SPIRITUAL STRUGGLE, PRACTICAL CHOICES

SERIES: FREEDOM FIGHTERS

By Steve Zeidler

In the last message (Discovery Paper 4690) we studied Galatians 5:13-24. We focused on the theology of the
struggle between the sinful nature and the Spirit. In this message, largely from the same text, we'll extract some
practical statements concerning real-life choices that we can make to advance in this struggle.

In order to expand our consideration of 5:13-24, we' |l be skipping over 5:25-6:6. Y ou may refer to Discovery
Paper 3930, amessage | preached in 1984, for a study of that text.

Galatians 5:13-24:

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

So | say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. For the
sinful nature desireswhat is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what iscontrary to the
sinful nature. They arein conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want. But if
you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law.

The acts of the sinful nature are obvious. sexual immor ality, impurity and debauchery;
idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions,
factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and thelike. | warn you, as| did before, that those
who livelike thiswill not inherit the kingdom of God.

But thefruit of the Spirit islove, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness and sdlf-control. Against such thingsthereisno law. Those who belong to Christ
Jesus have crucified the sinful naturewith its passions and desires.

When | was a brand-new Christian | had no church backaround. | was aiven a New Testament and was uraed to
read it. | thought that was great. | doveright in and read it quickly. | was very proud of myself, and it felt good to
meto carry my New Testament around with my new Christian friends. | was sure | was on the right track, except
that | understood very little of what | was reading! There was one part | did understand, though—Romans 7. |
couldn’t believe the Bible said something like this! | had assumed the Bible was all about doing well, not about
doing badly. These verses gripped me: “For what | do is not the good | want to do; no, the evil | do not want to
do—this| keep on doing.... What awretched man | am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?’ (Romans
7:19, 24). Thiswas an honest description of wantina to do well and failina at it, beina stuck in somethina and not
being able to get out of it, finding actions and thoughts and attitudes in oneself that were wrong and hurtful, yet
persistent.

Galatians 5:17 has exactly the same awareness: “ For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the
Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They arein conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you
want.” Being faithful to Christ does not lead to a beautiful, untroubled existence. Y ou can’t really do what you
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want! Y ou are the locus of tension and struggle. In you is the sinful nature (the Greek word sarx), a deep-seated,
relentless antagonism toward God and a commitment to prefer yourself above all. It will not give up or go away! It
will not change its tune. But God himself is present in you in the Spirit, and so you find your life has rea tension,
guestions, and struggles.

| spoke of that in the last message, and also of the witness of Galatians 5:24: “ Those who belong to Christ Jesus
have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires.” Belonging to Jesus means that something within us
that realy existed, a voice that persuaded us toward ruin, was put to death! We are not who we once were. “If
anyoneisin Christ, heisanew creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” (1 Corinthians 5:17). The Scriptures
insist that the cross of Christ was not just aromantic ideal of a good man dying for the wicked and a heroic
example that we can follow. It s not just poetic language. The cross of Christ was about our own execution. We
were joined to him in his death.

Theillustration | used in the last message was of a voice that can no longer speak, yet the old words echo as loudly
and clearly as ever. Something can die, yet remain surprisingly forceful. For instance, you may have voices in your
head that come from important people in your past, perhaps parents or others, trading on your sdlf-interest,
speaking into your fears and your inadequacies and your pride: you' re worthless, no good will ever come of your
life, you'll alwaysfail at certain things. And the ones who said these things can be long gone, but the voices still
retain the authority to hurt and ruin.

Something like that is what Paul is describing here. Thereis a powerful resistance to change, and forces opposing
us seem to loom larger. We are the locus of a battleground, and life can be very hard. We can fedl ourselvesto be
the only one for whom the gospel message doesn’t work. Y et it remains true that we are destined for freedom, that
we were united with Christ in his death, that the sinful nature has been crucified. Therefore we need to choose to
face into every difficulty in our life with a sense of hope. And if our struggleisto believe the things that are true,
God will persuade usthat they are.

Let’s consider what sort of practical advice is available to usfor the battle.

Become a lover of others

This passage gives us some rea help. One practical statement isin 5:13: “Y ou, my brothers, were called to be free.
But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.” The phrase “indulge
the sinful nature” is not avery good trandation. “Give no opportunity to the sinful nature” is better. The word
“opportunity” isthe Greek word aphorme. It isamilitary term in ancient literature meaning a staging ground from
which an attack can be launched, a beachhead. Don’t give the sinful nature, your enemy, an opportunity to launch
an attack. Don't crack the door open.

What can you do, practicaly, to prevent such opportunities from being effective, to not give in to the sinful nature?
Let me suggest an illustration that is not military but medical. An opportunistic virusis one that finds away to
enter your body—through a break in your skin, something you eat, or inhalation. Once in, it multiplies and
flourishes, and you get sick. The options you have are twofold.

First, vou can spend vour life trvina to avoid viruses. Y ou can withdraw from circumstances where you miaht be
exposed, protect yourself with surgical masks and rubber gloves, avoid contact with people, and so on. Avoiding
the problem iswhat observing the law is like. The law teaches you to have boundaries, distances, withdrawal, and
protection so that you never have to encounter sinful things.
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The second option is to have such a healthy immune system that no matter how the virus enters your body, it never
gets an opportunity to make you sick. Thisis the option this text advocates. Y ou can alow the sinful nature no
opportunity by, as verse 13 says, “serv[ing] one another in love.”

The practical ideaisthis: If | concentrate and think and observe and pray. if | trv to apply Scripture as | discover it,
the effect isthat | will think less often of myself and more often of you. | will work hard to understand what your
needs are. If there is a disagreement between us, I’ [l assume you have something important to say. Every thought |
have that promotes me, 1’1l put you in the same light, to promote you and understand you.

Further, 1"l discover what spiritual gifts| have that allow me to serve the body of Christ. 1’1l look for poor and
needy folks and involve myself with them. I’ [l work on getting over prejudices. I’ll pay less attention to getting
credit. I'll listen more often than | speak. In al of these | will be actively trvinag to serve, to become alover of
others. And what will happen is that my spiritual immune system will be strengthened so that the sinful nature fails
inits efforts to derail and ruin me.

It isapractical choice to serve one another in love. It isactive. You apply it to real arguments, rea needs, red
suffering. How might God use you? Instead of worrying about what you don’t have, what do you have that
someone else could benefit from? And at the end of the day or week or year, you realize that the things that once
made you vulnerable don’t have the same power to do so anymore.

Let'slook at another practical comment in the text regarding this battle between our sinful nature and the Spirit.

L et your Shepherd lead you

Y ou know that the sinful nature in you will never change. The voices won't cease even though they’ re no longer
living. The worst persuasions in you, the preference of yourself above al, are relentless.

Remember the movie Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid? The heroes were lovable outlaws, but eventually those
who were determined to capture them hired an intrepid detective who resolved to finally end the career of Butch
and Sundance. They ran from state to state, from cities to the wilderness, and finally to Colombiato aet away. And
the detective and his men wouldn’t quit. Butch and Sundance were escaping through the mountains at one point,
and they kept asking over and over, “Who are those guys?’ Similarly, the sinful nature inside us never gives up.

What we need is achampion, awarrior who is equally relentless to fight on our side. The Spirit is our champion.
We areto be “led by the Spirit” toward life. Yet in practice thisis difficult. Where is the Spirit? He isinvisible, and
he doesn't leave footprints! By what practica means can we accomplish this?

Psalm 23, the “shepherd psalm,” aives helpful instruction about what it meansto follow the Spirit. It is the best-
loved of al the psalms, perhaps the best-loved passage in al the Bible. People who don’t know any other Scripture
know Psalm 23,

A shepherd is one who goes before his sheep, who leads, protects, instructs, helps, and challenges them. The Spirit
is our Shepherd.

Psalm 23:1 says, “1 shall not bein want.” What an amazing statement! Nothing that you need will be withheld
from you. Y ou might fed jealous of people, wish you had things that you don’t have, fed left behind and hurt. But
if you're following the Shepherd, he will give you everything you need.

“1 will fear no evil....” (verse 4). That too is an extraordinary thing to say. Nothing that you are afraid of —
whatever horrible, vicious, hurtful thing it is—will succeed! If you are following the caring Shepherd, you can
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“walk through the valley of the shadow of death” and fear no evil, because he is with you. His hand, holding the
rod that beats back enemies and pulls you out of thickets, comforts you. Y ou' [l banquet someday in the presence of
your enemies.

“Surelv aoodness and love will follow me...” (verse 6). You're relentlessly pursued by goodness and love! How
extraordinary!

What would it be like to have God give you rest and food and protection? What do you have to stop believing in
order to believe that thisistrue? This familiar, sweet psalm can give practical help to those of us who don’t want
our sinful nature to persuade us, who want the Spirit of God to lead us.

The third item of practical advice isfound in 6:7-10.

Sow to please the Spirit

Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reapswhat he sows. The one who sowsto
please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sowsto please the
Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. Let usnot become weary in doing good, for at the
proper timewewill reap a harvest if we do not give up. Therefore, aswe have opportunity, let
usdo good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.

Thisisthefinal part of Paul’s discussion of the sarx, the sinful nature. Theimagery in thistext is of two different
fertile plots of land in which vou can plant somethina—that is. make choices about how to spend your time and
energy. Depending on what you sow, the outcome is either corruption or life.

But consider: What you are harvesting now was not planted today! What you are harvesting now was planted some
time ago. And most people, when they come to the end of themselves, when they are finally tired of destruction,
ruin, and selfishness, call out to God, “Lord change this! I’'m sick of the messmy lifeisin!” And hewill! But for
the new crop to grow, new seeds need to be planted. Thereisatimelag in this. That's why Paul urgesin verse 9,
“Let us not become weary in doina aood, for at the proper time [in God’ s timel, we will reap a harvest if we do not
give up.” So the healthy choice to make is to begin today to be strong and faithful and quiet and courageous and
obedient, with the expectation that over time life will change.

No one can change the past, but you can start making choices now to be ablessing to others. You can start saying
no to things that are hurtful. Y ou can begin to trust God in areas where you have been unable to before. And the
dav will come when this crop will arow too, and what seemed like a blasted and barren field will become a place
of fruitfulness. The practical choiceisto be willing to wait, to sow some seeds and let them grow. Don’'t grow
weary and give up. Trust God, and what will eventually come is what Paul calls here eternal life.

| want to close with the text of an old hymn, How Firm a Foundation (1):

How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord,
Islaid for your faith in His excellent Word!

What more can He say than to vou He hath said,
To you who for refuge to Jesus have fled?

“Fear not, | amwith thee, O be not dismayed,
For | amthy God, and will still give thee aid;
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I’ll strengthen thee, help thee, and cause thee to stand,
Upheld by my gracious, omnipotent hand.

“When through fiery trials thy pathway shall lie,
My arace, all-sufficient, shall be thy supply:;

The flames shall not hurt thee, | only design
Thy dross to consume, and thy gold to refine.

“ The soul that on Jesus hath |eaned for repose

| will not, I will not desert to his foes;

That soul, though all hell should endeavor to shake,
I’ll never, no never, no never forsake!”

NOTES
(1) Author unknown.
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