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    For several years, the British medical establishment ran a public awareness campaign on the importance of including plenty of fruits and vegetables in a healthy diet. They recommended that everybody should have at least five portions of fruits or vegetables in their daily meals. The campaign was popularly known as “5-A-Day.” “Have you had your 5-A-Day?” people would ask each other.


    In 2013, Langham Partnership UK and Ireland, under the leadership of our then executive director, Ian Buchanan, ran a campaign to encourage people to grow in Christlikeness. Langham’s vision is that Christians and churches around the world should grow in depth of spiritual maturity, and not just grow in numbers through evangelism. And that means growing to become more like Jesus. We believe that such growth in maturity comes as we feed on the word of God, particularly as it is faithfully and clearly preached in a way that makes a relevant impact on people’s lives and contexts. That is why one of Langham’s primary goals is to raise the standards of biblical preaching.


    It was decided that the main content of the campaign would be a series of Bible studies and videos on the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23. This was partly because we knew that John Stott, the founder of Langham Partnership who died in 2011, prayed every morning that God the Holy Spirit would cause that fruit of the Spirit to ripen in his own life. So, since Paul lists nine items in his portrait of the fruit of the Spirit, Jonathan Lamb (who was the program director for Langham Preaching) came up with the idea of calling our campaign “9-A-Day: Becoming Like Jesus.” We should be as careful every day to cultivate the nine qualities that make up the fruit of the Spirit as we are to make sure we get our five portions of fruits or vegetables every day.


    The Bible studies, videos, and other supporting materials for 9-A-Day can be found and downloaded for personal or group use at http://uk.langham.org/get-involved/free-lent-study-guide and at 9aday.org.uk/the-9-fruits.


    In preparation for that campaign, I undertook to preach a series of Bible expositions on the fruit of the Spirit at the Portstewart Keswick Convention in Northern Ireland (my homeland) in July 2012. Out of those expositions came the short, condensed talks that I did on video for 9-A-Day (available at the above websites), and it is those expositions that provide the basic material for the chapters of this book.


    The preached origin of the material leads to two further observations. First, this really is the kind of book that you need to read with your Bible handy beside you. In every chapter I have surveyed some of the depth and breadth of biblical background to each of the words the apostle Paul mentions in his fruit of the Spirit. So there is a lot of Bible exploration as you read this book, and I hope that is enriching and encouraging.


    Second, since I hope this book will be helpful to other preachers (as well as general Christian readers), I have deliberately not included much by way of illustrations and stories. That may seem strange since sermons need appropriate illustrations to help emphasize their main points and make them memorable. And certainly every one of the items in the fruit of the Spirit could be illustrated abundantly with examples and stories. But one crucial element of good preaching is that it should be not only faithful to the biblical text, but also relevant to the local context of the preacher and listeners. So I hesitated to multiply examples drawn from my own context in the UK. Rather, I drew many examples from the stories and characters in the Bible itself (especially from its main character—God himself, as he reveals himself both in the Old Testament and in the person of Jesus Christ). It is then the responsibility of any preacher who wants to use this book as a resource for their own preaching to think of examples drawn from their own cultural context, and to illustrate and apply the biblical challenge of the fruit of the Spirit in a way that engages and impacts the hearts, minds, and lives of their own people.
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      Heavenly Father, I pray that this day I may live in your presence and please you more and more.


      Lord Jesus, I pray that this day I may take up my cross and follow you.


      Holy Spirit, I pray that this day you will fill me with yourself and cause your fruit to ripen in my life: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.

    


    That was the prayer that John Stott prayed every day when he first woke up in the morning. It hardly seems surprising, then, that many people who knew John Stott personally said that he was the most Christlike person they ever met. For God answered his daily prayer by making the fruit of the Spirit ripen in his life. And what the Spirit of God does, above all, is to make those who put their faith in Jesus to become more and more like the Jesus they love, trust, and follow. In fact, we could say that the nine-fold fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23 is a beautiful picture of Jesus. For of course Jesus himself was filled with the Spirit of God, and it is Christ who dwells within us through the Spirit. So the more we are filled with God’s Spirit, and the more the Spirit ripens his fruit within us, the more we will become like Christ.


    That was the prayer of the apostle Paul too. We don’t know if, like Stott, he expressed any such prayer every day for himself, but it was certainly what he longed to see happening for others he had led to faith in Christ. Paul felt like a mother to the Galatian believers, about which he says, “For whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you” (Gal 4:19; emphasis mine). Paul longed that Christian believers should be so filled with the Holy Spirit that Christ himself would actually be shaping their whole lives from the inside out. And that is exactly what Paul means when he comes to talk about the fruit of the Spirit in chapter 5.


    But since the famous verses about the fruit of the Spirit come in Galatians 5, we need to step back a bit and see something of the context and background to what Paul says here. Then we will be able to see that his beautiful picture of fruit stands in stark contrast to two other things that are much less attractive—two things that are, rather, to be rejected altogether by those who are followers of Jesus.


    Paul had been sent out by the church in Antioch to preach the good news about Jesus among the Gentiles (non-Jews) in the provinces of Asia Minor (what is now modern Turkey). We read the story in Acts 13–14. People in several towns in the region of Galatia had responded to Paul’s preaching. They had become believers in Jesus of Nazareth as Lord and Savior, as the one promised by God in the Old Testament Scriptures (which Paul would have had to explain to these people since they were not Jews and knew nothing about “the Old Testament”). Paul clearly taught them about the God of Israel and how God had made that great promise to Abraham. God had promised Abraham that through him and his descendants “all peoples on earth” would find blessing (Gen 12:1-3). We know that Paul had taught his new converts about these great scriptural promises because he refers to them very clearly in his letter to them—the letter we know as “the epistle to the Galatians.” Paul had assured these Galatian believers that by putting their faith in the Messiah, Jesus, they had in fact become part of God’s people. They too were children of Abraham—not by becoming Jews (culturally or ethnically, or by proselyte conversion)—but by becoming children of God, adopted into God’s family by God’s grace and through faith in Jesus the Messiah. Though they were Gentiles, they had now become part of God’s covenant people. They were included among the spiritual seed of Abraham. Essentially, Paul tells them, if you are in Christ then you are in Abraham, and God’s promises are for you. Here is how he explains it:


    Understand, then, that those who have faith are children of Abraham. Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: “All nations will be blessed through you.” So those who rely on faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. . . .


    So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise. (Gal 3:7-9, 26-29)


    That is what Paul had taught them, and that is what he reminds them of in this letter.


    But something had happened.


    Since Paul had first brought these Galatians to faith in Jesus and planted a church among them, others had come to them with a different message. These were Jews, like Paul himself. And probably they were also believers in Jesus—like the people we read about in Acts 15:5, who were former Pharisees (also like Paul). But unlike Paul, they did not think that it was enough for these Gentiles to put their faith in Jesus. No, they said that if these Gentiles wanted the blessings of the promises that God had made to Abraham, then they must join the people of Abraham by becoming Jewish proselytes. Proselytes were Gentiles who converted to the Jewish faith by being circumcised and observing the law of Moses, including especially laws regarding the Sabbath day and eating only ritually clean food according to Jewish custom. So these other teachers were trying to persuade the Galatian believers that, in addition to their faith in Jesus Christ, they must also become, in effect, circumcised and Torah-keeping Jews.


    Paul reacts very strongly. Throughout the first four chapters of his letter, he insists that Christ is all they need. Our salvation comes through faith in God’s promise, just as it did for Abraham. The law given by Moses had its right and proper function for the Old Testament people of Israel during that era before Christ. But now that the Messiah has come, the way is open for people of any nation to experience the blessing of Abraham through faith in the Messiah Jesus. So all those who trust in Christ—whether Jew or Gentile—are freed from the obligation to live under the disciplinary authority of Old Testament law. Rather, they should live their lives in freedom, living for God, with Christ living within them, and “walking” by the Spirit.


    But wouldn’t this lead to moral license? That is, if people are not restrained by the law of Moses, then won’t everybody—all these new Gentile believers—just do whatever they want and fall back into their old pagan immorality? No, says Paul. That is a false polarization between two extremes. These are the two dangers we referred to above, and can now name—the extremes of legalism on the one hand and license on the other.


    Now, it is important to realize that the Old Testament law itself was certainly not legalism. On the contrary it was founded on God’s saving grace, given to the people after God had redeemed them out of Egypt. But it could easily be distorted into a rather legalistic way of thinking. Those who insisted that Christians should also observe the Torah were saying that what really matters is keeping all the rules and regulations of the law (especially circumcision, the food laws, and Sabbath-keeping) as a kind of proof of your ethnic and covenantal identity, a badge to show that you were among God’s righteous people, a true Jew in every sense (just as Paul had claimed he was in Phil 3:4-6).


    But the answer to that distorted insistence on the law is not to swing to the opposite extreme and think that since you are not “under the law” then you can just do as you please and indulge every desire you have. Legalism at one extreme (keep all the rules) and license at the other (reject any rules) are both completely wrong answers to the question of how Christians should live.


    It is surprising how both of these extremes and dangers are still found in the church today. On the one hand, there are some very legalistic Christians and churches. They stress the importance of keeping all the rules. They insist that you must do this and never do that if you want to prove you are really a Christian. They like everything to be strict and clear, and usually have very little sympathy with those who don’t or won’t conform. “If you can’t keep our rules you aren’t one of us,” seems to be their attitude. On the other hand, and often in reaction against that kind of legalism, there are those who reject the whole idea of rules or traditions in the church. The whole point of the Christian faith, as they see it, is to set us free from the institutionalized religious burden. “God loves us as we are!” they say. So they have no place for concepts such as discipline or obedience. And this can lead them into the temptations of immorality; they may end up being no different from the surrounding world in the way they live and think.


    So we seem to swing between the law-enforcers and the rule-rejecters, but this is a completely mistaken and false polarity. And Paul addresses it in Galatians 5. He shows us a far better way—the truly Christian way to live our lives—the way of the Spirit of God given to us through Christ.


    First of all, Paul agrees that, yes, the gospel of Christ has indeed set us free. So he urges the Galatians not to give in to those who wanted to impose the whole Old Testament law on them so that they could base their righteousness on that law by having an acquired Jewish identity. “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery” (Gal 5:1).


    Since they had trusted in the Messiah Jesus, it did not matter if they were circumcised or not; what mattered was that their faith was real and was proving its reality by their love. “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love” (Gal 5:6).


    But then immediately Paul insists that being “free” does not mean freedom to indulge “the flesh.” In Paul’s writing, “the flesh” does not simply mean our physical human bodies, but rather it is shorthand for our fallen, sinful, human nature (which includes our bodies, of course, but also embraces our thoughts, emotions, will, desires, feelings, etc.). “You, my brothers and sisters, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh; rather, serve one another humbly in love” (Gal 5:13).


    Did you notice that double reference to love at the end of both verses 6 and 13 (and another one coming up in verse 14)? Love is the answer to both legalism and license.


    To the law-enforcers Paul says that what really matters is faith expressing itself through love. Love enables us to fulfill God’s law properly without legalism.


    And to the rule-rejecters Paul says that we should make sure that we serve one another humbly in love. Love enables us to use our freedom properly without selfishness.


    Let me explain both those points further. On the one hand, love for one another is the right way to respond obediently and faithfully to God’s law, as God himself intended and as Jesus pointed out. Paul echoes Jesus in Galatians 5:14 by quoting Leviticus 19:18: “For the entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’” (see also Rom 13:9-10). For that is the verse that Jesus had called the second great commandment in the law after the first commandment, which is “Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength” (Deut 6:5).


    On the other hand, love will prevent us from using our freedom for selfish indulgence. Christian freedom, while it releases us from one kind of slavery (submitting to the law), actually puts us into a very different kind of slavery for Christ’s sake—submitting to one another by serving one another humbly in love.


    No wonder Paul puts love at the head of the list of the fruit of the Spirit a few verses later in Galatians 5:22. It is doubly important!


    And then, just before moving to the climax of his argument, Paul throws in a warning to both groups. Law-enforcers and rule-rejecters can be pretty horrible to each other in attitudes and words—spoken and written. They can end up like fighting dogs, tearing pieces out of each other, and that kind of conflict between Christians can end up destroying a church completely. Watch out, says Paul. “If you bite and devour each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other” (Gal 5:15).


    At last Paul comes to his big point. If we should not be governed by either the law or the flesh, then what should govern how we live? Answer: the Spirit. Paul puts this at the beginning, middle, and end of his next section in verses 16, 18, and 25: “Walk by the Spirit . . . led by the Spirit . . . live by the Spirit . . . keep in step with the Spirit.” That is the heart and soul of Christian living. It is the center and secret of what it means to be a person in Christ.


    And just as Paul has spoken about the power of love to enable us both to live in a right relationship to Old Testament law and to overcome the selfishness of the flesh, so also Paul now explains that if we allow the power of the Spirit of God to govern the way we live, we will avoid both of those extremes of legalism and license. That is what he explains in verses 16 through 18:


    So I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the flesh desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the flesh. They are in conflict with each other, so that you are not to do whatever you want. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law. (Gal 5:16-18)


    So when we say “Yes” to Jesus Christ, and “Yes” to the Holy Spirit, we say “No” to the flesh (we will not just do whatever we want), and we say “No” to those who want to bring us under the burden of the law as a way of proving our own righteousness.


    Now, at this point we want to hurry on and find out what it means to walk, live and be led by the Spirit, but Paul wants to make sure, first of all, that we are very clear about the opposite. What kind of life do the “acts of the flesh” lead to? Paul gives a somber list in verses 19 through 21:


    The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. (Gal 5:19-21)


    It is dark, but revealing. It mentions things that are individual, and things that are social and cultural. It ranges from private to public, from outward acts to inward emotions. And it is a true reflection of what we see all around us, to a greater or lesser extent. This is the world we live in. And it is the world we are called to be different from. But how?


    So now at last, and in dazzling contrast to that list, Paul describes the life of the Spirit. Here is the passage that will be our text throughout the rest of this book:


    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. (Gal 5:22-23 NIV 1984)


    Let’s notice first what this text is not. It is not a list of virtues, matching the list of vices just listed as “acts of the flesh.” In Greek and Jewish texts from that time, there were common matching lists of vices and virtues that were supposed to shape people’s behavior. Basically they said, “Don’t do these things (the vices). Rather, do these things (the virtues).” In either case, the emphasis was on what you should not do and what you should do instead. Of course, there is some similarity with Paul’s double listing here. But lists of vices and virtues could also easily be used simply as lists of rules—“don’t do this list” and “do this list.” And that is definitely not what Paul is talking about here. Paul is not saying, “Don’t try to obey all the rules in the Old Testament law; here is a much easier set of rules to obey instead.” That would be to replace one wrong attitude with another one. Paul is not really talking about rules at all.


    No, the key to understanding what Paul is saying here lies in the metaphor he uses—fruit. All the lovely words he writes are, taken altogether, the fruit (singular) of the Spirit. Now fruit is the natural product of life. If a tree is alive, it will bear fruit. That is the nature of being a living tree! Fruit is what you get when a tree has life within it.


    Why does a tree bear fruit? Not because there is some law of nature that says it must. But simply because of the life within it, rising up from the soil and water that feed its roots and flowing in the sap through every branch and twig. A tree does not bear fruit by keeping the laws of nature (if we can use our imagination and think like a tree), but simply because it is a living tree, being and doing what a tree is and does when it is alive.


    So what Paul is saying with his list of beautiful qualities is this: these are the qualities that God himself will produce in a person’s everyday, ordinary human life because the life of God himself is at work within them. The life of God (by his Spirit) will bear fruit in the tree of a person’s life, simply because this is what God is like and this is what God produces. Or, as we said above, the Spirit of God, which is the Spirit of Christ, will make the qualities of the life of Christ grow in a person’s life, so that they become more and more like Christ—which is God’s desire for all his children.


    What Paul is talking about here is Christian character. Character is, sadly, greatly undervalued today in so much church life and activity. We’d rather work out the best techniques, formulate successful strategies, and celebrate (or criticize) performance. We look on the outside and assess people by “how they are doing,” and pay much less attention to what kind of character they have become or are becoming. But look at the qualities in Paul’s list of the fruit of the Spirit. They do not focus on what kind of performance we can achieve, but what kind of person we are.


    Fruit takes time. Character takes time—a lifetime, in fact. John Stott was praying that prayer daily throughout his life. So, let us then take the time to study the fruit in the orchard of God’s Spirit, and then take the time to let that fruit ripen in our own lives, through all the time God gives us.


    Watch a video from Chris about the fruit of the Spirit at ivpress.com/cultivating-intro.
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    First up—love.


    And that’s not surprising, really. Paul has already made the point that what really matters is “faith expressing itself through love” (Gal 5:6), and that we should be serving “one another humbly in love” (Gal 5:13), and that the whole Old Testament law is summed up in the commandment “love your neighbor as yourself” (Gal 5:14).


    In putting love first, Paul is echoing Jesus. In the book of Matthew, when someone asked Jesus about the greatest commandment in the law, he responded with two, one from Deuteronomy and one from Leviticus:


    Jesus replied: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments. (Mt 22:37-40, quoting Deut 6:5 and Lev 19:18)


    Almost certainly, it is that second kind of love—neighbor love—that Paul means by the fruit of the Spirit here. That is, he means that the first fruit of the Spirit is not so much our love for God, but our love for one another as Christians—across all our differences and barriers. And Paul is talking about not just sentimental feelings of being nice, but real practical proof that we love and accept one another, in down-to-earth caring, providing, helping, encouraging, and supporting one another, even when it costs a lot or hurts a lot to do so. Love in action, in other words. Love that dissolves divisions. Love that brings together people who would otherwise hate, hurt, and even kill one another.


    Just how important is loving one another in that way? Why is it very first in Paul’s list of the fruit of the Spirit? Paul himself had plenty to say about the importance of Christians loving one another, but it is John who emphasizes it more than any other New Testament writer.


    So let’s turn to John as our guide for this first study. Three times in his Gospel, John records Jesus telling his disciples that he commanded them to love one another:


    “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” (Jn 13:34-35)


    My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. (Jn 15:12)


    This is my command: Love each other. (Jn 15:17)


    Five times in his first letter, John reminds us that this is God’s command, and goes into a lot of detail about how we should love one another not just in words but also with actions and in truth:


    For this is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one another. (1 Jn 3:11)


    If anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be in that person? Dear children, let us not love with words or speech but with actions and in truth. (1 Jn 3:17-18)


    And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us. (1 Jn 3:23)


    Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. (1 Jn 4:7-8)


    Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us. (1 Jn 4:11-12)


    So if anything can be said to be primary, central, and essential to being a Christian and becoming more like Jesus, it must be this. That is why Paul speaks of this kind of love as the first evidence that God is at work in our lives, the first fruit of the Spirit of God within us. John too sees such love as evidence. It proves something. In fact, love proves several things that we can look at together. When Christians love one another, says John, it is evidence of some very important realities: love is evidence of life, evidence of faith, evidence of God, and evidence for Jesus.


    Love for One Another Is the Evidence of Life


    John wants to reassure the church community he was writing to that they were true believers and that they shared the life of God, eternal life. So John takes his readers back to the very foundations of their faith to the teaching they heard from the very beginning, when they first heard the gospel and responded to it.


    Twice John uses the words, “This is the message we [you] have heard.” The first time is in 1 John 1:5: “This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all.”


    Then, halfway through his letter, John repeats that phrase, links it to what he has just said about doing what is right, and then expands it with the command to love one another. “Anyone who does not do what is right is not God’s child, nor is anyone who does not love their brother and sister. For this is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one another” (1 Jn 3:10-11).


    For John, walking in the light and walking in love were together the two most basic and essential parts of being a true Christian. They were part of the original message and teaching of Jesus himself (“from the beginning”). And they were part of the gospel that they had heard and believed.


    But then John goes even further. He makes another of his frequent “we know” statements. John insists that we can and should know some very important things in our Christian life. And here is possibly the most important thing we can know. We can know that we have eternal life. We can be sure about that. In fact, John tells us that that is the prime reason why he wrote his Gospel (John 20:30-31), and also the reason why he wrote his letter (1 Jn 5:13).


    So John wanted his readers to know for sure that they had eternal life. But how can you know you’ve got the life that God gives? When you see the evidence of the love that God produces in your life. “We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love each other. Anyone who does not love remains in death” (1 Jn 3:14).
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