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Galatians 5:13-26 - Love
We are going to be looking at the fruit of the Spirit over the next few weeks.  Had we not have read the passage just now, how many of the fruit could you have named?  I ask this not to make anyone feel bad at all – just an observation of myself.
When weighing up my calling into ministerial formation I had interviews with representatives from the Baptist Union.  There were many grilling questions but the one that I remember was phrased as “what fruit of the Spirit would your congregation have seen in you”.  Well, put on the spot I could barely remember the individual fruit, let alone try to imagine what other people had seen.
I have referred to the fruit of the Spirit on many occasions and lump them altogether thinking that I know what I mean.  It was not until I had to consider exactly what I, as a member and witness of the Church, should be modelling that it made me become more exact.
Let us be clear that the listing of nine fruit of the Spirit does NOT mean nine different trees.  It is one tree – the Holy Spirit – that produces the nine fruit.  
As we look at the passage that has been read, we must remember the context of the whole book.  The apostle Paul was writing 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 telling them that the laws in themselves were not what should guide them as they now had freedom through the actions of Jesus.
Paul emphasises that every action anyone took should be guided by the Holy Spirit.  But this is not a “do anything that you like and just say it was the Holy Spirit”.  Paul has included a check list of how to determine whether the actions being taken, by individuals and therefore the church as a whole, were truly God driven, by the fruit of the Spirit that manifests.
Today we will be looking at love.  Perhaps this should be deemed the most important as Jesus echoed the command that God gave in the Old Testament, love your neighbour as you love yourself.  But what definition do we give to love?
Be sure that this is not a romantic love – Paul would have written “eros”.  But is the image of love in your mind of getting along in complete harmony, joyfully spending time with friends?  Perhaps sitting around a table with warm conversation and like-minded comments.  A cloud of comfort surrounding you and making you feel cosseted.  But the love in friendship would have been the word “philia”.
The word Paul wrote is “agape” which means unconditional, selfless and sacrificial love.   To have love for neighbour is not restrictive, reserved for those whom we like.  It means to have love for everyone.
Agape love more often is not an emotion or feeling.  Rather to be defined as a deliberate choice to act in the best interest of others.  This is not a soppy kind of love that only appears when love is reciprocated.  This type of love can be difficult and will take hard work.
But I do think that boundaries can be set within this.  To love someone and seek to act in the best interests of others does not always mean that we have to become best friends with everyone.  There will be many situations that we experience whereby we do not like someone but would be able to act in their best interests and show love.
I will try and give an example.  Imagine a person, Charlie, who has a neighbour, Les, who is extremely difficult to get on with.  Les never mows the lawn or cuts the hedge.  Les parks their car on Charlie’s driveway.  Often there are all night parties with lots of noise and damage to property.  When Charlie has tried to speak to Les they are greeted with a barrage of language that I could not possibly repeat – even though this is fictional!!
Charlie and Les are never going to be friends and everyday brings stress.  Charlie tries to maintain friendliness when possible, even though is often snubbed.  And Charlie is fairly certain that Les makes fun of them, has derogatory nicknames when speaking to others.  But Charlie continues to say hello on days that Les is around and there are no things to complain about.  When Charlie has visitors, they are asked not to park on Les’s driveway and any music played is always at a considerate volume.  That is a form of love.
Les one day has an accident and is taken to hospital in a bad way.  The doctor makes allowances for the bad temper – I mean Les is in pain.  The doctor does everything in their power to help Les.  Broken bones are plastered, pain relief is given and words of comfort are softly spoken, despite the hollering and swearing.  The doctor has gone beyond what is medically required.  Yes, doctor Charlie has chosen to deliberately act in the best interests of Les at work and at home.
But is the fruit that Paul is speaking about, that arises from a Spirit reliant life, that much different to the laws?  Paul says that those who follow the Spirit led life are no longer under law.  Let us be clear, this is the Law of Moses that was given when the Israelite people were led out of Egypt and began to form their own nation.
Often we can get caught up with the laws found in Leviticus (a book of the bible seldom revisited!), so many of them and the underlying purpose is lost in our present culture and way of life.  But let’s have a look at just a selection, mainly from Chapter 19:
Any fellowship sacrifice must be eaten within two days, on the third it will be impure.  Isn’t that promoting healthy living?  No refrigeration in a hot climate – would you fancy eating meat on the third day?
Do not harvest to the very edges of your fields.  This is so that the poor and the foreign visitors are able to glean food.  A loving action.
Do not steal, do not lie, do not curse the deaf or put obstacles in front of the blind.  Loving!
There are some that I do not understand the reasoning – do not plant your field with two kinds of seeds, or wear clothing woven in two kinds of material.  One suggestion is that it violates the created order of things – but when I look in the woods the wild flowers are intermingled.  So I cannot say with certainty what purpose was behind that.  But I can be certain that love is at the root – whether love for God, love for self or love for each other.
The Pharisees had taught that it was keeping those laws to the letter that brought salvation.  Paul is emphasising that Jesus turned that on its head.  Trusting and following God, through the acceptance of Jesus as the Divine enfleshed, has always been at the root of God’s laws and plans.  The laws reflected the community that God desired, that would bring health and well-being to everyone.  The laws were never what provided salvation, it was always a relationship with God.
It is the same with the Spirit led life.  It is not replacing the law, but making sense of it.  If you are in relationship with God, through the Holy Spirit, then you will be led into the ways of acting and thinking that is desired by our perfect God, who desires harmony and love for everyone – whether it is deserved or not.
Again, we must be clear that if we try to be loving from our own, humanness and strength, we will not succeed.  If we try to be loving from a formula then we too are attempting to gain salvation from what we do.  Think of a fruit on a tree.  When the blossom is on the tree, it does not get anxious and strive about having to become a plum (or whatever!).  Because of what is in the roots of the tree the plum will simply form, in the season that God creates.  The root of a tree has many branches to obtain the right nutrients and provides that to the whole tree.
When we are stuck in trying to be loving then the response is to return to strengthening and working on our relationship with God.  That is our root to the fruit of the Spirit.  Knowing we are loved by God is the only thing that will sustain our choice to be loving to others with “agape” love.
During Jesus ‘ministry He modelled the desire of God’s heart.  When he met a man with a shrivelled hand (Matthew 12), He cured him despite it being the Sabbath.  Love comes first.  When Jesus spoke, alone, to a Samaritan woman (John 4) it was against cultural protocol – but love came first.
A loving God is not suddenly introduced in the New Testament – His love has been steadfast all the way since before creation.  Living in the guidance of the Spirit today, for us, does not replace the laws, but it should make sense of them and bring them to fruition – through the fruit that people see in each of us, and as a church together.
May we know how deeply we are loved by God – as Paul writes in Ephesians 3 – Being rooted and established in love, you may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ.  And to know this love that surpasses knowledge – that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.
You may not know why you are led by the Spirit to act in certain ways, or say certain things to people, but if you are prompted to do so, and the action will not bring hate, guilt, shame or immorality to someone, do as guided.  You may not see the result of what you have shared, but the Spiritual fruit you have offered to someone may bring them life in Christ.  You will have shown them that they are loved.
