July 25, 2010                                                         Galatians 5: 16-26
Prayer: Dear God, Go with us into the study of Paul’s epistle to the Galatians.  Please help us to understand its relevance to our lives. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Renovations

We are renovating the guest bathroom at our house. When we built the house 23 years ago, we knew the room was too small. You can hardly turn around in it. All three children grew up sharing it, and it is amazing to me that no one drowned somebody in the tub in order to decrease the crowds.


No, I guess that couldn’t happen: The valve in the bathtub broke around 1988, and the tub hasn’t held water since.


I imagine the complaining will begin when the children return home and see the expanded new bathroom. I can hear them now. You renovated our bathroom AFTER we moved out??!!  

When my contractor calls and asks about the width of the tile or the type of faucet or the finish of the light fixture or the color of paint, I get all consumed with finding the answer, and I can’t think about anything else. I might as well run to the store immediately because I’m not going to get any work done until I get him situated. A renovation, even a small one, can take over your life.


When I worked for The Greenville News, we had a weekly Homes section. All the reporters took turns doing stories on people’s houses. We complained about them, but secretly I liked going into people’s homes and poking around.

 I loved seeing a bright coral on a living room wall I wouldn’t have dared use. 


 I loved seeing how adventurous artists wrote in calligraphy on their walls or used a different Charleston color in every room or painted doors to use as giant art pieces.

 I loved seeing what do-it-yourselfers managed to do with cast-off furniture they’d literally found in ditches. 

Most of the time, we heard about people with interesting houses from their friends or designers or homes tours. One time a couple called and asked us to do a story on their home. It turned out they had perhaps more money than taste.


For starters, they had spray-painted their lawn bright green. 


On the wall of a guest bedroom, they had an artist paint a mural of flying angels. Upon closer inspection, I realized each angel had the face of a family member.

And my personal favorite: They had covered the fireplace mantle in … gold. It was like, We’ve got all this money and no way to spend it. Oh, I know, let’s just start coating things with gold.                     
        Pat on our staff tells me I have the worst poker face ever. My editors called it my “now-what?” face. I wandered around that house saying, “Now what was behind this decision?”                                          

 One thing I ran into repeatedly while doing home stories was people who were on their fourth or fifth or sixth house. At first, I didn’t get that.  Vince and I built one house, and nobody but the undertaker is going to pry  us out of it. 


If you never move, you never have to unpack the attic.


But I ran into people – quite a few actually – who had designed and built and decorated house after house after house in the same city. It finally occurred to me that they had nothing else to do. They would find things wrong with the house they’d built just 18 months ago so they could sell it and start all over.                                           

There are many, many ways for us to become obsessed with worldly things. It doesn’t have to be a house. It can be cars or dolls or old coins or clothes. It doesn’t even have to be things. We can become obsessed with bike riding or golfing or swimming or dancing or singing or running or working or drinking. The material world has many, many ways we can veer away from the important things in life.


Paul addresses this topic in his letter to the Galatians.


For the first 4 chapters, he pretty much railed against the Galatian Christians for wanting to revert back to the law of Moses that required them to be circumcised. He stressed that Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross freed them from the law. 


In chapter 5, which we talked about last week, he introduced a new concept – that this freedom in Christ should not be used as an opportunity for self-indulgence. He reminded the Galatians that there was still one overriding purpose of the law that Jesus himself voiced: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 


In our passage today, he’s going to explain that a little further.


Galatians 5: 16-26:
         16 Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. 17For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want. 18But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law. 19Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, 20idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, 21envy,* drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. 

22 By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 23gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things. 24And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 25If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. 26Let us not become conceited, competing against one another, envying one another. 

 
Even though we are reading from a relatively modern translation of Paul’s letter, these words that represent “the works of the flesh” are a little old-fashioned. Eugene Peterson translates this list of worldly obsessions in The Message a little differently. He calls them examples of self-interest, of selfishness. 

Here’s Paul’s list in language that’s a lot closer to how we speak today.

 “It is obvious what kind of life develops out of trying to get your own way all the time: repetitive, loveless, cheap sex.

          A stinking accumulation of mental and emotional garbage.


Frenzied and joyless grabs for happiness. 


Trinket gods.


Magic-show religion.

     
Paranoid loneliness.

Cutthroat competition.

All-consuming-yet-never-satisfied-wants.


A brutal temper.


An impotence to love or be loved.


Divided homes and divided lives.


Small-minded and lop-sized pursuits.


The vicious habit of depersonalizing everyone into a rival.


Uncontrolled and uncontrollable addictions.


Ugly parodies of community.


The human vices on this long, long list have one thing in common: They are outgrowths of our humanness, our self-centeredness, our selfishness. I started this sermon with talk of home remodeling and home building because that is an area where we so clearly can get caught up in all-consuming-yet-never satisfied wants.

               It’s so easy to get caught up in wanting, wanting, wanting. And no sooner is one want obtained than another yawns in the future.

         But material wants may not be the vice that tempts you. 
       Maybe your albatross is a stinking accumulation of mental and emotional garbage. How that baggage can weigh us down and prevent us from realizing love and happiness in the present!


Or maybe your problem is uncontrolled and uncontrollable addictions. Nothing has impacted this congregation more. The frenzied chase to satisfy an addiction can not only wipe out the good things in our lives. It can even wipe out some of the bad. It’s hard to be consumed by material wants when all you can think about is your next high.


According to Paul, these things are not just harmless markers of the human condition. They are obstacles to the kingdom of God.


“I am warning you, as I warned you before,” he writes, “those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.”


For a man who has railed against rule-following for five chapters, that’s pretty strong language. 

After delivering this bad news about things we do out of our innate selfishness, Paul then flips and talks about the alternative -- the gifts that come when we live according to God’s plan. The fruits of the Spirit. 

Like the luscious peaches that we are now enjoying because of the nurture and care provided by Upstate farmers, gifts of the Spirit will appear when we live in a manner of selflessness. That is, when we live in a manner of seeking God, of caring for neighbor, of nurturing neighborliness.


We already read Paul’s words. Here’s how Eugene Peterson translates the gifts of the Spirit: Affection for others.

Exuberance about life.


Serenity.


 A willingness to stick with things.


A sense of compassion in the heart.


A conviction that a basic holiness permeates things and people.

         Loyal commitments.


These are not things we do or ways we behave so much as they are truly gifts. They are the results of belonging to Jesus Christ. They are the joys that come when we’re looking beyond the next fix, beyond the next sexual affair, beyond the next paint chip.


I recently read a story in the newspaper that surprised me. Gallup pollsters were looking at levels of well-being according to age. Feelings of well-being were fairly high in the late teens, but then dipped sharply through age 25. They then meandered a bit, dropping off until age 50. That’s when feelings of well-being start to rise again.


By age 75, the levels were back up to where they were in the late teens. And they kept getting better until age 85.


A study by the Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Science at Stony Brook University in New York found the same thing – that older people felt less stress and anger than people in their 20s, and reported greater feelings of enjoyment and happiness. At a time of life we might expect declining health, limitations on what our bodies can do, perhaps even boredom, people reported a greater sense of well-being than when they were young and healthy.

 
Researchers were surprised and don’t have the whys down pat. We can make some conjectures: Older people are out from under the pressures of work. Maybe they don’t worry so much about what they look like or how much they weigh or what they wear. Maybe their increased wisdom allows them a broader perspective.


But I think it may also have to do with an easing of those all-consuming-yet-never-satisfied wants. The kind of want that makes someone think the next media room, the newest refrigerator, the latest patio is going to finally make it right.


 Ironically, we are a congregation of contrasts: Many in this place may obsess over the possessions in their homes while others don’t have homes to obsess over. And yet none of us is immune to the warning in Paul’s list of fleshly behaviors: Addiction. Quarreling. A brutal temper. Loneliness. An inability to love or be loved.


 Some of these things we can stop on our own. Some we cannot. Some are simply bad, spoiled fruit that results from a life lived far from the Spirit.


Our choice is whether to dwell among the ruined, decaying fruit that lies rotting on the ground or to reach for the fruits of the Spirit by accepting the gift that is Jesus Christ. 



Amen.   
