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Galatians 5:16-18, 22-26 – Peace and Kindness
Also 2 Timothy 2:22-26
Today we continue in our series looking at the fruit of the Spirit as listed by Paul in Galatians.
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, given to Moses, 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.
The freedom denotes that God 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.
It means that following the law as a formula is not what brings salvation, but actions will resonate with the purposes behind the law.  If actions are in accordance with the Spirit then they will be appropriate and no law of God would be able to contradict your actions.  But it does come down to considering the root behind the law.  Acting in a way that was desired by God.
I think we must remember that one could – and still can - be sinful even if following the law to the letter.  My definition of sin is being out of alignment in a relationship with God. Take today for example, I will adhere to paying the taxes that a government will set, I will keep to the law of the land, but it does not mean that I would necessarily vote for the party that were in leadership.
We have freedom to choose to live in relationship with God and therefore seek His Spirit to guide us.  That is what will bring a change in our hearts and attitudes.  The root that will nourish the fruit that we produce.
I hope that you are giving thought to whether the passage means that the fruit is one fruit with nine portions, in which case all aspects need to be present before offering the fruit to anyone.  Or whether it is one tree that bears many fruit so able to give one or more aspects before others have been formed.
Either way, we are looking today at two of the fruits – peace and kindness.  What is evoked when you think of peace?  Do we automatically think of peaceful places?  Perhaps Psalm 23 – in green pastures and still, quiet waters?  How many of us imagine a war zone?  Possibly as the opposing view of peace.
The peace that Paul is writing about, the Greek word “eirene” has a deeper meaning, often translated as “shalom”.  It means to join or tie together, a state of wholeness, tranquillity, prosperity and national security.  How on earth are we to model that?
As is the case in all these fruits the first step is to be in relationship with God, seeking Him in the whole of our life through the work of the Holy Spirit.  That is the root of our life, the root of our tree.  God desires harmony.  Some of the laws in Leviticus model a desire for peace:  Do not deceive one another.  Do not defraud your neighbour.  Do not show partiality to the poor or favouritism to the great, but judge your neighbour fairly.  Is peace at the root of these laws?
I do not think that we should strive for peace in order to become prosperous in the way that the world would interpret that – but we would be wealthy and thriving in our well-being.  Allowing the Spirit to lead our lives will transform us into a state of wholeness – that is what happens when we know that we are loved unconditionally and allowed to grow to fulfil our purposes.  Even if we are in the midst of a war zone, knowing that our God loves us and desires the best for us – even though it may not be possible for us to understand His plans at times – should bring us a contrary feeling of tranquillity.  Often the still waters have much turbulence going on beneath them – but what is seen is a stillness that brings a peaceful calm.
This peace will begin with our upward relationship with God – not from outward influences.  And when we have that peace we will desire to bring that wholeness to others.  We may not all be involved in national security, but we can begin by bringing security to our family and neighbours, by being constant in our desire for peace, joining ourselves to them in our living, which means desiring the best for them as much as ourselves.  Rarely does that come from shutting ourselves away from people we do not get on with, but learning to communicate in a new way.
So often the beginning of peace-making is to show kindness.  In his letter to Timothy, Paul elaborates on some of the ways that this can be achieved.  Again, it is not a formula, but our actions should reflect these attributes.  If we have a pure heart completely guided by the Holy Spirit, we should not wish to engage in foolish arguments or quarrels.  But how do we determine foolish?
We are told that “the Lord’s servant must not be quarrelsome”.  The word in Galatians for kindness is the Greek word “chrestotes”, which was the root of a common slave name at the time of writing, “Chrestos”.  The fact that this was such a common name given to slaves meant that it must have been an ideal quality.  Does this shed any light for us?
I realise that slavery is no longer acceptable, but so often Jesus referred to serving and put Himself in the position of a slave that we cannot ignore the metaphor.  We are to be the Lord’s servant.  God is a loving master, we must not forget that as we look at this metaphor – a loving and honouring master who values His servants above all and provides for every need.
A servant that showed kindness to others would also be representing their master.  It is difficult to show kindness unless that kindness has been received.  I am not on about only being kind to those who are kind to you – anyone can do that.  But to acknowledge the kindness that God has shown to you and be ready and willing to show that kindness to those around us.
We are also told not to be resentful – again that can only come from a good master.  If you show kindness to someone, on behalf of God, and that person rejects your actions, then it is God who is being rejected.  He will welcome you back into His arms to heal and comfort you.  You will have pursued peace through kindness.  The neighbour may have rejected that action – but we should receive the strength from the love of God to be able to continue showing kindness.  These things are not easy.  Like fruit, once it has been offered it may take a while before it is back in season to be shared again.
Trust in God to heal and strengthen, and the Holy Spirit to guide when and what action should be shown. 
But when we do experience rejection, or opposition, we are told to gently instruct, or perhaps rebuke, so that our levelled and calm reaction will cause questions.  This fruit of calmness, avoiding arguments or tit-for-tat responses, will be how the tree is recognised.  Matthew 7:16 says the tree is recognised by the fruit.
If our peace and kindness brings calmness, despite the turbulence that surrounds, it will be attractive and opportunities will arise whereby we can lead people into the truth of knowing a loving God.
Our bodies and Spirit are one thing.  Our actions will reflect what is changing within us.  We are warned there will be conflict between our sinful nature and the Spirit.  We must be whole-hearted.  For instance, if I love and care for people and wish to bring kindness and peace, a wholeness to other people, it should affect my actions all the time.
If I continue to speed along at 70 miles per hour in a small village on a road next to a school, then that is not a loving action.  It will bring consternation, anxiety and fear to people.  I cannot do that one minute and then offer help to people and expect that kind action to counteract my selfish action in speeding.
There will be conflict and the solution is to continue to seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit every moment.  If our relationship with God is constant and consistent then our outward actions of peace and kindness will likewise be constant and consistent.
In Leviticus God says, “Be holy because I, the Lord your God, am holy”.  If we choose to lead a Spirit led life it is as a response to the love that God has shown to us, a response to our relationship with Him.  Our resulting actions, in accordance with His desires, are not solely for our own purpose, but to reflect Him in all His glory.
Be holy, because I, the Lord your God, am holy.  Always!

