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Introduction… 
 [pic] Imagine a child.  Imagine your child born.  You are so excited!  New birth is dramatic, painful, but 

exciting.  Imagine, or remember, the joy of welcoming a new life into the world.  Imagine holding that little 

baby in your arms. 

Now imagine your child doesn’t grow.  The baby is healthy, but never grows, never matures.  As the 

baby approaches its first birthday, it still has no teeth, cannot crawl, and isn’t trying to learn words, nothing.  At 

best, your baby has learned to sit up and hold up its own head. It’s still healthy as a first day old baby, but just 

doesn’t grow, learn or mature.  As the child approaches two, he or she still isn’t crawling, talking or even eating 

solid food.   

 Would you think that was ok?  Would you think that was normal?  The baby is alive, isn’t that enough?  

It has life, so shouldn’t that be all that counts?  I don’t think you would feel that way.  I don’t think that would be 

any of our conclusions.  If you were the parent of such a child, wouldn’t you be going crazy?  You’d be taking 

your baby to every doctor imaginable!  You’d be doing anything and everything you could to help that baby 

grow and mature! 

 So why don’t we approach our new life in Christ with the same attitude?  When we find new life in 

Christ, when we are born again, born of the Spirit, there is so much excitement! Sometimes it’s painful, 

sometimes it’s dramatic, but it’s always exciting.  So why is it that so often we just settle for new life?  A year 

after our new birth, we are still eating spiritual milk, not meat.  We barely learn to crawl, let alone walk.  Five 

years after being born from above, we are not walking with the Spirit. We are still wearing spiritual diapers!  Ten, 

fifteen, twenty years after new birth, we are still on milk, not solid food. We are crawling at best.  And yet we 

think we’re fine!  We think we’re doing great because we have new life in Christ.  Is that normal?  Why do we 

think it’s ok?  But we do. 

 Here at Priory, our vision is to see broken people becoming whole through the love of Christ. Our strategy 

is to be a community in which to belong, grow and serve.  Today we are going to take a challenging look at what 

it means to grow.  Growth, or “discipleship” as it is typically called in Christian circles, is more than just reading 

your Bible and going to church. These can be two key elements of our growth, but they are not growth themselves, 

just like a baby drinks milk, which contributes to growth, but that is not actual growth. 

Text 
 Let’s turn to one of many passages that talk about Christian growth, Galatians 5:13-18, 22-26. By way of 

context, Paul is writing to the Christians in a region called Galatia.  There was conflict amongst these Christians, 

in particular over how to connect with God.  Many of the Christians there thought they could connect with God 

through observing the religious practices of the Old Testament.  They believed that one must be Jewish to be 

Christian, so even Gentiles who converted to Christianity would need to follow all the Jewish rules from the OT.  

Paul is scandalized by such a thought!  As we pick up the text, Paul speaks of being set free and he is referring to 

being set free from the layers of religious law, of Jewish religion, found in the OT. 

What It Says 
 In that past we’ve looked at the Fruit of the Spirit.  Today, though, we are going to look at the verses 

leading up to the Fruit of the Spirit as well.  Paul’s discussion is about how to live for Christ, how to be a 

Christian and connect with God.  Freedom from religious rules, freedom from religious sacrifices, from washing 

rituals and food laws was remarkable for a Jew.  It would also potentially lead Christians to think that “anything 

goes.”  They may fall into a different trap from religious rules- religious license. That is, thinking that any kind of 

behaviour, including immoral behaviour, was ok because “it’s all covered by Jesus.” 

 Instead, Paul lays the foundation that our freedom in Christ is to be used to serve one another in love.  

Echoing Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:43, when Jesus was asked what law was the most important, Paul says that the 
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entire collection of rules and regulations in Judaism is summed up by “love your neighbour as yourself.” [Lev 

19:18]  The word here for love is agape. This is our favourite word here at Priory. Agape love is a divine 

self-giving love primarily concerned with the well-being of others, in particular their spiritual well-being.  

When John tells us “God is love,” this word agape is the word he uses to describe what God is at the core of his 

character.  Christians, the children of God being formed into the image of God, are to be characterized by such 

self-giving as well. 

 There is a bit of a play on words happening here.  “Serve” is a word that has the same root as “slave.”  

[R. Alan Cole, Galatians, p. 206]  So in contrast to freedom we find in Christ, we are to “enslave” ourselves to 

love for one another!  Freedom in Christ, rather than letting us focus on ourselves, comes with a 

tremendous obligation to others.  In the West, we are consumed with ourselves. We serve ourselves, find 

ourselves, gratify ourselves and even define truth ourselves for ourselves.  In Christ, though, there is a 

completely counter-cultural mandate- to love others as ourselves, actually serving, surrendering our selfishness 

and self-focus in order to focus on others.  In this way, we become slaves to Christ! 

 In the Roman Empire, when a slave managed to scrape together enough money to buy his own freedom, he 

didn’t just give the money to his owner. Rather, he would take that money to a pagan temple and give the money 

to a priest. The priest would then take the money on behalf of the pagan god to the slave’s owner and buy the slave 

for the pagan god.  So the freed slave was not actually “free” for himself, but was now the property of the pagan 

God. 

 In Christ, when our freedom is purchased by his blood, we are not set free to ourselves.  We become the 

property of God.  We belong to him because we are “bought with a price!” (1 Cor 6:20) 

 [pic] The problem among the Galatian Christians seems to be that they had forgotten their obligation to 

serve one another in love. They were getting focused on following rules to be right with God, or indulging their 

sinful, selfish desires as a misguided expression of their freedom in Christ.  As a result, they were constantly 

squabbling with one another, biting and devouring one another like wild animals!  

 Instead of fighting and destroying our fellow believers, we are to live by the Spirit!  What does it mean to 

live by the Spirit?  It literally means “walk” with the Spirit.  It means to live a lifestyle in keeping with the Holy 

Spirit.  This is in contrast to giving in to our sinful desires.  This is a radical concept for us in the West!  Our 

culture encourages us to gratify every desire we have without thought or question. We are never taught how to 

evaluate our desires, to discern if they are healthy or sinful, let alone how to resist our desires! It has gone so far 

now that we are told our desires define our very identity and to deny our desires is to deny who we “really” are!   

 Christ’s message to us is that instead of giving in to our sinful desires, we are to walk with the Spirit.  

That is, with the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God.  But this is not easy to do. Paul tells us that our sinful desires and 

the Spirit’s desires are different.  They are in conflict with one another, they are enemies at war within us.  We 

have a battle raging in our nature, between our sinful desires on the one hand, and the Holy Spirit on the other.  

 If we are led by the Spirit, though, we are not under the burden of Jewish law.  That is, if we follow the 

Holy Spirit, we no longer need to follow Jewish religious laws to demonstrate our status as God’s people. Instead, 

what sets us apart as God’s people is our character, our lifestyle, our daily walk with Jesus. 

 The paragraph we did not read is one in which Paul describes our sinful desires which lead to sinful 

behaviour. Living a lifestyle of sin, living a lifestyle of giving in to, surrendering to, indulging our sinful desires is 

so contrary to Christ that those who persist in doing so will not enter the Kingdom of God!  This is serious stuff! 

 In contrast, when we choose to walk with the Spirit, when we consistently surrender to the Spirit, refusing 

to indulge our sinful desires, when we surrender ourselves in self-giving love to one another, something else 

grows. The crop or harvest of the Spirit working in us, the Fruit of the Spirit, is love, joy, peace, patience, 

kindness, goodness, gentleness and self-control.  We will go into the meaning of each of these terms in a few 

minutes. For now, though, notice that the first result of the work of the Spirit in us, the first “fruit” of the Spirit is 

love. This is agape love, that divine love which changes the entire focus of our thoughts, feelings, will, desires and 

imagination away from ourselves and towards the well-being of others.  The other thing to be noted is that most 

of the Fruit of the Spirit are demonstrated in relationship, not in isolation. 

 Let me point out, though, that as great as this list is, it does not come easily! Remember, Paul said there is 

conflict, there is strife, between our sinful nature and the Holy Spirit!  In order to reap the harvest of the work of 
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the Spirit in our character, we have to fight our sinful nature. In fact, Paul uses the term “crucify.”  He says in 

verse 24 that those who belong to Christ “have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires.”  Wow! 

That’s a powerful image! 

 Remember, over Easter, we learned that our word “excruciating” comes from the word “crucify.” 

Crucifixion is excruciating!  It is hard, painful work.  Those of us who are in Christ are to be crucifying our 

sinful nature, putting it to death.  Crucifixion was hard, it was painful and it was final. [Stott, p. 151] Nobody 

survived crucifixion.  In the same way, crucifying our sinful nature with its sinful desires is hard. It is painful, but 

it is final.  Too often we just try to subdue, to tame our sinful nature. We try to suppress our sinful desires. But 

they flare up again. We maybe tie up our sinful nature for a while, try to imprison it, but then we go back to it, we 

think of it wistfully, we caress it, tease it and then release it.  Crucifixion, by contrast, is final! 

 Since we live by the Spirit, Paul says, let us keep in step with the Spirit, let us march along with the Spirit, 

keeping in rhythm with the Spirit. The word “keep in step” here is the word used for a farmer herding cattle, or a 

shepherd herding sheep.  Similarly, it is used of a prisoner being led by soldiers or a ship’s sails being pushed by 

the wind. [John Stott, The Message of Galatians, p. 152]  I find it helpful to combine the image of farmers 

herding cattle with soldiers leading a prisoner. Sometimes, the prisoner resists and doesn’t want to go! [pic] So 

when you combine these two images, I think of a cowboy riding herd.  Most of the time, the cattle go along well 

enough. The cowboys set the boundaries, keeping the herd together and headed in the right direction. But, every 

now and again, a cow takes it into its head to go its own way. Then, the cowboy has to use his horse and lasso to 

correct that member of the herd, restraining it, catching it and bringing it back into the herd and heading in the 

right direction again. 

 Paul uses this word for “keep in step” Romans 4:12 when he talks about “following in the footsteps” of 

faith like Abraham.  In Philippians 3:16, this is the way Paul describes how we “live up to” what we have attained 

in Christ Jesus.  He uses it again in Galatians, a few lines down in Ch 6, “Peace and mercy to all who follow 

(keep in step with) this rule….” 

What It Means 
 So what does this passage mean?  What are we to make of it?  I would propose that most of what we 

think of as “Christian living” or “Christian maturity” falls well short of what Paul is describing here! 

 First, how many of us know of a church, or churches, in which people are guilty of gossip?  Are guilty of 

back-biting, in-fighting, factions and divisions?  I think most of us do.  I thank God that there’s not any of that 

here at Priory!  But even here I know there are some people who dissent. There are some people who complain 

and grumble.  Not many, but some.  This is a mark of Christian immaturity!  And broadly speaking, the 

Christian church in Canada has a very poor reputation because of people fighting, grumbling and slandering one 

another.  How many of us have heard of people, or know people, who have left the church because of hypocrisy?  

As often as not, the hypocrisy they see is this kind of self-centred conflict. 

 What, then, is Christian maturity?  Christian maturity is characterized by serving others out of a 

desire for their well-being.  Notice, that it is not serving others out of a desire to get praise. It is not out of a 

desire to please God, or earn credit with God. It is not out of a sense of obligation. It is not out of a desire to climb 

the church’s social ladder. It is not motivated by a desire to gain influence or control within a congregation.  It is 

out of a selfless desire for the well-being of others!  That’s agape love! 

 If you are going to mature as a Christian, your life will be characterized by self-giving service to 

others.  I want to be upfront here.  I don’t want to sell you a bill of goods.  If you’ve signed on with Jesus, it 

means a very different life style than what our culture promotes and celebrates.  I don’t want you to be surprised 

that maturing as a Christian means moving you away from our culture’s model for success towards a self-giving, 

other-centred life of giving your time, energy and money to secure the well-being of others because the Holy 

Spirit has so radically altered your desires that you want others to have their needs met and are willing to sacrifice 

your own pleasure to achieve it! 

 That’s the goal. That’s the end-game.  Living as a servant of others out of self-giving love!  That’s 

Christian maturity! 

 But how do we get there?  I’m selfish. I’m focused on my own desires and needs. I’m consumed with my 

own well-being. How do I change to be more like Jesus? How do I change so that I give myself for others?  
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That’s the work of the Spirit within us.  First, recognize it’s a battle. Second, recognize the work is done by the 

Spirit with our cooperation. The Spirit gives us tools, the Spirit gives us things to practice that will develop our 

other-centred muscles.  As we make use of these tools we grow our agape muscles.  We learn how to adjust our 

desires, adjust our imagination, adjust our minds and wills so that they are focused on the well-being of others. 

This is part of repentance!  Turning to God means turning to agape love. As we repent, as we adjust our life 

trajectory so that we are heading straight for God, this is what happens- we start to devote our life to the 

well-being of others. 

 Let’s get specific. What does it mean to be centred on the well-being of others? As we cooperate with the 

Spirit, as the Spirit reshapes our character to be like that of Christ, what changes will we see? 

 First, is love. This is divine, self-giving love primarily concerned with the well-being of others. Notice, 

this is not having warm feelings for others. You will actually start to love people you don’t actually like!  I 

think this is where a lot of church people stumble. This is where a lot of the biting and devouring come in. In 

church community, we don’t get to choose everybody we spend time with. Some of the people in church are 

people we wouldn’t actually choose to be friends with. If we don’t have agape love at work in us, growing in our 

character, we let our natural dislike of these people rule our interactions with them. We let our natural, 

self-centred dislike for these people rule our relationships with them. 

 In contrast, the Fruit of the Spirit is self-giving love which means even if we dislike somebody, we still 

make their well-being one of our primary focuses! 

 In some ways, the rest of the Fruit of the Spirit are commentary on agape love. That is, the other fruit listed 

help expand our understanding of agape love, they are characteristics of agape love.  Joy is a joy that 

transcends circumstances.  Joy is based on having found the grace of God and, since nothing can shake God’s 

grace, nothing can shake this joy.  This is how Paul and Silas were able to sing while they were chained in prison!  

The joy of knowing Christ was so great, the joy of God’s grace to them was so great that their terrible 

circumstances couldn’t keep their joy from bubbling over in song.   

 Peace is rooted in the Hebrew idea of Shalom. Peace is more than the absence of violence. Peace means 

freedom from trouble combined with everything that makes for a person’s highest good. [William Barclay, 

Galatians and Ephesians, p. 60]  God, being agape love himself, is primarily concerned with our well-being, 

with our highest good. We find peace through the Spirit when it comes home to us, when it settles in our whole 

mindset that God is looking after our highest good. We have peace then, peace that passes understanding, because 

our hearts and minds are guarded in Christ Jesus. (Phil 4:8)  Our peace with God then characterized our 

relationships with other people. We find peace in our other relationships because our peace with God is so 

profound. 

 Patience is based on a foundational joy in God’s love for us. (inc pic) We have joy, we have peace, so 

we can put up with people who are annoying. We have patience to bear with people who are actually trying to bite 

and devour us.  It is said that through patience, Rome conquered the world. [Barclay, p. 60]  Through patience, 

Rome wore their enemies down. Through patience, the Christian wears their enemy down too.  When we 

consistently show patience to those who annoy us, who antagonize us, who maybe even act as our enemies, we 

wear them down.  In Scripture, the word patience is most often used to describe God’s attitude towards us!  In 

patience, God waits for us, puts up with our sin, and, eventually, wins us over. 

 Kindness is the active side of patience. Patience bears with others, kindness actively seeks their good.  

In theory, a person could be patient with people who annoy them, but not actually work for their good. Kindness, 

another fruit of the Spirit, another result of the Spirit’s work within us, means that we actually go further than 

putting up with people who annoy us, we actually do good for them!  Think, now, about somebody who annoys 

you. Think about somebody, maybe even or especially even at church.  Think of somebody who just gets under 

your skin.  Now think about doing something good to them. Think about not just putting up with them, but 

actually going out of your way to be kind to this person!  That seems hard, right? Seems impossible? Well, that’s 

the work of the Spirit in you, producing spiritual fruit, causing spiritual growth and maturity.  That is what agape 

love looks like! 

 Goodness means “virtue at every point.” [Barclay, p. 61] Goodness means being a truly good person as 

God sees you.  Kindness means doing good for others.  Goodness means doing good for them, but also 
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correcting wrong in them. Goodness goes beyond just doing good things for another person to include potentially 

rebuking them when necessary, correcting them, and guiding them in the right path.  This is much riskier than 

just being kind to a person. This means risking rejection, anger and rebuttal!  To be good to another person takes 

courage sometimes.  It isn’t always easy, but the Spirit can work this in us as we mature. It is an important facet 

of agape love. 

 Faithfulness means being reliable, fulfilling your commitments to others.  Faithfulness means relational 

trustworthiness. Faithfulness means keeping another’s confidences, showing up when needed, fulfilling 

commitments and not abandoning others when it gets hard. 

 Gentleness is the word used to describe an animal that has been tamed. [Barclay p. 62]  Gentleness is 

the perfect middle between excessive anger and apathy, not doing anything even when it’s required.  Gentleness 

could be thought of as being “even keeled.”  It means not losing your temper, not flying off the handle, but also 

not being just an emotional “bump on a log.” 

 The final Fruit or result of the Spirit at work within you is self-control. Remember, this whole discussion 

started by talking about not gratifying the sinful nature, not satisfying our sinful desires. Self-control is essential 

to not gratifying our sinful desires.  We have very little self-control in the West. We don’t value it. We don’t 

encourage it.  We rarely demonstrate it. But, when the Spirit of God gets ahold of us, when we cooperate with the 

Spirit’s work in our hearts, on our character, we learn self-control. It can be slow, it can be difficult and we may 

fall many times as we learn, but self-control is essential to winning the war against our sinful nature. 

 The Fruit of the Spirit are contrary to our sinful nature.  Crucifying our sinful nature means growing in 

the Fruit of the Spirit.  It is hard work to crucify our sinful nature. Our sinful nature struggles, fights, whines and 

squirms whenever we try to nail it to the cross.  It is hard work to cooperate with the Spirit to nail it there.  

Sometimes we don’t know where to start!  But the Fruit of the Spirit are the nails we use to crucify our sinful 

nature. 

 And crucifying our sinful nature is how we grow in agape love. It is the mark of Christian maturity.  It is 

the sign of growth as a believer.  Like a baby, we are expected to grow. It’s not enough to be born again, we are 

called to grow and mature in Christ. For a baby, growth has expected stages. We expect babies to grow and mature 

and hit certain milestones. Similarly, Christians are expected to grow and mature, to hit certain milestones.  

These are the Fruit of the Spirit.  As a baby grows, we expect them to learn to sit up, then to eat solid food, and 

then to develop language skills.  As a Christian grows up, the marks are different and the time scale is not the 

same, but we expect growth and maturity. 

How It Applies 
 So how does this apply to us?  How does this apply to our church?  We want and expect people to grow 

at Priory. That is part of our strategy to see broken people becoming whole through the love of Christ.  We expect 

that people who come to know Christ will grow, mature and begin to demonstrate agape love. We expect that, 

over time, they will show the Fruit of the Spirit in their relationships with one another. 

 At Priory, we recognize that Christian growth is hard. It’s not easy and it is very counter-cultural.  I 

don’t think many churches are doing a good job helping their people grow. I think we’ve lost sight of what 

Christian maturity looks like!  We tend to limit Christian maturity to individual practices, like having a daily 

quiet time, attending and being involved in church. While these things are very important, they are only some of 

the food that leads to growth. They are not growth themselves! 

 Christian maturity shows up the most in our relationships with one another! Out of our deepening 

relationship with God, our relationships with one another change.  Our relationships with one another begin to be 

characterized by patience, kindness, goodness and faithfulness. This is not limited to the people at church we like, 

but spreads to those we don’t particularly like, that we don’t particularly have much in common with, perhaps 

with people we find annoying or irritating.  Beyond that, the Fruit of the Spirit starts to shape our relationships 

with people outside church, too. Our work relationships, our neighbour relationships, our family relationships 

start to show peace, patience, kindness and the like.  People see a change in us and in how we relate to them 

precisely because of the change in our relationship with God and how we relate to him. 

 This sounds great, doesn’t it? But it’s hard to accomplish. It’s hard to achieve and, frankly, few 

discipleship programs really have these things as their goal. 
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 This is why I am so excited about Emotionally Healthy Spirituality. [pic] This material, which I’m going 

to spend a lot of time exploring on my sabbatical, centres around developing skills and practices that shape our 

relationship with God and our relationship with one another. One of the 2 curriculums is, in fact, Emotionally 

Healthy Relationships!  It’s is designed to help us develop skills necessary to have relationships shaped by agape 

love, characterized by the Fruit of the Spirit! 

 The elders and I have talked about the value of this material and we believe it uniquely addresses our 

vision of seeing broken people becoming whole through the love of Christ.  This is what discipleship look like! 

 Let me warn you, though, that it will not be easy. Paul likens growing in Christian maturity to crucifixion!  

It is hard. It is painful. EHS is not the “only” way we can grow as Christians, but it is powerful. It is also hard and 

painful at times.  One pastor at the conference Amy and I attended this week “grew” his church in California 

from 500 to 250.  His church is half the size it used to be! But he is so enthusiastic about the radical change in the 

lives of the 250 who stayed that he actually serves as a coach for other pastors implementing EHS in their 

churches! 

 At Priory, we want each of you to find healing from your brokenness. We know this healing only 

comes through the love of Christ. But healing means recognizing brokenness and sickness. That can be hard work. 

Surgery can cut and cause bleeding, even as it helps bring healing. So, too, spiritual healing can be messy work.  

But we believe it is worth it. In fact, our love for you is so great that we cannot ignore the opportunity to help you 

find healing even if it means going through difficulty to get there. 

 We want you to grow in love, to find peace, to experience deep, abiding joy that transcends circumstances. 

We want your family, friends and neighbours to comment on how much more patient you’ve become, how kind 

you are and that you’re a really good person. We want people to comment on your faithfulness and gentleness. We 

want you to experience self-control. This means putting to death your sinful nature. That’s going to be a fight! We 

are willing to stand beside you in that fight, contending as one with you against the sinful forces at work in your 

heart.  Why? Because we love you!  And because we need you to stand as one with us, side by side, as we battle 

the sinful forces at work within our hearts too. This is what it means to be the people of God. This is what 

discipleship look like. This is what Christian maturity means. Amen. 


