who are in need,” in Philippians 4:15, “not one church shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving, except you only…”, in 1 Corinthians 9:14, “those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel,” and in the words of Jesus in Luke 10:7, “the worker deserves his wages.” The Bible certainly teaches that those who devote themselves to the ministry of the Word and prayer deserve the support of those who benefit from it.


Others, notably John MacArthur
 and Kenneth Wuest,
 claim that Paul is not referring to financial support here at all, but rather mutually sharing spiritual truths with one another, a reciprocal relationship in which both give and both receive. This, they each claim, fits the overall context better.


I respect both men and their knowledge, but I think they may be overstating the case here. While I agree with them that such sharing should go beyond financial means, I would not exclude that manner of support from this verse. A good balance is struck in the Believer’s Bible Commentary:
Believers are responsible to support their Christian teachers. To share in all good things means to share with them the material things of life, and also to sustain them with prayer and godly interest.

Hebrews 13:17 instructs, “Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.”  


The key thought in relation to overseers is respect, beginning with an attitude that leads to actions. The work of preaching and teaching, of shepherding and restoring those who are fallen is difficult work. I know the old jab, “Preachers only work one day a week” Maybe that’s true for some, but not for one who conscientiously fulfils his calling.


Pray for your leaders. Be aware that they are human—just like you—and they will occasionally need help bearing their burdens. They will need to be restored at times. You can assist them in many ways: supporting them financially and materially; running an errand that you can do, freeing them up to do the things only they can do; including them on a recreational activity (yes, pastors can have fun!); and simply encouraging them along the way. When you discover a spiritual truth, tell them about it. (You may hear it in an upcoming sermon!) When you benefit from their ministry, tell them about it! (Tell others about it, too!) Too many pastors and church leaders are dying on the vine because they receive nothing in return for their labors.


The truth is, we need each other. All of us need each other. Returning to an earlier quote from Eugene Peterson,

Scripture knows nothing of the solitary Christian. People of faith are always members of a community… God never works with individuals in isolation, but always with people in community…. We are a family in Christ. When we become Christians, we are among brothers and sisters in faith. No Christian is an only child.


We need not only to hear that, but to live it!
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