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Text: Galatians 5:16-24
16 But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. 17 For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to do. 18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law.
 19 Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, 20 idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, 21 envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.
 22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. 24 And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.  [ESV]

Prayer: Heavenly Father, There is no desire or strength in us to live according to Your will unless we are called to faith and regenerated by the Holy Spirit.  May He dwell within us and keep us ever mindful of the great love and compassion of our crucified and resurrected Savior Jesus Christ, that all our lives may effectively witness Your grace mercy in Him, in Whose name we pray.  Amen. 

Theme: A New Spiritual Life – the Gift of the Spirit

  I was a wimp – I’ll admit it.  For the first two years of high school football, I did little more than suit up, show up – and sit down.  With no natural gifts, such as size, height, strength, athleticism, every minute on the field was a struggle.  I quit once – partly out of disgust, partly out of fear – but my roommate, a starting defensive tackle, persuaded me to continue.  I think he just wanted an easy target.  Then the summer before my senior year, I did something I’d never done.  Every morning, I ran 4 miles over the rolling country roads.  I did calisthenics.  I made up a blocking dummy and practiced hitting it.  Football camp started with a five-mile run, and when I finished third, the coach was dumbfounded.  I still didn’t make a starting team, but football was a lot easier and more fun that year.  Perhaps, like me, you have watched some of the Olympic athletes with a mixture of admiration and a little envy.  None of those athletes got to the games without uncounted hours of training.  It is also obvious that some of the Olympic champions are endowed with natural gifts.  No question that Michael Phelps’ size 14 feet and dinner-plate sized hands help propel him through the water faster than any other human being.  There are no short-legged hurdlers.    If you have been involved in sports, you know how hard it is to compete when one lacks natural ability.   It takes dedication, good nutrition, good coaching; it takes a lot of help.  
When the apostle Paul went to spread the good news of peace with God through Jesus Christ, he preached to the people who had originated the Olympic games.  In other of his letters, he compares the Christian life to the preparation of an athlete and of a soldier.  In the part of his letter to the Galatians that we are considering today, Paul is talking about another struggle that takes place for the Christian; a struggle which we have no natural ability to win.  It is the age-old struggle between the flesh and the spirit.  The good news is that we can compete successfully in this struggle – by the gift of the Holy Spirit.

  For most of us, preparation for athletic competition is a battle waged to overcome the body’s physical shortcomings.  In preparation for the return of the Lord Jesus Christ, we who are Christians wage a battle against the spiritual shortcomings of our inner nature.  Paul talks of this battle as one between the flesh and the spirit.  This battle is one that only the converted Christian fights.  In the unconverted heart, there is no contest.  The sin-captive heart of an unbeliever has no struggle with the works of the flesh; the thoughts, words, and actions that stem from the desires and inclinations of human hearts that have no knowledge of God and no love for His ways.  But the Christian, baptized into the death of Christ by water and the Word, has been given a new nature – a new spiritual life.  Scriptures refer to it as the new man, or the “new Adam,” because it is a creation of God meant for righteousness and holiness and perfect communion with Him, just as Adam and Eve were before they fell into sin and lost that relationship for all their descendents.  But, born as we are from Adam’s line, heirs of his curse of death and of his evil and lustful heart, we cannot be completely rid of the “old Adam” until we are rid of this old body and raised in glory with Christ in the final creation.  And so we have, as Paul writes, the flesh lusting against the spirit and the spirit against the flesh: the 
new spiritually reborn Adam working to rule the natural tendencies of the old, natural Adam of the flesh.  As a result – “you do not do the things you wish.”  Negatively, the desires of your flesh keep you from doing what you, as a baptized child of God, know to be His will.  Positively, the redeemed, restored, forgiven new spiritual man keeps you from doing what you, a sinner as long as you are in this world, are inclined to do under the influence of the devil’s temptations, the world’s attractions, and your own selfish heart.

  As if we should need any help to recognize what the works of that old Adam are, Paul reminds us: “adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lewdness,  20 idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, dissensions, heresies,  21 envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries, and the like.”  We could have a lengthy discussion about how Paul’s list of first-century behaviors can be translated into those that occupy our thoughts, words, and deeds in the 21st, but things haven’t changed in the human heart – we recognize the list.  If we remember what we learned from Luther about all our obligations under the commandments of God, we could not cross any of those works of the flesh from our own heart’s list of “things to go craving after today.”  With the Holy Spirit’s guidance though, we understand the consequences of the behaviors of the flesh.  Yielding to them will destroy our faith and rob us of our inheritance in God’s kingdom.  Beside those eternal consequences, the works of the flesh are detrimental to the believer in this lifetime also.  When they have the upper hand in your life, you can feel the intensity of the struggle: you live with a heart that is torn.  You cannot endure the cries of your conscience.  The separation between you and God becomes very real and personal.  Gradually, you come to an increasing disrespect of God’s will.  His commandments become not a light for your walk, but a burden that causes you to stumble and totter.  You do not see His commandments as freeing you to live a whole and God-pleasing life, but as severe and unreasonable restraints preventing you from having things your way.  

  The disruption caused by the works of the flesh is not confined to your own peace of mind.  They are like uncoordinated limbs – two left feet, ten thumbs, if you will – that cause havoc in every sphere of our lives.  They are the cause of all disruption in our marriages, in our family relationships, in our workplaces, in our communities.  They are the things that cause our prisons to be full and our welfare system to overburdened.  They threaten the peace within society and they threaten the life of the church.  Now many of you have been thinking that these works of the flesh –adulteries, hatred, carousings and such -  aren’t you at all.  But remember what Jesus taught us about the commandments: the unholy offence of murder begins with taunting and jeering.  Adultery and fornication begin with the eye that strays.  All these things war against our new spiritual self, preventing us from serving God the way we know we should.

  But when the Holy Spirit of God dwells in you – when your life is being lived in – guided by – the Holy Spirit, things are different!  You, as a Christian, know this.  You have almost certainly experienced the fruit of the Spirit.  Instead of the agony in your heart, there has been peace, as you have learned of Gods love for you expressed in the blood of His Son Jesus Christ.  The joy of your peace with your Maker puts you at peace with yourself.  This puts you at peace with your fellow man, beginning right in your own home and the dissensions and strife give way to patience, kindness, goodness.  The evil you see in others is no longer a threat to you, but, in love, is seen as a threat to their own salvation, and fills you, as it did Jesus, with a heart that goes out to the lost and condemned sinner.  You become willing to speak the truth in love, and you recognize the need that your enemy has for your prayers.  Responding to God’s love with faithfulness, gentleness, self-control, you find joy wherever in the world God has placed you.  Your entire life becomes your service to your gracious God through your service to your fellow man.  And incredibly, you find that they respond.

  Now, sometimes we see Christians who are real, walking examples of the fruit of the Spirit, after the manner that I have just described.  Because the battle with our Old Adam is always ongoing, we may not always see ourselves as victors.  But I know, that as Christians, you have tasted victory from time to time.  Like the athlete in training who occasionally achieves the perfect vault, connects with the perfect pitch, or shaves another tenth of a second off her time.  For you as a Christian, that time might have come when the words of a sermon crushed all your resistance to repentance.  It might have been the time at the communion rail when the inexpressible love of Christ became unmistakably real for you.  It might have been that time when the simple, honest expression of your own faith brought comfort to a friend who needed to know of God’s love.  However and wherever you have displayed the fruit of the spirit, you have realized what Paul meant when he said, “against such things there is no law.”  When the flesh rules you, all is law.  The works of the flesh are subject to the eternal condemnation of the just and holy God.  His Word tells you – even your conscience knows it, and you are a victim, a slave to the law.  But you who have been baptized into Christ have crucified – have, in His death – put to death the old self and its works.  You have been raised to the new life in Christ, where it is a joy to wear His righteousness and to serve Him in innocence and blessedness.  The curse of the law is broken; you are declared righteous before God; you are no longer under the law; no longer a victim of its curse!

  How does this all happen for you?  One of the common elements in the stories of Olympic success is the coaching.  Athletes who desire legendary performance study under legendary coaches.  Upon their success, the first or second camera shot is on their coach, who has been nearby with advice and encouragement.  In many of the gymnastic events, the coach is actually standing beneath the athlete as she performs.  As Christians training for the final round, we need a constant presence also.  We need to remain under the tutoring of the Holy Spirit.  We need His influence over our new spiritual lives.  We need the constant influence of the Word through which He makes known to us the good news of our reconciliation with God and works faith in our hearts to believe it.  We need the Spirit’s nutrition in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper that strengthens our faith through the tangible assurance of God’s love for us in the body and blood of His Son.  We need to be where we can hear the story again and again; where we can study the plan of salvation; where we can grow strong in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.   We need to be at the training table of the Word of God, where we can participate endlessly in the fruit of the Spirit, where we can walk in the Spirit and be led by the Spirit to the finish line of this life and receive the crown of life everlasting.  In Jesus’ name.   
Amen.
The peace of God, which exceeds all comprehension, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.
Soli Deo Gloria




6

