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Sermon: 

Imagine… 
 Imagine you decide you’re going to buy an above ground swimming pool. You go to the dealer, pick your 

model and have it delivered to your house. You know you’re going to have to put it together yourself, so you have 

all your tools ready.  You open up all the boxes, arrange all the parts. Your whole family works together for a 

whole day to put this thing together. You’re working hard, working well together, sawing, cutting, carrying, 

attaching, drilling and everything else necessary for the project. You’re so proud of your family working together 

like this! It’s great! At the end, you step back and look at what you have accomplished! But you realize you don’t 

have a pool. You have a barn.  Is that success?  No! Of course not!  

 But what about working well together? What about all the teamwork, camaraderie and enjoyment? What 

about the sense of pride in your labour?  Isn’t that enough to make it a success? No.  If you set out to make a pool 

and wind up with a barn, you’ve not succeeded! 

 What does it mean, then, to be successful in life?  I suspect we all want to make sure that at the end of the 

day we don’t wind up with a barn when we wanted a pool!  How do we judge success?  How do we judge 

success as a Christian?  How do we judge success as a church? 

 The first thing we need to understand is that the world around us judges success very differently than we 

do as Christians. The world measures success by power, prestige, wealth and pleasure.  A person who wields 

a lot of power is considered a successful person by the world’s standards. A person with a great deal of prestige, a 

great reputation, perhaps as a musician, or a scholar or researcher would be judged a success by our world’s 

standards.  People who have a lot of money are usually viewed as successful.  Many people spend a lot of their 

time and energy pursuing pleasure and consider it a success to achieve it or experience it. 

 But hopefully you understand that Christians have a different measuring stick for success. Hopefully you 

realize that pursuing God means we often cannot pursue these things that our world values, even if we desire them 

ourselves. 

 Over the years I’ve used video clips to illustrate the fact that Christians have different life goals. [pic] One 

clip I used was about knowing where the finish line is.  The clip was taken from a motorcycle race in which the 

person leading the race crossed the finish line and stood up on his bike raising his arms in victory, only to realize 

that he still had a lap to go!   

 [pic] Another clip was taken from the TV show Canada’s Worst Driver in which they have a challenge to 

drive fast through a number of archways made of Styrofoam.  The key to the challenge is to look where you want 

to go- through the arch- not at the arch you’re trying to avoid.  Contestant after contestant failed the challenge by 

allowing themselves to be distracted by the obstacles. One driver in particular seemed to jam her foot on the gas, 

even as she skidded off the track and through a field, completely out of control! 

 The point is that as Christians and as a church, we have to continually be checking our trajectory, 

continually checking the path we are following in order to remain faithful and to achieve success.  Why? Because 

part of being successful as a Christian and as a church is obedience. That means listening to God and 

responding.  But also because our world and our own fallen hearts will continually pull us towards those things 

the world calls successful- power, prestige, wealth and pleasure! 

 Just think about it!  When you hear of a big church, do you think of it as successful?  Likely you do. If 

you hear of a church that has a lot of money, perhaps even a lot of money they spend on good things like missions 

and children’s programs, do you consider them successful?  Probably you do.   

 Conversely, if you hear of a small church that struggles financially, do you think it’s successful? Probably 

not.  The fact that we think in these categories is evidence that our world’s standards of success influences our 

standards of success as Christians! 
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 What, then, does it mean to be successful as a church?  What does it mean to be a successful Christian?  

First, we have to remember that the final judge of our success is our final Judge!  That is, it is God who sets the 

standards of success, not us and not the world around us.  So we need to figure out what it is that God 

considers successful for a Christian. 

 Over the coming weeks we are going to take a look at some different passages that give us insight into 

God’s standards for success as a Christian.  These passages will tie in to our own church’s vision. Why? Because 

as elders we’ve been praying and seeking God’s will for our church for years and our belief is that our vision does 

come from God and reflects what he would have us be as a church.  So this series is both about success for us as 

individual Christians, but also success as a church. 

 This week we are going to look at one of the keys to living successfully as a Christian that Paul wrote to an 

entire city’s Christian community.  So while we think of these things in terms of our individual Christian success, 

Paul wrote it to a whole church, a number of congregations put together. 

Text 
Please turn with me to Galatians 5:16-18. 22-26. 

What It Says 
So what does this passage say? It is a familiar passage to many of us- the fruit of the Spirit.  I know I’ve 

preached on it before and many Christians know about the fruit of the Spirit.  Let’s consider, though, what Paul 

says about the Spirit in these verses. Let’s consider how these verses and how the fruit of the Spirit lead to success 

for the Christian and for the church. 

First off, Paul says, “Live by the Spirit.”  We should note here that in this passage when Paul uses the 

word “Spirit” he means the Holy Spirit.  So “live by the Holy Spirit.”  Great. That’s a good start. How do we do 

that?  Well, we’ll see as we go along. 

Next, Paul says that if we live by the Spirit we will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.  Hmmm. 

That’s interesting.  Notice that our sinful nature has desires!  We’ve talked a lot about how the NT idea of the 

heart is more than just the emotions or feelings, that the heart includes the mind, will, desires and imagination.  

We’ve talked about how our hearts are fallen and sinful.  Here we see that at work again. Our desires, part of our 

sinful heart, can also be sinful.  We have sinful desires.  

We’ll get into that more later, but we need to just take note now that not everything we desire is good. Not 

everything we desire is healthy or holy or will contribute to our success as a Christian. Why is that important to 

note? Because the culture around us says that all our desires should be satisfied. Our culture is all about instantly 

gratifying any desire we have without giving a thought as to whether or not it is a desire that should be gratified! 

So this is the first thing we bump up against when trying to live as a successful Christian in our world.  We are 

not taught in our culture how to evaluate our desires or even that our desires can be evaluated!  Let alone not 

gratified! 

Paul goes on to say that the desires of the Spirit and the sinful nature are in conflict with one 

another, they are adversaries.  This means that we cannot try to satisfy both sets of desires at the same time!  

They are at war within us!  This is why we often find we do not do what we want.  Sometimes that means we 

find we are not doing the good things we want to do. At other times, thank God, it means we set out to do evil or 

indulge our sinful desires but find the Spirit arrests us and we don’t follow through. 

We skipped the verses in which Paul lays out examples of the kinds of activities that indulge the sinful 

nature’s desires. Let’s focus in on those things that are in keeping with the desires of the Spirit at work within us.  

In verses 22-23 Paul describes what he calls “the fruit of the Spirit” or “the harvest of the Spirit.” [R. Alan Cole, 

Galatians, p. 220]  That is, these are the things that grow in our character as the Spirit works on our hearts in the 

fullest sense of the word “heart.” 

What does the Spirit produce in our character?  The first is love. This is not the sentimental love or the 

romantic love we celebrate on Valentine’s day.  This is the love that describes the very nature of God himself! 

This is agape love- that divine, self-giving love primarily concerned with the well-being of others, in particular 

their spiritual well-being. 

Second is joy. Joy for the Christian is something that transcends circumstances. In our world, we 

often confuse joy with pleasure. We think pleasure brings joy, or if we are experiencing something unpleasant we 
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allow it to rob us of joy.   For the Christian, however, knowing our Lord and Saviour personally, knowing that he 

has saved us from our sin and will redeem us in the future so outweighs our circumstances that as this fruit grows 

we find that we can face anything that comes our way and we can face it with joy.  We find that we can be joyful 

in spite of any difficult circumstance.  Paul himself experienced this kind of joy along with Silas when they were 

imprisoned in Philippi. Even though they were imprisoned, in the middle of the night they were able to sing songs 

of praise to God. 

Peace is a beautiful word.  Peace is more than the absence of violence. Peace is that which contributes to 

a person’s whole well-being.  It means everything good for a person.  Peace for the Christian describes his or her 

relationship with God. We who were once God’s enemies are now his friends.  That change in our relationship 

with God leads to a change in our relationship with one another.   

Patience has to do with how we deal with others when they are difficult towards us.  It is on the receiving 

end of ill behaviour. You can think of it as passive. It means not being easily provoked. More often than not, in the 

Bible, patience is used to describe God’s attitude towards us! 

Kindness, which goes along with patience, is active. Kindness means actively seeking the good of others, 

showing kindness to others, it is overt. 

 Faithfulness means being reliable. An old word for this is fidelity. It means staying true to your word, 

fulfilling your commitments, which also means only committing to what you can fulfil!  

 Gentleness means power under control.  The last of the list is the one our culture struggles with the most- 

self-control!  As we reap the harvest of the work of the Spirit in our hearts, we learn self-control. That means we 

learn how to control the desires of the sinful nature which are in conflict with the desires of the Spirit. 

 Paul goes on to say that those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions 

and desires.  There are two things I want to point out here. First is Paul speaks of those who “belong” to Christ 

Jesus.  Remember a few weeks ago we talked about how in the Roman Empire when a slave saved enough 

money to buy his or her freedom, they took that money to a pagan temple. There they offered the money to the 

pagan god for their freedom. The priests gave the money to the slave’s owner, but while effectively free, the 

slave’s life technically belonged to that pagan god.  Here we see Paul building on that same image- those who 

belong to Jesus Christ. That is, those who were once slaves but have been freed whose lives now belong to God! 

 What does Paul say about these freed slaves?  He says they have “crucified” their sinful nature along with 

its sinful desires.  Paul’s use of the word “crucified” is deliberate. First, it is a reminder of how we were freed in 

the first place! Christ was crucified for us!  Second, crucifixion was painful, deliberate and effective. As one 

scholar puts it, crucifixion was pitiless, painful and decisive. [John Stott, Galatians, p. 150-151]  Paul 

understands that killing the sinful nature is hard to do. It is painful!  One must be deliberate and pitiless to do it.  

One must be decisive in doing it or else it won’t happen. And although it is painful, slow and difficult, it is 

ultimately effective.   

 Paul concludes by saying that because we live by the Spirit let’s keep in step with the Spirit.  That is, the 

Spirit brings us new life. It is through the Spirit that we are born anew, born again, born from above.  The Spirit 

brings life, so let’s keep in step with the Spirit. Let’s not try to go our own way. Let’s pay attention to the Spirit 

and walk with him not against him.   

What It Means 
 So what does this passage mean?  What does it have to do with success as a Christian or as a church? 

 First, we must realize that living the Christian life successfully is a battle.  The Spirit working in us 

and our own natural, sinful desires are at war.  If you find living the Christian life is never a struggle, then you’re 

probably not living it successfully!  We should expect struggle.  We should expect difficulty.  Paul uses the 

incredibly graphic image of crucifixion for the way we need to subdue our sinful nature!  That’s how bad the 

conflict is between our sinful desires and the desires of the Spirit.  That’s how hard it is to keep in step with the 

Spirit! 

 The fact is, by nature we do not find the leading of the Holy Spirit to be pleasant or agreeable.  Indeed, 

“the leading of the Spirit is often repugnant to our own “natural” inclinations.” [Cole, p. 211]  Even when we 

become a Christian and want to follow God, we still find this to be the case!  Our own sinful nature still has 

desires that flare up.  We still don’t want to submit to the Spirit. We still want to have our own way. We are still 
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rebellious against God. Which means we need to continue to repent. We need to continue to turn back to God, to 

keep adjusting our course so that we are headed straight towards God and not even a little bit off target. 

 Second, remember Paul is writing to a diverse group of Christians.  In fact, he was writing to Christians in 

conflict.  The solution to all of these factions and in-fighting in the church in Galatia was “a way of life which is 

continually Spirit-controlled; then people will cease to act ‘naturally,’ and so will cease to ‘fulfil themselves.’” 

[Cole, p. 210] The root of most church conflict is our sinful nature and satisfying its desires!  And our uphill 

battle in the West is that we are never taught to control our desires or to deny our desires. Instead, we are taught to 

satisfy them instantly without giving them any thought or analysis or evaluation. 

 We often under-emphasize the importance of the work of the Spirit in us on an ongoing basis for both 

successful Christian living and successful churches.  We emphasize the work of Christ appropriately.  Christ 

sets us free.  On the cross, Jesus paid the price for our freedom from slavery to sin. With that price, he bought us 

for God.  We are his property now, slaves of Christ, who have been adopted as heirs to the Father!  That is 

amazing!  But what we must also come to grips with is that while Christ sets us free, “without the continuing, 

directing, sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit our liberty is bound to degenerate into license.” [Stott, p. 146]  

Christ bought our freedom but it is the ongoing work of the Spirit in us that transforms our nature so that in our 

freedom we become more like Christ. 

 And this is not a passive participation on our part.  We must actively cooperate with the Spirit if we 

want to reap the harvest of the Spirit in our lives.  That is a consistent theme throughout this passage. We are 

to live by the Spirit, we are to keep step with the Spirit, we are to crucify our sinful nature.  These are all active 

images. We are never told in Scripture to “let go and let God” when it comes to our own transformation.  Let go 

and let God deal with the eternal consequences of sin? Yes! Let go and let God direct our path? Yes! Let go and let 

God do all the work of purifying our sinful nature? Nope!  We must actively cooperate with the Spirit if we want 

to be transformed and renewed, made ready for eternity in Heaven. 

 How, then, do we measure success in this cooperation with the Spirit?  How do we know if we are 

making progress?  The first sign of progress is that we find we gratify the desires of our sinful nature less 

and less.  We will find that old temptations are not as tempting. We will find that we give in to our sinful desires 

less. We find that the struggle is still hot, but we have more victory. 

 The sinful nature is slippery though. It is easy in our battle with the sinful nature to exchange one set of 

sinful desires for another. It is easy if we start to find success against one area of sin to slip into another area of sin. 

For instance, if you find victory over anger or lust or gossip, you may slip into the sin of pride over your own 

success or being judgmental about other people’s apparent lack of success! So we must always be on our guard. 

 The second sign of progress is that we grow in the fruit of the Spirit. We find that our character 

improves in these areas. We find our concern for the well-being of others increases and becomes our highest 

priority. We find that when we face circumstances that used to really disturb us and send over the top, we are not 

as bothered as we used to be. We find our joy is not extinguished by our circumstances.  We find ourselves at 

peace with people, especially people with whom we disagree or would normally not get along with. We find we 

are more patient with people when they annoy us or offend us. We find we are moved to acts of kindness towards 

those we would not have normally been kind toward. We find ourselves filled with all around goodness, or at least 

growing in it. We find we are better at keeping our word, being trustworthy and loyal.  We find we are gentle and 

most importantly- we have self-control! 

Why It Matters 
 So why does this matter? How do we apply this? How does this help make us more successful as 

Christians or as a church?   

 [pic] I remember a long time ago when I was first introduced to a game I really enjoy called “Settlers of 

Catan.” Many of you here have played it. Some of you enjoy it greatly, others not so much.  But in the game the 

person who wins is the first person to get 10 points.  There are a lot of dynamics in the game and at first it can be 

a little overwhelming. One of the ways to get 2 points in the game is to have the longest continuous road.  You 

get a special card that says “Longest Road” on it.   

 So, in my first game of Settlers, I remember I understood the longest road dynamic of the game. So I made 

it my goal to get the longest road.  I did!  It was a great sense of achievement. But then I lost the game.  Not so 
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much of a sense of achievement. As I looked back on my strategy for the game I realized that I exhausted all my 

time and resources trying to get something that, while helpful, didn’t actually bring success.  Many people have 

won the game and gotten the longest road along the way. Many people have also won the game without ever 

having the longest road. It is a factor in the game. It is not the goal of the game. 

 My point is that as Christians and as a church it is easy to get fixated on the wrong things, the wrong goals. 

We may think that one certain aspect of the Christian life is the key to success.  We put all our energy into that 

thing. But then at the end of our lives, or on the Day of Judgment, we come to realize we didn’t win! We were not 

successful!  We invested all our time and energy into something that didn’t necessarily bring success. 

 This can be true of individuals. It can be true of a church. There are a lot of famous churches that are very 

big.  There are a lot of famous preachers or are inspiring, visionary preachers and leaders. It is tempting to judge 

them as successful. It is tempting to then fixate on how big your church is, how fancy the building is, how great 

and diverse the programs are. It is tempting to fixate on how inspiring the pastor is as a preacher or a leader. But 

these things are not the Biblical marks of success for a church! I worry that many a church is going to wind up 

holding the longest road card at the end of the game and then be shocked that they didn’t win! 

 So what is success for a church?  Success as a church means being a community in which people are 

successful Christians.  Our success as a church is not measured by the size of our congregation. It is not 

measured by the size of our building. It is not measured by the size of our budget. It is not measured by the 

dynamic nature of my preaching or my ability to inspire others. While all of these things may be useful tools on 

the road to success, they are not success in and of themselves. Nor are they necessary ingredients for success. 

Some successful churches have them. Some successful churches do not. On the Day of Judgment our church will 

not be judged on these criteria!  Instead, we will be judged based on whether or not we loved one another, 

whether or not people developed in the fruit of the Spirit while here, whether or not we kept in step with the Spirit 

and helped people crucify their sinful desires. 

 What does this mean for you as an individual Christian?  It means the measure of your success is not that 

you once said a prayer of repentance. It is not that you faithfully attend church. It is not even that you read your 

Bible every day!  These are all good components or good tools to help you be successful, but they are not success 

in and of themselves. Not even spiritual gifts are the measure of success! Jesus warned in Matthew 25 that some 

people will have had miraculous gifts and performed miracles in Jesus’ name but Jesus will say to them, “Depart 

from me! I never knew you!”   

 The measure of success for the individual Christian is whether or not you kept in step with the 

Spirit and crucified your sinful nature.  Keeping in step with the Spirit is key to successful Christian living. 

You know, having read these verses many times, I usually thought of keeping in step to be like marching in 

formation. [pic]  Marching is difficult; more difficult than it looks. Soldier have to really practice marching.  

 But even more complicated than marching in a column is marching with a marching band! [pic] They are 

marching in fancy formations, criss-crossing, marching backwards, all while playing a musical instrument!  

When it comes to keeping in step with the Spirit, being in a marching band is a far more intricate image than just 

marching in column. 

 But then I thought of yet another image for keeping in step with someone- dancing! [pic]  I personally 

like this image the best.  Why? Because it is intimate and relational. When you’re dancing with someone, you 

really have to pay attention to what they’re doing. You have to feel the music and also get to know your partner.  

Years and years ago some of my friends and I took some swing dancing lessons.  It was really interesting dancing 

with girls who had never danced with a partner before, just by themselves.  I remember really struggling with one 

girl and she even said to me, “You don’t have very good rhythm.”  I told her, “Actually, I played the percussion 

in school for 8 years. I have excellent rhythm.”  The problem was that she wasn’t good at following someone 

else’s lead.  After my comment, she suddenly started letting me lead the dance. We did much better! 

 I think keeping in step with the Spirit should be something like that. We need to have an ear for the music, 

but more importantly we have to follow the lead of the Spirit. We can’t be trying to do our own thing all the time 

while holding on to Him. We have to submit to his lead.  We have to get familiar with his moves, how he likes to 

dance and the cues he gives for what’s coming next.  As we learn how to keep in step with the Spirit, he will lead 

us on a beautiful and increasingly intricate dance of spiritual renewal and transformation! 



 
 

6 

 We can try to dance as we see fit. We can try to dance our own dance, by ourselves or pretend to follow the 

Spirit while really doing our own thing. Or we can learn to submit to the Spirit. We can learn to focus our attention 

on what he’s doing. We can learn to be good followers.  It takes time and practice, but it is well worth the 

investment. 

 [pic] Otherwise, when we think we’re building a pool, we may end up with a barn! 


