TEXT: Galatians 5:22-23PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Fruit of the Spirit #4: Longsuffering


The fruit of the Spirit is our current study.  Thus far, we've learned: (1) Every believer bears it; (2) he bears all of it; and (3) he bears it because he is indwelt by the Holy Spirit.  Three "fruits" have been examined: "love, joy, and peace".  Now, with God's blessing, we take up the fourth:


"The fruit of the Spirit is longsuffering".

WHAT IS IT?


"Longsuffering" means "long tempered".   We all know what a "short-tempered" man is.  He is irritable, quick to take offense, and hard to make up with.  The longsuffering person is the opposite of that man.  In the words of James, he is "swift to hear, slow to speak, and slow to wrath".  


Like the other "fruits of the Spirit", longsuffering is more than a word or an idea.  It is a real thing.  It is an attribute of God.  "The LORD is slow to anger" said the prophet.  Yes He is; Israel knew that, for "about forty years He put up with their ways in the wilderness".  Tempted "ten times", He did not lash out at His people and destroy them.  Why not?  Because He was slack or powerless or didn't care?  Not at all!  But because He is 


"THE LORD, the LORD God,


Merciful and gracious,


Longsuffering and abundant


in goodness and truth".


The longsuffering of God was on display in Jesus Christ.  Did our Lord ever become angry?  Yes He did.  But what's striking to me is how rarely He got mad.  His enemies slandered Him; strangers wouldn't leave Him alone; His best friends didn't believe Him half the time.  Yet He wasn't an aggravated all the time; He wasn't bitter; He wasn't looking for a fight.  If anyone had the right to be angry all the time, it was our Lord.  Yet the Prophet described Him quite differently.


"He was oppressed and afflicted;


yet He opened not His mouth".


A man who watched Him closely said,


"He endured a contradiction 


of sinners".


God's longsuffering is felt in our daily lives.  The Holy Spirit may be "grieved"--but not too easily, it seems.  Think about it: If the Spirit were irritable and quick to take offense, He'd be grieved with us every minute of every day.   But He isn't.  The Holy Spirit is patient.  In the days of Noah, God said, "My Spirit shall not always strive with men".  And He didn't, of course, but before down the flood on them, He strove another 120 years!  How patient is God's Spirit.  With all men.  And especially with believers.  As Peter said, we ought to 


"Account that the longsuffering


of our Lord is salvation".


"Longsuffering", though perfect in God, may be seen in ordinary people.  Take Moses, for example.  Was anyone more provoked than he?  The constant murmuring; the resentment of his leadership; the unbelief; the idolatry.  Yet he isn't petty and bitter and cranky.  He is "the meekest man on the earth".  


Paul is another example.  Think of how his friends treated him.  They competed with him; they used him; they made fun of his preaching; they said he was a big bluff; they forsook him with he needed them most.  He is hurt by their unkindness, but he doesn't turn from them in disgust.  


"I will very gladly spend


and be spent for you,


though the more I love you,


the less I am loved by you".


Why didn't Moses and Paul just "give up" on their people?  Because they were "longsuffering", that's why.  


"Longsuffering" may be confused with weakness or apathy.  Nothing bothers the indifferent man because he doesn't care about anything.  The coward may care about things, but is too scared to speak out.  


Is that "longsuffering"?  It isn't.  It is not a weakness of mind or body.  It is a strength very few possess.  God has it, of course,  "The LORD is slow to anger and great in power" says Nahum.  "Slow to anger because of His great power of self-control".  Some men are this way too.  


"He who is slow to anger is better than the mighty;


And he who rules his spirit than he who


takes a city".


Nebuchadnezzar could bring everything under his control.  Everything but himself.  Thus, the great king was a weak man.  


This is what "longsuffering" is and what it looks like. 

WHAT ARE THE OBJECTS OF LONGSUFFERING?


The Lord wants us to be patient.  What are we to be patient about?   The New Testament has two words translated "patient".  One means "to bear up under a load".  The "load" is things.  Be patient with annoying circumstances; don't get mad when your tire goes flat or you toilet backs up.  That is important, but not the word used here.


No, this word refers to annoying people.  Paul knows that some people get on your nerves.  What they do; how they talk; what they are, even, is irritating to you.  My wife and I once had a conversation:

MP: "You know, there's only one thing I don't like about him".

GP: "What's that?"

MP: "His existence".


Does this sound familiar?  Don't some people aggravate you?   Some of them belong to Jesus Christ.  We don't like to admit it, but it's true.  This is not unique to us.  Believers in the New Testament felt that way about each other too.  That's why Paul commands us to "Forbear one another in love" and to "Forbear and forgive one another".  It's why he says "Love suffers long and is kind".  The Lord wants us to "be patient toward all men".  He wants us to "Cover a multitude of sins with love".  


This means: Some people are never going to change.  Yet we must live with them, in love, just as they are.


Our Lord once said, "the poor you have with you always".   And not just the poor.  The "annoying" will be with us till the Second Coming, too.


I know a man under formal church discipline for being a nut. Is he a nut?  No doubt about it!  But he's not wicked or unbelieving or impenitent--nothing like that.  He's just a kook.    What does the Lord want us to do with such people?  Formally exclude them?  Or informally?  That's not what the Bible says.  It says "Comfort the feeble-minded, support the weak, be patient toward all".  


For the believer, patience is no option.  Do we want the Lord to be patient with us?  If so, we must be patient with others.  "If you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father in heaven forgive your trespasses".  


To put it another way: If you don't put up with annoying people, God won't put up with you!  


"Blessed are the merciful,


For they shall obtain mercy".

WHAT IS THE SOURCE OF LONGSUFFERING?


How do you become patient?  It is not the result of discipline.  That has it's place, of course.  Self-control can help you to not say bad things or do bad things.  And as far as it goes, that is very good.


But it doesn't go far enough.  For patience is not lodged in the tongue or in the fist, but in the heart.  No discipline can change the heart; programs don't "conform you to the image of God's Dear Son".  


Only the Holy Spirit can make you patient.  How does He do it?  In two ways. 


Firstly, He brings Christ to mind.  You cannot meditate on your Savior and be irritable at the same time.  Paul puts it this way:


"Therefore as the elect of God, holy and beloved, put on tender mercies, kindness, humbleness of mind, meekness, longsuffering; bearing with one another and forgiving one another, if anyone has a complaint against one another; even as Christ forgave you, you so you also must do" (Colossians 3:12-13).  


In the same context, he adds:


"Seek those things which are above, where Christ is...For you died and your life is hidden with Christ in God...Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly...And whatever you do, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus".  


The Apostle does not see your "salvation" in Christ and your "holiness" in the Law, in self-control, in pastoral oversight, and so on.  He sees everything in Christ! 


The fullness of Christ is given to you through the Holy Spirit.  This means--if you want to be patient--you must not grieve the Spirit, but yield to His holy influence. 


This is the Spirit's #1 work: bringing Christ to mind.  


His second work is less pleasant than this one, but  necessary.  The Holy Spirit helps you to become more patient with annoying people by bringing more of them into your life! 


"Tribulation works patience".   


If you want big biceps, you've got to lift big weights.  If you want big patience, you've got to meet big pains-in-the-neck!  The Holy Spirit will help you here!  These are the kind of people He loves to regenerate and bring into the Church!

WHAT IS OUR RESPONSIBILITY?


"Longsuffering" is a "fruit of the Spirit".  It is His work.  This does not mean, however, that we have no responsibility in the matter.  "We are workers together with Him".  


What do we do?  


If God's Spirit makes us patient by bringing Christ to mind, it is our duty read about Christ in the Bible to listen to Christ-centered sermons, and to pray for the eyes to see Him.  If you want a proof-text, I've got a good one, II Corinthians 3:18:  


"But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as by the Spirit of the Lord".  



If the Spirit makes us patient by bringing annoying people into our lives, it is our duty to meet them, to spend time with them, and to stick with them.  


There was a lot of tension in the Early Church, chiefly between the Jews and the Gentiles.  It is easy to see why: their cultures were radically different.  The Hebrew ladies would huddle up and say, "You know what Claudia brought to the love feast?  Pork chops!"   


The Gentiles would reply, "There they go again, the fussy daughters of Sarah!"  


It would have been easy for the Apostles to "accept reality" and tell the churches to peacefully divide.  But they said no such thing.  They knew that being in contact with irritating believers is good for the soul.  


"The fruit of the Spirit is longsuffering".  God give us this grace, for Christ's sake.  Amen.  

