Galatians 5:16-26 (1984 NIV)
How Then Shall We Live?

Introduction

| once read in a newspaper story of a 42-year-old woman who was
charged in court for drug consumption. In fact, this woman had been in
and out of prison for the same offence many times before. But what
made me take notice of the story about her was a chronology of events
that outlined her problem with drugs.

The chronology goes like this:

e 25 July 1978: She (19 then) stood trial on charges of drug
trafficking. She was the first woman in Singapore to be charged
with a capital drug offence.

e 21 Aug. 1978: She was convicted and sentenced to death. The
trial went on for 19 days, and was the longest drug case to be
heard in the High Court at that time.

e Oct. 1979: The woman appealed to the Criminal Court of Appeal,
but her appeal was rejected.

e Jan. 1982: Her appeal to the Privy Council in London was also
rejected.

e Mar. 1982: Four appeals for clemency were made to the
President of Singapore—one from the woman, one from her
parents and siblings, one from her defence lawyer, and one from
Australia that carried 5,000 signatures.

e 16 Feb. 1983: She became the first drug trafficker to get clemency
from the President. Her sentence was commuted to life
imprisonment.

e Dec. 1991: She was released from prison after serving the “life
sentence”.

This woman had spent almost 14 years in jail. While serving her
sentence, her son grew up without her and her father died. When you
read of her almost recalcitrant violation of the law because of her drug
problem after her release, you couldn’t help but to conclude that though
she was given a new freedom to live afresh, she had chosen to throw it
all away. What a waste of freedom and life!

(The New Paper, 15 Nov. 2001)

A waste of freedom and life—this is indeed the concern of the Apostle Paul
when he wrote to the Christians in Gal. 5:16-26. You see, Paul was writing to
these believers to refute some false teachings that were preached to them. Paul
wanted these believers to be clear of this—i.e. Jesus Christ had liberated them
from bondage to the law (this speaks against the false teaching of legalism),
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and also from bondage to sin (this speaks against the false teaching of
licentiousness).

Paul wanted the believers to know without any doubt that Jesus Christ had
given them a new freedom to live afresh in the power of the Holy Spirit. This
new freedom allows the believer not to observe the law legalistically, but to obey
it in love for God. This new freedom does not bond the believer to the works of
sin, but challenge him/her to works of righteousness.

However, this new freedom does not force itself on the believer. It is the believer
who must choose to live out this new freedom. Hence, we see that there is
some kind of power conflict in Christian living as we read what Paul says in Gal.
5:16-26. The Christian is to live according to the Spirit’s direction, yet the old
nature of sin is constantly tempting him to do otherwise.

In view of this power conflict in Christian living, how then shall we live so that
we will not waste this new freedom and life we have in Jesus Christ? First of
all, Paul's words in Gal. 5:16-26 remind us that ...

l. We shall live with the awareness that there are a higher and a lower
nature in each of us (vv. 16-18).

This is not to say that a Christian is one with split personality. Rather, a Christian
is one who can live in accordance to the empowering of the Holy Spirit in his
life (the higher nature). Yet if he so chooses, he can also resist this empowering
and live in accordance to the influence of sin (the lower nature).

Being aware of this power conflict in Christian living, Paul describes the conflict
this way in v. 17: “For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and
the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each
other, so that you do not do what you want.”

Paul points out that the way to live out the higher nature of a Spirit-controlled
life is to “live by the Spirit” (v. 16). More literally, it is to “walk by the Spirit”. Paul
says that the Christian life begins with the Spirit, and the only way to continue
it is by the power of the Spirit. The Spirit is both the source and power of
Christian life.

In fact, when Paul says “walk by the Spirit”, he is issuing a command rather
than making a suggestion. He is commanding believers to choose a certain way
of living. In a sense, he is giving them the freedom to choose, yet he is
commanding that a certain choice be made. Why so?

Because to walk by the Spirit demands active determination to follow the Spirit's
direction by His power. Those who do so will not carry out the evil intentions of
their sin-controlled lower nature. Rather, they will be committed to fight on the
side of the Spirit against the desires of the sinful nature. And Paul wants us
today to realise that this is the “normal” Christian life.
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If you see a dog walking on four legs on the road, what will you think? Nothing
really—it is only normal to see a dog walking on four legs. But if you see a man
walking on all four (legs and hands) on the road, what now will you think? “This
guy must be crazy or something!"—it's not normal for a human being to do so.

In the same way, Paul is saying that if Christians “gratify the desires of the sinful
nature”, then they are not living “normally” as believers because this is not how
people born of and empowered by the Spirit should live.

Now, this is not to say that every time you struggle in your Christian life, you
should be feeling ashamed or abnormal. In fact, our awareness of this power
conflict in Christian living comes about only when we have committed ourselves
to choose each day to “walk by the Spirit”. If we are not committed to live out
such a choice, then there will actually be very little struggle—that white lie, that
fleeting thought of lust, that short burst of anger, that little exaggeration, etc. will
all seem too trivial to worry about. Put in another way, if you are troubled by
some struggles in your life, it does not necessarily mean that you are not
spiritual. Rather, it may well mean that you are spiritually sensitive enough to
want to struggle with certain concerns.

The call then is not to feed the appetites of the sinful nature—and that may well
mean feeling the weight of the struggle we have with sinful desires. But then,
the call is to live under the guidance of the Spirit and to fight each day against
the influence of sin. This is what Paul means when he calls on us to be “led by
the Spirit” in v. 18. When we let ourselves be guided and empowered by the
Spirit, our conduct will be out of love and spontaneity, and not out of legalism
or coercion by the law. In fact, Spirit-led living simply fulfils the law. Lovers after
God’s heart naturally become keepers of God’s law without any sense of being
compelled to do so.

An old teacher was once taking a walk through a forest with a pupil by
his side. The old man suddenly stopped and pointed to four plants close
at hand. The first was just beginning to peep above the ground, the
second had rooted itself pretty well into the earth, the third was a small
shrub, and the fourth was a full-sized tree.

The tutor said to his young companion, “Pull up the first.”

The youth easily pulled it up with his fingers.

“Now pull up the second.”

The youth obeyed, but found the task not so easy.

“And now the third.”

The youth had to put forth all his strength and use both arms to uproot

it.
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“And now,” said the master, “try your hand on the fourth.”

But the trunk of the tall tree hardly shook its leaves even though it was
firmly grasped in the arms of the youth.

“This, my son, is just what happens with our bad habits. When they are
young, we can cast them out more readily with the help of God; but when
they are old, it is hard to uproot them, though we pray and struggle ever
So sincerely.”

This then is to be our attitude as well. We should not be so paranoid as
to condemn ourselves to hell at the slightest sense that we are struggling
with sin. Yet we are not to be so easy with sin in our lives lest sinful habits
become our lifestyle.

Friends, if the power conflict in Christian living is real in each of us, then there
are at least four implications for us to note:

One, we must not “gratify the desires of the sinful nature”. This implies
that we starve the fleshly urges in us to death. Don’t put yourself in a
place where you can be tempted. Don’t accept a position where you will
face the danger of compromise.

Two, we are to live Christ-like life (walk/live by the Spirit). We are to
pattern our life after the Lord. Don’t do as we please, but do as we would
please the Lord. By His Spirit, the Lord is already leading us. So, rather
than praying, “Lord, lead me,” pray this instead—"Lord, teach me to
follow you.” You see, the problem is not whether the Lord is leading or
not; He is. The real problem is whether we are following Him or not.

Three, we are to be aware that every person has his worse side. This
means that no one is so saintly that he cannot fall. While we honour the
godliness we see in people, we are also to guard ourselves from hero-
worshipping them. So, pray even for our pastors and leaders. Yes, we
thank God that they are godly people, but they are not beyond temptation
and human frailties. So, one important thing we can do for them is to
bring them to the Lord’s throne of grace, asking Him to protect them from
the attacks of sin. My point is this—never think that you are so strong
that you cannot fall because there is a worse side in each of us.

Four, we are to be aware that every person also has his better side. This
means we have to guard ourselves against being too harsh or negative
in our judgment of people. A difficult person is not necessarily a bad
person. Relating with one another with all our imperfections is an
exercise in understanding both the beautiful and ugly sides in each of
us.

In view of the power conflict in Christian living, how then shall we live so that
we will not waste the new freedom and life we have in Jesus Christ? First of all,
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we shall live with the awareness that there are a higher and lower nature in
each of us.

Secondly, Paul reminds us that ...

I. We shall live with the awareness that we are citizens of God’s
Kingdom here on earth (vv. 19-26).

| think I am not wrong to say that there’s a lot of interest in the Second Coming
of Jesus Christ in the light of events around the world. But this interest will have
a miscued focus if it is not accompanied by a similar interest to live as citizens
of God’s Kingdom here on earth.

Paul goes on to tell how we are to live as people following the Spirit’s direction.
He does this by first of all telling us how citizens of God’s Kingdom should not
live by listing out all the taboos in vv. 19-21: “The acts of the sinful nature are
obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcratft;
hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and
envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. | warn you, as | did before, that those
who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.”

Paul gives a very stern warning in v. 21 that “those who live like this will not
inherit the kingdom of God”. Literally, it says, “... those who practise this will not
inherit the kingdom of God.”

The word “practise” refers to the habitual doing of something. Hence, Paul is
warning that those who habitually do those sinful acts which have been listed
are proving before others that they are not citizens of God’s Kingdom in the
very first place. He is not saying that believers will lose their divine citizenship
if and when they do those acts. Rather, he is stressing that those who habitually
commit those sinful acts confirm by their own actions that they never have had
a place in God’s Kingdom from the very beginning. Why? Because these acts
are directly opposed to the direction of the Spirit in one’s life. There is no inner
conflict at all in their lifestyle because they do not have the Spirit of God to
prompt them to an alternative lifestyle. The old nature of sin rules supreme in
their lives.

Hence, Paul goes on to emphasise that citizens of God’s Kingdom will exhibit
something else as a matter of habit, even though there will be times when they
fail to walk in the Spirit. If power conflict in Christian living is a reality, then this
fight between the old nature of sin and the new nature of the Spirit is
understandable.

Paul then proposes the way to help Christians turn away from the stated vices
in their lifestyle. He does not turn them to the law for a list of do’s and don’ts.
Rather, he turns them to the Spirit and says in wv. 24-25—“Those who belong
to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires.
Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit.”
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“To keep in step” is a military term that describes soldiers marching in an orderly
and disciplined manner according to command. For the Christian, it means
living an orderly and disciplined life not only as an individual, but also in one’s
relationships with others according to the direction of the Holy Spirit. Hence,
Paul so directs Christians to the Spirit rather than to the law in dealing with the
vices in life.

You see, the Galatians find security in the law because it gives them very
specific steps to follow—do this and don’t do that. They ask a common question
which we too like to ask today—*Can you tell me exactly what to do or what not
to do so that | will feel safe and know how to act?”

We see here that this mind-set makes them legalistic—they obey not out of love
for the all-embracing God, but out of love for the all-exclusive self. It’s like asking
this question today—"| want to look good as a Christian before others. Will going
to church every Sunday, attending small-group meeting twice a month,
attending adults’ SS twice a month, praying with others once a month, and
bringing non-Christian friends to church on Christmas day make me look good
as a Christian?”

Of course, these are good activities to be involved in, and they can help in
strengthening one’s walk with the Lord. But really, as far as Paul is concerned,
these do not form an adequate basis for evaluating if we are walking in the
Spirit. In fact, we see in Gal. 5 how the Galatian believers are so focused on
doing the works of the law, but ironically, what have materialised are very much
the works of the flesh. Often do’s and don’ts do not encourage people to keep
the law, but to find different ways to break it.

The way proposed by Paul to help turn Christians from the vices in life is stated
in vw. 22-23—"But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there
is no law.”

Collectively, these virtues are called “fruit of the Spirit”. They are not a set of
do’s and don’ts to be kept, but are the resultant outcomes of living and being
led by the Spirit. As fruit, these character qualities grow out of something—i.e.
that of living and being in the Spirit. They are cultivated from inside, not
performed from outside. They have to do first with what we want to be as
Christians rather than what we want to do. In other words, each expression of
the fruit of the Spirit must first be an inner motivation before it becomes an
outward action.

Let’s focus on two for today’s purpose:

e One, gentleness. This is an expression of humility, considering the
needs and hurts of others before one’s personal goals. The word is also
translated as “meekness” and commonly described as power under
control. From the life of Jesus Himself, we can see from different parts
of the Bible that He indeed has this quality of gentleness. But when we
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speak of a man who is gentle in our macho society today, it causes us
to frown. A man should be gallant like a knight and not gentle like a sissy,
or so we thought. But gentleness is an expression of the fruit of the Spirit,
and a characteristic quality we see in Christ (Matt. 11:29). Hence, to be
gentle is not to be less masculine or more feminine, but to be more like
Christ. And if gentleness is power under control rather than lack of
power, how then does the power in gentleness work?

Firstly, when we lead with gentleness, others don't fear our strength.
Many people today have been run over by others who use their power
and position to beat them down. But a gentle leader (at work, home, or
in church) allays the anger and fear of people, and encourage them to
respond positively to his leadership.

Secondly, gentleness allows bonding. It is one of those rare qualities that
touch another person’s heart. It has that special power to draw others to
us and us to them. We live in a world with many problems and much
pressures. And gentleness allows bonding in that it defuses anger and
hostility in our highly stressed world.

e Two, self-control. This is also known as temperance; the ability to keep
yourself in check. It is the opposite of self-indulgence. It is the strength
to say “no” to yourself, especially when you are tempted by the desires
of the flesh. Today, we have lots of seminars to help you be assertive—
to say “no” to others. But have you heard of a seminar that teaches you
to say “no” to yourself? | wonder how many people will sign up if there’s
one. You see, the success we talk about today has to do with saying “no”
to others in order to get our way. But in a world of consumerism and
individualism, where there are so many good things to have and so much
self-interests to protect, we need that important element of self-control,
to say “no” to ourselves lest we become self-indulgent people.

Conclusion

Indeed, there is a power conflict in Christian living. The Christian perfectionist
who thinks that the sinful life has been totally conquered has denied the reality
of this conflict. The Christian pessimist who battles half-heartedly with the flesh
because he expects no victory has denied the victory of Jesus Christ on the
Cross.

How then shall we live? Paul calls on us to keep in step with the Spirit (v. 25).
We are to march in step not according to the drumbeat of the flesh, but to the
leading of the Spirit in us. The Galatian believers were very competitive in their
spiritual life—they wanted to see who could best keep the law. They attempted
to outdo one another. Some felt so superior spiritually that they boasted of it.
Others felt so inferior spiritually that they resented those who made them feel
that way. Both attitudes were caused by pride that could tolerate no rivals.
Hence, they “become conceited, provoking and envying each other” (v. 26).
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But Paul warned the Galatians then, and us today, against such attitudes and
behaviours. Instead, we are exhorted today to:

e Live with much honesty of the power conflict in us so that as we depend
more on the Spirit, we will give in less to the old nature of sin.

e Live with much attention to our lives as citizens of God’s Kingdom so that
we will seek more to cultivate the fruit of the Spirit (traits like gentleness
and self-control), and less to compete with others in the flesh.

Pray that the Lord will so help us live for Him and in Him here on earth as His
people. Amen!
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