Steps to Spiritual Fitness #4

“pumping i.r.o.n.”

Galatians 6:1-5

Since the beginning of the new year we have considered steps to spiritual fitness, drawing parallels from the realm of physical fitness.  So far we have considered “prayerobics” as the spiritual equivalent to aerobics, exercising our faith by “just doing it”, and last week we looked at a well-balanced diet for the mind.  As we bring this study to a close, I’d like to address an area of physical fitness that goes beyond the basics already mentioned.  Many people will exercise, do aerobics, and try to eat healthy, but some hard-core fitness types take it a step further by introducing weightlifting.  Specific muscles are targeted and developed through the persistent activity of lifting weights.  Body builders sculpture their muscles until it looks like they have been chiseled out of stone.

Spiritual weightlifting may sound foreign to you, but the scriptural phrase may be familiar: “burden bearing.”  A synonym for “weight” is “burden”, and another word for “lifting” is “bearing.” Some athletes refer to lifting weights as “pumping iron.” I’d like to adopt that phrase and make the word “iron” into an acrostic: I Recognize Other’s Needs.

Turn with me to our text for this morning, Galatians 6:1-5,

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. 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 deceives 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.
From this text emerge three principles of spiritual weight-lifting that will strengthen our inner soul.

personal restoration

The first activity is found in verse one: personal restoration.  “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.”  Let’s consider each phrase.

“Brothers” indicates that Paul is speaking to Christians about a fellow Christian.  “If someone is caught in a sin,” describes a man who has committed an act of sin rather than one who is habitually sinful.
  “You who are spiritual,” calls for those who are Christ-like in their thinking and relating to people; those who are more interested in the welfare of the person than anything else.  “Restore him gently,” is the key phrase in this verse. 

The Greek word katartizō means to “put in order” and so to “restore to its former condition.” It was used in secular Greek as a medical term for setting a fractured or dislocated bone.
  Anyone who has suffered either a fractured or dislocated bone knows how painful it is to be set.  Do you want the person setting that bone to be rough or gentle?  It is painful either way, but a rough handling can cause more pain than necessary.

Herein lies the difference between love and legalism.  Warren Wiersbe writes,

The legalist is not interested in bearing burdens. Instead, he adds to the burdens of others. This was one of the sins of the Pharisees in Jesus’ day: “For they bind heavy burdens and grievous to be borne, and lay them on men’s shoulders; but they themselves will not move them with one of their fingers” (Matt. 23:4). The legalist is always harder on other people than he is on himself…. 

Paul presents a hypothetical case of a believer who is suddenly tripped up and falls into sin…. Why does Paul use this illustration? Because nothing reveals the wickedness of legalism better than the way the legalists treat those who have sinned. Call to mind the Pharisees who dragged a woman taken in adultery before Jesus (John 8). Or that Jewish mob that almost killed Paul because they thought he had defiled the temple by bringing in Gentiles (Acts 21:27ff). (Legalists do not need facts and proof; they need only suspicions and rumors. Their self-righteous imaginations will do the rest.) So, in this paragraph, Paul is really contrasting the way the legalist would deal with the erring brother, and the way the spiritual man would deal with him. 

Instead of trying to restore the erring brother, the legalist will condemn him and then use the brother to make himself look good. This is what the Pharisee did in the Parable of the Pharisee and the Publican (Luke 18:9–14). “[Love] shall cover the multitude of sins” (1 Peter 4:8). The legalist rejoices when a brother falls, and often gives the matter wide publicity, because then he can boast about his own goodness and how much better his group is than the group to which the fallen brother belongs. …The legalist lives by competition and comparison, and tries to make himself look good by making the other fellow look bad.

The Spirit-led believer approaches the matter in a spirit of meekness and love, while the legalist has an attitude of pride and condemnation. The legalist does not need to “consider himself” because he pretends he could never commit such a sin. But the believer living by grace realizes that no man is immune from falling. “Let him that thinks he stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12). He has an attitude of humility because he realizes his own weaknesses.


Notice how positive Paul’s instruction is. If we detect somebody doing something wrong, we are not to stand by doing nothing on the pretext that it is none of our business and we have no wish to be involved. Nor are we to despise or condemn him in our hearts and, if he suffers for his misdemeanor, say ‘Serves him right’ or ‘Let him stew in his own juice’. Nor are we to report him to the minister, or gossip about him to our friends in the congregation. No, we are to ‘restore’ him.


My Old Testament professor in Bible college, Dave O’Brien, put it best when he wrote, “Bad actions call for reclamation, not rejection. In this holy Body to which we belong, God doesn’t amputate, He heals…”


In order to do so, God needs caring, gentle hands for personal restoration.  I’m not suggesting weak hands, for such spiritual ministry requires inner strength.  But strength does not have to ride roughshod over others.

personal reinforcement

The second activity in spiritual weightlifting is personal reinforcement.  In verse two we read, “Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.”  What does Paul mean by “the law of Christ”?  Martin Luther wrote in his commentary on Galatians,

The law of Christ is the law of love…. And to love is not to wish well one to another, but to bear one another’s burdens, that is, to bear those things which are grievous unto you, and which you would not willingly bear. Therefore, Christians must have strong shoulders and mighty bones, that they may bear…the weakness of their brethren.

I am reminded of the words of Ecclesiastes 4:9-11,

Two are better than one because they have a good return for their labor. For if one of them falls, the other will lift up his companion. But woe to the one who falls when there is not another to lift him up [nasb].

Many years ago at a pastor’s conference I heard a speaker use this text to explain why wearing suspenders was better than wearing a belt.  “Two [suspenders] are better than one [belt]…for if one of [the suspenders] falls, the other will lift up his companion.  But woe to the one [belt] who falls when there is not another to lift him up!”  We all laughed, but he made his point.  (He really made his point since I can remember it twenty years later!)

How true this is in our spiritual lives, though.  Throughout the New Testament there are commands like this verse that deals with “one another.”  (Two books in my library list 12-13 such texts.)  These imply close contact and a reciprocal relationship between believers to enhance each other’s spiritual growth.  This requires personal involvement in another’s life and not just remaining aloof from the needs of others and ministering only by “long distance.”
  We need each other—like the “buddy system” we had as children, where everyone paired off so that no one was left on their own.

I think we need to keep verse two in the context of verse one.  When a person is caught up in a sin, we are to restore him (or her) gently.  But let’s not leave them alone to fend for themselves.  Let’s continue to work with them, to reinforce them spiritually, so that they will not fall back into that same trap.

This is going to take time and effort, some patience and gentleness, some honesty and humility.  Verse three warns, “If anyone thinks he is something when he is nothing, he deceives himself.”  One commentary puts it this way:

We are all made out of the same dust. When we see a brother sin, we should remember that it might have been ourselves. For a Christian to have a superiority complex is a form of self-deception. Certainly we should never think that bearing others’ burdens is beneath our dignity.

After personal restoration, there needs to be personal reinforcement.

Personal responsibility

These are tempered, though, by the third activity in spiritual weightlifting: personal responsibility.   Verses 4-5 conclude, “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.”  This might sound like a contradiction with verse two, but in fact two different Greek words for burden are used. In Galatians 6:2 it is a word meaning “a heavy burden,” while in Galatians 6:5 it describes “a soldier’s pack.” We should help each other bear the heavy burdens of life, but there are personal responsibilities that each man must bear for himself.

This is how spiritual weightlifting (or “burden bearing”) does not become abused.  The meekness and gentleness of others give us no excuse for laziness.  We cannot expect others to carry us along while we do nothing.  Paul had to address a similar problem in the Thessalonian church where some Christians had quit their jobs and expected others in the church to support them.  So the apostle wrote bluntly, “If a man will not work, he shall not eat” [2 Thessalonians 3:10].  There is no free ride in the body of Christ.

We must take personal responsibility for our spiritual walk.  But this does not mean that we have to go it alone.  We need one another.  At times we will fall into sin, and we need the help of others to be restored and reinforced.  At other times we will see others who need to be restored and reinforced.  But we can only be of assistance to them if we are carrying our own load at the time.  The idea is not that the church is made up of some spiritual folks who always carry the burdens of the chronically immature.  We must all be growing in our faith so that we can pick each other up when we need it.


How important is this?  I would like to conclude with a lengthy quote from Chuck Swindoll on the importance of what I’m calling spiritual weightlifting:

Stop and think. Where does a guy go when the bottom drops out? To whom do we Christians turn when stuff that’s embarrassing or a little scandalous happens? Who cares enough to listen when we cry? Who affirms us when we feel rotten? Who will close their mouths and open their hearts? And, even though we deserve a swift kick in the pants, who will embrace us with understanding and give us time to heal without quoting verses? Without giving us a cassette tape of some sermon to listen to? Without telling a bunch of other Christians so they can “pray more intelligently”? Yeah, we need more shelters for storm victims. It’s okay if they look like churches on the outside, just so folks don’t act churchy on the inside. Most hurting people I meet are fed up with churchy Christians. What we really need is that special something many people find in the local bar. Put on your shock boots and see if you agree with the following comparison between the bar and the church.
The neighborhood bar is possibly the best counterfeit there is to the fellowship Christ wants to give His church. It’s an imitation, dispensing liquor instead of grace, escape rather than reality, but it is a permissive, accepting, and inclusive fellowship. It is unshockable. It is democratic. You can tell people secrets and they usually don’t tell others or even want to. The bar flourishes not because most people are alcoholics, but because God has put into the human heart the desire to know and be known, to love and be loved, and so many seek a counterfeit at the price of a few beers. With all my heart I believe that Christ wants His church to be…a fellowship where people can come in and say, “I’m sunk!” “I’m beat!” “I’ve had it!” [Bruce Larson and Keith Miller, The Edge of Adventure (Waco, TX: Word Books, ©1974), p. 156].

What if your wife is an alcoholic? Or your son recently told you he’s a practicing homosexual? Who can you turn to if you just got fired?… Or you just got out of jail?… Or your 15-year-old daughter told you last night that she was pregnant?… Or you can’t cope with your drug habit any longer?… Or you need professional help because you’re near a breakdown?

Do you know what you need? You need a shelter. A place of refuge. A few folks who can help you, listen to you, introduce you, once again, to “…the Father of mercies, the God of all comfort; who comforts us in all our affliction” (2 Cor. 1:3-4). Christianity may be “like a mighty army,” but we often handle our troops in a weird way. We’re the only outfit I’ve ever heard of who shoots their wounded. That’s what my Marine buddy was afraid of. He had had enough of getting shot. Frankly, so have I.


What kind of church are we?  What kind of church do we want to be?  


I’ve noticed two types of weightlifters: those who are into bodybuilding, and those who are part of an athletic team.  The difference between the two is that the bodybuilder is only concerned about how he (or she) looks, while the teammate wants to be his (or her) best for the benefit of the team.


Remember what “Pumping I.R.O.N.” is all about: I Recognize Other’s Needs.  Sure, we need to strengthen our spiritual muscles for our own journey, and we need to accept personal responsibility for our own lives.  But we are also to recognize the needs of others, and when required, assist them in restoration and reinforcement.


When we do that, we will find that not only are we stronger individually, but we will be stronger together as a church.
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