FRUIT OF THE SPIRIT

Galatians 5:13-26
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Today’s lesson from Paul’s letter to the Galatians reminds me of that old saw attributed to Mark Twain:  “It’s not the parts of the Bible I do not understand that bother me … it’s the parts I DO understand that bother me!”
Paul is speaking rather plainly to us here.  He compares living by the Spirit of God to living according to the flesh.  He gives us examples to which we can all relate.  I wonder if Paul had today’s passage in mind when he later told the Romans that he felt a war was going on inside of himself (and every one of us!) … “For I do not do the thing I want, but the very thing I hate.”

We are only too well acquainted with the flesh and the Spirit.  I like the prayer one wag wrote years ago:

Dear Lord,  So far today, I’m doing alright. 

I have not gossiped, lost my temper, been greedy, grumpy, nasty, selfish or self-indulgent.  I have not whined, complained, cursed nor eaten any chocolate.  I have charged nothing on my credit card.

But I’m going to be getting out of bed in a minute and I think that I will really need your help then!

Yes, the list of examples of living according to the flesh is quite understandable.  They all bear the fruits of death and destruction!
The Spirit, however, bears a very different fruit.  In fact, Paul gives us these examples of the fruit of the Spirit as a way of testing and discerning.  In other words, Paul is saying “you’ll know the Holy Spirit because when it acts in lives and relationships, the result looks like this.”

Paul’s list is not meant to be exclusive or comprehensive, rather instructional.  We are meant to get a FEEL for the Spirit … to let the Spirit train us to recognize in ourselves and others its fruit.  That’s how we are to know it is at work!
A wise old Native American grandfather noticed that his young grandson seemed quite upset. The boy had come out on the wrong end of an argument with his big sister. He was embarrassed and angry.

“My son, what eats at your spirit like a crow?”    

“Sister thinks she is so smart!  I hate the way she shows me up.  I hate the way it makes me feel!”

“Listen, and I will share deep wisdom with you.  Within each of us are two wolves.  One wolf is strong and bright and true.  This wolf defends the weak, stands up for his friends, shows courage and kindness at all times.  

The other wolf is dark and thin.  He slinks like a snake in the grass.  He rages like a summer storm across the plain.  He thinks only of himself and he is very hungry.
Both wolves live within you and constantly fight to win your mind and heart.”

“Which wolf wins my mind and heart?” asked the boy.

“The one you feed,” replied the grandfather.

I am quite sure this dynamic lies at the heart of a story told by Jesus about a man who was accosted and left for dead by robbers on the road from Jericho to Jerusalem.  Three different persons came upon him and the first two, who should’ve known better, thought of reasons to avoid helping.  The third traveler, whom we would expect to show NO compassion, went to great lengths to help the beaten man.
Jesus was saying “by your fruits, you shall be known and recognized!” 
What does the song say?  “And they’ll know we are Christians by our love, by our love. Yes, they’ll know we are Christians by our love.”
So, Paul shows us what the Spirit is NOT.  And, he gives us examples of what the Spirit IS.  The power of the Holy Spirit is that it frees us from the grip of the flesh so that we can follow the way revealed by Jesus our Lord. 

A long time ago in China, a girl named Li-Li got married and went to live with her husband and mother-in-law. In a very short time, Li-Li found that she couldn't get along with her mother-in-law at all. Their personalities were
very different, and Li-Li was angered by many of her mother-in-law's habits. In addition, she criticized Li-Li constantly.

Days passed days, and weeks passed weeks. Li-Li and her mother-in-law never stopped arguing and fighting. But what made the situation even worse was that, according to ancient Chinese tradition, Li-Li had to bow to her mother-in-law and obey her every wish. All the anger and unhappiness in the
house was causing Li-Li's poor husband great distress.

Finally, Li-Li could not stand her mother-in-law's bad temper and dictatorship any longer, and she decided to do something about it. She went to see her father's good friend, Mr. Huang, who sold herbs. She told him the situation and asked if he would give her some poison, so that she could
solve the problem once and for all.

Mr. Huang thought for a while, and finally said, "Li-Li, I will help you solve your problem, but you must listen to me and obey what I tell you."

Li-Li said, "Yes, Mr. Huang, I will do whatever you tell me to do."

Mr. Huang went into the back room, and returned in a few minutes with a package of herbs. He told Li-Li, "You can't use a quick-acting poison to get rid of your mother-in-law, because that would cause people to become suspicious. Therefore, I have given you a number of herbs that will slowly build up poison in her body. Every other day, prepare some delicious meal, and put a little of these herbs in her serving. Now, in order to make sure that nobody suspects you when she dies, you must be very careful to act very friendly toward her. Don't argue with her, obey her every wish, and
treat her like a queen."
Li-Li was so happy. She thanked Mr. Huang and hurried home to start her plot of murdering her mother-in-law. Weeks went by, and months went by, and every other day, Li-Li served the specially treated food to her mother-in-law. She remembered what Mr. Huang had said about avoiding suspicion, so she controlled her temper, obeyed her mother-in-law and treated her like her own mother.

After six months had passed, the whole household had changed. Li-Li had practiced controlling her temper so much that she found that she almost never got mad or upset. She hadn't had an argument with her mother-in-law in six months because she now seemed much kinder and easier to get along with.

The mother-in-law's attitude toward Li-Li changed, and she began to love Li-Li like her own daughter. She kept telling friends and relatives that Li-Li was the best daughter-in-law one could ever find. Li-Li and her mother-in-law were now treating each other like a real mother and daughter. Li-Li's
husband was very happy to see what was happening.

One day, Li-Li came to see Mr. Huang and asked for his help again. She said, "Dear Mr. Huang, please help me to keep the poison from killing my mother-in-law! She's changed into such a nice woman, and I love her like my own mother. I do not want her to die because of the poison I gave her."

Mr. Huang smiled and nodded his head. "Li-Li, there's nothing to worry about. I never gave you any poison. The herbs I gave you were vitamins and tonics to improve her health. The real poison was in your mind and your attitude toward her, but that has been all washed away by the love that you gave to her."
The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  There is no law against such things.
And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.  If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit.












AMEN

