2

Galatians 5:22-23 – Goodness and Faithfulness
Today we continue in our series looking at the fruit of the Spirit as listed by Paul in Galatians.  Not forgetting that it is Pentecost Sunday.  The work of the Holy Spirit can indeed be sensational – often what is recorded in the Bible is exceptional.  Real and still possible – but exceptional.  The Holy Spirit also works quietly and constantly in every day moments.  This is what I think Paul is writing about – works that are carried with us every moment and able to be shared freely and naturally, just like fruit.
Galatians was written to a particular group of Jewish Christians who were beginning to return to reliance on the Old Testament laws to bring them salvation.  Paul is reiterating that keeping the letter of the law is not what will redeem them but looking at the reason, the purpose, behind the laws, as prompted by the Holy Spirit to live in accordance with the life that Jesus modelled.
God gives us freedom.  He invites people to live in accordance with His desired way of community but maintains freewill – He gives them, and us, the choice. This freedom did not mean that they could do anything that they liked but rather the Spirit would give them the mindset exhibited in Christ that would guide their actions in the right way.
There is no formula to bring salvation. If I go to church for two Sundays out of every four, I will do a good deed for someone everyday, I will say sorry to God once every night, tell people that I am a Christian, then the rest of the time I can do whatever I like.  I hope that everyone here will realise this is not acting in a way desired by God – it is not living a life of salvation, either for ourselves or for others.
Paul was emphasising that we can be sinful even if following the law to the letter.  Our freedom comes from having a mind renewed by the knowledge of God, given through the example in the life Jesus lived and an ongoing relationship with the presence of the Holy Spirit.
But having knowledge of the Holy Spirit is not enough – we must be seeking to communicate with Him every day.  That does not mean just one conversation in the morning and then off we go – but to seek His direction all the way through the day, before we speak, before we act, all the way through our thoughts and ideas.  Allow Him to inspire our thinking rather than asking Him to check it!
If we allow the Holy Spirit to inspire us through an uninterrupted relationship, then our attitudes and actions will increasingly become spontaneous reflections of Jesus.  Like a tree that bears fruit.
Think of your favourite fruit for a moment.  Mine is a Victoria plum.  When a tree is formed, what part comes first?  The roots.  In our relationship with the Holy Spirit this is what will form first.  Just like tree roots it is formed unseen.  Roots will stretch deep into the soil to receive the nutrients and nourishment that they need before forming a shoot that is seen above soil.
When we first begin to trust in the Holy Spirit our nourishment will come from prayer, hearing the words of other Christians, reading the Bible.  Like roots they will be splayed out but they should resonate with each other to meet at the main root.  As we become more accomplished in weighing up the things we hear and see, trusting in the actions and promptings of the Holy Spirit, then like a seedling it will appear above soil, it will be seen.
My fruit, the Victoria plum, does not strive to become what it was always created to be.  It will be a plum because the roots are a plum tree.  I cannot grow a plum from a cherry tree root!  Fruit receives what is required and becomes what it is from the root.  That is the same as our Spiritual fruit – we should not strive in our human strength to become what God has created us to be.  These fruit that Paul has written will come from being in relationship with the Holy Spirit, it will reflect the root of God in our lives.  If you struggle with exhibiting any fruit then you need to reach back to the root.  These are aspects that are outside of your own human endeavours.
Today we will look more closely at goodness and faithfulness.  Goodness.  Are we all good people?  The root of the word may imply a leaning towards meaning generosity.  We should be generous with our time towards God but this fruit is generally perceived to be revealed in our outward response to people around us.  But what is goodness or generosity?
Is it simply being prepared to give away what we may have?  That could be financial, or with our skills, such as listening, or acting.  If I were a gardener, would I be generous offering my skills to those who needed them.  And to what cost to ourselves?  A gardener still needs to make a livelihood in order to obtain what is needed.  I think it is deeper than that.
Paul could be alluding to the strife within the church and the trouble that was brewing between those who were returning to Jewish laws and those who were more Spiritual – with both groups losing Christian morals along the way.
Once the troubles and conflicts had been identified rather than resolving them in a loving way, allowing gentle discipline and acceptance, it was easy to seek revenge or to keep reminding each other of their downfall.  This was not an atmosphere of generosity, allowing the other to participate fully and grow in their Spiritual journey.
Could our generosity be in allowing other people to be involved in things, to participate, to offer ideas.  Is our goodness seen in being vulnerable and putting others before ourselves.  So back to the gardener example, could my generosity and goodness be in allowing someone who does not garden in the same way as me, who has other ideas, to come and change my garden?  Or to impart my knowledge to help them become better – whether that means better than they presently are, or perhaps even to allow them to become better than me.  Or would I dig up what they planted because it may show me up.  Is generosity more about helping and allowing others to thrive rather than be seen as being good.
How is this denoted in the OT laws?  Perhaps Leviticus 19:33, if a foreigner resides among you, treat them as your native born and love them.  Also Leviticus 19:18, do not seek revenge or bear a grudge.
These are the hallmarks of acting in a kind and generous way.  Not to bear a grudge or desire for anyone to remain as they are – but to see them grow in a healthy direction.
We should show the goodness of the Holy Spirit through our goodness and generosity in allowing everyone to become the person they have been created to be, without jealousy and reminding them of how they are different in our eyes, or fixing on where they have journeyed from.  As well as teaching the truth of Jesus we should also encourage and build others up in ways that are pleasing to Him.
We then look at the word “pistis” that Paul wrote, translated as faithfulness or in some cases, fidelity.  In my mind it implies relationship.  Faithfulness is definitely an upward characteristic, remaining faithful to God.  In our actions with other people, we must remain faithful to God.  If you feel embarrassed speaking about God to other people, then that is not a faithful relationship.  It is wise to seek natural opportunities and not to force evangelism, but that should not mask an underlying embarrassment.  Be honest with yourself – examine your connection to the root.
If we are faithful in our relationship with the Holy Spirit then it should also become an outward characteristic.  The way that we treat others will reflect His desires, which at the root is love.  Our faithfulness will be witnessed in the way that we do not give up on anyone.  It does not mean that we have to be friends with everyone all the time – but it should mean that we do not ignore people who seek us out to give help, and that we do not believe that anyone is beyond redemption.
Think of your journey with God.  If you are like me there will be times when you turned from Him, have acted in ways that He would have found offensive, not taken the time to be with Him.  His faithfulness was to remain near - not to keep putting barriers up, placing a church on every corner that I turned, shouting at me while I slept.  But when I did return to Him, He was there.  Waiting for the moment that I chose to come to Him to provide the help I needed.
That is God’s faithfulness.  To enable this steadfastness, the laws in Leviticus include, You must observe my Sabbath and have reverence for my sanctuary as well as do not turn to idols.  If we are faithful in spending time with God then we are in a position to hear His voice and see His actions.  That is the purpose of faithfulness, to see God.
Faithfulness is to be continuous for the whole of life.  In Leviticus it also tells us to stand up in the presence of the aged and show respect for the elderly.  This reflects a faithfulness that never ends.  The elderly and aged have honour – faithfulness is not something that disappears as mobility and strength reduces.
When Jesus ministered in the New Testament His faithfulness in prayer is recorded time and again in the Gospels – His connection to the root.  Likewise, His generosity with His time, gifts and healing.  Also His faithfulness and generosity to those who did not immediately come to Him and needed more persuading.  The rich young man, Nicodemus, the woman at the well.  Jesus gave to each of these people as they needed.  He was faithful in listening, to God and to the people, faithful in speaking the truth of God and generous with the love that He knew God had for each of them.
Jesus was generous and faithful with the disciples, allowing them to learn from Him despite their slowness in understanding at times.  All that Jesus was able to do is available to us – but only through the work of the Holy Spirit found in connecting with Him.
Fruit can only grow if the root of the tree is healthy.  So if we struggle with any of the Spiritual fruit the first thing we must do is seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit.  Do not try to force the fruit that has not yet formed – but nourish the root.  Pray, read the Bible, speak to each other, speak to me.
And do not be disheartened.  Often you will be filled with fruit but will not see it yourself.  Be ready to offer what you have and ask the Holy Spirit for what you may be lacking.  When we believe that our response is always a spontaneous reflection of Jesus be alert so that we do not become conceited, or turn to things that we have done before, believing that is the new formula for salvation.  The Holy Spirit will continue to provide freedom and growth, Spiritual fruit, for each of us to share with all whom we meet.  Share it, faithfully with goodness and generosity.
