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Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. 
Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying each other.



Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be temp​ted. 
Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. 
If anyone thinks he is something when he is nothing, he de​ceives himself. 
Each one should test his own actions. Then he can take pride in himself, without comparing himself to somebody else, 
for each one should carry his own load.



Anyone who receives instruction in the Word must share all good things with his instructor.



Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. 
The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. 
Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. 
There​fore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.


After my mother died, my sister and I needed to go through everything.  One thing we found was a packet of letters which my father and mother wrote to each other before they were married.  Dad was in the Marines and wrote back to Mom.  Of course, it was difficult for my sister and I to think that our parents had ever been so young, unmarried, very much in love, and writing letters.  Especially my father, who read little and wrote nothing when I knew him, but here he had written letter after letter to his bride-to-be!  Shirley and I did much the same thing during the summer before we were married, when she was in Milwaukee and I was in Florida.


During a couple years of grade school, my oldest cousin and I exchanged letters.  We wrote in one of several simple codes.  Perhaps each letter was re​placed by the letter which came next in the alphabet, or two letters off.  Anyway, I would send off a letter in code to Gale, and she could decipher the letter, and write one back in the same code, or perhaps a different code for me to decipher.


What joy there was in receiving a letter in the mail!  There was no pre​dicting how long it would take for the letter to arrive.  But then there was the joy of tearing open the letter, or carefully slitting it open.  You could admire the outside of the envelope first, the handwriting, the return address, the kind of stamp used, the postmark.  I had a number of foreign pen pals in those years, and the markings on the outside of an air mail letter were especially interesting.


It is very rare to receive such letters today.  The art of letter writing has become a lost art, pretty much replaced by email.  There can, of course, be joy in receiving an email, especially if you know what it is about.  I receive many emails that are simply replies to previous emails, and often the previous email is copied below, so I can read down and be reminded of the context for the reply.  Some​times, of course, other people have senior moments, just like me, and I don’t know what they’re talking about.  The most common mistake, it seems, is to promise an attachment, and then forget to attach it.  To me, it seems that texting is almost always out of context.


The apostle Paul wrote a letter to his good friends in the Galatian cities of Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe.  This is almost the end of his letter.  Right after this, Paul writes, “See what large letters I use as I write to you with my own hand!” Ga6v11.  What Paul means with those words is not certain.  The usual ex​pla​nation is this: Paul used a secretary, to whom he dictated the contents of the letter.  Then, Paul would take the letter and read it himself, to see if it was what he intended to say.  Then he would finish the letter himself.  His secretary had very clear handwriting, but Paul’s handwriting was different.  Here he wrote in much larger sized handwriting than his secretary did.  Elsewhere, he claimed that his own handwriting at the end of the letter was one piece of evidence that the letter really was from him.


Paul’s letters neatly divide into parts, usually into two parts: there is the doctrinal section, and there is the practical section.  Paul wrote his letters for a reason, usually doctrinal, which he dealt with.  Then Paul tacked on a practical section, applying the doctrine to their lives.  In Galatia, the doctrinal problem Paul addressed dominates the letter.  He tackles it right after his greeting to them in the first chapter.  He clearly states the doctrine, reviews some historical arguments against it, illustrates the doctrine, proves it from Old Testament statements, and applies that doctrine to their lives.  Salvation is only through faith in Jesus, not at all by our works.  Works that are pleasing to God are not done to win His favor, but rather are done in gratitude because we already have His favor.


This particular doctrinal matter is so much on Paul’s mind that he returns to it again at the end of his letter.  He writes:


Those who want to make a good impression outwardly are trying to compel you to be circumcised. The only reason they do this is to avoid being persecuted for the cross of Christ. Not even those who are circumcised obey the law, yet they want you to be cir​cumcised that they may boast about your flesh. May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is a new creation. Peace and mercy to all who follow this rule, even to the Israel of God.


Finally, let no one cause me trouble, for I bear on my body the marks of Jesus. Ga6v11-17.
ÈÅ_I wonder if with the last words Paul is referring to the scars he received in the Galatian city of Lystra when they threw rocks at him until they thought he was dead.


The section before us this morning from the last chapter of Paul’s letter to the Galatians contains a number of what appear to be random thoughts.  That is not unusual at the end of one of Paul’s letters.  He tells us to “live by the Spi​rit,” not the sinful nature, reminding us of what we looked at last week.  He encou​rages us to care for each other.  Each of us have the burden of our sins.  How helpful it is when others help us with that burden.  He tells us, “Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.”  In slightly different words, he tells us that “each one should carry his own load.”  We are to help each other with our burdens, but we are not to be a burden to others.  When we remember the burdens we bear and the sins we have committed, we will also remain humble, and we can stop comparing ourselves to other people all the time.


Martin Luther suggests that when Nicodemus came to Jesus at night, it was with the goal of gently correcting Jesus.  He felt, Luther suggests, that Jesus needed some instruction so that He could improve the way He was saying things.  Nicodemus was certainly surprised by what Jesus said to him, and by the way Jesus said those things to him.  Nicodemus was surprised to find that he was the one who was being gently corrected by the Master Teacher, Jesus.


He tells us, “Anyone who receives instruction in the Word must share all good things with his instructor.”  Those are good words to remem​ber as school begins again.


“Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life.”  “Reap,” of course, does not mean “earn.”  We do not receive eternal life in any way as a reward for what we have done, but rather as a gift from our Savior.  But we should not think that there are not con​sequences from our actions.  If we yield to our sinful natures, the only possible consequence for us from that is destruction.


Probably the most familiar words from this section are the last ones.  “Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. There​fore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.”  It has been pointed out that our whole welfare system in this country is necessary because these particular words of our Lord are not put into practice by Christians.  If we did good to all people, especially to our fellow believers, there would be much less need for any kind of government assistance.  Then much of the abuse of the system would be set aside.


In a Christmas sermon, Martin Luther described people who wished that they had been there in Bethlehem when the little Baby, our Savior, was born in poverty in the barn.  They say that they would have gladly helped Mary and Joseph with the Baby and made sure that Baby Jesus lacked nothing He needed.  If only they had been there in Bethlehem!  Luther liked to point out to them that they did not live in Bethlehem, but they did live in Wittenberg, Germany, and there were lots of people in need right there.  If they would not help those in need whom God had placed right in front of their noses, their claims to want to have helped Jesus sounded rather hollow.  There were plenty of Baby Jesuses for them to help right there in Wittenberg, or right here in Imlay City.  Those God wants us to help are the ones He has placed right in front of our noses.


I can’t promise that you are going to receive a letter in the mail, especially one handwritten.  I have heard that they are no longer teaching handwriting in school, so that that too will soon become a lost art, and the old handwritten let​ters will become undecipherable.  I can’t even promise how long the post office will continue delivering the mail, which consists, it seems, of 95% junk mail anyway.  But here is a letter which God in heaven has had written out for you, addressed to you, and sent to you for your reading and study.  He writes about the things He knows are important for us.  Next week, we’ll look at a section from another letter of Paul, this one written to the Ephesians.  Amen.
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