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Galatians 5:13-23 – Gentleness and self-control
Also, Matthew 5:1-20
We are on the final week of our series on the fruit of the Spirit, as listed by Paul in Galatians.  Written to a particular group of Jewish Christians who were beginning to return to reliance on Old Testament laws to bring them salvation.
Rifts may have been forming between those who tried to emulate Jesus and those who wanted to return to strict rules to guide them.  Paul writes about the freedom that has been given to each person, but that freedom should not be used to bring about, or to justify, our own desires.
Could we try and imagine a scenario whereby Paul’s need to write this letter has come about?  Some may have taken the freedom to ignore the laws of God – seeing this as a new era, a new set of principles provided.  Perhaps this is why Paul had to write the list of vices that he did, that some people had taken the life of Jesus to be kind to other people, but his wavering from following the strict rules that the Pharisees were promoting could also be taken to extremes.
Idolatry, hatred, discord, jealousy, envy, orgies, drunkenness.  How could these be harmful?  They make us happy and we no longer have to follow the rules, so our freedom means that these can be included.  As long as we are kind to others and we worship Jesus at one point or another too.
If this sort of behaviour was infiltrating at such an early time I can see why some would wish to continue following the laws to the letter, to combat these freedoms from becoming acceptable.
Paul is writing to all people saying that the freedom they have must be rooted in a relationship with God, through the love and example shown in Jesus, and through their communication with the Holy Spirit.  It is only through that relationship, of seeking, hearing and following, that the freedom of actions to be taken will reflect God’s desired way of living.
Perhaps you read some of the vices and think where is the harm?  But think about them and whether, in the culture they lived in or today, they truly are harmless.  In each one what is being threatened, our upward relationship with God, our inward Spiritual growth or our outward relationship with those around us.  And do this in light of the virtues that Paul is reminding the Galatians about.
And it is not simply Paul making these things up – the fruit of the Spirit and the resulting treatment of loving our neighbour completely aligns with what Jesus taught, the example used in Matthew 5 that was read.
Today we look at the final two fruit of gentleness and self-control.
Self-control is usually considered as an inward quality, how it changes our own beliefs and principles.  We internally wrestle in controlling our outward actions which could be in many attitudes.  Most commentators generally translate the word to relate specifically to sexual immorality, which is also listed in the vices.  Our outlook on sex will impact ourselves and others though.
If we believe that we can sleep around, whether married or single, what harm will safe sex cause?  If both parties are consenting it leaves both feeling content.  But how much respect is that giving to yourself and another person, without even going down the route of more than two being involved.
Are you honouring yourself by not being willing to commit to someone else and looking for short term gratification?  Have you been used by someone, or has someone used you.  Is that honouring to either person?  If you are married and have an affair, what respect is that giving to your spouse?
I am not going to dwell on other scenarios that may arise, but think for yourself about prostitution, nonconsenting sex, needing control.  How does any of it reflect the community that God desired when the OT laws were given.  And do not confuse love with lust – God’s laws all had love at the root.
And perhaps we may mistranslate gentleness.  A definition given is calm, kind and careful.  In the text the meaning is close to humility and meekness.  In my mind I used to think that this lack of standing up to what you believe implied weakness.  But that is far from the truth.  It is to act with tenderness.
Humility is an inward way of seeing yourself, giving yourself less importance than others.  Whereas meekness is the outward interaction with others.  Meekness is defined as gentle, patient and enduring injuries without resentment.  It is a disciplined way of interacting with others, strength under control.
Keeping our human desire for revenge, to show our competence over others, to exhibit our knowledge is what the Spirit will help us to overcome.  There is much strength needed to combat what often would be our impulsive reaction.  Very few of us would impulsively open ourselves to enduring injury without resentment.  That takes power from the Holy Spirit, and he will be the one to heal and comfort us.
In Matthew it is recorded that Jesus said “blessed are the meek for they will inherit the earth”.  This meekness will act against selfish ambition.
But our relationship with God must be continuous.  If we become conceited and applaud ourselves when we act in the way that the Spirit desires it would be easy to hold our piety over other people.  I mean, my Spiritual way of life is obviously better than others, I am the best Christian, even in church, positively pagan in their actions.  That is selfish ambition rising again.
Is this what may have been happening in the Galatian church?  One set of people thinking that their religiosity was better than another group.  Lauding it over them no matter how much they may have been living in communion with Jesus.  That is my imagination.
The truth is that we must remain rooted in our relationship with God, aware that we are indeed weak without Him and He sustains us in our loving actions.  Only when we allow the inspiration and guidance of the Spirit to lead us will we wholly reflect His kingdom.
I also warn that our freedom should not be ONLY prayer and acting on what we think we are given.  We must be reading the Bible, listening to each other in Bible studies, listen to sermons and critique them in order to weigh up what we believe we have heard.  The word of God is our plumb line.  He does continue to speak today, but His character remains the same as it always has, so love will always be at the root of His guidance.
The more often we do this the quicker we will become at knowing when something is the Holy Spirit rather than our own impulsive reaction.  And the purpose has been told to us through Jesus.  That we may be salt and light in the world and prepared to display that truth to those around us.
The fruit of the Spirit should shine through all those who are close to the Holy Spirit – love, peace, joy, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  These are not Spiritual gifts, given only to some and not all, we will look at those in the next few weeks.  If you are struggling with any fruit of the Spirit then do not try to manufacture a quality from your own human strength – return to the root of the tree, your relationship with God.  And you do not need to struggle alone, as a church family we are called to reflect the kingdom of God together so we must be willing to help each other.  In gentleness.
