The Truth About the Spirit – Part 2 (4/5/08)
Introduction

Have you been following the fortunes of the Olympic flame? It’s been making its way across the world with the aim of ending up in China in preparation for the Olympic Games later this year. But there have been attempts to put the flame out in protest against the Chinese government for its treatment of the people of Tibet. While China has been concerned to keep the Olympic flame burning, it seems that there are attempts to put out the flame of the gospel. Forty-six Christians were arrested on Sunday, 13 April, in China, while holding a Bible class and worshipping in a private home…All but two were released on bail. The Christians were asked to confess their illegal Sunday worship activities and study the government’s handbook on religious policy… The two other Christians, Mr Ding Zhichun (aged 40) and Ms Ma Wenxiu (aged 42) were detained for 15 days. Mr Ding was apparently detained because he had opened his home for the worship service. It is believed that this incident is part of a nationwide crackdown on house churches which are not government-controlled and therefore considered illegal by the government (Barnabas Fund). Despite this, the church is growing in China.
It reminds me of the opposition Christians faced in Ephesus. Paul had visited Ephesus on his missionary journeys. It was a pagan place, famed for the worship of the goddess Artemis. There was a great deal of sorcery. Paul spent two years there, preaching the gospel and teaching the new believers. God’s Spirit was at work. How do we know? Some amazing things happened: Many of those who had believed now came and openly confessed their evil deeds. A number who had practised sorcery brought their scrolls together and burned them publicly. They were worth fifty thousand drachmas! (Acts 19:17-20). There followed a riot led by Demetrius and the craftsmen. 

 Last week we saw that the Spirit’s work was about convicting the world of sin and glorifying Jesus Christ. That’s what we see in Ephesus. But in this Paul tells us more about the Spirit’s work. 
1) The Spirit lives in every Christian (1:13-14)

Paul is writing to the whole church – all the believers in Ephesus. They had all believed the gospel and turned to Christ. You can’t do that without the Spirit: and no-one can say, “Jesus is Lord” except by the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:3). Paul seems to be describing the order in the Christian’s experience: we turn to Christ as Lord and Saviour and we become conscious of the Spirit’s presence, changing us, our priorities and direction. Firstly he describes the Spirit as a seal. When a merchant sent his goods by ship he marked each box with his own seal. This was to identify the goods which genuinely belonged to him. In the same way, God’s Spirit is the seal of ownership upon every Christian. Is that how you see yourself? Are you conscious that you belong to the Lord? That you are not your own?

Then he describes the Spirit as a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance. Have you ever wanted to buy something – a car or piece of furniture – but not had enough money with you? Sometimes you can put down a deposit, which is the guarantee to the seller that you are going to return with the full price and buy the item, as you’ve promised. The gift of God’s Spirit to every Christian is the deposit guaranteeing that all his promises to us will be fulfilled: resurrection, renewal (of the universe) and relationships (with God and his people) for ever. God hasn’t given us his Spirit to be our Counsellor and to change us, only to forsake or forget about us in the end!

So the Holy Spirit lives in every Christian. He is God’s seal of ownership and God’s deposit as guarantee. Do you have the Spirit? That question is the same as asking, ‘Are you a Christian?’ How can you tell if you have the Spirit? Some would teach that the sign is speaking in tongues. Paul teaches that not all Christians do so (1 Corinthians 12:30). But the bible gives us some clear signs. Two are found in v15. Firstly, you have faith in the Lord Jesus. Is it clearly evident that Jesus is your Lord? Have you turned to him? Do you trust and follow him? Secondly, you have love for all the saints. Do you love fellow Christians? Do you desire to serve and care for them? Do you want to be with God’s people? These are the marks of the Spirit.

2) The Spirit lives in the church (2:19-22)

In these verses Paul pictures God’s people, the church, as a building. God’s Word (apostles and prophets) is the foundation, with Christ Jesus as the chief cornerstone, through whom the whole building is joined together. He describes the Church as a holy temple, and that very church in Ephesus as a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit. In the OT the emphasis was upon the Temple in Jerusalem as the place where God’s presence was to be found, and where people went to worship God. But here we find Paul describing the Christian community as the holy temple where God lives by his Spirit. So the emphasis in the NT is not on holy places, but holy people. Jesus said: a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain, nor in Jerusalem…when true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth, for they are the kind of worshippers the Father seeks (John 4:21f). So God’s Spirit is among his people, especially when they gather together for worship.

Graham Beynon writes of his little girl always spotting church buildings from the car. “Look Daddy! There’s a church!” he would cry. “That’s right!” But then he realised that he might be teaching her something wrong, so one day he said, “You know, that’s not really the church, it’s only a building where a church meets.” She must have learned the lesson because after that she would say, “Look Daddy! A church building!” (God’s New Community, IVP).
In the days of the early church, there were no church buildings. But gradually church buildings became more and more elaborate. But there’s nothing sacred about them. God is not more present there than anywhere else. Where can we meet with God then? When God’s people are gathered together for worship and encouragement, that’s where God’s Spirit can be experienced and known. It doesn’t matter where the church meets – a rented room, a hotel or a bar. God is seeking true worshippers, who worship him in spirit and in truth. That’s joining together to worship God is such a privilege. You don’t want to be casual or late for it! The Holy Spirit is living among us.

Be still, for the presence of the Lord is moving in this place

3) The Spirit empowers us for holy living (3:14-17a)

Here we find Paul praying for the Ephesian believers – that they would be strengthened through God’s Spirit in their inner being (their soul), so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. In other words, Christians need the Spirit’s strength to trust in Christ more and more, and as they do, it becomes more and more clear that Jesus Christ is living within them. If the Holy Spirit is within you, your life will become more and more holy. But what does holiness look like? Long robes? Sandals? A halo? No! Holiness means being more Christ-like. We don’t have to guess, for Paul spells it out later in this letter (4:25-5:7). It means being truthful, hard-working, generous (v25-28); it affects the words you speak to others – for building them up. We’re told not to grieve the Spirit. We do so by having bitterness, rage and anger (v31); by being sexually immoral or greedy (5:3). Instead we are called to be kind, compassionate and forgiving (4:32).  
Don Carson gives an illustration for this phrase of Christ dwelling in your hearts through faith. Imagine that you move into house or apartment. You don’t like the wall-paper or the colours. There’s a lot of junk that needs clearing out! You get to work on it bit by bit, room by room. After a while, the house is transformed into the way you want it, with your pictures and furniture; your colours and style. Your presence has changed the house. It’s clear that you’ve living there! 

When you become a Christian there’s a lot of junk that needs clearing out! Old ways of thinking and behaving must change. We need the power of God’s Spirit to do this. But as you continue to trust and obey Jesus Christ, by the Spirit’s strength your ‘house’ begins to become more Christ-like. The rooms change. The Self-control room: you’re not so quick to lose your temper. The Attitude room: your hard, self-centred heart begins to be softened towards others. The Sexuality room: you seek to keep your mind and body sexually pure; the Forgiveness room: you’re able to forgive people instead of bearing grudges. The Contentment room: instead of complaining about what you haven’t got, you find yourself thanking God for what he has given you. Over time, people begin to see Jesus in you.

4) The Spirit enables us to grasp the love of Christ (3:14-19)

Paul continues to pray for power (and I think it’s also from the Holy Spirit) to grasp something else: how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ. He doesn’t pray for power to love Christ! He wants them to grasp the dimensions of Christ’s love for his people. When you become a Christian you become conscious of the love of God through Jesus. It’s amazing. But it’s only the beginning! Paul knows that you can’t measure love in metres and kilometres; he’s using a picture to convey how big and wide and deep Christ’s love is. He then adds – and to know this love that surpasses knowledge. It’s as though he’s saying, “I’m praying for God’s Spirit to help you to know Christ’s love, but you can never grasp it fully!”

Stuart Olyott gives the illustration of scientists who spend a whole year exploring the ocean. They go off into separate areas and discover the wonders of marine and plant life. They gather together afterwards to share their findings. One has discovered all about the hump back whale, another has found out about coral, another has discovered a tiny fish that no-one knew existed. But none of them concludes that they know all the ocean’s wonders. They all realise there is so much more to discover and experience.

O the deep, deep love of Jesus! Vast, unmeasured, boundless, free’

Rolling as a mighty ocean in its fullness over me

Underneath me, all around me, is the current of the thy love

Leading onward, leading homeward, to thy glorious rest above

Why do we need the Spirit’s strength to grasp the wonders of Christ’s love? One reason must be because we are so easily distracted by lesser things. Sport, fashion, food, health and entertainment distract us from reflecting upon the love of God in Christ Jesus. Another reason may be our own weakness. R A Torrey earnestly sought God in prayer, and one day, while he was reading the Scriptures he was overwhelmed with a consciousness of God’s love for him. He began to weep and weep, and eventually asked God to show him no more; he could not bear it. When did you last pray like Paul and Torrey? Why not do so?  May the Spirit help us to grasp more of this love!
Conclusion
Don Carson tells the story of when he was a young boy. He had become very ill and went to hospital. Then he came home and was told to rest. He woke up one day in his bedroom to find that his mother was there, quietly weeping over him. “Mum! You do love me!” was his response. It was the wrong thing to say, and she left the room, upset. But for him, as a child, the sight of his mother shedding tears over him made him feel his mother’ love more powerfully than ever. Of course, he knew that his mother loved him before, but this came to him in a fresh way.

That’s what the Holy Spirit is able to do in the heart of a Christian. That’s what he wants to do! Why not make Paul’s prayer for the Ephesians your prayer for yourself this week?

Look at the promise: God is able to do much more than all we ask or imagine! May it be so, for His glory.
