January 22, 2012

“HOW FRUITFUL ARE YOU?”
(Galatians 5:22-26)

There was a song written during the 1960’s which became a hit for a singer named Peggy Lee in 1969. It has subsequently been recorded by several others: Leslie Uggams, Guy Lombardo, Tony Bennett and most recently Bette Midler. It is entitled “Is That All There Is?” The song has four verses to it. In the first verse a little girl watches her family’s house burn to the ground. In the second verse the same girl is now twelve years old and attends a circus. She concludes something is missing at the circus. In the third verse the young lady, now in her twenties, falls in love only to have her beloved leave. After each verse the chorus asks, “Is that all there is? If that’s all there is my friends, then let’s keep dancing… and have a ball, if that’s all there is!” Verse four of this song wraps up this mournful piece with these words: “I know what you must be saying to yourselves. If that’s the way she feels about it, then why doesn’t she just end it all? Oh no, not me, I’m in no hurry for that final disappointment! ‘Cause I know just as well as I’m standing here talking to you, that when the final moment comes and I’m breathing my last breath; I know what I’ll be saying to myself. Is that all there is? 
If the song I just reviewed for you was a top ten hit in the 1960’s, and it was, guess how popular it would be if sung in today’s dark hour? People in our world today resonate with such a song of despair. If you question many of your peers today, the assessment most would likely give you is that their life has not been very fruitful. I am not shocked to project that most unsaved folk have that very evaluation of themselves about their ordeal of life. What is of greater concern to me, as a modern-day pastor, is how many Christians come to the same conclusion when they rate their present state of life? You see, Christians go through difficult times as others do. Believers in Jesus lose loved ones just like all people do. Christians have high expectations which go unrealized, as do many folk. Today, I am beginning with you a new series (13 sermons) presenting God’s way for people to be fruitful in life. God has given us a prescription for fruitfulness in His inspired word. It is vividly displayed in Galatians 5:22-26. Stand in reverence with me and listen as I read the verses to you.
“22 But  the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law. 24 Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires. 25 Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. 26 Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying each other.”

Notice with me that these verses contain three phrases which identify God’s secret to life as He designed it to be lived. The phrases are “the fruit of the Spirit” (v.22), “live by the Spirit” (v.25), and “keep in step with the Spirit” (v.25). What is the common denominator we find in all three? We would be blind not to see the name of the one responsible for orchestrating life! It is God, the Holy Spirit! He is the third person of the Godhead. He is the one who brings about fruit in a person’s life. He is the individual who shapes the life of all believers. He is the commander who leads us through life and He is the frame of reference God gives people for successful living!
I hate to burst your bubble, but life is not about amassing money and things. Life is also not about attaining fame and popularity. Life is not about gaining knowledge of all sorts of facts. Life is not about obtaining recreation and pleasure. Life is not about saturating oneself in ministry. Life is not about advancing above others by way of achievement. Life is not about being a workaholic, known by what he or she does. LIFE IS ABOUT THE HOLY SPIRIT HAVING CONTROL OF EVERY SINGLE DIMENSION OF ONE’S LIFE SO HE CAN PRODUCE FRUIT! Welcome to the topic taught in the Old Testament in Ecclesiastes and in the New Testament in Galatians.
According to phrase #1 (“the fruit of the Spirit”) the Holy Spirit is the person who produces fruit in our lives! That is His task. Regular people (who do not have God, the Holy Spirit indwelling their being) can and do accomplish many things. Yet, their lives are not fruitful for the long-haul. Real fruitfulness comes solely through the work of the Holy Spirit in a person’s life! Even if that was the only phrase in this passage it would be pretty convicting. If you are a Christian, I am sure you are aware that you did not immediately go home to glory. Rather, you were given the Holy Spirit so He can live inside you and produce change in the form of fruit. That is why you are still here! Quite often senior folk will ask me why they are still on this earth. My only answer is from God’s word; the Holy Spirit is still attempting to produce spiritual fruit in your life. You see, it’s all based on God controlling our lives. 

The Apostle Paul uses a second phrase in verse 25. Phrase #2 tells us, “Since we live by the Spirit”! Surely you understand what he is saying a little bit? Christians receive the presence of the Holy Spirit in their inner soul upon conversion. This member of the Godhead from that conversion moment begins to change the person He indwells. He changes them into fruitfulness from the inside out. This is to make one conform to the likeness of Christ. God expects Christians to experience life by means of committing to the leadership of the Holy Spirit, so He can fashion their lives. The Spirit’s goal is to be the guide through the alleys and avenues of life. He knows exactly how life is to be lived fruitfully! Honestly folks: we don’t have a clue. In truth, people are only survivors, at best, without the Spirit guiding each step of life. 
People who do not have the Spirit within their soul do not know how to live life! They really don’t! They may have a temporary moment of victory, but it’s fleeting, at best. Temporary successes can occur, to be sure, during this earthly life, even apart from the Spirit’s work. Such advances have no lasting value, however. There is a familiar adage which goes like this; “Only one life will soon be past; only what’s done for Christ will last”. Jesus referred to one’s way of life in this way; “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal”. (Matthew 6:19-20) Treasures on earth must never be the goal in life: “since we live by the Spirit”! (Galatians 5:25)
In our verses today phrase #3 adds: “keep in step with the Spirit”. Do you see what I see in this phrase? Imagine a marching military group or visualize a band in a parade. It is necessary for every person in the group to be in step with each other. A marching group follows a leader. The leader sets the step and the cadence for the group. When the drill sergeant steps out with the left foot all people in the group step out with their left foot. Precision is seen when an entire unit is synchronized. Christians will be productive in their lives only by staying in sync with the Spirit! Believers are never to determine the route taken or the speed with which to move. They, also, have no say in the formation used; nor do they make choices to do something they want to do. They listen to the orders of the leader. When a command is given they simply do what is called for! This phrase explains what Paul has in mind with his exhortation; doesn’t it? 

I know what some are thinking right now. No one has the authority to tell me what to do! I have my rights and I don’t need to follow anyone! OH YES YOU DO!!!!! OH YES I DO!!!!! We will never be successful or fruitful living on our own or doing things our way! In fact such a viewpoint comes straight from Hell! Yes, I meant to say that! It is deception from Satan, our enemy who “...prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour”. (1 Peter 5:8) God expects so much more of us than seeing life as mankind in general misunderstands it. 
There is one more thing I need to add, before we close for today. The Greek word for “fruit” is singular. There are nine slices of the singular fruit of the Spirit. The Holy Spirit does not produce one or two slices of a given fruit. His singular fruit has nine sections to it. For example, He is not content to make you only a loving person, or a person full of faith or a patient person. He produces a fruit in our lives which includes all nine! It’s all or nothing! And guess what? Whenever you and I relate to others while lacking love, lacking joy, lacking peace, lacking patience, lacking kindness, lacking goodness, lacking faithfulness, lacking gentleness or lacking self-control, we demonstrate we are not “living by the Spirit”. We all trip up in these areas, at times, because we are not perfect yet; we still have our evil fallen nature as a part of us. It hampers the work of the Spirit. Yet, He is our commander and He is in conflict with the contamination which all of us still carry in our being. 

In our days ahead we will learn what each slice of the fruit looks like. We will see how different it is from how we were when we came into this world. This is not a time for any of us to declare; “I’ve got to be me!” There is no credence to the notion that you or I can declare; “Well, that’s just who I am and what I’m like. I can’t change!”  If that’s what you avow, you are really not saying “I can’t change!” but “I won’t change!”  That is a matter of rebellion and you are standing on dangerous ground. Such blatant sin is often relegated to the quote, unquote, huge sins like murder and stealing. But, our rebellion occurs even in what we relegate as insignificant activities. An example of such disobedience of God is when either you or I hold resentment toward another. Another is whenever we are casual about God’s declaration “You shall not misuse the name of the LORD your God, for the LORD will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name” (Exodus 20:7) by allowing the words, “Oh my God!” to just naturally come out of our mouths. Such disregard for “keeping in step with the Spirit” is our default setting in human life. We come by it naturally. It is the evidence of the universal fallen nature of mankind.  Need I go on? There are so many areas where “keeping in step with the Spirit” applies.
You and I need the Holy Spirit to fill us as never before; we can’t go it alone! These days are evil and God’s church is under attack. We MUST bear “the fruit of the Spirit” now, for sure! You and I need to “live by the Spirit” because our life depends on it. Our own resources cannot fix anything in this world or within ourselves. Only God, the Spirit can. You and I need to “keep in step with the Spirit”. We must be attuned to His leadership continually! We can’t and won’t survive without Him! A famous historical hymn of yesteryear rings out boldly in the face of American Christianity today. It exhorts God’s people in this way;

“Rise up, o men of God,

Have done with lesser things!

Give heart and soul and
mind and strength

To serve the King of Kings!”
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