
 

 

Starting this Sunday we are introducing a new theme for worship 
for the next few months: “The Fruit of The Spirit.” 
 
The Apostle Paul lists the Fruit of the Spirit as   
 
love, joy, peace, 
 
patience, kindness, goodness,  
 
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. 
 
So for the next season we’ll be looking at these attributes 
individually. As we approach the Crop Walk, Helen Crandall will 
begin by having us consider Goodness; the weekend of World 
Peace Day will be a time Miriam will have us look at Peace, and 
so on through Fall until Advent. 
 
This morning, to introduce the new theme, I want to look at the 
overall idea of “The Fruit of The Spirit.” 
 
This phrase comes from Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, which is a 
compelling letter for many reasons. For one thing, it is one of the 
oldest pieces of Christian writing we have today, composed even 
before the Gospels were written down. It is the first of Paul’s 
letters to argue that it was not necessary to be Jewish to be a 
Christian, that the laws of Moses and the rite of circumcision were 
supplanted by Christ’s presence in the world. It reveals some of 
the tension that surfaced between Paul and Peter. And it contains 
undoubtedly the most tasteless joke in the New Testament. I 
won’t repeat it, but it has to do with circumcision and the knife 
slipping. We’ve all told jokes we thought were hilarious—where 
nobody laughed— but I suspect that if Paul had any inkling this 
letter would hundreds of years later find its way into what we 
know as the Holy Bible, well, he would have left out the joke. But 
there it is, in our holy scriptures. This reminds us that Paul’s 



 

 

intention in writing the epistles to various church communities 
around the Mediterranean was to help these early gatherings stay 
on the right track. They were not meant to be sacred writings; 
sometimes they are overly argumentative, sometimes one finds 
the specific advice annoying, such as how long to wear your hair, 
or how to treat your slave. Yet at other times, some of the most 
beautiful lines in the Bible blossom forth, and the message of 
Jesus is made clear. 
 
Now, in chapter five of Galatians, Paul lists several reprehensible 
and degrading behaviors, including sexual misconduct, idolatry, 
jealousy, selfish ambition, fits of rage, hatred, and the like—
behaviors that separate us from God, that he calls “sins of the 
flesh.” Then Paul outlines the nine qualities or attributes that he 
calls the “fruit of the spirit,” so appropriate for our focus this 
harvest season. These may be considered gifts that come to us 
when we align ourselves with God’s will. 
 
The idea is that when the Holy Spirit is present in an individual or 
a community, these nine qualities will manifest. They are the 
“fruit” of the spirit in the same sense that we refer to the “fruit” of 
our labors, that is to say, the result of our efforts. In an agrarian 
society like that of the early Christians, “fruit” is a natural 
metaphor for the results of careful nurturing and dedicated labor. 
Just as they tended their vines, tilled their fields and pruned their 
orchards to ensure a fruitful harvest, the readers of Paul’s letter 
are encouraged to let the Holy Spirit enter and do its transforming 
work, so that a “spiritual” harvest may ensue. 
 
The language of the New Testament is Greek, and the Greek 
word for "spirit” is “pneuma,” a subtle word with many meanings. 
In the Bible, “pneuma” is used variously to mean “wind,” “breath,” 
“spirit,” or “soul.” It is the root of English words relating to air or 
the lungs, such as “pneumatic” or “pneumonia,” just as its Latin 
equivalent, “spiritus” is the root of words like “respiration;” when 



 

 

we sing “Breathe On Me, Breath of God” we are using the 
imagery of spirit as breath or gentle wind. But sometimes we think 
of the Holy Spirit as, in some sense, a person, as when we sing 
“God In Three Persons, Blessed Trinity.” Or perhaps we 
remember Jesus coming up out of the baptismal waters of the 
River Jordan, when he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit 
descending on him like a dove. Or maybe the image that comes 
to mind is of the “tongues of fire” and the “violent wind” when the 
Holy Spirit descended on the Apostles on the day of Pentecost. 
However we envision the Spirit, using Paul’s metaphor, it is our 
job to “cultivate” its presence within; we can remember the words 
we sing during Advent and Christmas: “Let every heart prepare 
Him room.” Then the “fruit of the spirit” will spring forth. 
 
 
Here is a quick overview of the nine qualities listed by Paul: 
 
1. Love—The Greeks had several words for the diverse kinds of 

love: romantic love, brotherly love, and so on. Here Paul uses 
the word “agape,” or divine love, a pure and eternal love, a 
love that extends to everyone. As he says in another letter: 
“Agape is patient, agape is kind. It does not envy, it does not 
boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-
seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. 
Agape does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It 
always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always 
perseveres. Love never fails”. [Corinthians 1 13:4-7] 

2. Joy—also rooted in the divine, greater than mere happiness. 
As the French Jesuit priest and philosopher Pierre Teilhard de 
Chardin noted: “Joy is the infallible sign of the presence of 
God.” 

3. Peace—sometimes it’s hard to find peace in this hurly-burly 
world, but a deep peace is always at hand. As Jesus said to 
his disciples: “the Holy Spirit…will teach you all things…my 



 

 

peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do 
not let your hearts be troubled.” [John 14:26-27] 

4. Patience—The Greek word Paul uses is “makrothumia” which 
is often translated as “forebearance,” a word we don’t use 
very often. A literal translation might be “long-tempered” as 
opposed to “short-tempered,” the ability to count to ten before 
we act angrily or impulsively. 

5. Kindness—Goodness in action, the ability to act for the 
welfare of others (even if they’re irritating!). As Paul says in 
Ephesians,“Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving 
each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you” 
[Ephesians 4:32]. 

6. Goodness—The Greek word “agathosune” means 
uprightness, moral excellence. Goodness is seen in our 
actions. This word relates to not only being good, but also 
doing good things. 

7. Faithfulness—This means two things at once: being 
trustworthy in our daily actions, and having faith in God’s plan 
for us. 

8. Gentleness—Many of you may know this Proverb: “A gentle 
answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger” 
[Proverbs 15:1]. Or as Jesus said, “Take my yoke upon you 
and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart.” 
[Matthew 11:29] 

9. Self-control—the ability to master your thoughts and actions. If 
we wish to practice “moderation in all things” we need self-
control. Here’s a quote from Peter’s second letter in the Bible 
that touches on self-control and some of the other attributes: 
“Make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to 
goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to 
self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; 
and to godliness, mutual affection; and to mutual affection, 
love. [2 Peter 5-7] 

 



 

 

So how do we “make every effort,” as Peter recommends, to 
strengthen our self-control, our patience, our kindness, and so 
on? One way is simply to practice; every time we do an act of 
kindness, without thought of reward, our hearts open a little more. 
Every time we “count to ten” and avoid saying or doing something 
injurious, we build up our willpower in the service of the Lord. 
When we see the divine in everyone, we begin to act in a loving 
way to everyone we encounter. So, yes, practice, sincere 
practice, makes perfect. Choosing to act in accordance with our 
conscience builds and strengthens character. 
 
And at the same time, there is another way, an even more direct 
way, to cultivate the “fruit of the spirit.” It is to directly invite the 
Holy Spirit to enter our hearts, to do its work. The Spirit is waiting 
for this invitation; it is waiting for you to utter the clear and 
straightforward prayer: “Enter in.” And when the Holy Spirit is 
present in us, and in our gathering, the fruit of the spirit will be 
plain to see. 
 
Amen. 


