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BEARING ONE ANOTHER’S BURDENS

(Galatians 6:1-5)

TEXT: 

SUBJECT:  Love in action.



F.C.F:    Who says I can make it on my own?
PROPOSITION:  Because God made us for each other, we 
must carry one another’s burdens.
APPLICATION: 
INTRODUCTION:


A.  What I neglected to say this morning is that one of the reasons why this is such an opportune moment for the church to be the church is that the false gods are failing.  That in which people have been placing their hope, and finding their happiness, and leaning on for support, that is all being revealed for the false hope that it is.  Because of the economic collapse, money and prosperity are producing disappointment and disillusionment.  Technology is leading to emptiness and disconnectedness.  And it’s not simply that technology fails from time to time, like the meltdown of Zune music players.  A recent study at UCLA demonstrates how technology continues to erode our social skills as we learn to interact with machines but forget how to interact with other people.  And entertainment is leading to isolation as we are enamored with fictional and unreal stories and neglect the stories of other people, and we neglect God’s story, the great drama of the ages and our place in it.  


The false gods which used to be so glittering and bright offering hope and happiness and the promise of unending joy, these false gods are being exposed, and the result is disillusionment, emptiness, and isolation.  


B.  One of the severely negative effects of our technological culture is this isolation.  People are disconnected.  The result is a biting loneliness and a lack of social support.  True communion, fellowship, even friendship are increasingly rare, and people often substitute more technology, more entertainment, or more transient relationships to fill the void.  Some are seriously proposing the production of lifelike robots to create simulated friends, with artificial intelligence that simulates caring and compassion, even love.  

And some are even able to buy friends.  A few years ago I took part in a graduate seminar on the subject of Pastoral Counseling. One thing we learned, however, is that no matter what a counselor believed or understood about life, no matter how skilled he or she was, the single most effective component to getting through problems was having a good friend.  One study was cited (if I recall it was the 1952 study by Eysenck) which followed hundreds of people being counseled by hundreds of counselors representing dozens of different approaches to psychology.  And the remarkable finding was that those who were being counseled were no better off than those who for the same year received no counseling at all for their problems.  In other words, the counseling had no effect.  The same study found that what did make a difference was if those being counseled had a good relationship with their counselor, or if those who were not being counseled had a good friend to talk to.  


Another student in the seminar class made the observation that lower-income people tend to have lots of friends they rely on, while upper-income people tend to buy their friends, hiring counselors to listen to them.  


Sociologist Philip Reiff in his book The Triumph of the Therapeutic (p. 32) writes, “In sociological terms, psychoanalysis became what we shall call the symbolic mode of a ‘negative community.’  It is held together by the analytic attitude, as most moderns are who think too much about themselves.  Psychoanalysis is yet another method of learning how to endure the loneliness produced by culture.”

What much of this psychological therapy may do is to create an artificial relationship which is strictly controlled, distanced, and lopsided.  In such a relationship, one person talks and the other listens.  The counselee almost always talks about himself, and the therapist almost never does.  What’s more, the relationship takes place in an office, under rigorously controlled time limits, and, the counselor avoids all social contact with the counselee, a constant reminder that the counselee is not really talking to a friend.  Finally, the relationship invariably involves a fee, which is another proof that this is not really a friendship.  Some suggest that the result is to guarantee that this therapeutic relationship will only reinforce isolation and loneliness.  

B.  All this is not to disparage the place of  counselors, but to highlight the truth that you need friends, AND DON’T MISS THIS ONE, YOU NEED TO BE A FRIEND TO OTHERS.  This leads us into our Scripture for this evening on bearing one another’s burdens: Galatians 6:1-5 (English Standard Version).  


“1  Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted. 2  Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ. 3  For if anyone thinks he is something, when he is nothing, he deceives himself. 4  But let each one test his own work, and then his reason to boast will be in himself alone and not in his neighbor. 5  For each will have to bear his own load.”
I.  THE NEED FOR BURDEN-BEARING.


A.  And how could we have missed it?  With all of the commands to love, with love of neighbor being the second greatest commandment, with the second table of the law being all about healthy relationships with others including our families, with all of the emphasis on the church in the New Testament, with the church depicted as a single, unified body with many, diverse members, with all of the commands in the New Testament about all of the mutual obligations we have toward “one another” (this being one of them), how could we have we have ever gotten the idea that we are in this by ourselves and we are supposed to go it alone and make it on our own?  The reason is quite simple:  we have the world, glorifying the individualist, we have the sinful nature that says, “I can do it myself,” and we have the devil working overtime and all day Sunday trying to separate us, isolate us, and thereby dividing and conquering us.  And it’s working to a great extend.


And so we have God’s powerful and illuminating word slicing through the darkness, exposing our warped thinking and foolish hearts.  2  Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.  I could be wrong, but I don’t see a lot of room there for this individualistic, “I’ve got to make it on my own” attitude there.  From that perspective it would be absolutely impossible to obey this command of God (and to fulfill the law of Christ).  


B.  What are the burdens we are to help carry?  There is a difference of opinion among faithful students of the Bible.  Some of the older writers, Luther and Calvin, consider these burdens in relation to verse one.  These “burdens” are spiritual and moral weaknesses which trip up true believers and require us to bear with one another.  Both Luther and Calvin insist that we not simply over look real sins which our professing brothers and sisters are not repentant of.  These call for serious rebuke.  But by forgiving and helping our fellow Christians overcome these kinds of sins we are bearing their burdens.  And so we are “fulfilling the law of Christ.”


More recent writers (John Stott) consider these burdens more in the nature of difficult problems that people have trouble coping with, such as a serious illness, a death in the family, a wayward child, and the like.  These are burdens or weights too heavy for individual believers to carry all on their own.  


C.  I think both are certainly in view here, and see no reason to restrict the idea of burdens to “transgressions” in verse 1.  Certainly these weaknesses and besetting sins are too much to carry from time to time, and we must help one another through prayer and encouragement, sometimes through pretty straight talk of rebuke, and accountability.  


But the other type of burdens should rightly be considered.  I remember when my father had his first heart attack.  When word got out, we had several people rush to our house to see what they could do to help us.  That was a heavy load, too heavy for us to carry, and other believers who weren’t staggering under a heavy load at that moment could help us carry it.  That was marvelous.  That was burden- bearing.  That was fulfilling the law of Christ.  


And that is God’s announced design and intention for all of us as God’s people.  These kinds of burdens come our way, and they become opportunities to love.  Of course, that means that in our individualistic, self-reliant day and age, we need to swallow our pride from time to time and ask for help.  Only God does not need to ask for help.  When we refuse to do so, I think we have confused our identity with God’s.  So here’s a guy trying to carry a pool table up from his basement.  His neighbor says, “Need some help?”  And the guy replies, “No, no.  I’ve got it” as he slips a disk or pulls a hernia.  We need to humble our pride and ask for help.  It might even be wise for us to ask for help a few times when we don’t really need it.  


Not only are we foolish, not only are we faking omnipotence, but when we refuse to ask a brother or sister for help, we are robbing from them an opportunity to love, to fulfill the law of Christ.  


D.  John Stott points out that carrying one another’s burdens = fulfilling the law of Christ = loving one another.  This is serious stuff.  This is not optional.  And this is far superior to the plastic legalism that pretends to honor God by living up to a man-made code of prohibitions.  C.S. Lewis began an essay called “The Weight of Glory” by noting that the greatest virtue today is “unselfishness,” whereas the ancients would have said it was “love.”  There is a vast difference, where the first one is concerned about how we are coming across, and the second once is concerned about other people.    

II.  THE ATTITUDE OF BURDEN BEARERS.


But Paul helps us to see the proper attitude for burden bearing.  


A.  On the one hand it involves not arrogance but humility.  “3  If anyone thinks he is something when he is nothing, he deceives himself.”  Here is a kind of pride that refuses to come to the aid of others who are “beneath” them.  If Luther and Calvin are correct, this would be the arrogance of those who think they are nearly sinless, refusing to forgive and restore those who fall into sin and are truly sorry and repentant.  They think they are something, when they are nothing:  they are self deceived.  It’s like the young lady who came to her pastor, troubled by her pride.  “What makes you think you are committing the sin of pride?” asked the pastor.  “Well, when I look into the mirror and see how beautiful I am, I fall into pride.”  The pastor replied, “My dear, you are not guilty of pride, only poor judgment.”   


If Stott is correct, this would more broadly refer to those who think it is beneath them to come to the aid of others in humble service.  These would never think to wash the feet of fellow disciples who are “no better than they are” or “on the same level”.  These would need to remember that the Lord Jesus Christ in that situation got a basin and towel and started washing feet.  


I read a book by Francis Schaeffer recently.  Actually it was a collection of letters that Schaeffer wrote to people who sought his counsel.  Francis Schaeffer was a committed Christian who had a world-wide ministry in the 1970’s and 80’s.  He wrote a number of well-known books and became quite sought after as a speaker, addressing large crowds of people.  I was struck by the large number of letters he wrote to ordinary people, helping them with their problems.  He always wrote to them as a fellow sinner, struggling to live in a fallen world.  He never got caught up in a Christian celebrity status, but one after another answered the honest questions of troubled people.  Not arrogance, but humility.


B.  And on the other hand, Paul calls us to the attitude of not comparing, but individual responsibility.  “4  Each one should test his own actions. Then he can take pride in himself, without comparing himself to somebody else, 5  for each one should carry his own load.”  Here is a common struggle, which all Christians feel from time to time, that of comparing themselves with others.  The disciples, whom I mentioned earlier, at one point were arguing who would be the greatest in the Kingdom.  Comparison.  I recall a few years ago meeting someone who was superior to me in every way.  I don’t think he was doing it intentionally, but as we talked, he could top every story I told.  In the end, he was smarter, more experienced, more gifted, more athletic and better looking.  That’s still hard to admit, and it was very hard to swallow.  


What was the problem?  Comparison.  And what that did for me was to expose my wrong motive.  I was thinking I was something, when in reality, I was nothing.  Calvin observes:  “we have nothing of our own of which we have a right to boast, but are destitute of every thing good: so that all our glorying is mere vanity.”  Everything good about us has been given to us by God as a gift, so our thinking we are something is vanity.  Instead of rejoicing that God had greatly gifted this other man, who was a committed Christian and served the Kingdom well, I was jealous, bothered by his superiority.  I wasn’t loving very well.  


And what I should have been doing was paying attention to how I could best serve God in the way he gifted me.  That is true, biblical individualism.  I have a responsibility before God and must fulfill it.  Comparing my gifting or my achievements to others only messes that up.  It either leads to pride or to self-pity, both equally ugly, and both equally useless to the Kingdom.  Rather, I must carry my own load (vs. 5).  


C.  By the way, this is no contradiction with verse two because different words are used to describe the loads we carry.  In verse five the work speaks of a pack someone could reasonably carry, like a backpack.  Everyone has God’s calling of discipleship and stewardship of God’s gifts, and we must fulfill this calling.  But the word in verse 2 refers to a heavy weight which one person could not reasonably carry.  

III. AN EXAMPLE OF BURDEN BEARING.    


A.  So we have in verse one an example of burden bearing (or THE example, according to Luther and Calvin), and it is the burden someone carries when they are caught in some sin.  The language is quite gracious.  “1 Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.”  Actually the word for “caught” means to be “overtaken” as though sin were chasing and finally caught this brother or sister.  


It is up to the “spiritual”, those who are spiritually mature, to restore that brother or sister.  And the “spiritually mature” here we should understand as those who can be gentle (not condemning or condescending) with others, and those who will “watch themselves”, that is those who know themselves to be liable to the same sins, and who are honest enough to admit it.  On this Luther writes:  “St. Augustine says: "There is no sin which one person has committed, that another person may not commit it also." We stand in slippery places. If we become overbearing and neglect our duty, it is easy enough to fall into sin. In the book entitled "The Lives of Our Fathers," one of the Fathers is reported to have said when informed that a brother had fallen into adultery: "He fell yesterday; I may fall today."  

B.  Isn’t that remarkable?  Spiritual maturity is not that cock sure self-confidence that we are advanced beyond the possibility of sinning, but it is that humble admission that “there but for the grace of God goes I”.  That’s what it means to be truly “spiritual”.  The spiritually mature person does not trust self, but continually trusts Christ for redemption and protection.  


And the goal, of course, is not punishment, not “making them pay”, nor “making an example” but RESTORATION.  This is the work of parents in the home, not to prevent their children from falling from time to time, but to pray and work toward their restoration.  This is the work of Christian friends, and I hope you have Christian friends like this who will seek you out, tell you the truth and work toward your restoration.  Even more so, I hope you ARE that kind of friend to others, even to me.  
CONCLUSION


On this verse, Martin Luther writes:  “To minimize the offense still more, as if he meant to excuse it altogether and to take the whole blame away from the person who has committed the fault, he speaks of him as having been "overtaken," seduced by the devil and of the flesh.  As if he meant to say, "What is more human than for a human being to fall, to be deceived and to err?"   Now Luther does not elaborate on this next statement; he simply writes it.  But how remarkable.  “This comforting sentence at one time saved my life.”  Was he so despairing at his own sin that he despaired of life itself?  Was he in danger of being cast away because of some great failing?  We do not know.  Only that somehow his life was saved by GRACE.  


Here is a golden opportunity for the church to be the church.  As the people of this world drift more and more into isolation, there is an exploding need for true friendship and fellowship.  If the church is able to enter into this true fellowship and demonstrate it to the watching world, we will offer a real alternative, something the world cannot achieve.  

APPLICATIONS


1.  Avoid unnecessary intrusion of technology into the life of the church, especially in our worship.  I recall being in a sanctuary not much larger than this.  In that sanctuary were two large video screens on either wall.  Ostensibly they were used to project the words of songs and readings.  But when the were not, the camera caught the image of the speaker and projected him larger than life, high on the wall, WHEN EVERYONE COULD PLAINLY SEE HIM IN PERSON.  Why?  Love of technology.  Some people would prefer the video image to the real thing.  

It creates one more layer of isolation.  And it gives me a greater sense of control.  I can use the clicker to change the channel when I don’t like what’s on.  To as great a degree as possible, please leave that stuff out of the church.

2.  As a rule of thumb, try to spend increasingly less time with technology and entertainment, and more time with people.  Face-to-face is generally better than Facebook.  Listening to each other’s stories, and especially to God’s story in Scripture, is far more helpful than drinking in the artificial stories from the media and entertainment industry.  Helping a friend is need is more productive than watching the round the clock coverage of the crisis of someone I will never meet, even if it is not as interesting.  I don’t see the point in learning every detail about the life of Natalie Holloway (the American teenager who was abducted in Aruba) when I don’t know the names of my neighbor’s children.  As a rule of thumb, try to spend increasingly less time with technology and entertainment, and more time with people.


3.  And personal involvement with your brothers and sisters in the church is crucial.  This cannot be accomplished by some “fellowship program.”  Rather, it simply involves casual and continual communication, lingering and listening.  Sunday morning worship is true fellowship with God, but sharing our lives is a more casual work, things like joining a Sunday School class or a Bible study, getting to know somebody new during the coffee hour, eating with someone you don’t know very well at a potluck, or helping with cleanup in the kitchen, choosing someone as a Scripture Memory Partner, and greeting a stranger after worship.     
 


These are some simple ways that the church can be the church, sharing our lives together, modeling a different way for the weary watching world, and “bearing one another’s burdens, and so fulfilling the law of Christ.”  
(
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