Galatians 5:13-15; 6:1-5 (1984 NIV)
Becoming a Ministering Church

Introduction

A nearly bald-headed man visited a barber one day. As he sat on the
barber’s chair, he looked at the barber with his full crop of hair.

“We are of the same age and yet | am almost bald, unlike you,” sighed
the customer. He then went on to explain how he had spent much
money on hair restoration but nothing had worked.

“I will be most happy and willing to give you a $1,000 if my head can be
just like yours,” said the man.

The barber thought for a while, then excused himself with these words,
“I will make your wish come true.”

A while later, the barber returned, and this time, with a bald head. He
had shaved off all his hair.

He said to the customer, “Look, your head is now just like mine, just as
you wish. It's a sacrifice on my part. You must now be most happy and
willing to give me the $1,000.”

Of course, the customer was infuriated and scolded the barber,
“Stupid! This is not what | mean. No, | am most unhappy and unwilling
to hand you any money!”

Indeed, this is a life reality—the sacrificial good we do to another may
seem to backfire, and we then become weary of doing good. Love in
action may seem nothing more than a nice-sounding slogan—sweet
words but a thankless job.

In his letter to the Galatians, Paul argues that believers are saved by faith in
Jesus Christ and not by works of the Law. But we are still to do good works
and not sin. Jesus Christ has made us free from the bondage of sin. But we
are not free to indulge in sin but to serve one another in love.

Paul exhorts the believers in Gal. 5:13-15 with these words:

You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom
to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love. The
entire law is summed up in a single command: “Love your neighbor as
yourself.” If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or
you will be destroyed by each other.



Jesus Christ has made us free from the bondage of sin. As we have freely
received His love for us, we are now to freely put His love in action. Paul gives
us a glimpse of what the Lord expects of His people as they put love in action.

l. Putting love in action, the Lord expects us to minister to one
another by way of gentle restoration and self-examination (6:1).

Paul says in v.1: “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual
should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.”

This verse describes a willingness to get involved with others and the
attitudes that best promote healing and restoration. We are called to care
enough to get involved and to act in a compassionate, careful way. The Lord
will then lead us if we will do these things.

Paul calls on those who are spiritual to restore gently the one caught in a sin.
Paul wants to show that the occasion of sin is an opportunity for Spirit-led
people to display that fruit of the Spirit—gentleness.

When a fellow believer (spiritual family member) is down and hurt by sin, you
don’t announce it to the world. You don’t try to ruin his reputation. No, you go
to him and do what you can to help him recover.

Paul views the sinner here as one “caught in a sin”. He pictures someone who
is trapped by sin like an animal trapped in a cage; someone who in a sense is
the victim of his own sin. Such a person deserves our help. Paul knows that
we are all imperfect people, and from time to time we fall into sin; we are
“overtaken in a fault” (KJV).

A man came to the pastor to seek membership in church. The pastor
asked, “Are you a Christian?”

“Yes,” the man answered.
“Do you still sin,” probed the pastor.
“Yes” was the answer again.

“How have Christ made a difference in your life if you still sin?” queried
the pastor.

The man thought for a while and replied, “I guess before | was a
Christian, | ran after sin. But after | became a Christian, | now run away
from sin though it sometimes overtakes me.”
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Perhaps, we can identify with this man. Paul certainly has such a
situation in mind when he speaks of someone caught in a sin. He
knows that even the best of men do slip from time to time.

In fact, the word for sin here (“paraptoma”) connotes a slip as might come to
someone on an icy or slippery surface—like that of a fall that comes even to a
master ice-skater.

As imperfect people, we can be blinded to our own faults. We slip from time to
time. Therefore we need another person to warn us and help us.

But it is never pleasant to tell someone his faults. So who’s going to do it?
Paul says, “You who are spiritual.” Who are those who are spiritual—the
pastor, or the missionary, or the fulltime worker, or the council chairman?

Actually, the word “spiritual” can refer to:

e Someone who is spiritually mature and who walks according to the
Spirit.

e Someone who has the Spirit of God in him. That means every born-
again believer.

Thus, Paul is calling all who have believed in Jesus Christ and who seek to
live according to the Spirit to be actively engaged in the ministry of restoration.
A Spirit-led Christian is not interested in retribution, but restoration of a sinning
brother/sister-in-Christ.

Most churches would make provision for church discipline in some form in
their constitution. Thankfully, the need to invoke this provision is few and far in
between. Of course, even when a church should exercise church discipline,
the spirit is that of restoration—to lead a person away from his wayward ways.
It is to correct his erring behaviour and not to destroy his personhood. So,
there’s a difference between disciplining a person and judging a person. For
example, if a Christian is caught lying, a disciplining spirit would say, “You
have lied and that's wrong because the Lord is not happy with it.” That's
pointing out a wrong behaviour observed and leading the person back onto a
God-pleasing path. On the other hand, a judgmental spirit would say, “You are
a liar and hell is for the father of lies and his gang.” That's destroying a person
because we characterize a trait in his personhood. We are judging that person
as one who can’t do anything else but to lie because that's who he is—an
incorrigible liar.

The church is in the business of restoration. And we are to restore the one
who is caught in a sin gently. The word “restore” is a medical term which
means setting straight a broken bone. What is wrong in the life of a fallen
Christian is to be set straight gently. If someone makes a slip, the real
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Christian duty is to get him back on his feet, not to keep him down with a
heavy kick.

The purpose of restoration here is to help and bring someone back to former
wholeness or soundness, not to hurt him further. We are to treat that person
gently because he is already a victim of his own sin. He is already hurting
whether he is aware of it or not.

To be gentle is not to be weak, but to put strength under control. We are not
to react with violent emotions or self righteousness to someone’s sin. Rather,
we are to respond with gentleness. It is not only our consideration of the need
of the sinner, but also our humble recognition of our own need before God.

As imperfect people, we may also fall to the same temptation that others are
facing. We are just as vulnerable. We are not immune. Thus while we are all
called to restore one another, we are also called to watch and examine
ourselves lest spiritual pride or self righteousness not only cause further hurt
to the sinning one, but also our own downfall to temptation.

So Paul calls each of us to watch and examine ourselves lest we deceive
ourselves that we are immune to temptation. If we put love in action, we don’t
first examine others to ascertain what evil they can do. If we put love in action,
we first examine ourselves to ascertain what evil we can do.

A man returned home in the afternoon and caught his two young sons
(7 and 6) watching TV instead of doing their schoolwork as he had
instructed them. When the boys tried to deny, their lying snapped him.
In a surge of uncontrolled anger, he hit them and flung them against
the wall, wardrobe and ceiling.

Three days later, the younger boy’s teacher in school saw bruises on
his body and called the police. Both boys were taken to the hospital
and were found to be suffering from multiple bruises. They remained in
hospital for a week.

The terror dad then suggested to welfare officers from the government
agency that his sons be placed in a children’s home for their safety. He
realized that there was something wrong with himself.

He went to seek professional help and was diagnosed with anxiety
disorder, and problem with anger management for which he was put
under medication. He also attended a parenting skills programme to
help him discipline his sons without resorting to violence. He even
obtained a Personal Protection Order against himself from the Family
Court so that his sons would be protected from himself.
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He made improvement since then. The Family Court fined him $1,000
and spared him the jail sentence because of his good progress.

| believe this terror dad was capable of love. And he loved his sons in
spite of his fits of blind anger. That's why he did what he had done so
as to prevent himself from doing harm to his sons again.

(The New Paper, 3 Oct. 08, pp. 2-3)

If we put love in action, we don't first examine others to ascertain what evil
they can do. If we put love in action, we first examine ourselves to ascertain
what evil we can do. We are to watch and examine our own lives lest we
become retributive rather than restorative in our attitude, lest we become so
hard on others but so easy on ourselves.

Jesus Christ has made us free from the bondage of sin. As we have freely
received His love for us, we are now freely to put His love in action. Paul gives
us another glimpse of what the Lord expects of His people as they put love in
action.

Il. Putting love in action, the Lord expects us to minister to one
another by way of mutual help and personal responsibility (6:2-5).

In 6:2, Paul calls us to carry each other’s burdens. The word “burden” refers
to a very heavy load which someone is not able to carry all by himself. He is
faltering under its great weight, and he needs someone to come along and
carry it together with him. Indeed, burdens are real in this life.

Our burdens may differ in size and shape and kind. It could be a burden of:

Temptation

Sickness

Mental stress

Family crisis

Loss of employment
Business failure
Relationship problem
¢ Financial difficulties

It's very easy to look down at people so weighed down and say:

“They deserve it.”

“He’s so weak.”

“He just can’'t handle the pressure.”

“l saw it coming.”

“Maybe they’ll listen to me next time.”

e “ldon’'t want to get involved.”
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e “I'mjust glad it's them and not me.”
e “l know | would never do something like that.”

Paul puts his finger on the problem with such an attitude—pride. If you think
you are someone superior than others, then you'll find it easy to condemn or
blame. If you were more conscious of your own sin, you will be more forgiving
of the weakness and failure of others.

Because burdens are real in this life, it is unrealistic to think that we can carry
everything all on our own. There will be some burdens that God does not
intend for us to carry by ourselves alone. God does not make us self-sufficient
in every way. In fact, to claim that we don’t need any help at all may not be a
sign of ability or courage, but a sign of pride. This time, it is not the pride of
those who refuse to help carry the burden, but that of those who refuse to ask
help to carry the burden.

No wonder Paul cautions in 6:3, “If anyone thinks he is something when he is
nothing, he deceives himself.” When we become so self-deceived, we can
encounter two basic problems in relationships:

e We may refuse to carry the burden of another because we think we
are too important to do it.

e We refuse to allow anyone to help because that would be an
admission of our weakness and need.

We need to constantly remind ourselves that there are burdens we cannot
carry all by ourselves; we need help from others. We need the Body because
it is within the Body that its members are to be “priests” to one another—
bringing one another into God’s presence in our difficult situations; bearing
one another’s burdens. And it is in bearing one another’s problems that we
fulfil the law of Christ (6:2) which is the command to love one another (5:14).

Lest a person becomes self-deluded with pride, Paul calls on him to “test his
own actions” (6:4). As steward of one’s own life, he is to test his own actions
before God. “To test” is to put through fire; to determine the purity of
something. “To test” also implies that there is some standard to measure the
guality of something under scrutiny. In our relationship with one another in the
Body, that standard is the law of Christ (the command to love one another).

Paul calls us to test our own actions—are we doing what we are doing out of
love? Love for someone will lead us not to prove how good we are so that we
can prove how bad the other is; not to make ourselves look good by making
the other look bad.

In fact, Paul tells us that we test our own actions to see if we are really putting
love in action not by comparing ourselves with others, but by comparing with
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our own selves. He says in 6:4, “Each one should test his own actions. Then
he can take pride in himself, without comparing himself to somebody else ...”

In essence, what Paul is saying is something like this: “Test yourself. Don’t
compare yourself with this or that person. You just take pride in doing your
wholehearted best.”

Don't pride yourself on being more loving, more patient, more gentle, more
self-controlled, more kind, more faithful than another person. But test yourself
and see if you are more loving, more patient, more gentle, more self-
controlled, more kind, more faithful today than you were the last time you test
yourself.

If you are, then take pride that you have progressed. If you are not, then be
humble to confess to the Lord rather than to have false superiority by
comparing with another who is seemingly worse off than you. In this sense,
we are the stewards of our own lives before God.

And as stewards of our own lives before God, each has to “carry his own
load” (6:5). No one can live our lives for us but ourselves. Thus while we are
to carry each other’s burdens, we are responsible for carrying our own load.

While we are to help one another carry what we alone cannot carry, we are
personally responsible for carrying that which is our own rightful duty to do
so—this is the stewardship of our own lives. You cannot carry my pack and |
cannot carry yours. This is our personal stewardship, our personal
accountability before God.

Let me now share a personal story, and | have the permission of my
wife and daughter.

In the early years of my ministry, both my daughters were very young.
Because of the demands of the ministry, | was not giving my daughters
as much attention as | should.

Fortunately, my wife was there. She took very good care of our girls—
physically, emotionally and spiritually. Where | had neglected, she filled
in ... and she had filled in much.

| remember one evening, my wife was very upset with our older girl
though she was usually very well behaved. My wife was so angry that
she was about to give our older girl a good spanking.

And realizing that she was going to get it hard and painful from
mummy, my older girl ran. And | saw her running towards me.
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Like any protective father would do, | opened my arms, all ready to
embrace her and keep her away from the angry mother. But to my
great surprise, my girl just ran past me and went to hide in her room.

There and then, this awesome realization struck me like a bolt of
lightning—I was such a stranger to my daughter that she could not
even trust me as a refuge whom she could find safety in. | realized
there and then this sobering fact—no matter how good my wife is as a
mother, she is still the mother, and not the father. | am the father of my
kids; | need to bond with them.

God has given me the gift and responsibility of fatherhood. This is the
“load” He wants me to carry and not to pass it on to another. | must do
my God-given part as a good steward of this role in my life. With this
realization, there and then | repented and asked the Lord to help me
bond better with my children.

One day in 2004, my older girl was in the midst of her school exam.
She had always been a diligent and conscientious student—she
studied hard. But that day in the midst of her exam, she remembered
something important to her. Putting aside her studies, she made a
card, complete with beautiful water colours. In it, she wrote these
words:

Dear Daddy,

Happy Birthday! You are one year bigger today. Don’t forget to
be happy always.

Indeed, | was so very happy. My daughter remembered my
birthday to do something for me even in the midst of an important
exam.

Today, | share this with you not as one who has become a perfect
father, or as one who tries to compare with some iconic figure of
fatherhood. Today, | share as one who knows that there are some
things the Lord wants us to personally carry ourselves and not
conveniently pass on to others. So today | do not share as one who
has become a perfect father but as one who, by the Lord’s grace, is
praying and learning to be a better father today than | was yesterday.

What is the load the Lord has for you (and you only) to carry? May the Lord
help each of us to carry our own load, without comparing with somebody else
and without passing it on to somebody else. By His grace, may we become
better stewards of our God-given roles in life today than we were yesterday.
And as we each experience the Lord’s grace in carrying our own load, we can
better minister to one another by sharing our struggles and victories.
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How would you rate this church as one that aspires to minister to one another
in the love of the Lord? | don’t expect you to give a perfect 10. But in case you
are tempted to give a near 0, here is what someone has to say:

| think that | shall never see

A church that’s all it ought to be;

A church whose members never stray
Beyond the straight and narrow way;
A church that has no empty pews,
Whose pastor never has the blues;

A church whose elders always speak,
And none is proud and all are meek;
Such perfect churches there may be,
But none of them are known to me;
But still we’ll work and pray and plan,
To make our own the best we can.

Conclusion

Jesus Christ has made us free from the bondage of sin. As we have freely
received His love for us, we are now freely to put His love in action.

The Lord expects of His people as they put love in action:

e To minister to one another by way of gentle restoration and self-
examination.

e To minister to one another by way of mutual help and personal
responsibility.

Pray that the Lord will help us do this in His love and with His joy as we grow
to become His ministering church. Amen!
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