FIGHT THE GOOD FIGHT
SERIES: GALATIANS

by Steve Zeisler

One of thefirg things | did when | came to Christ was read the New Testament. Someone had given me a copy of a
modern English pargphrase of the New Testament--alargely unfamiliar book to me--and | was so excited | began to read
it immediatey.

There were two points of recognition for me in the New Testament. At various placesin the gospels, astory, aparable or a
saying of Jesuswhich | had heard as a child in Sunday school came back to me. The second point of recognition was
Romans 7:15. | remember being gripped by what that verse said. | fdlt | understood what the apostie meant when he said,
“For that which | am doing, | do not understand; for | am not practicing what | would like to do, but | am doing the very
thing | hate.” 1 recognized within mysdf the same conflict: | wanted to do what wasright; | longed to act in arighteous
manner both in my behavior and in my thinking, yet | redlized thet | failed with distressing regularity. | did not redly
understand the rest of Romans or much of the rest of the Bible--after 20 years| am ill in the process of learning to
understand it--yet | immediately recognized the conflict, the predicament that sensitive human beings are constantly faced
with: they often want to do what is right, yet they find themsdves conggtently failing to do so.

NonChrigians, even people who don't believe in the existence of God, find that the biblical description of the human
predicament resonates with truth. The Bible tels us more dearly and more helpfully than any other source what iswrong
with us, why we are in the mess we are in, why the same problems occur over and over again. The Scriptures declare that
man is the crown of cregtion. We are imprinted with the image of God. Further, despite the Fal, that image has not been
done away with. We retain a broken form of the image of God. We are not wholly wicked; rather, what we areiswhally
flawed, wholly twisted. We carry with us wherever we go a tendency to decay and perverson so that everything we touch
eventualy disntegrates. The best idess, the loveliest people, the strongest hopes dl rise for amoment, but they are dways
dragged back down again. The human race never givesin totdly to despair, but we are endlesdy disappointed: we can
never quite atain the heights we aspire to. This principle of rebellion within us that causes usto ruin dl we contact is termed
“the fled’ in Scripture.

In our study in the book of Galatians we have seen that the early chapters ded mainly with our relaionship with the law of
God. The law is holy and righteous and good; it is an expression of the character of God himsdlf. The law was given to us
to humiliate us, to break us so that we would cry out for mercy and thus come to know God. But, because of the flesh
within us, humanity has taken the law of God and used it as a staging ground for pride. Mankind has said to God, “We can
do what you demand of uswithout any help from you.” As aresult, the perfect law of God became perverted by the pride,
by the flesh of man. Rather than correcting the evil of man, the law instead became a system that masked human evil, a
system that endaved us so that we are inhibited and self-destructive. In other words, the law is good, but the flesh ataches
itself to the law and ruinsit. That is Paul’s argument in Galatians. That argument reaches a crescendo in Galatians 5:1:

It wasfor freedom that Christ set usfree; therefore keep standing firm and do not be subject again
to ayoke of davery.



Having been perverted by the flesh, the law has ruined lives by creating afdse rdigion. “It was for freedom that Christ s&t
usfree” isthe apogtie scdl.

Now we come to the revolting development of Gaatians 5:13:

For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not turn your freedom into an opportunity for
theflesh, but through love serve one another.

Freedom, heis saying, is the option to fleshly religion (man’s pride trying to keep the law of God). Here we learn that the
flesh can ruin freedom too. Not only the law, therefore, but freedom also can be ruined by our rebel nature, so that if we try
to carry out the cdl to freedom in the flesh we end up with akind of license that degrades us and destroys relationships.

Y ou will not have to think very long to come up with examples of freedom misused. Some of the most violent peoplein
history have called themselves “freedom fighters.” Man, in the name of freedom, is capable of al kinds of debauchery. We
may think we are living in freedom, but what we are doing is degrading oursalves. Thus Paul saysthat not only the law but
the call to freedom can become destructive if we do not recognize the power and the activity of the flesh, of our rebel
nature. Galatians 5:13-24:

For you werecalled to freedom, brethren; only do not turn your freedom into an opportunity for
the flesh but through love serve one another. For the whole Law is fulfilled in oneword, in the
statement, “ You shall love your neighbor asyourself.” But if you bite and devour one another,
take carelest you be consumed by one another. But | say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry
out the desire of the flesh. For the flesh setsits desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the
flesh; for these arein opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things that you please.
But if you areled by the Spirit, you are not under the Law. Now the deeds of the flesh are evident,
which are: immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, outbur sts of
anger, disputes, dissensions, factions, envying, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these [as
if that list was not long enough], of which | forewarn you just as| have forewarned you that those
who practice such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God. But the fruit of the Spirit islove,
joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things
thereisno law. Now those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions
and desires.

The essentid declaration of this paragraph is Gaatians 5:17: “flesh sets it desire againg the Spirit and the Spirit againgt the
flesh.” Before you became a Chrigtian you may have been told that by coming to Christ your life would be made easy, your
prosperity would be guaranteed. That'salie. The Chrigtian lifeisfilled with conflict.

More frequently taught is the notion that a second blessing: joining a particular organization, atending a Bible School,
speeking in tongues, marrying a Chritian, etc. will catapult an ordinary Christian onto spiritud “easy street.” That tooisa
lie. The Chridtian life isfilled with conflict. Admittedly it is a different kind of conflict than we experienced before we
became Chrigtians, but it is foolish to imagine that we can somehow become free of conflict.

The truth of the matter, as Paul declaresin 5:17, isthat you cannot do what you want: “For the flesh setsits desire againgt
the Spirit, and the Spirit againgt the flesh.”



The conflict goes on within you, so that you are not free to do whatever you want. Before he sinned, Adam was free to do
whatever he wanted. Imagine what it must have been like to awaken every morning and, with one minor prohibition, to be
free to do anything that pleased you; that whatever you longed to do, the very desires that arose from deegp within your
heart, were dways good; that the things you were attracted to were the very things that God found attractive. That was true
of Adam. He never once had to check an impulse. He did not have to be hard on himsdlf. He did not have to evduate
constantly. He did not need brothers and sisters around him to help him judge his motives. He was free to do whatever he
wished.

But Paul sayswe are not. We cannot proceed on automatic pilot. We cannot assume that whatever occursto usto dois
proper. Thereisaconflict going on insde us. We must be willing to judge our thoughts, to ask oursalves hard questions, to
obey when we do not fed like obeying, to be called to account by other people. “1 buffet my body and make it my dave”
Paul declaresin 1 Corinthians. “I don’t trust my body. | don’t assume that my body is going to take me where | ought to
go, 0 | am hard on it because | want to be aman who follows the Spirit of God.” “1 take every thought captive to the
obedience of Chrigt,” he saysin 2 Corinthians. He does not assume his mind is going to work righteoudy al the time. His
thoughts need to be captured. We must be willing to think what is right, to evauate and not assume we can carry on with
whatever occursto us.

Three phrases gather up the wisdom of this passage about living with that conflict. Thefirst of these phrasesisin 5:13:
“Serve one another through love” the second isin 5:16: “Wak by the Spirit;” whilethe third isin 5:19: “The deeds of the
flesh are evident.” Thereisagreat ded of exciting truth here, more than we have time to comment on. Let us see what
examining these three phrases does for us.

“Serve one another through love.” That is, do not let your freedom become another staging ground for the flesh so that
everything is ruined. As an dternative to that, serve one another through love. Mot Chrigtians here are familiar with, or at
least have heard of, the Greek word “agape.” “Agape,” the great love of Chrigt, the love commanded to Chrigtians. What
stands out about this term isthat it describes selflesslove. As we demondirate agape love we increasing redize, “It does
not matter whether an action does me good or not. I’'m not going to measure the effects on my reputation. Neither the cost
nor benefit to myself concern me.” That, the apostle declares, is the way to keep freedom from being fleshly: by committing
oursalves to serve one another in “agape’ love.

Jesus said that a the judgment day many will say to him, “Lord, when did we see you naked and clothe you, whenin
prison and vist you?” Hewill respond, “When you did it to the least of these, you did it to me.” Acts of love carried out
without the expectation of blessing--not highlighted by sdf-interest, but long forgotten--are received by the Lord as acts of
love for him.

Love includes both motives and actions. In 1 Corinthians 13, the great apostolic poem about love. Paul says, “If | givedl
my possessions to feed the poor, and | deliver my body to be burned, but do not have love it profits me nothing.” However
great an act of service | doif it is done with salfish motives if it is done for gpplause or the praise of men, it profits me
nothing. If 1 deliver my body to be burned, if | become amartyr for Christ but in doing so ddliberately parade my
righteousness before God or men, it profits me nothing. Service through love iswhat Paul is advocating here. We must stop
thinking of oursalves and proceed to lay down our lives for others. That is the dternative to letting our freedom become
captive of the flesh.

Gdatians 5:15 talks about what happensif we let freedom be taken over by the flesh: “Y ou bite and devour one another,
take care lest you become consumed by one ancther.” Thisis an angry demanding of rights. “My freedom deserves the



best trestment, whatever it costs you, however much it hurts you, however consuming it isto the Christian community.” But
freedom that serves through love is exactly the opposite in its results.

The sacond phrase given by Paul which will help us get through the conflict isthe smple cdl in Gdatians 5:16: “I say wak
by the Spirit.” (He meansthe samething in 5:18, “If you are led by the Spirit.”) Heis not referring here to the high moments
of our Chrigtian life or to emotiondly charged circumstances: taking communion in acandle lit room, praying for hours over
some critical decison, etc. He is not talking about serious Bible study, about evangdigtic enterprises, about the timeswhen
we are quite obvioudy interested in and concerned with the things of God. Heisreferring to our walk, the everyday
experience of putting one foot in front of the other, the morning to night, inhde-exhae, normd process of living life. “Wak
by the Spirit” isthe command. Don't bypass today’ s seemingly mundane circumstances. Teketimeto ligentothe Lord in
today’ s business. Be willing to judge the double standards that are so frequently ours, where we expect othersto live under
dricter standards than we ask of oursalves. Allow the Lord to have access to the tone of voice you use when you speak to
people: judge thelittle pregjudices you have carried around with you dl of your life. That is what this command isreferring
to: dl of these ordinary things, the daily course of events. “Walk by the Spirit,” so that when momentous occasions come,
or great difficulties arise, when our walk leads us into the “valey of the shadow of deeth,” even--then we are ready to face
whatever comes. The choices we make al aong to walk in thisway have prepared us for the worst the flesh can do to win
usto itsdesre.

Once | worked in aminigtry to High School students. | got to know one young man in that ministry and | spent alot of time
with him. We had medls together, we went places together. | listened to him, he listened to me; | cared about the things that
he cared about. After some months we attended a Christian camp together, and one evening we heard a powerful gospd
message delivered. With tearsin his eyes, my friend cameto me and | invited him to receive Christ. That was adramétic
moment, but it was preceded by along walk, by alot of seemingly insgnificant things such asice cream, bal games, and
long conversations. All of these were used by the Spirit of God to prepare him for the important day when my young friend
would cometo Chrigt. Herein this verse, the wisdom of Scripture charges usto be serious at al times about the conflict we
areinvolved in. Let the Spirit of God have accessto dl our life and every Stuation in life, day in, day out.

To make surewe don't lose focus, Paul saysin Galatians 5:18 that if we are led by the Spirit in this daily walk we are not
under law. The gpostleis not here advoceating (contrary to everything he has aready written) a series of rules and checks
by which we can ensure that our dayswill be filled with the Spirit of God. He is talking about an adventure, aliving walk
with ared Person, One whom we speak with and listen to. Aswe walk we give that living Person, that Spirit, accessto
our lives

The third phrase we will congder is Paul’ singstence, beginning in Gaatians 5:19, that “the deeds of the flesh are evident.”
They are very plain, in other words. That isdso true of the “fruit of the Spirit.” The flesh brings us temptations in such
atractive guise that it's often difficult to know when we are being tempted to turn our freedom into fleshly indulgence. The
flesh disguises its temptations magnificently, but the results are dways the same: Sn aways pays its servants, and the wages
of gnisdways death. If we are willing to be honest about what is happening to us, if we are willing to look at ourselves as
we redly are, then we will either see that the flesh is producing its deeds--gtrife, enmity, immorality, sorcery, drunkenness--
or we will seethat the Spirit of God istruly producing hisfruit in our lives and there is more love, more red joy, greater
peace and more sdlf-control than ever before,

In the well-known story of the emperor’s new clothes, afoolish emperor istricked by wily tailors who claim to have made
him a suit so beautiful, rament so glorious that it is absolutely astonishing to behold. When the king looks in the mirror,
however, he cannot see these new clothes. In fact, it seemsto him that heisin his underwear. But he doesn’t admit that



because the tailors keep praising his beautiful new clothes. In a big parade everybody in the crowd reacts the same way:
they assume there is a problem with them. Findly, onelittle boy says, “The emperor has no clothes.” The bubbleis burg, to
the embarrassment of the king. The crowd bresks into laughter.

The point that Paul is making hereisif we are willing to be honest, if we are willing to look at things as they redly are and
not hide behind clever tricks, then when we are in the flesh it will be quite obviousto us. Likewisg, if the Spirit is bearing his
fruit that too will be obvious; it will not be hard to discover. The difficulty is in being honest, in being willing to examine
ourselves. The deeds of the flesh, Paul declares, are evident.

| once played in afootbal game following atorrentia downpour. It was amud bowl. Thelight was bad. The rain was
fdling. By the end of the game it was absolutely impossible to tell who was on our team and who was not, because of the
mud. When we cdled plays we didn’'t know whether we were running into our opponents or into our own team. But in this
conflict that Paul istalking about, the gpostle says that you can dways tell what’s going on if you are willing to be honest.
Thejerseys dways are clearly distinguishable. The difficulty for usisin being willing to be honest. People are forever
excusng Sn by saying, “It's modern, it's scholarly, it's advanced, it' s different.” A whole litany can be recited asto why a
particular activity ought to be put in a“right” category. But Christian honesty must agree that immorality is not changed by
being named something e<se. | may offer al kinds of judtification for why | am doing what | am doing, but if at the end of the
process | am filled with anger and envy, that is the flesh. “The deeds of the flesh are evident.”

The Chridian lifeisinevitably filled with conflict. It iswrong to be told otherwise. If you know people who are continualy
surprised by their failure to be able to do what they want, then take them to this passage and help them see that conflict is
unavoidable.

Thereisan exciting end to this section, though. Gaatians 5:24 contains a great announcement. “Now those who belong to
Chrigt Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passons and desires” What Paul is saying, findly, is, “Despite the redlity of the
conflict, despite the fact that every day the flesh wants to overthrow us while the Spirit woos us to follow him--and we
need to be disciplined and thorough in following him--despite dl that the fight is not fair. The outcome has been determined
dready. If you truly belong to Christ you cannot lose thisfight. If you belong to Christ Jesus, *the flesh has been crucified
with its passions and desires.”” The great, powerful hooks by which the flesh holds us-- the strong passions, the ownership
it once exerted over us--has been crucified. We are no longer, essentidly, in the inner man, fleshly. We are new creatures
in Chrigt. Our degtiny is not an open question.

Our degtiny isto bewith the Lord. If we belong to him, the magnificent sacrifice of Jesus Chrigt is ours aswell. The flesh
has been crucified; the war has been won. But it is dill afight, afight that isgoing to last dl our lives because, dthough the
flesh has been crucified, it has not been eradicated; and it will not be eradicated until we are given new bodies, new
histories to begin.

So thefight remains. We are cdled on to take this conflict serioudy: to learn to follow the Spirit, to serve one another
through love, to lay down our lives for love' s sake for each other, to walk by the Spirit day in and day out in the little things
aswdl asthe big things, to be ruthless in our estimations of what is happening. Is the flesh producing its desth or isthe
Spirit producing its fruit? Having said dl that, we live with confidence. The victory over evil was accomplished on the cross.
The Lord died for us and he was raised again to life, and those who belong to Jesus have crucified the flesh. We are now
freeto fight the good fight, to get on about the business of living with the conflict, not foolishly, but filled with hope, in
serious and wise concern for each other.
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