14 October 2007 : Ephesians 1 : 15-23 
We spoke last week of the benefits of getting to know God better, and now Paul goes on to pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints. Hope is one of these words, a bit like gay, that’s been debased almost beyond recognition. We associate hope with crossed fingers and lucky rabbit’s paws – which certainly weren’t lucky for the rabbit, so think on! We may hope for six balls to bounce out of the machine next Saturday night to make us a fortune etc etc.
Hope in the Biblical sense is nothing to do with luck, chance, the roll of the dice etc, and everything to do with confidence and assurance in what God has already done and set forever in place for us. This hope Paul is speaking of is real. It has substance. It is the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints. Is that a reference to our place in heaven being booked? That’s the bottom line, and it’s hugely comforting for us to be know that when we commit our life to Jesus, he commits eternity to us.

But there’s more to it that that. It’s not just a question of hanging around, sitting on a park bench twiddling our thumbs and eating peppermints until the undertaker comes for us and then we cash in for heavenly glory. God’s blessing starts the very moment we choose to live as followers of Jesus. Our inheritance on earth is the anointing of the Holy Spirit, the presence and power of Jesus Christ living and working within us to change us from the inside out, and to change the world through us. 

We pray every week : thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Think about it. If that prayer is ever to be anything more than pious pompous hot air, how can it possibly happen except that the people of God, the people who have made the decision to follow Jesus, make it happen! God has an agenda for this world – it’s beautifully summed up by the Psalmist : justice and peace join hands. 

And that’s not going to happen by accident! It’s going to happen by obedience, by you and me choosing to make right choices, unselfish decisions. It’s going to happen because you and I are willing to stand up and be counted when it makes us unpopular, because you and I are willing to put our hands in our pockets and give sacrificially of what God has freely given us so that others might enjoy some of the same blessing.

Over the past couple of weeks this congregation has given a four-figure sum to make fresh clean water available to people who at present don’t have it, who don’t have a basic necessity of life that you and I take for granted. That brings joy to the heart of God, whose nature is always to love and to give, and it’s a sign of the presence in our midst of the Holy Spirit of God. The Spirit of God is among us, but I think we should also be aware that the Holy Spirit of God is within us. 
In v.19 Paul speaks of God’s incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty strength which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead. Hold on. Is Paul really saying that the power that brought about the resurrection of Jesus is within ordinary rank-and-file Christians?

I can’t see any other explanation. If you look back to v.3 you’ll see that he has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. And if you turn to Luke 11:9ff, we hear Jesus say : Ask and it will be given to you. Seek and you will find. Knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks, receives. He who seeks, finds. To him who knocks, the door will be opened.

Which of you fathers, if his son asks for a fish, will give him a snake? Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? If you human parents, sinful and carnal, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him? God’s willingness to release the fullness of His Holy Spirit, that same power that raised Jesus from the dead, is not an issue! 
The real problem is our reluctance to receive the outpouring of the Spirit. And I’ll tell you something else. The outpouring of the Spirit has already happened, whether we like it or not. God released the fullness of His Spirit on the church at Pentecost, and he did so for a very good and very obvious reason. Acts 1.4 : we find the risen Jesus speaking to the 11 just before he returned to heaven, and he warned them not to leave Jerusalem but to wait for the gift the Father had promised, the Holy Spirit.

They had a huge job to do. That small band, who had failed before, had to take the gospel out to the whole world. One thing was for sure. In their own strength, with just their own human resources, they would have fallen flat on their faces. As soon as they opened their mouths to speak of Jesus rising from the dead, the hostility of those who had conspired to get Jesus killed would have exploded in their faces. The devil would have eaten them for breakfast and spat out their fingernails.

They couldn’t have achieved anything by themselves. Natural resources alone would never get a supernatural assignment done. God had given them the job, and so God had to give them the tools for the job – namely, the Holy Spirit. Acts 1.8 : Jesus says : you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and to the ends of the earth.   
Question time. Is that task now complete? Has everybody in the world heard the good news of Jesus crucified and risen? Is everyone living the John 10.10 life that Jesus calls us to? Clearly not. Watch the news tonight and you’ll see there’s still a lot of work to be done. And how, exactly, is the job to be done? What resources are at our disposal in the God-given task of proclaiming the gospel? Same job, same toolkit.

The answer is the same : the Holy Spirit poured out at Pentecost, the Holy Spirit who whispered in a still small voice to draw us to Jesus, the Holy Spirit without whom we cannot relate to God at all, because, as Jesus says in John 4.24 : God is Spirit, and his worshippers must worship in spirit and truth. It is the Holy Spirit who enables us to be enter into that new life which is what the New Testament is all about.

But too many of us have the impression that the work of the Holy Spirit is complete when we make that decision to follow Christ, when the all-important tick appears alongside our name on the heavenly registers. The Bible teaches something different. The Bible teaches that the Holy Spirit is within us. 1 Corinthians 3.16 : you are God’s temple and God’s Spirit lives in you. 1 John 4.13 : We know that we live in him, and he in us, because he has given us of His Spirit. Colossians 1.27 talks of : Christ in you, the hope of glory. Romans 8 refers repeatedly to the Spirit of God living in you.

Are you getting the picture? When you are in Christ, Christ is in you by His Spirit. The trouble is that most of us, myself included, too often keep the Holy Spirit locked up in a cupboard somewhere deep inside us because if he escapes, things could get very untidy. If that same power that raised Jesus from the dead starts working in us, as Jesus intends, so that the job of the Kingdom can get done properly, heaven knows what might happen! People might start dancing in the aisles, or speaking in tongues!

People might start laying hands in faith on the sick, and the lame, and the blind, and the deaf, and they will get well. People might go and see friends and neighbours who have problems with addiction, and demons get cast out! Shock, horror! We can’t have that! We’re Presbyterians! Bring it on, I say! I’ll let you into a wee secret. God has a pretty good idea what he’s doing. If even Jesus and the disciples needed supernatural power to exercise effective ministry and convince sceptics that the gospel was real … don’t you think it’s the height of arrogant madness to assume that we can be effective in ministry and mission without releasing the power of the Holy Spirit, mess and all? 

This church has the same job to do now as the apostles had then, convincing doubters and cynics that Jesus is the way, the truth and the life ; the only source of forgiveness for the past, assurance for the future, and fulfilment in the present. This church has the same tools at its disposal now as the apostles had then, the Holy Spirit, the same power that raised Jesus from the dead. If we have made the call to follow Jesus, the Holy Spirit lives within us, but we need to choose to release the Spirit.

You can call that what you like, baptism of the Holy Spirit or whatever, but it’s the vital step from having the Holy Spirit to letting the Holy Spirit have you, so that you and I can be what God calls us to be, and do what God calls us to do. There is no other way to fulfil the Great Commission given by Jesus except by the authority and power given by Jesus, the Holy Spirit poured out at Pentecost. So bring it on!!!
