
Be Careful What You Pray For
Galatians 5:22

Word of wisdom for the day, be careful what you pray for.  
Many people would readily pray for the first three of these fruit of 
the Spirit that we have studied, “Lord, help me to love.”  “Lord, 
increase my joy.”  “Lord, give me peace.”  Those are all good 
prayers, prayers that please the Lord.  And prayers that would be 
easy to pray.  

But you might be careful praying for patience.  “Lord, give me 
patience.”  You need to be careful, or that prayer will come out 
something like this, “Lord, give me patience, and give it to me 
now!”  That just doesn’t seem to fit, does it?  Nor are we likely to 
pray, “Lord, give me the opportunity to learn patience.”  “Lord, 
give the situation in which I can learn to be patient.”

You might just as well pray, “Lord, please let others irritate me 
today so that I can develop patience.”  Somehow, I doubt any of 
us has actually prayed that prayer just like that.  But in a sense, 
we should.  After all, James teaches us to,

James 1:2  “…count it all joy when you fall into various trials, 3 
knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience. 4 But let 
patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect and 
complete, lacking nothing.”

Just meditate for a few moments upon that.  “Let patience 
have its perfect work.”  And what is that perfect work?

2 Peter 1:5  "But also for this very reason, giving all diligence, 
add to your faith virtue, to virtue knowledge, 6 to knowledge self-
control, to self-control perseverance, to perseverance godliness, 
7 to godliness brotherly kindness, and to brotherly kindness love. 
8 For if these things are yours and abound, you will be neither 
barren nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

This virtue of patience shows up often, doesn’t it?  But some 
the verses I have read so far have the Greek word well translated 
as perseverance.  It is,  

I. THE PATIENCE OF ENDURANCE.
And that endurance is the foundation upon which patience is 

built.  But the fruit of the Spirit actually makes reference to 
another Greek word.  It is very similar to the one used in the 
verses I read, but it is not exactly a synonym.  This word, this fruit 
of the Spirit, this patience begins with the virtue of endurance and 
perseverance, but it adds something.  It adds the idea of 
suffering, the idea of enduring suffering.  The patience that is 
learned in the midst of suffering.  This particular word is often 
translated well, longsuffering. 

That is our focus this afternoon.  Longsuffering.  Endurance or 
steadfastness in the face of suffering.  I mentioned last week that 
my method in preaching then was essentially a subject sermon.  
My method today is something more of a word study, a 
particularly beneficial type of Bible study for any one of you.  If 
you have a Strongs or Young concordance, you can actually do 
this sort of study without knowing the actual Greek words.  The 
English concordance will separate the references for you 
according to the Greek words, and give you a little bit of these 
subtle differences.  You can look up the word for longsuffering 
wherever it appears in the Bible.  And that method was much of 
my study this week.

So the fruit of patience.  The fruit of longsuffering.  

A. The willingness to suffer long without despondency.
The goal isn’t simply to grin and bear it.  The idea is not 

merely to survive, as if there is any virtue in being the last man 
standing in some sort of brutal conflict which we call life.  No, it is 
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the ability to endure with joy.  To endure patiently, to suffer long, 
with the delight of your soul intact.  So it is related to the fruit of 
joy, which we studied two weeks ago.  It is related to the fruit of 
peace, which we studied last week.  It has reference to the 
condition of your soul,  a soul at rest even in the midst of the 
troubles of life.

So let me being with an address to your soul.  Let me urge 
you, challenge you, to consider this sort of patience, this long-
suffering, as a virtue well worth your effort to pursue.  It is a 
worthy, even necessary, aspiration.  If you struggle with patience, 
if you struggle to endure suffering with steadfastness, then please 
make this a matter of your prayer.  Make this a focal point of your 
Christian discipleship and maturity.  Make this your goal.  “Lord, 
help me to learn patience.”  

And remember, it is a fruit of the Spirit.  It is the work of God in 
you, a work we must all desire and pursue, if you are going to 
walk in the Spirit.  If you are unwilling to be patient, then you are 
unwilling to keep in step with the Spirit.  The fruit of the Spirit is 
love, joy, peace, patience.

And so Paul prays for the Colossians that they would be,
Col. 1:11  “…strengthened with all might, according to His 

glorious power, for all patience and longsuffering with joy; 12 
giving thanks to the Father who has qualified us to be partakers of 
the inheritance of the saints in the light.”

But there is still one more part that needs to be added to the 
definition of this word.  This endurance, this steadfastness, has 
reference to your patience when you are provoked!  It is not 
simply the circumstances of life that are in view, but the situation 
in which you are aggravated by someone else.

Can any of you identify with that situation?  Children, I’m 
thinking of the situation when your brother or sister does 
something to annoy you.  Or your parents.  Parents, I’m thinking 
of the situation when you child aggravates you.  Intentionally.  Or 
maybe your husband or wife does the provoking.  Maybe its 
someone at your work.  Or a neighbor.  The context is the 
occasion when you are provoked to be irritated.  This fruit of the 
spirit is,

B. The willingness to endure without retaliation. 
That’s the key to the Greek word that is used.  “Without 

retaliation.”  Without responding back.

I remember reading a newspaper account of two neighbors 
near where we used to live.  Evidently, one of the men didn’t cut 
his grass very often.  The grass was very high.  After a verbal 
confrontation, the other neighbor threw a brick through a kitchen 
window, then poured two large cans of gasoline into the house, 
and set the house on fire with a lighter.  The homeowner and his 
3-year old daughter were still inside the home watching television.  
They escaped unharmed, but the house was gutted.

That would be the opposite of this fruit of the Spirit, and 
though I’m sure none of you has ever done anything quite so 
reckless or foolish, I would suspect most of you would know and 
understand the motivation.  The desires of the flesh are for 
retaliation.  Therefore the Bible admonishes us with the words of,    

1 Thes. 5:14  “And we urge you, brothers, admonish the idle, 
encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with them 
all. 15 See that no one repays anyone evil for evil, but always 
seek to do good to one another and to everyone.”

Do you see that connection?  Be patient with all.  Specifically, 
do not repay evil for evil.
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Mat. 5:38  “You have heard that it was said, An eye for an eye 
and a tooth for a tooth. 39 But I say to you, Do not resist the one 
who is evil. But if anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him 
the other also.”

Need I remind you at this point that this is a fruit of the Spirit.  
This is not an accomplishment you can achieve on the basis of 
your own strength.  This is not something natural to your fallen 
condition, but it is evidence of the work of God in the life of a 
Christian.  And it must be your goal, your objective in terms of 
your growth in holiness.  This is not optional, nor is it unimportant.  
We must learn this endurance, we must practice this 
steadfastness, we must cultivate this patience, if we want to be 
able to live together within the church.  Absolutely essential.  The 
same is true within your family.  The fruit of the Spirit is the ability 
to be longsuffering, even when provoked, without retaliation.  
Without getting even.  Without gossip.  Without verbal attacks.  
Without anger or a vindictive spirit.  Without shunning.  Without 
ridiculing.  Without insults, put-downs or any expression of 
superiority or pride.

And so this steadfastness is very well defined not simply as 
the patience of endurance but also,

II. THE PATIENCE OF FORBEARANCE.
And what is forbearance?  Simply,

A. The willingness to put up with the faults of others.
There are two key passages that make this point so clearly.  

First,
Eph. 4:1 “I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you to 

walk worthy of the calling with which you were called, 2 with all 
lowliness and gentleness, with longsuffering, bearing with one 
another in love.”

Then, the similar passage in,
Col. 3:12  “Therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, 

put on tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, 
longsuffering; 13 bearing with one another, and forgiving one 
another, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as 
Christ forgave you, so you also must do.”

This is a simple concept.  It takes no explanation on my part to 
enable you to understand it.  Patience means “bearing with one 
another in love.”  Putting up with their faults,  “and, if one has a 
complaint against another, forgiving each other.”   So, if you are 
married, you know what that means, don’t you?  If you have 
children, you know what that means.  Children, if you have 
parents, you know what that means.  If you have a brother or a 
sister, you know what that means.  If you have friends, if you have 
an employer, if you have neighbors, you know what this means.

And you all know just how hard it is, because “the desires of 
the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are 
against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep 
you from doing the things you want to do.”  You know those 
desires of the flesh within your own heart, and you know how 
difficult it is to exercise this patience of forbearance.  So I don’t 
need to convince you that this is the work of the Holy Spirit in you.  
So you are urged, “Keep in step with the Spirit.”  “Walk by the 
Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.”

It is too easy these days to just walk away from hard 
relationships, as if that solves the problem.  So we have no-fault 
divorce.  We have reduced friendship to something you define on 
Facebook, friending and unfriending people over and over again 
with just the click of a mouse.  Beloved, Facebook does not 
define friendship.  Scripture does.

Ps. 15:1  “O Lord, who shall sojourn in your tent?  Who shall 
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dwell on your holy hill?  2 He who walks blamelessly and does 
what is right and speaks truth in his heart; 3 who does not slander 
with his tongue and does no evil to his neighbor, nor takes up a 
reproach against his friend.”

Prov. 17:17  “A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born 
for adversity.”

Prov. 18:24  “A man of many companions may come to ruin, 
but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.”

To be such a friend, you must know this fruit of the Spirit, 
because a friend who sticks closer than a brother must be willing 
to put with the faults of his friend.  And, to add one important 
definition to all of that, this sort of patience forbearance is the very 
essence of love.  It is,

B. The willingness to love in the most practical of ways.
I read Col. 3:12-13 a few minutes ago, so let me add verse 14.

Col. 3:13  “...bearing with one another, and forgiving one 
another, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as 
Christ forgave you, so you also must do. 14 But above all these 
things put on love, which is the bond of perfection.”

This is love.  This is what love is all about.  Patience,  
forbearance, steadfastness.  Just listen to these familiar words 
from,

1 Cor. 13:4  “Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or 
boast; it is not arrogant 5 or rude. It does not insist on its own 
way; it is not irritable or resentful; 6 it does not rejoice at 
wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth. 7 Love bears all things, 
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.”

So it is, Jesus says, that the second great commandment is 

this, that you love your neighbor as yourself.  Perhaps you need 
to repent of your failure to love in these ways.  Perhaps you 
simply need to admit that you have not loved as you should.  
Perhaps you need to pray for God’s grace to enable you to 
exercise this sort of love.  I urge you to do all of those things this 
very moment.

And as you do, to fix your eyes upon Jesus,
Heb. 12:2  “...the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for 

the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the 
shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God.”

Consider Jesus.  Consider,

III. THE PATIENCE OF JESUS. 
Jesus endured the cross.  That’s patience.  And the very next 

verse in Hebrews 12 speaks to all of us,
Heb. 12:3  “Consider him who endured from sinners such 

hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary or 
fainthearted.”

A. Jesus’ forbearance enabled him to complete his work 
of salvation.
He endured the cross. 
Is. 53:4  “Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our 

sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and 
afflicted. 5 But he was pierced for our transgressions; he was 
crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that 
brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed. 6 All we 
like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—every one—to his 
own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.  7 He 
was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his 
mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep 
that before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth.”
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Consider Jesus.  And when your patience grows thin, when 
your patience fails, consider Jesus who is not only the author of 
your faith but the perfecter.  The finisher.  It is he who will 
complete your faith, who will make complete your patience.  
Because it is he who, through his own patient endurance, has 
won for you your salvation.

That work is done, and so your salvation doesn’t depend upon 
patient you are.  Your patience is not the ground upon which you 
are saved.  Jesus did all of that.  Now, therefore, as Paul puts it 
Ephesians 4,

Eph. 4:1  “...walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which 
you have been called, 2 with all humility and gentleness, with 
patience, bearing with one another in love, 3 eager to maintain 
the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 4 There is one body 
and one Spirit—just as you were called to the one hope that 
belongs to your call— 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 6 one 
God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. 7 
But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure 
of Christ's gift.”

Patience is a work of God’s grace.  Patience is a fruit of the 
Holy Spirit.  And,

B. God’s forbearance enables us time to repent.
Indeed, the context of this admonition for us to live with patient 

forbearance is simply God’s demonstration of forbearance since 
the fall of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.  Many today will 
continue to doubt  God’s promised, and threatened, judgment, 
since obviously it hasn’t happened yet.

2 Peter 3:4  “They will say, Where is the promise of his 
coming? For ever since the fathers fell asleep, all things are 
continuing as they were from the beginning of creation.”

But we know and believe that judgment will come.  And we 
know why it hasn’t come yet.  God’s forbearance enables us time 
to repent.  So Peter continues,

2 Peter 3:7  “But by the same word the heavens and earth that 
now exist are stored up for fire, being kept until the day of 
judgment and destruction of the ungodly.  8 But do not overlook 
this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand 
years, and a thousand years as one day. 9 The Lord is not slow to 
fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward 
you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach 
repentance. 10 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and 
then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly 
bodies will be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the 
works that are done on it will be exposed.”

More succinctly, the invitation of the gospel is this,
Rom. 2:4  “Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness 

and forbearance and patience, not knowing that God's kindness is 
meant to lead you to repentance?”

So people of God, you who are saved by the grace of God 
shown to you in Jesus Christ, you who are saved by grace 
through faith, “walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you 
have been called...with patience, bearing with one another in 
love.”

Where and when you fail, repent of that sin, and pray that this 
fruit of the Holy Spirit would be yours in abundance.

Col. 3:12  “Therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, 
put on tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, 
longsuffering; 13 bearing with one another, and forgiving one 
another, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as 
Christ forgave you, so you also must do. 14 But above all these 
things put on love, which is the bond of perfection.” 
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