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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as you prepare to study Galatians 6:1-5. 

1. Have you ever personally known a Christian brother or sister
who became entrapped by sin?

2. How did you respond?

3. Have you ever heard anyone gossip about a brother or sister
who fell?

4. Do you think it is possible for a Christian to fall into sin,
confess it, repent, be restored, and then serve the Lord?

BURDEN BEARERS
Galatians 6:1-5

We need to remember that this very well known passage of
Scripture flows out of Paul’s concern that true Christians were flirting
with the heresy that taught a salvation gained by works. Paul argued
that God does not declare a person justified because he is enslaved to
a law. Rather, God has declared us justified because of His grace.
That declaration gives us freedom to fulfill the law of Christ which
is “loving your neighbor as yourself” (5:14). Having established that
reality, Paul taught that we love our neighbors by walking in the
Spirit so that we are not controlled by the desires of our natural
fleshly impulses (5:16-24).

That brought us to a break in the reasoned argument, where Paul
turned to focus on relationships within the Body of Christ by saying
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that if we are really living by Spirit (5:25), we will “not become
conceited, provoking one another, envying one another” (5:26). Okay,
that makes sense. But what does that look like positively? Or what is
the opposite of becoming conceited, provoking one another, and
envying one another? We will avoid provoking each other when we
are not acting like rivals who seek to be more devout or more self-
righteous than our brother or sister is. That is what attempting to be
justified by keeping rules looks like. Conversely, if we are walking
in the Spirit, we are always finding opportunity to lift up a fallen
brother or sister and restoring him or her to usefulness in God’s work.
That is how you fulfill the law of Christ.

That is supposed to be the work and ministry of the local
church. But let’s take the idea out of theory and put it into practice.
Finding opportunities to lift up fallen brothers and sisters and
restoring them to usefulness in the Body of Christ is supposed to be
the work of Community Baptist Church. Let’s make it even more
personal. This is the kind of thing you and I are supposed to be doing
all the time. How is that working out for us?

Bear the Burdens of Others (vv.1-3).

Each of us has the ministry to gently lift up the fallen (v.1). The
fallen, in this case, are our fellow Christians (in particular those who
are part of this assembly). The work is necessary because sometimes
a brother is trapped in a sin. Brothers, if anyone is caught in any
transgression (v.1a). Paul addressed the matter to brothers and it
involves a person. It is not about a particular person since there is no
definite article. However, the context of the letter does require that
this ministry or work applies to a fellow believer.

The problem arises when a fellow believer is caught in a
transgression. Again, Paul did not have a particular situation in mind.
Rather, that we are to consider such entrapment a very real possibility
is conveyed by the word “if.” It looks like this: Here is a Christian
who is not being vigilant or alert. He or she is not following
Solomon’s advice, Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow
the springs of life (Proverbs 4:23). He or she is unaware of or
unconcerned about Peter’s admonition, Stay alert! Watch out for your
great enemy, the devil. He prowls around like a roaring lion, looking
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for someone to devour (1 Peter 5:8 NLT). He or she was not staying
in close fellowship with God through His word and prayer. As a
result, he or she carelessly came under greater and greater influence
from the sinful world.

One day the careless person realizes that he has been “caught
up” in a “falling down.” To be caught is to be trapped or seized
almost by surprise. It is the picture of the careless person being seized
in a misstep or a false step. The word trap means to step in the wrong
place and be caught in a trap or caused to fall down. Suddenly this
person who was not careful to walk in fellowship with God realizes
–  either through Holy Spirit conviction, or exposure by a brother, or
a combination of both – that he has fallen down in sin. What are the
“brothers” to do? 

God’s plan is for spiritual people to help the trapped brother
(v.1b). When Paul wrote that you who are spiritual should restore
him in a spirit of gentleness, he didn’t have a special group of super-
Christians in mind. It is “our” work to do. To restore (katartizo) is to
repair or put in order. It is the ongoing work of the pastor/teacher in
relation to the saints  (Ephesians 4:11). It is what fishermen like
James and John did after a night of fishing in order to make their nets
useable for the next night’s work (Matthew 4:21). It is to take
something in a state of deficiency or disrepair and make it useable. 

The first step in restoration is to identify and deal with the
problem. Sometimes this requires a brother pointing out the sin,
offering correcting advice, or even rebuking an unrepentant Christian.
At the outset of the restoration process, the fallen brother must
recognize that he has need for repair. This is called confession and
repentance. There must be genuine recognition of offense against God
and, often, offense against other brothers and sisters. There must be
sorrow for the sin to lead to confession. There must be repentance
from sin, a turning away because of disgust for the sin.

This is too often where the restoration process comes to a halt.
Until the needy brother admits the reality of his falling and his fallen
condition, the restoration cannot proceed. It is like seeing a house that
was damaged when a storm came through and blew over a big tree
which landed on the house. We might say to the owner, “I see you
have a real problem there. Do you need some help restoring your
home to its original condition.” What would you think if the
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homeowner said, “Oh, it’s not that bad. It’s no worse than other
homes in the neighborhood.” Obviously, it is impossible to help a
denier like that.  

The goal in restoration is to help the person get back into
fellowship with God and with other believers. John expressed the
standard for the Body of Christ by writing, If we say we have
fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not
practice the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we
have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son
cleanses us from all sin (1 John 1:6-7). Restoration helps the offender
admit his offense so that he can get back into fellowship. The goal is
to help the person become a useful servant of the Lord.

The spiritual people are to undertake this task. Again this does
not refer to a group of super-Christians or specially trained
professionals. “Spiritual” is the expected characteristic of all
Christians. Christians are people who walk by the Spirit (5:16); who
are led by the Spirit (5:18); who live by the Spirit (5:25); and who
stay in step with the Spirit (5:25). That is what spiritual means. The
command to restore is in the present tense because this is a normal
responsibility for all Christians. That is unless we are not walking by,
led by, living by, and staying in step with the Spirit. At which point,
we have reason to doubt that we are Christians. 

The spiritual people must engage in restoring the trapped
fellow-Christian because unspiritual people will not respond to the
need correctly. They are the kind of folks who come by and look at
the house with the tree lying on it and say, “Well that house is
ruined.” “It will never be useable again.” “Just leave it alone and let
it rot into non-existence.” “Too bad.” 

It is revelatory but sad to contrast the response of many unsaved
people toward a person who fails due to sin with the response of
many professing Christians. The unsaved attitude might well be
described by the old song “He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother.” The
first two verse read:

The road is long
With many a winding turn
That leads us to who knows where
Who knows where
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But I'm strong
Strong enough to carry him
He ain't heavy, he's my brother

So on we go
His welfare is of my concern
No burden is he to bear
We'll get there
For I know
He would not encumber me
He ain't heavy, he's my brother.

Bobby Scott and Bob Russell wrote this song in the mid 1960's.
It was first recorded by the Hollies in 1969 and then covered by Neil
Diamond in 1970. But the interesting thing about this pop song is that
it really is built on the principle of our text. The key phrase came
from a work written long ago. In 1884, James Wells, Moderator of
the United Free Church of Scotland, in his book The Parables of
Jesus tells the story of a little girl carrying a big baby boy. Seeing her
struggling, someone asked if she wasn't tired of carrying her heavy
load. With surprise the girl replied, “No, he's not heavy; he's my
brother.” The statement is a use of paraprosdokian, a figure of speech
in which the second half of the statement causes the hearer to
reinterpret the first part. In this case, the figure is used to heighten
pathos.

It is true that often sinners sympathize with each other’s failures
and are willing to help a guy get back on his feet. In contrast, many
professing Christians prefer to criticize and ostracize the needy
person. Though he has confessed his sin and repented, still the
squeaky clean religionist wants nothing to do with him. Why?
Sometimes the self-righteous confesses that they believe since the
guy got into sin, he ought to pay the consequences. They respond as
they do because they are proud and arrogant assuming that they could
never be guilty of such a sin. They are like the Pharisee praying in the
temple who Jesus described. The Pharisee, standing by himself,
prayed thus: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men,
extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector” (Luke
18:11). People with that attitude will not forgive the entrapped person
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even though he has confessed his sin because they cannot forgive.
They cannot forgive because they themselves have never been
forgiven. They cannot do what God requires of us all: Be kind to one
another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ
forgave you (Ephesians 4:32). People unforgiven by God do not
know how to forgive because it requires sacrifice.

Not content to let a sinner confess, repent, and be restored to
service, these folks dig around in the dirt until they find the soiled rag
of the past that had been buried. They pull it out of the dirt, shake it
off, and then swing it around for all to see. Why? The failure of a
brother makes them feel proud of their so-called spiritual success. I
would never let a person like that restore my storm damaged house
because they are of the opinion that once it is damaged, it can never
be restored to full usability. 

God tells us that, standing in stark contrast to the self-righteous
religionist, wise people watch themselves (v.1c). Keep watch on
yourself, lest you too be tempted. The warning is necessary because
it is so easy to exalt ourselves in contrast to those who have become
careless and fallen into the trap of sin. After all, we never did such a
thing! In fact, it is doubtful that we ever would! That conclusion is so
terribly naive. We each are made of the same stuff, and we each are
capable of becoming enslaved to the worst of sins. That we haven’t
fallen into the trap has nothing to do with our wisdom, discipline, or
spiritual maturity. That we have escaped thus far has everything to do
with God’s mercy and grace. 

Any of us could make a wrong decision tomorrow that leads to
another wrong decision that quickly creates a habit and we are bound
by the chains of sin. But when we are not honest about our
culpability, we become hypocrites with huge blind spots. We pride
ourselves for not falling into that particular sin, and all the while we
are sunk in the sin of becoming conceited, provoking one another and
envying one another (5:26). That is the opposite of walking in the
Spirit.

Therefore, we need the challenge to be honest about our
relationship to the law of Christ (vv.2-3). God’s plan is for each
member of the Church to carry out Christ’s law by helping others.
The command sounds like this: Bear one another’s burdens, and so
fulfill the law of Christ (v.2). The wording requires that we continue
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to bear the brother’s burden. The first step as we have studied in verse
one is to help the fallen brother recognize his sin, confess it, and
repent. But bringing the wayward child of God back into fellowship
is not the end of the process. 

After we have helped the failed Christian recognize his sin,
confess his sin, and repent of sin, then we continue to bear the
burden. The word for bear (bastazo) means to take up, to carry by
putting the burden on oneself. What do we take up? The burden
(baros) originally referred to something heavy or weighty. It came to
describe the exhausting hardship, the burdensome work of building
up others in the Body of Christ. The simple meaning of these words
alerts us to the fact that it is hard work to help a brother or sister get
over guilt of failure, to help them learn to identify temptation, to pray
with them and hold them accountable to develop new and good habits
to replace the old. 

In short, this statement teaches that fulfilling the law of Christ
demands our selflessness. The law of Christ is understood when Jesus
told the disciples, “A new commandment I give to you, that you love
one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one
another” (John 13:34). The lawyer asked, “Teacher, which is the
great commandment in the Law?” And He said to him, “You shall
love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and
with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a
second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these
two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets” (Matthew
22:36-40). Therefore, in the context of this principle, Paul nailed it
when he wrote, For the whole law is fulfilled in one word: “You shall
love your neighbor as yourself” (Galatians 5:14). Practically
speaking, if you love your brother or sister, you want the very best for
them and are willing to sacrifice to help him or her achieve it. You
will never, ever fulfill the law of Christ if you think that life, or even
church, is about you. 

So let’s be honest (v.3). For if anyone thinks he is something,
when he is nothing, he deceives himself (v.3). No one of us is made
of better stuff than the brother who has fallen. Human nature is
competitive because it is self-centered. Therefore, self-righteousness
loves to compare, and generally it compares quite favorably with
those who have fallen. But there is no room for self-righteousness in
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the Body of Christ. We each are what we are only by the grace of
God revealed in Jesus Christ. To think too highly of oneself always
leads to conflict and never leads to stooping to help the fallen. Such
pride, arrogance, and conceit throws stones at the fallen and walks
away like the Pharisee and Sadducee who refused to help the beaten
man but instead walked on the other side of the road.

To think we are better than the fallen brother is to forget that we
are nothing and to be self-deceived. True regeneration flows out of
humility. Jesus described regenerated people like this: “Blessed are
the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are
those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. Blessed are the meek,
for they shall inherit the earth.  Blessed are those who hunger and
thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.  Blessed are the
merciful, for they shall receive mercy.  Blessed are the pure in heart,
for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:3-8). Those humble attitudes are
the reflection of the righteousness of Christ which is given to the
repentant sinner. There is no deception greater than self-
righteousness.

Bear Your Own Burdens (vv.4-5).

While part of our duty is to help restore the person who fell into
the pit of sin, another part is for us to put our own works to the test.
But let each one test his own work, and then his reason to boast will
be in himself alone and not in his neighbor (v.4). Measure your good
works according to the acceptable standard. Each Christian is
responsible to test his or her works against the standard of God. To
test (dokimazo) is to investigate, to examine the evidence in order to
prove something is reliable, genuine, or useful. We must constantly
measure our work against the Bible, which is to measure our work by
the character of God. No one ever tests his work apart from reading
and studying the Bible. Which means that the average Christian in
America seldom – if ever – tests his or her work.

After the test is accurately assessed, boasting will be acceptable.
What? How could boasting ever be acceptable? Once we measure
anything, or everything, we do against God’s Word, we will discover
that at best we are but lowly servants. We will see that anything of
eternal or righteous value, any work we do that even approaches the
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standard of God’s character is due solely to God’s grace. Therefore,
when we do boast, we are only boasting in God. That Paul understood
this to be the meaning of boasting is clear from statements in his
letters. Therefore, as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in
the Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:31). For if I preach the gospel, that gives
me no ground for boasting. For necessity is laid upon me. Woe to me
if I do not preach the gospel! (1 Corinthians 9:16). But he said to me,
“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in
weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my
weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me” (2
Corinthians 12:9).

In contrast, to measure yourself against your neighbor will
always give you a false positive. Several years ago our family
donated blood in a blood drive. A couple of weeks after we gave, we
received a letter from the company that took our blood saying that
Matthew’s test indicated that he had hepatitis C. You can imagine the
shock I experienced when I read the letter. I couldn’t imagine how
this could be. So, we made an appointment with the doctor and put
Matthew through a battery of tests only to discover that there was no
evidence at all that Matthew was infected. Having spent $500 on
tests, I wondered what the blood company might be willing to do
since the tests were the result of their inaccurate conclusion expressed
in the letter they sent. The response of the representative was this:
“Oh, those tests often turn out false positives.” “False positive”
sounds like an oxymoron to me. I learned right away to despise false
positives. They can be very expensive. 

Spiritual false positives will keep you from fulfilling the law of
Christ by restoring a fallen brother or sister. God is not impressed if
you think you are more righteous than your neighbor. For us to think
that we are is to be sunk in self-righteousness and, therefore, be
deluded. We must continually put our works to the test, measuring
them against God’s standard.

We do the testing to make sure that each of us is bearing his
own load. For each will have to bear his own load (v.5). Does this
text say that we are to bear our own burdens? Didn’t Paul say we are
supposed to bear each other’s burdens (v.2)? Yes, we are to pick up
and carry the exhausting process of restoring the fallen brother to
useful service in the Body of Christ. If someone else bears my
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burden, why do I need to bear my own?  Here the word load is not the
same as the previously used word burden. In plain terms, each of us
is to pick up and carry his own cargo or freight. The word (fortion)
speaks metaphorically of the load of responsibilities each Christian
has. We have responsibilities to fulfill the law of Christ. We have
responsibilities effecting work, relationships, ministry. Human nature
desires to neglect these “loads” and live a life of pleasure. Instead we
must pick up our own load of responsibilities.

As each believer strives to keep this command, no one becomes
an unnecessary burden. When someone in the Body of Christ fails to
carry his own load, it will put additional burden on others. The old
adage that in any given church 25% of the people do 100% of the
work is too true. And the ratio is even more skewed when it is a
matter of each person doing his or her part to restore those caught in
a transgression.

The picture of a church being a safe place to gather to praise the
Lord together, to pat each other on the back, to catch up on the latest
gossip, to do religious things that salve our consciences is not even
close to the picture given in the Bible. The true Body of Christ is a
place where sinners who have been regenerated and born again meet
to learn who God is, what God is like, and how we are to be engaged
in helping each other strive for that standard. Such ministry is hard
work, requires selfless service, and is often  emotionally draining as
we must once again humble ourselves in order to stoop to pick up the
heavy burden of restoring a Christian who carelessly walked into the
trap of sin.
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