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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.
Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!
I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.
These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.
Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.

   
Testing the spirits - 1 John 4
? How do we know when something is Holy Spirit prompted and when it isn’t? This is an important question for us just now because I’ve been sharing with you for a few months that I feel the H/S is stirring and working among us. So many people have shared with me things that have happened to them, feelings they’ve had, as well as various other experiences and events that I cannot ignore it. 
For some it’s been expressed as a sense that God is calling to something more, for some it’s a deeper longing and devotion to Jesus; others have described seeing and hearing things completely unknown before, and others a deeper of a sense of joy and hope, etc. I personally have had a number of times when I’ve felt very directly led to passages – I’ve told you that I changed the Xmas morning message and the message to the afternoon fellowship – I just felt urged to do it, and people were, from all accounts, unusually blessed by it. Last Sunday I felt an overwhelming sense of grace and love that broke me in tears and took words away.
Now what is this? Is it God, is it psychology, was I just tired, is it just a play of the mind or emotions? How do we know/discern? It’s a really important question because if it’s God moving then we ought to be open and keen for him to do more – you’d agree right? But if it’s not and it’s something else then we should be very, very wary. Yes? We don’t want to be duped but we don’t want to miss out so this becomes an important question.
It’s not really enough for any of us to say ‘Well it’s not my thing – it’s ok for you but I’ll sit this out’. ‘Sitting it out’ when God is doing something isn’t really a wise move!  None of us (I hope!) wants to get swept along with some emotional experience for the sake of it, but neither should any of us want to miss something that God genuinely is doing. 
Over the last few months I’ve been reading a great deal about revival – I hope you can tell as it’s really fired and fuelled me up! What has constantly challenged me is the thought of what I’d have thought if I’d been alive and around when those revivals happened. 
Relate a few of the things from Daniel Rowlands, Geo Whitfield’s & Jon Edwards ministry – the calling out, the swooning, singing, the all night meetings, the small groups, the accountability to others, that many didn’t keep up their initial keenness, etc.
There were many critics of all this, saying that God couldn’t possibly by involved when such things are happening. It must be emotionalism, mere enthusiasm. In the face of this criticism these men did what people of every age should do – they asked ‘What does the Bible say about it’. Jonathan Edwards particularly gave himself to study this and his writings have become a classic and a touch stone for Bible believing churches ever since. The book he wrote was called ‘The Distinguishing Marks of the Work of the Spirit of God’
In it Edwards addresses the various accusations made against the revival - ‘Well it can’t be from God because X Y or Z is happening’. Edwards looks at these and weighs them against scripture. Then he goes to 1 John 4 which talks about testing the spirits and shows from that chapter what the real signs of a work of God are – things which you will always see if a thing is of God. I’d like to go through some of the things he says – we’ll go through the negatives (ie things which are not an argument against a thing being from God) this week and the proofs of something being from God in a fortnight. 
1.  ‘We’ve not done it this way before!’ It is different to what we’re used to! 
How long ago did Edwards live? Some things never change! Truth is that just because it’s different and hasn’t happened before isn’t evidence that something isn’t from God! If they had applied that in the early church then they’d have rejected what God was doing and the church would never have got off the ground. 
· This was of course the problem the Jews had with Jesus – he didn’t conform to what they thought God should do!
· It was the problem Jewish believers had when gentiles started to get saved. It wasn’t this way before! It took a vision from God to convince Peter that God really was doing things a new way! He wasn’t easily convinced! 
· It was the problem the Jewish believers had when it came to accepting the way the gentile believers worshipped – they didn’t do it their way, they didn’t do circumcision, and they ate meat, etc. Big uproar and argument.
What we see throughout the scriptures is that God is always doing things he hasn’t done before! If that was his way then, then why not now? Why should he now become limited only to what he’s done before? There’s nothing in scripture to say that at the end of the 1st century God’s character and nature changed and that he became static. Everywhere the sense is that things will change – right through till the time when Jesus comes again. That too will be a time of great change in the way God relates to people. 
So of course we should be wary of new things, no one would dare to say that all change is good or of God, but neither does the Bible allow us to say that the very novelty of a thing means it’s not of God. 
2. People are getting emotional, falling over, shouting out or shaking! 
‘Oh that can’t be right can it! I heard people were falling over and crying and some were shaking! That’s just wrong, emotionalism!’ I’ve heard it and you’ve heard it – we may even have said it! I know I have! 
Edwards makes the point that scripture simply doesn’t judge on these things one way or another. Truth is that in the Bible these things sometimes happened. You cannot help but notice as you read that there were times when peoples bodies and emotions were affected when worked on by the Spirit of God – read the Psalms, read the prophets, read the gospels, read Revelation and you’ll see that people cry out, people weep, peoples strength fails them, people get emotional, they tremble, they sing, they cry out hallelujah, etc. These things happened, so we must be careful not to dismiss these things simply because we see or hear of them today - but neither should anyone say ‘well this is happening so it must be of God’; they are simply not sufficient to make that judgement.
3. The fact that people seem to get obsessed with God and spiritual things – is, surprisingly, not proof that something isn’t of God! 
I hope we hardly actually need to say this one – but sadly I have heard it implied! It’s like ‘It’s not normal, like they’re obsessed, it’s all they talk about, all the read, all they do – it’s God this, God that, meeting here, meeting there; it’s not normal; I think they might be having a breakdown.’ In Edwards day, and ours, those who are religious but steady (probably spiritually dead) will accuse those who get lively about the Lord as being ‘enthusiasts’ and completely OTT. Edwards faced that allegation a good deal.
But what about Mary who poured the perfume over Jesus feet, Legion who wanted to follow Jesus, Abram who left everything to go, well, who knows where! 
Sadly it seldom seems to happen in our type of church! Not many times when someone gets so keen that you almost feel like saying ‘Woe, calm down’. Sadly I’ve seen one or two people emotionally and mentally unstable becoming obsessed with ‘spiritual’ things – and it has turned out to be evidence of some mental illness. Sadly I haven’t seen many get so fired up for God by the H/S that I’ve been concerned for them!
4. People are seeing and imagining unusual things 
We’ve all heard reports of people seeing ‘pictures’ or ‘hearing God say to me’ and we’ve probably been quite sceptical. We may well be right to be – but equally we may be wrong! Edwards suggests that when the H/S works in us and causes our minds to get fixed and focused on the Lord, and when we look forward to the world still to come the more we can expect these sorts of things to happen! He suggests that it would actually unusual for them not to!  
Again, the evidence of scripture is that this does indeed happen – Paul’s transport into 3rd heaven; Peter’s vision on the roof, John on the Lord’s day. Unless we say that this has completely stopped and is not possible then when the H/S is at work in an unusually strong way we should not be surprised to hear of it. It certainly shouldn’t be regarded as evidence that something isn’t of God. 
5. People are being influenced by a leader. (crowd pressure, etc)
This certainly happens but we can too quickly assume this is what is happening. Edwards shows that there are many times in the Bible where the example of another person was a powerful means that God used in the choice of another person. Naomi and Ruth would be one example; Paul encouraging people to follow his example would be another. Testimonies and accounts of God’s work have always been used to encourage others – we know it in our own lives. So we should not despise the influence of a leader. Recently we faced this with Bernard T – what he was saying and talking about was way beyond most of our experience. How did we listen to him? With scepticism or with faith desiring to know more of what he was describing? 
That this was a man is not an indication that it wasn’t God. How else will God speak and call and move us if not by people? It’s always been his way! Lastly …
6. But look at the faults and failures of the people involved! 
This is one of the most common – God cannot be in it, look at who the man is, look at some of his sins! I was startled as I thought about this and remember that even Judas had been sent out by Jesus and done miracles in Jesus name, used by Jesus! Peter denied Jesus and made colossal mistakes; the church at Corinth was riddled with issues, but still used by God! And that others can imitate what God is doing isn’t a sign it’s not of God. Derren Brown loves this one – as if he somehow disproves God by appearing to do the same things. Not sure what he’d have made of Jannes and Jambres in Pharaoh’s court!
So, none of this sufficient to rule out a work of God, a move of the H/S.

Next time we’ll look at the positives proofs of the work of the Spirit.

Prayer
 
Positive Signs
 
1.             "When the operation is such as to raise their esteem of that Jesus who was born of the Virgin, and was crucified without the gates of Jerusalem; and seems more to confirm and establish their minds in the truth of what the gospel declares to us of his being the Son of God, and the Saviour of men; it is a sure sign that it is from the Spirit of God" (109).
 
Edwards derives this principle from vv. 2-3 and v. 15. Therefore, if people are led to deeper conviction that Jesus is the Christ come in the flesh, if they are led to deeper devotion and esteem for Christ, if they are led to more honorable thoughts of him, "it is a sure sign that it is the true and right Spirit" (110). Satan would never do this. He "never would go about to beget in men more honourable thoughts of him, and lay greater weight on his instructions and commands. The Spirit that inclines men's hearts to the seed of the woman is not the spirit of the serpent that has such an irreconcilable enmity against him" (111).
 
2.             "When the spirit that is at work operates against the interests of Satan's kingdom, which lies in encouraging and establishing sin, and cherishing men's worldly lusts; this is a sure sign that it is a true, and not a false spirit" (111). See vv. 4-5.
 
3.             "The spirit that operates in such a manner as to cause in men a greater regard to the Holy Scriptures, and establishes them more in their truth and divinity is certainly the Spirit of God" (113). See v. 6.
 
4.             In view of the reference in v. 6 to "the spirit of truth and the spirit of error," Edwards concludes that "if by observing the manner of the operation of a spirit that is at work among a people, we see that it operates as a spirit of truth, leading persons to truth, convincing them of those things that are true, we may safely determine that it is a right and true spirit" (115).
 
5.             "If the spirit that is at work among a people operates as a spirit of love to God and man, it is a sure sign that it is the Spirit of God" (115). Edwards appeals to what John writes beginning with v. 6 and extending to the end of the chapter.
 
Edwards' point is that there are certain things that Satan either cannot do or would not do: he would not awaken the conscience of the sinner or make them sensible of sin and guilt; he would not confirm their belief in or their love for the Son of God; he would not increase their love for and belief in the truth and authority of the Scriptures; he would not increase our love or humility. Thus Edwards concludes that
 
"when there is an extraordinary influence or operation appearing on the minds of a people, if these things are found in it we are safe in determining that it is the work of God, whatever other circumstances it may be attended with, whatever instruments are used, whatever methods are taken to promote it; whatever means a sovereign God, whose judgments are a great deep, employs to carry it on; and whatever motion there may be of the animal spirits, whatever effects may be wrought on men's bodies. These marks that the apostle has given us are sufficient to stand alone, and support themselves. They plainly show the finger of God, and are sufficient to outweigh a thousand such little objections, as many make from oddities, irregularities, errors in conduct, and the delusions and scandals of some professors" (118-19).
 
Edwards now turns to several practical inferences from the preceding.
 
1.             "From what has been said, I will venture to draw this inference, viz, that the extraordinary influence that has lately appeared causing an uncommon concern and engagedness of mind about the things of religion is undoubtedly, in the general, from the Spirit of God" (121). Under this general heading, Edwards makes several comments that are helpful in evaluating the move of the Spirit.
 
·         Greater precision is possible in determining the source of religious phenomena "when it is observed in a great multitude of people of all sorts and in various places [as was the case in the Great Awakening], than when it is only seen in a few, in some particular place, that have been much conversant one with another" (122).
 
·         Those people who have been the subject of intense bodily manifestations were either "in great distress from an apprehension of their sin and misery" or were "overcome with a sweet sense of the greatness, wonderfulness, and excellency of divine things" (123).
 
·         Edwards believed that "there have been very few in whom there has been any appearance of feigning or affecting such manifestations, and very many for whom it would have been undoubtedly utterly impossible for them to avoid" (124).
 
·         Edwards observed that "generally, in these agonies they have appeared to be in the perfect exercise of their reason; and those of them who could speak [implying that some were so overcome that they could not speak] have been well able to give an account of the circumstances of their mind, and the cause of their distress, at the time, and were able to remember and give an account of it afterwards. I have known a very few instances of those who, in their great extremity, have for a short space been deprived in some measure of the use of reason; and among the many hundreds, and it may be thousands, that have lately been brought to such agonies, I never yet knew one lastingly deprived of their reason" (124).
 
·         To the objection that the "revival" was not of God because he is the author of order, not confusion, Edwards responds:
 
"But let it be considered what is the proper notion of confusion, but the breaking that order of things whereby they are properly disposed, and duly directed to their end, so that the order and due connection of means being broken they fail of their end. Now the conviction of sinners for their conversion is the obtaining of the end of religious means. Not but that I think the persons thus extraordinarily moved should endeavour to refrain from such outward manifestations, what they well can, and should refrain to their utmost, at the time of their solemn worship. [Edwards' point here is that during times of worship, during those moments when reverence, awe, silence, and the like, seem proper, if possible, people should try to restrain those sorts of manifestations that would prove inconsistent with the atmosphere of the service.] But if God is pleased to convince the consciences of persons, so that they cannot avoid great outward manifestations, even to interrupting and breaking off those public means they were attending, I do not think this is confusion or an unhappy interruption, any more than if a company should meet on the field to pray for rain, and should be broken off from their exercise by a plentiful shower. Would to God that all the public assemblies in the land were broken off from their public exercises with such confusion as this the next Sabbath day! We need not be sorry for breaking the order of means, by obtaining the end to which that order is directed. He who is going to fetch a treasure need not be sorry that he is stopped by meeting the treasure in the midst of his journey"(126-27).
 
·         Edwards talks further about many "who have had their bodily strength taken away" (127) because of a sense of Christ's beauty and dying love; others "had their love and joy attended with a flood of tears" (127); and "many have been overcome with pity to the souls of others, and longing for their salvation" (127).
 
·         Edwards attributes the imprudences and irregularities, at least in part, to the fact that the Awakening came "after a long continued and almost universal deadness" (128).
 
·         He also attributes much of the excess to the fact that the principal recipients of the Spirit were young people, "who have less steadiness and experience, and being in the heat of youth are much more ready to run to extremes" (129).
 
·         Edwards also notes that when the ministers of those who have been touched by the Spirit oppose the work, the people are left without guidance. "No wonder then that when a people are as sheep without a shepherd, they wander out of the way" (129).
 
2.             "Let us all be hence warned, by no means to oppose, or do any thing in the least to clog or hinder the work; but, on the contrary, do our utmost to promote it" (130).
 
To those waiting to see the results of the revival, Edwards says: "If they wait to see a work of God without difficulties and stumbling-blocks, it will be like the fool's waiting at the river side to have the water all run by. A work of God without stumbling-blocks is never to be expected. . . . There never yet was any great manifestation that God made of himself to the world, without many difficulties attending it" (133).
 
Clearly, Edwards did not condone excess or difficulties or stumbling-blocks. As much as is humanly possible, with the help of divine grace, we should work to eliminate anything that might hinder or bring reproach upon the work of Christ (as the subsequent argument makes clear). His point is simply that when the Spirit genuinely moves in extraordinary power, there will always be a mess, and that we cannot afford to sit idly waiting for a revival that is free of them.
 
3.             "Let me earnestly exhort such [friends of the revival] to give diligent heed to themselves to avoid all errors and misconduct, and whatever may darken and obscure the work; and to give no occasion to those who stand ready to reproach it" (136).
 
·         Edwards especially warns about the destructive impact of pride. "Let us therefore maintain the strictest watch against spiritual pride, or being lifted up with extraordinary experiences and comforts, and the high favours of heaven that any of us may have received" (136). Cf. 2 Cor. 12:7.
 
·         Edwards then tries to argue (mistakenly, in my opinion), that none of the phenomena of the revival are to be equated with the extraordinary or miraculous gifts of the Spirit. For his weak defense of cessationism, see pp. 137-41.
 
·         He also warns (rightly, this time) against the tendency to despise human learning because of the depth of spiritual experience .
 
·         He issues strong warnings against any further censoring of those who are judged to be hypocrites or unsaved. Leave that judgment to God for the final day. "They, therefore, do greatly err who take it upon them positively to determine who are sincere, and who are not; to draw the dividing line between true saints and hypocrites, and to separate between sheep and goats, setting the one on the right hand and the other on the left; and to distinguish and gather out the tares amongst the wheat" (143).
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