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DON'T QUENCH THE SPIRIT
Romans 8:18-39   1 Thessalonians 5:12-22 (text: 16-22)

INTRODUCTION
When you read these last verses of 1 Thessalonians, they seem, at first, just a nice little list of parting instructions. Like when mum and dad go to bed earlier than the kids: Make sure you put out the cat, lock the front door and turn off the lights. But even then there is a theme that ties them all together: make the place ship-shape for the night so we can all get a good night's sleep without being woken in the night.

And there is a theme in these instructions of Paul's here too. What ties verses 16-22 together is verse 19: Do not quench the Spirit. Furthermore, this paragraph is not unconnected with what Paul has said previously. He has just said we are to do good to all men – whether they are Christians or not (verse 15). And we are to do good to one another; we are not to repay others evil for evil.

We all get our knocks in life. And we all give them. We can be nasty to each other in our homes; we can slight one another in the Church; and maybe we get insulted in the outside world. Certainly the Thessalonians did – they were suffering persecution.

Nevertheless, says Paul, do good to all men because God is good to all men. And when you remember that nothing happens to us except it comes from his fatherly hand, then we will be able to accept these things in a better spirit. All these things that people do to us that we feel we want to get even with them for, in the end, are under God's control and God's rule and they are for our good.

We are now children of light and of the knowledge of God, which light and knowledge is given us by the Holy Spirit. Don't quench the work of the Spirit by rebelling against God's providence. Don’t quench the Spirit by despising his Word when it comes to us. And how do we do this? Or, not do this? Paul tells us there are two ways.

1.	ALWAYS REJOICE
When the Holy Spirit first came on the Church at Pentecost, we read among the many things that happened that the disciples were of one mind, fellowshipping a great deal with one another, taking their meals together with gladness and sincerity of heart and praising God (Acts 2:46). And after Peter and John had been flogged and ordered to preach the Gospel no more, they went out from the Sanhedrin rejoicing that they had been considered worthy to suffer shame for his Name (Acts 5:41f). Gladness. Rejoicing. And that is just as it should be, for the kingdom of God is love, joy and peace in the Holy Spirit.

When things go against us, whether by a bit of scoffing for our faith or just in the general rough and tumble of life, we do not always find it easy to do these things. Certainly not to rejoice. And we never will, without bringing it to God. And that's the point here. When Paul says, Pray without ceasing, he means all kinds of prayer and general devotion to God; and with thankfulness.

That will not necessarily come naturally. After all, it is not always easy to rejoice always and in everything give thanks. We will have to get down on our knees and open our mouths and make ourselves pray like this.

Paul doesn't say, give thanks for everything and rejoice in everything in themselves. Terrible things happen in this world, things that grieve God and anger him. For ourselves, loved ones die. When they die in the Lord, we know that our sorrow is only temporary. But not all die in the Lord. And again, we know our real mother and brothers and sisters, and so forth, are not those of our own flesh and blood, but those who love Christ. But at the same time, they are our flesh and blood and the death of the wicked gives God no pleasure either.

When things like this happen, we are to weep with those who weep. So when Paul commands us to rejoice, he doesn’t mean we are not allowed to weep. And Paul himself knew about this. In 2 Corinthians 6:10, he says there were times when he was sorrowful, yet always rejoicing. He spoke about this matter from his own, quite varied experience. He spoke about being often poor, yet making many rich;  he often had nothing, yet he lived as if he possessed all things.

How are we then, in everything, to rejoice? The answer comes in that little command between rejoice and give thanks. We are to pray as much as we rejoice and give thanks. In fact, we are to rejoice and give thanks primarily in prayer.

And this, too, Paul did. From prison in Rome, he said, Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice! Let your forbearing spirit be known to all men. The Lord is near. Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, shall guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus (Philippians 4:4-7).

Rejoice, pray and give thanks – they are the things he tells the Philippians to do; and in just the same order as he puts them in Thessalonians. And Paul says this to the early Church. He does not say it to a bunch of well-off, comfortable Westerners. There was little enough often in the early Church to rejoice about in the ordinary sense of the word. Some suffered terrible things – terrible persecution and violence. Imagine having watch that as a parent or a husband or a wife or a child? But by prayer they were able to see it from the point of view of God and of eternity.

So we too, congregation, must bring all things to God in prayer. And we must not let the sins and the sufferings of this life cloud out the great blessings of eternity that we have in Jesus Christ. Because against the eternal joy and glory that God is going to give us, these are not to be compared. Above everything else, our names are written in the Lamb's Book of Life.

In John 16:22, Jesus said, You too now will have sorrow; but I will see you again and your heart will rejoice and no one may take your joy away from you. And all of this, Paul says, is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.

And not only Paul knew about this from experience. The Church at Thessalonica lived this. In spite of severe suffering, Paul says, you welcomed the message with joy given by the Holy Spirit (1:6). In fact, the whole early Church, almost en masse, lived this. The Holy Spirit had lit a light of joy in their hearts and they did not quench it with gloom or ingratitude.

The second command Paul gives us so that we may not quench the Holy Spirit who works the grace of God in our hearts, is this.

2.	DON'T DESPISE PROPHETIC UTTERANCES
We need to be clear what Paul is talking about here. What are prophetic utterances? Prophetic utterances are really any kind of speaking the Word of God.

In the NT, especially in the early Church – and Thessalonica was one of the earliest – there was what we might call the gift of primary prophecy. Certain people received revelations directly from God and they were to pass them on to the Church. But, as the Anglicans used to say about the dissenting Churches in Britain, Where the Lord plants the Church, the devil plants a chapel. So wherever the Lord sent prophets, the devil sent false prophets. 	Don't take that comparison too hard!

And people had to discern whether this guy who claimed to have a revelation from God was a false prophet or true. From 2 Thessalonians 2:2, we know that some people were making prophecies about the second coming of Christ which, Paul said, were false. So there was a problem with this in Thessalonica.

Now that the Scriptures are complete, God doesn't speak to us that way any more. However, we still have what we may call prophecy, in a secondary sense, by which we take the Word of God already given and written and attempt to understand it rightly and apply it to the life of the world and our own lives in our day and situation. 

Prophecy in this sense refers to the preaching ministry of the Church. It must refer to the preaching ministry of the Church especially because that is where the Church speaks officially – not infallibly, as we shall see in a minute; but still, through her appointed – and we believe appointed by God – ministers of  the Word. But it refers also to what Paul was talking about last week, the work of admonishing and teaching one another, in all the various ways we do that – whether it be speaking to one another privately, or sharing insights at a Bible Study, or mum or dad teaching their children, or teachers teaching catechism or Sunday school. 

So Paul is saying, however the Word of God comes to you, don't despise it, for that will quench the Spirit. And it would be pretty stupid to do that. 1 Corinthians 14:3 tells us that one who prophesies speaks to men for edification, exhortation and consolation. If you want to make progress in spiritual things, it is no good despising the primary means the Spirit uses to build us up, to exhort us to our duty, to bring us the comfort of the Gospel and remind us of God's love for us!

However, says Paul, while we must not despise it, or the people who bring the Word of God to us, prophesy, as we may call it; on the other hand, don't just swallow it without thinking about it. None of us, no preacher or teacher either, however great and blessed by the Lord, is infallible. Neither even was the apostle Paul.

Immediately after he was hounded out of Thessalonica, he went inland and west to Berea. When he preached to the Bereans, they fulfilled this command to the letter. In Acts 17:11, we read, They received the Word with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures daily to see whether these things (that Paul was preaching) were so. And this is the inspired Apostle Paul they're checking out. He went to the synagogue in Berea and preached that God had fulfilled the promises of the OT and Jesus Christ was that fulfilment. So they got out their OT and started checking Paul out and many therefore believed, we read. Luke tells us that this was noble-minded. So Paul says, Examine everything carefully; hold to what is good; abstain from every form of evil. 

Speaking personally, it can be daunting preaching to a Reformed congregation because there are always some pretty critical listeners. But speaking for the sake of the Church and for your sake, I like it that you've got your Bibles out and you look down every now and again and refer to some verse. I wish you would all do it.

And if, in some way, we don’t do this – live in the Word and try to learn from others who might in some way prophesy, preach or teach from it, we will quench the Spirit. It is the Spirit's task to lead us into all truth. Surely we don't want to have the truth quenched in us! For that is our salvation! You shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free, Jesus told us. More than that, I know; but not less than that.

I was brought up in the Open Brethren. They never had paid ministers in their earlier days. And for 140 years it worked to a great extent. They had some pretty good preachers and some pretty competent in the Scriptures – in terms of their theology. They began to lose much of that, I believe, in the 70s – after TV came along. Before that men used to come home from work at nights and study their Bibles. After that, they came home and do what we all too often do – watch TV.

But it has not just affected them. We are terribly, terribly busy people. 
Some of that busyness is legitimate. But about some of it we need to question ourselves very closely. Some of us don't even read our Bibles daily for devotional purposes. Some of us read Christian books, but many of us don't.
And brothers and sisters, if we are not trying to extend our knowledge of Christ, however are we going to be able to do what Paul tells us to do here? – examine all things so we can discern what is good and hold to it? And say, if the need should arise, Here I stand; I will not move; I can do nothing else but stand, for the Word of God demands it, whatever anybody else might think?

But also, here when Paul speaks about abstaining from every kind of evil, he seems to be speaking not just about prophetic utterances. He is speaking very generally here. We need to be growing in the Scriptures so we can test everything in this world. Is it godly or is it not?  And if not, it is evil. And we must reject and avoid every kind evil.

We can make another point here. We are, after all, Reformed. We are Protestants. We don’t believe the Church is really found in the Pope and the priests. We believe the Church is really the congregation, the people of God. And often enough, brothers and sisters, it has been ordinary congregational members who have preserved the faith more than ministers or professional theologians. When the mother Church of many of you South Africans, the Reformed Churches of South Africa, was formed in 1859, it was largely through ordinary congregational members. When Lloyd Geering was charged in the Presbyterian Church of NZ with heresy, the charges were finally brought by ordinary elders, not ministers.

John says in his first letter, You have an anointing from the Holy One and all of you know the truth. And a little later, As for you, the anointing you received from him remains in you and you do not need anyone to teach you (1 John 2:20, 27).

The Church is yours, congregation, and if you want to preserve it for yourselves and your children and grandchildren, don't despise the Word when it is brought to you by whomever it might be brought. Receive it as from God to build us up, to exhort us and to strengthen us with the hope of the Gospel. On the other hand, don't swallow any preaching or teaching unthinkingly. Examine it to determine whether it is right and good, or whether it is evil. But to do that, you need to be familiar with it yourself.




CONCLUSION
The Church is the pillar and ground of truth in the world. If the Church dies, truth will be lost to the world. We know the Church will never die in the world until Jesus comes again. But it might die among us.

Psalm 128 says, Unless the Lord builds the house, they labour in vain who build it. And the Lord works in this world, he builds the house of the Church by his Holy Spirit. Do not quench the Spirit.

Remember Ephesians 5:18 that we looked at a few Sunday evenings ago? Be filled with the Spirit, it says. And Colossians 3:16; Let the Word of Christ dwell within you richly. They are virtually synonymous statements. 	The context of each verse makes this abundantly clear. At least, it is by letting the Word dwell within us richly that we will be filled with the Spirit.

If we don’t let the Word dwell within us richly, if we don’t read the Word, if we despise prophetic utterances, we quench the Spirit. We will not be filled with the Spirit. We will become, therefore, one of those Churches Paul talks to Timothy about, which have the form of godliness maybe, but not the power thereof. None of us want that.

There are two ways we can quench the Spirit. 
#	We can be ungrateful and we will therefore be overcome by the evil in the world. And all because we don’t pray; because we don’t refer everything in life, the evil too, back to God and cast our burdens on him and accept his providence in our lives and his rule of the life of the world.
#	On the other hand, we can quench the Spirit by despising the Word – either when it is brought to us in preaching or some other way. Or by not letting the Word dwell in us richly so we can examine all things in life by that Word and therefore hold to what is good and keep ourselves from every kind of evil.

The key to it all is to pray without ceasing. That, says Paul in Philippians, is what will bring us (in the words of John Calvin) a calm and tranquil spirit that will not be unduly disturbed by injury or adversity, but instead will be filled with joy. And the kingdom of God is love, joy and peace in the Holy Spirit. Why quench him and lose that?			
						Amen
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 16th November, 2003

