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Not so much a recap this week more of a review of some of the major themes that have come out of our series on 1Corinthians so far – to consider some of the challenges we have to face if we are to be truly spiritual.

There are two schools of thought within the church as to what true spirituality really is.  School one says the Holy Spirit gives the believer an internal authority.  School two says that the HS is an external authority to the believer.  Let me try and explain what I mean.

School one says that it is possible for a believer to to operate in the spiritual realm that the HS enables him to hear directly from God.  Therefore the believer can give a word from the Lord.... he can give prophetic utterances.... he can be given visions from God.... he can 'hear' God, audibly or non-audibly.  The HS is his internal authority.  Therefore the believer can give revelation.... the believer can give inspiration and the believer can give illumination to others that they may know the mind of God.

There was a time in my early ministry when I went with school one.... I encouraged the members of the church where I was vicar for 15 years to operate in this spiritual realm.... to hear God.... to have visions (mental pictures).... to give words from the Lord.... to give prophetic utterances.... to speak in tongues and to interpret what was given.  I was very influenced by the Renewal Movement and was convinced this was the way forward for the church, that we might be so in touch with God, that we would be guided directly by him.... that the church would go from strength to strength.  I took all this very seriously and even encouraged the 12 housegroups we had to spend time hearing God and then to feed back to me, in writing, what God was saying to them.

I kept everything that was fed back to me and then used to spend time analysing all that the church members had heard from God.  Let me tell you the result of all that:  Chaos!  Total chaos. Absolute confusion!  Believer A was saying one thing from the Lord which was contradicted by Believer B.  Housegroup X was giving one strategy for the future of the church, Housegroup Y was giving another.  Who was right?  How could I know? What was I to decide? Was I supposed to 'pray about it' and then guess?  That didn't seem very 'spiritual' to me!

All that time and energy spent waiting on the Lord, for what?  All these people having the 'internal' authority of the Holy Spirit, yet we were being led into chaos and confusion, with no clear idea of what we were supposed to be doing, what our priorities were to be, or what our plans for the future were to be. 

Needless to say, all this caused a massive rethink on my behalf.  God is not the author of confusion and chaos, he is a God of order!  I went back to the thinking of school 2 (which was my original position), taking note of Paul's teaching in his Pastoral Epistles to Timothy and Titus. This is Paul telling them their priorities as church leaders.  Was there any talk of making sure you get your members 'to hear God'.... to give prophetic utterances.... to encourage the speaking in tongues? No, none of that.  The emphasis was clearly on the centrality and importance of the Scriptures....  teach the Scriptures.... guard the gospel... proclaim the truth of the Scriptures.... preach the word.  That's the emphasis.... the Scriptures, inspired by the Holy Spirit, the Holy Spirit indwelling every believer, illuminating the Scriptures.  All summed up in 2Tim.3:16-17: “All Scripture is God breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work”.
We need that external authority to guide and direct us, otherwise we drift into chaos and confusion.  We are never more spiritual than when the Holy Spirit links us to, and illuminates our external authority, the Holy Scriptures.

What happened, following my rethink, was that some wrote me off.... Adrian no longer moving in the Spirit.... no longer open to the Holy Spirit.... moving towards a dead orthodoxy..... worshipping the bible.... etc. etc. Some will say the same of you who perhaps regard themselves as 'spiritual'.... they may well look down on you. But that is part of the cost of seeking to be truly spiritual.  Other things will follow too, as we seek to be truly spiritual.

Expect to be Considered Foolish

Two weeks ago I was telling you that we are ordinary, unremarkable people.... people God chose to shame the wise and the strong.  We are the weak things.... the lowly things.... the despised things, and yes the foolish things.

Not very flattering is it?  Certainly nothing to boast about in that!  And that is Paul's point.  We have nothing to commend ourselves.... we have nothing to boast in, except that he chose even us – so we boast in the Lord.

If we are going to be truly spiritual, we have to believe things that unbelievers think is foolishness.  If we believe things that are foolishness to them, then they will inevitably think we are foolish too.... intellectually inept... lacking in intelligence.... biblical fundamentalists etc. etc.

Don't be under any illusion.  That's how many people in the world view us.  Don't for one minute think that unbelievers will flock to you because you have the power of God and the wisdom of God in Christ.  They just don't get it.... don't understand how you can possibly belief of all that stuff about a man hanging on a cross can be the answer to all the world's problems.

Here is an extreme view from somebody who is a militant atheist – Richard Dawkins.  You've probably heard of him. He's very academic, very intellectual, but he has absolutely no time for God or the cross of Christ.  He dismisses the message of cross as 'vicious, soda-masochistic and repellent'.  He goes on to say, 'we should also dismiss it as barking mad, but for it's ubiquitous familiarity which has dulled our objectivity.  If God wanted to forgive us our sins, why not just forgive them, without having himself tortured and executed in payment' (from his book 'The God Delusion').

Admittedly a very strong expression of  view held by many.  The world cannot understand the message of the cross and reject it as foolish and ridiculous.  We therefore regarded as foolish by many.  They can't understand why we are gripped and excited by the gospel and all this talk of a crucified Saviour.
It's hard to bear.  I don't want to minimise that especially when it alienates us from those we know and love, but we have to expect it.
Remember, we only recognise the power and wisdom of the cross because of the miracle the Holy Spirit worked in us in opening our eyes to understand the truth.  That should spur us on to pray that God would have mercy on them... open their blind eyes that they may see for themselves the wonder of the cross.
Resist the Temptation to Look for Short Cuts to Spiritual Power

I don't like to be considered weak or foolish – no doubt you don't either! The temptation when that happens is to try and impress people.  Maybe talk about the growth we experienced in the church in Somerset.... how we had to do a church plant in the centre of the village.  In other words, see how successful we are, how successful I am.  Or try to impress people by how much I read.... talk about the size of my library (not letting on that I never had time to read all my books!). Or I might just drop in, casually of course (!) the fact that I have two degrees in theology.

Even if that did impress them, and I doubt that it did (!), it certainly won't convert them!  Power does not reside in me.... power does not reside in you.  Power does not reside in anything I have done or achieved – or anything you have done or achieved.  Only God can achieve the miracle of conversion.

We engage with people... we get involved in apologetics (using reason to argue for the validity of the Christian faith) to bring people the message of Christ crucified.  Conversion achieved, not by intellectual persuasion, but by the miraculous power of the Spirit enabling sinners to believe the gospel.

Now that is usually a slow process.  There are no quick fixes.... no short cuts.... just keep praying!

Never Divide the Spirit and the Word 

The Holy Spirit links us our external authority, as I mentioned earlier.

What do you look out for if you are wanting to find a Spirit filled church?  Do you look for a church where people are being slain in the Spirit week after week? Do you seek out a church where words of prophecy are given and are the focus of the worship?  That's what so many look for.  Those are the sort of things which are on the bucket list of so many Christians. 

The priority should be that you look for a church where the Bible is absolutely central. Where the sermon is given priority within the service.  Not the sort of church where preachers are free to put forward their own ideas, but where preachers seek to give faithful exposition of the truth of scripture.

There are those who say, 'the Bible is out of date, therefore we need a new understanding of God's will for the culture in which we now live'.  You see that in certain key areas – particularly the area of human sexuality, you see that in the playing down of the uniqueness of Christ.  But we are not free to produce a new contemporary version of Christianity to suit the politically correct world in which we now live.  True spirituality recognises the revelation of God communicated by the Spirit through the gospel writers and the Apostles, and seeks to submit to it.

Keep the Focus on Christ Crucified

Paul's emphasis was 'to know nothing  while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified' (1Cor.2:2).  That does not mean he preached a Good |Friday sermon every week!  Look at Acts 20:27 and we learn that Paul taught 'the whole will of God'   during his time with the Ephesian church.  That was his pattern, so in Corinth too, he did exactly the same, so he would have included teaching on the incarnation, the resurrection, the ascension, his second coming etc. But Paul's emphasis was that he would never be deflected from the central importance of the cross, despite how his hearers viewed the cross.... what they thought of it.  He preached Christ crucified – and that must be our resolve too.

Think back to the time when you came to know Christ.... that time when you were converted.... the time when our eyes were opened and we knew that Christ died – even for me, even for you!  How thrilling was that!  How amazing was that experience!  The question is, are we still thrilled by it all?  Do we still want to grow in our knowledge and understanding of all that Christ has done for us?  That surely is our desire.... our aim.

Therefore, always be on your guard when and if you hear of some new teaching or some new movement that shifts focus away from Christ crucified.... have nothing to do with it.... flee from it.  Recognise it for what it is.... worldly wisdom opposed to the truth of the gospel.

Pray that the Holy Spirit will enable us to keep proclaiming the praises of Christ crucified all our days here on earth, until we join the chorus in heaven - “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain”.
