
Galatians 5 v 22 The fruit of the Spirit is patience
Introduction

‘I want patience and I want it now’! We live in a materialistic culture that with hire-purchase and endless other forms of credit allegedly takes the ‘waiting out of wanting’. The question to ask in such a context is this: are people happier now than half a century ago when credit was so hard to obtain? All the popular surveys suggest that people are less content with their lot in life and their material possessions than the equivalent generation back then. This virtue is probably by necessity more commonly found in less materially prosperous cultures, unless they have been corrupted by experiencing too much Western television and internet communications. It is likely that most people acknowledge that they have a problem in exhibiting this fruit of the Spirit in their lives, but the extent of the problem is likely to be much deeper than would be comfortable to acknowledge. The corrosive impact of our culture means that Christians are just as likely as anyone else to be affected by this challenge. 
1. The meaning of ‘patience’  
The Authorised Version translated this word (makrothymia) as long-suffering whereas all the newer versions render it as patience. It is a word that points to an attitude that should be displayed primarily towards other people, but also on occasions with respect to events. It can be wrongly understood as the only virtue listed here that we excel in by doing nothing! There is of course an element of truth here because sometimes our displays of impatience or even worse a lack of self-control is deeply regrettable and considerably worse than keeping our council. However, it is only one aspect of this word that is covered by our deliberate determination not to respond inappropriately when we might be sorely tempted to do so- and sometimes with a degree of apparent justification! A very similar word in the English language is forbearance and they are primarily concerned with our responses to the inappropriate attitudes, speech or actions of other people. Our word translated patience could literally be rendered ‘long-minded’, that is the ability to delay making a response to a person or people who are trying to provoke us into an inappropriate response. Paul addresses this subject in Colossians 3:12-13: Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 13 Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. The man or woman of God displaying evidence of this fruit will be willing to take the necessary time to resolve whatever issues ‘are on the table’. The temptation to resort to quick fixes so prevalent in our culture must be resisted by gracious humble engagement with the other person or people to bring about an appropriate settlement of the outstanding issues. Are you / am I known as a person who will act in this way? This is one flavour of agape love that will be discerned in the life of a mature disciple of Jesus.
    There is another word used in the New Testament that has some similarities to the one listed here by the apostle Paul, (the Greek word hypomone) which is best translated as endurance or steadfastness. This second word is usually used with reference to handling circumstances or events rather than people. It includes both the idea of acceptance of circumstances that are being faced in a realistic way, but also a steadfastness and determination to live for God or to continue serving Him despite the challenges. The apostle Paul was over the course of his ministry one of the best examples of this Christian grace. In his final letter to Timothy he wrote:  You, however, know all about my teaching, my way of life, my purpose, faith, patience, love, endurance,11 persecutions, sufferings – what kinds of things happened to me in Antioch, Iconium and Lystra, the persecutions I endured. Yet the Lord rescued me from all of them (II Timothy 3:10-11).  This list of Paul includes both the patience with people which he developed over time after a rocky start (see Acts 15:36-39 concerning his fall-out with Barnabas over John Mark), together with his amazing endurance of all kinds of hardships for the sake of the gospel. The growth in this grace in Paul’s life is a reminder to us that if he could overcome that serious weakness in his life we too can grow more like our Lord and Saviour when we sense our own weaknesses and resolve to become more like Him in that aspect of our Christian discipleship. 
2. Our model – the patience of Jesus
(a)Displayed in His resistance of temptation Prior to the launch of His public ministry and following His baptism by John the Baptist in the River Jordan, Jesus spent forty days alone in the desert. It was there that He was tested about the nature of His calling through the temptations laid before Him by the devil. All three temptations were opportunities to take short-cuts in living the way He ought to do for God the Father while here on earth. The first was to overcome the struggle to find sufficient daily food by using His miraculous powers to turn stones into bread. In effect would Jesus seek to make life much easier for Himself? However, had He done so how could He be a role model for us because we cannot exercise all the powers He did by virtue of being God in human flesh? Philippians 2 reminds us that Jesus gave up the independent exercise of His divine powers, relying exclusively on the enabling power of the Holy Spirit to accomplish all He had to do – as we also need to do as well. This makes the words of Hebrews 4:14-16 so powerful. Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has ascended into heaven, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. 15 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to feel sympathy for our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet He did not sin. 16 Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need. A second temptation was to throw Himself off a high point in the Jerusalem Temple so that an angel of God could save Him. The devil even misquoted Scripture to support that outrageous proposal. Jesus though was not looking for fame or notoriety, but as a humble servant leader of God’s people rejected gimmicks or stunts to promote His mission. God’s work would be done God’s way. The third temptation to misuse His power to pressure people to follow Him possibly by military means, as the Pharisees envisaged the Messiah doing when He came was also rejected. The kingdom of God would be promoted by teaching God’s Word, by modeling a way of life; of enduring opposition and difficulties and ultimately giving His life as a sacrifice in the place of sinners on the cross. No public relations firm would have tried to sell such a mission! However, Jesus was determined to fulfil His calling. Isaiah 42:1-4 is one of Isaiah’s prophetic passages about the coming Servant of the Lord. ‘Here is My servant, whom I uphold, My chosen one in whom I delight; I will put My Spirit on Him, and He will bring justice to the nations. 2 He will not shout or cry out, or raise His voice in the streets. 3 A bruised reed He will not break, and a smouldering wick He will not snuff out. In faithfulness He will bring forth justice; 4He will not falter or be discouraged till He establishes justice on earth. In His teaching the islands will put their hope.’  This was prophesied of Jesus?  Did He teach and live this way?   
(b) Revealed in His public teaching How was the kingdom of God described in His teaching? There are numerous stories from the experience of His listeners. In Mark 4 we see the parable of the sower who patiently and diligently sows the seed with a sincere hope that it will produce in time a harvest, but who does what he can but waits patiently for a harvest. Another shorter parable was about a growing seed and a farmer who does all he can to prepare for a potential harvest but has to wait to see the outcome of his labours. The other parable in that chapter was of the mustard seed which grows from a tiny seed into a large bush- but again only over time. Much patience had to be exercised before that seed grew into something on which the birds would feel comfortable perching or gaining shade from its branches. The teaching of Jesus is consistent is consistent with one who came as a humble servant of the Lord.
(c) Manifested in the events prior to His crucifixion How did Jesus behave at the most pressured time of His earthly life, in the days and hours prior to His crucifixion? The kangaroo court of a trial was drawing to its unjust conclusion – how did He respond? Mark 14:61 states: But Jesus remained silent and gave no answer. Or later on when some began to spit at Him; they blindfolded Him, struck Him with their fists, and said, ‘Prophesy!’ And the guards took Him and beat Him (Mark 14:65). How did He react to the mocking of the soldiers (Mark 15:18-20)? While hanging in agony on the cross He was insulted by the other people hanging on crosses (Luke23:39). Luke reminds us that: The people stood watching, and the rulers even sneered at Him. They said, ‘He saved others; let Him save Himself if He is God’s Messiah, the Chosen One.’ 36 The soldiers also came up and mocked Him. They offered Him wine vinegar 37 and said, ‘If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself.’ How did He react? Did He given them both barrels for their outrageous abusive behavior? No! Luke 23:34a states: Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.  Was He exercising godly patience in the very worst of circumstances? Yes He certainly was. This example is commended to us in other passages of the New Testament.  Hebrews 12:1b-3: And let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us, 2 fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy that was set before Him He endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 3 Consider Him who endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart. Peter very clearly commends Jesus as our role model in I Peter 2:21-23: But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God. 21 To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in His steps. 22 ‘He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in His mouth.’ 23 When they hurled their insults at Him, He did not retaliate; when He suffered, He made no threats. Instead, He entrusted Himself to Him who judges justly. Is this how you and I are seeking to live in community with one another?  Is this how we are seeking to live for the Lord in our homes and families; in our work places and social settings as well as in church life? How important is it to model this characteristic in our relationships with other people?  Paul praying this request for the Christians in Thessalonica: May the Lord direct your hearts into God’s love and Christ’s perseverance (II Thessalonians 3:5). Jesus says follow Me.  Are we following in His footsteps?  
3. Our calling to display patience
(a)Patience in our relationship with God Most of us at some time or other have struggled to be patience as we bring issues to the Lord. We want to see things settled in days or weeks when sometimes things take months or years. There can be many reasons why this is the case. Often we know only part of the picture not the whole of it. Another obvious factor to which we can be blind in our contemporary culture is the obsession with instant responses. In an age of 24 hour television far too much ‘information’ is out there much of it ill considered and unhelpful. Take for example, the current American Presidential election process from the primary campaigns within the parties to the final two candidates, the hasty tweets or speeches that have characterized the campaign throughout have demeaned the process and their country in the eyes of the world. In a number of the Psalms the writer reveals frustration and possibly anger, and certainly appears to be distressed that God has not answered a prayer request in a particular way. For example, the unknown author of Psalm 44:23-24: Awake, O Lord! Why do you sleep? Rouse Yourself! Do not reject us for ever. Why do You hide Your face and forget our misery and oppression? Asaph, the Temple worship leader and song writer wrote Psalm 73 after having come through a time of heartache and bitterness over the conduct of some other people he believed were ‘arrogant’ and ‘wicked (Psalm 73:3); we are unclear exactly what he is referring to in the conduct of other people, but it becomes much more serious for him because it was damaging him. He admitted: …my heart was grieved and my spirit embittered (Psalm 73:21). God enabled him in time to release his emotions and come through these damaging circumstances and return to his ministry. However, we must recognize that God works on a very different timescale to us. II Peter 3:8-9: But do not forget this one thing, dear friends. With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day. The Lord is not slow in keeping His promises, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance. The Old Testament prophet Habakkuk also had a problem with the apparent inactivity of God in the face of great need in the world. However, he came to grasp his need of patience before God (Habakkuk 2:3). King David, the author of many Psalms came to see very clearly his need to wait patiently before God. Psalm 37:7: Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for Him; do not fret when men succeed in their ways…; Psalm 40, written after he had come through a time of deep struggles and possibly even some depression, commends this approach to his readers.  I waited patiently for the Lord; He turned to me and heard my cry. He lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire; He set my feet on a rock and gave me a firm place to stand. He put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise to our God (Psalm 40:1-2). It did not happen overnight. David was encouraging those who read and sang about his experience in this Psalm to trust God to help them come through their own time of trials. Is anyone here needing God’s help to bring you through something with which you have been struggling? David’s testimony is that in time we can be restored to our former selves in relationship with the Lord.

     However, what is being commended here is not a call to God’s people to wait around in inactivity hoping for God to change our emotions or circumstances. Psalm 130 is a great Psalm to reflect on as we consider how we move forward in difficult times.  Out of the depths I cry to You, O Lord; O Lord, hear my voice. Let Your ear be attentive to my cry for mercy.  If You O Lord, kept a record of sins, O Lord, who could stand? But with You there is forgiveness; therefore You are feared. I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in His word I put my hope. My soul waits for the Lord more than watchmen wait for the morning; more than watchmen wait for the morning... (Psalm 130:1-6). Here is a call to activity; the anonymous author has recognized that he too is a sinner and totally dependent on God’s grace. Whatever events have happened in his life he claims God’s amazing grace to the undeserving and asks God to renew him within. He releases his feelings against the person or people he believes have said or done wrong – possibly against him? And says Lord help me to get back in a right place with You and other people. Remember the wonderful promise God gave to the crushed Israelite exiles in Babylon who had lost any hope for the future.  This wonderful promise is for us as well in Isaiah 40, in which God promises to renew and strengthen afresh His people. …those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not be weary, they will walk and not be faint (Isaiah 40:31). It is not an overnight miracle- but a promise over time of God’s renewal and restoration. 
(b) Patience with other people In I Corinthians 13:4 Paul wrote: Love is patient… In his letter to the Church at Ephesus he wrote: Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love (Ephesians 4:2). In similar fashion he wrote to the Church at Colossae to clothe themselves with all kind of virtues remarkably similar to the list of the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5 including …patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you (Colossians 3:12b-13). In his letter to the Church at Thessalonica Paul’s advice included …be patient with everyone (I Thessalonians 5:14). There are a number of biblical commands and exhortations repeated numerous times in the Bible. This is not an accident or an oversight. It is usually a big hint that it will be a struggle for followers of Jesus to consistently act in this way, but through the power of the Holy Spirit we can get better at being patient with one another –if we are serious about wanting to honour the Lord in this way. In each area of our lives we will have significant tests in this and other character qualities. One person may be a model saint behaving perfectly at church, but be a most difficult person to live with at home; another may be fine at home and in social settings, but an extremely challenging and unpleasant boss or manager in the workplace. Others of us may have our greatest struggles with patience when behind the wheel of a car or some other vehicle! Anyone who is portraying themselves in angelic terms without any struggles with patience is either a hermit on a desert island or an exceptional individual worthy of a halo or a person with no self-awareness. The overwhelming majority of us know that we have real struggles at times. The reality is that God created us as social creatures. There are people we easily and naturally get on with without any effort at all and others with whom we struggle to relate at the best of times. This is something we need to be aware of so that we can make the greatest efforts at maintaining this Christian grace with those with whom we find relationships difficult. 
       It is vital we develop a strong sense of understanding ourselves and the social contexts where we have the greatest struggles. Some of us are very organized and like our clearly defined schedules. A person with this strength might struggle with another person or people interrupting our plans. It can be a phone call or a knock at the door; it can be a needy colleague at work who needs support in some way or other. There are many contexts where this could be an issue. If this is an issue for us we need to take time to reflect on why we are having difficulties in having a degree of flexibility in our routines. It might be simply a need to give a few minutes here and there to other people; on the other hand we might need to plan a more realistic schedule of what we can accomplish in any given day if this has become a major issue for us. There is a place for good planning ahead of time that enables us to block out time for the most important things in any given week and then allow ourselves to build in some time that is more flexible. Jesus was exceptionally busy in His daily routine yet He also managed to carve out the necessary time for people who sought Him out. He blocked out time away with His disciples for rest and recuperation, but sometimes the best laid plans did not work out. However, Jesus seemed to handle it with remarkable patience and calmness. In Mark 6:30-37 we have an excellent illustration of Jesus planning some time out with His followers, but it had to be delayed by a large crowd of people who sought out Jesus and for whom He worked the miracle known as the ‘feeding of the five thousand’. The time alone with God and rest had been delayed, but our Lord was able both to plan a schedule and be flexible enough to make the necessary changes. 

      In life all of us will receive praise and criticism for the things we say and do. The majority of both the positive and negative comments on our efforts will never reach our ears. However, it is some that do either directly or indirectly with which we may struggle. Our temperaments are very significant here. There are some thick-skinned abrasive people whose interaction with other people is similar to the feelings we might experience by hugging a porcupine or a hedgehog. They might be perfectly happy for other people to be blunt-speaking with them, because that is their normal approach. At the other end of the scale there are people who are deeply sensitive to how other people think and are aware of the implications of speaking or acting in particular ways. It will be natural for them when offering fair criticism to another person to accompany it with some praise for something that person has done, to make the point that it is the speech or actions they are concerned about – it is not an attack on the individual themselves as a person. All of us need critical reflection on the things we do. This can significantly improve what we say and do. The question to face is this: how quick am I to rush in to defend myself when someone makes a critical comment- rather than truly listening and understanding the point being made. Genuine considered appraisal rightly understood and reflected on can be a means to significant personal growth- but only if we are serious and humble enough to believe that someone else might have a good reason for raising concerns with us. How we handle criticism from others will be a significant test of our producing the flavour of patience in our love for one another.  Do I need to reflect on how I can make greater progress in the areas of my life where I am struggling to exercise this grace?    
(c) Patience with ourselves Someone may be doing well in their attitudes and relationships with other people yet still be struggling to be patient with themselves. Paul told the Christians in Colossae he was praying for them. What was he praying for? ...that you may live a life worthy of the Lord  and may please Him in every way, bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God, being strengthened with all power according to His glorious might so that you may have great endurance and patience…(Colossians 1:10-11). We sometimes need to remember Aesop’s fable about the race between the tortoise and the hare. It is not always those who rush off furiously at the beginning who win the longer races. In many spheres of life steady patient perseverance accomplishes far more than might be accomplished by other approaches. William Carey, the great Baptist missionary in India wrote in a letter to his nephew these words: ‘I can plod. That is my only genius. I can persevere in any definite pursuit. To this I owe everything;’ (S Pearce Carey, William Carey, p. 23) Paul wrote: Be… patient in affliction (Romans 12:12). He commended the Christians in Thessalonica for their perseverance and faith in all the persecution and trials you are enduring (II Thessalonians 1:4b). John in his opening remarks in the book of Revelation referred to himself as: your brother and companion in the suffering and kingdom and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus… (Revelation 1:9a). In Jesus’ solemn discourse about the end times He warned His readers that he who stands firm to the end will be saved (Matthew 24:13). Patience and perseverance go together as complementary graces. James towards the end of his letter gave this exhortation: Be patient then. Brothers, until the Lord’s coming. See how the farmer waits for the land to yield its valuable crop and how patient He is for the autumn and spring rains. You too be patient and stand firm, because the Lord’s coming is near (James 5:7-8). Has the Lord prompted you today about a situation in which or a person with whom you need to exercise greater patience? May God help us to demonstrate this fruit of the Spirit in our lives, for Jesus’ sake, Amen.    
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