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“The Substance and Direction of the Spirit-filled Life – Part 3”      Text – Ephesians 5:20        T Reading – 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
I want you to imagine the following unlikely scenario for a moment.
Tomorrow, you wake up at your usual time, and soon notice that it isn’t as bright in the bedroom as it normally is.  You look again at the alarm clock, which seems to be working OK, so you get up, go over to the curtain and pull it back to look outside, and notice that it’s still pitch black outside.  
A little bemused, you get dressed and start getting breakfast ready.  30 minutes later though, it is still pitch black.  You put the radio on to check the time and hear the announcers all commenting about the same thing; why is it still so dark?  What’s happened to the sun?  
Well, you head out and, not surprisingly, every one is driving to work with their lights on despite it being 8:30 in the morning in summertime!  
At 10am though it is still pitch black and people are starting to get very concerned.  What is going on?  Radio reports are coming through advising people to stay home unless they must travel.  
At 2 o’clock, reports suggest that there have been emergency meetings of the government, and that scientists have been summoned to civil defense gatherings to try and figure out what is going on.  
Some supposed ‘crackpots’ are phoning up radio and TV stations saying that the end of the world has begun!  
At 6pm, the whole nation is glued to their TV sets for news about ‘the darkness’ as it’s come to be known.  
An email comes through from the Pastor asking you as a member to pray about ‘the darkness;’ asking the Lord to keep us all from worry, to keep us all safe, and to let the sun shine again tomorrow.  
There is not much sleep through the night as everyone awaits the next dawn; will the sun rise?  
But 5 o’clock comes; no sun.  6 o’clock comes; no sun; 7 o’clock, 8 o’clock, and still ‘the darkness’ remains.  
A little later that morning, people who live near to churches, many who have never entered them before, wander over to them to join prayer services.  Some just weep, some wring their hands with worry, others are on their knees in prayer.  Not in living memory have there been so many people praying at churches.  Many stay through the afternoon, through the evening, and even through the night!  
And then, at dawn on the third day, those eyes looking towards the east notice the faintest hint of red in the sky.  And pretty soon every eye that can see is looking towards the horizon as the red is gradually replaced by an orange and then a yellow until the bright sun rises again and light returns to the earth!  
And after two days of ‘the darkness,’ everyone seems to be saying, “Thank God!”  

Now, the point of this story, hopefully, is clear to all.  For just like the sun, the mercies of God are new every morning.  And yet, sadly, it is often this very fact that contributes to our thanklessness.  
For while every one of us would thank God for the sun if it did not rise for two days, most of us probably let days and weeks and years go by without thanking Him for the sun that rises every day.  
And this is true, sadly, for many of the daily physical and spiritual blessings that the Lord pours out upon us from day to day.  
Indeed, a medieval legend tells the tale of two angels sent to earth by the Lord to gather the prayers of the saints.  One was to gather their requests and the other was to gather their thanksgivings.  And I am sure you can probably guess how this legend ends.  The angel sent to gather the thanksgivings took some time to get around from saint to saint before he had them all in his basket and could return to heaven.  And as he returned, he caught up to the other angel who also had his basket full.  So he called out saying, “Did it take you a while to gather all the requests together as well?”  To which that angel replied, “No.  This is my 43rd load!” 
And it is true, isn’t it, that often times the things we seek from God can far outweigh the things we thank God for.

And so, we do need constant reminders about the need for thankfulness.  
And today, in the Lord’s providence, we have a passage that not only reminds us about the need for thankfulness, it also says much about the relationship between thankfulness and the filling of the Spirit, and about the nature of the Spirit-filled believer’s thankfulness.

Well, before we look at this passage, let’s recall that we are continuing in this section that contrasts the life of wisdom with the life of foolishness, which began at 5:15.  
And Paul has used the imagery of drunkenness to best illustrate the foolish life; it is a life wholly influenced by the world and the devil.  
The wise life, on the other hand, is to be a life that is wholly influenced by the Holy Spirit.  
And so that we know what this wise, Spirit-filled life looks like, Paul supplies believers with four phrases that illustrate the effect of the Spirit in the life of the believer as they increasingly submit to His promptings that come through the Word.  
We have already noted the first of these; “Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs,” and the second, “Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord.”  
We have seen the vital role that the Bible plays in the thinking and the speech and the behaviour and the song of the believer, in all of its rich scope and variety. 

And now, as Paul continues to identify the substance and the direction of the Spirit-filled life, we see that the third characteristic of the Spirit filled believer is that they are “always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

And as we have done with the first two aspects of the Spirit-filled life, we want to consider this one in terms of the substance and the direction that is set before us.  

So let’s begin then by considering the substance of this third aspect of the Spirit-filled life.

Now, its defining characteristic is that of thankfulness: The Spirit filled believer is one who gives thanks.  They are people who are characterized by gratitude and appreciation. 
And, as we have already seen with the first two aspects of the Spirit filled life, each of these four are co-ordinate or equal or inter-linked.  
All four of these things will exist, in various measures, in the life of the Spirit filled believer.  We must not separate them.  

And even though we are going to look closely at both of these terms, what is very noticeable in relation to this third aspect of the Spirit filled life are the words “always” and “everything.”  
And what these two words, together, suggest to us is that thankfulness ought to be the enduring ‘flavour,’ so to speak, of the Spirit filled life.  
At the moment, being summer, its barbeque season.  And often times you will find on the barbeque some marinated steak.  Now the steak might be rare or well-done.  It might be small or large.  It might be beef or pork.  But whatever else it is, its flavour is marinade.  Whatever part you bite into, you taste the marinade.  
Well, figuratively speaking, Spirit filled believers ought to be soaked in the marinade of thankfulness.  
1 Thessalonians 5:18, “Give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.”  
Colossians 3:17, “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him.”  

We ought not be, then, those who are known as constant complainers or grumblers; those for whom nothing is ever right or satisfactory; those who walk around with a cloud of gloom hanging over them.  No, in Christ, we have every reason to be thankful.
And so, as we speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs, and as we sing and make music to the Lord, and even as we submit to one another out of reverence for Christ, thankfulness ought to be the characteristic that is always to the forefront.

And the first word that makes this clear to us is the word “always.”  We are not to just occasionally give thanks; we are to give thanks “always.”  
And the preacher and commentator, John McArthur, helpfully illustrates this suggesting that we consider the thankful life as three rungs on a ladder.  There is the bottom rung, which is generally reached by all, but then a second rung, which is a little harder to climb up to, and then the third rung, which is a significant step up.  
The first rung of the ladder, the lowest, is thankfulness that follows blessing.  
Healing comes, a safe journey is ended, one of our children professes their faith publicly, we gain new insights from a Bible study, and we thank God for these or other blessings.  
And this is good, and necessary, but sadly, all too easily neglected also.  
I am sure we can all remember times where we earnestly pray to the Lord for safety or healing or for help to find something we have lost or wisdom to make the right choice only to remember hours or days after the event (that is if we do remember at all!) to thank Him for those things.  
The Reformer, Martin Luther, wrote a book of devotions called Table Talk.  In one of those devotions, he wrote, “The greater God’s gifts and works, the less they are regarded.”  
And it’s true isn’t it.  
A hungry man is more thankful for the scrap of food he receives, than a rich man for the feast on his table.  
A Chinese man who finally gets his own copy of the Bible after living 60 years in a country where Bibles are illegal is more thankful for that one book than we are for all of the Bibles, and Christian books, and magazines that fill up our book shelves.  
Well, if we are filled with the Spirit we will become increasingly thankful for the blessings we receive.  

But the next rung up on the ladder of thankfulness is the rung of thankfulness that is not directly tied to particular blessings, but is, instead, a general thankfulness or thankfulness for future blessings.  
Now, we will return to this general thankfulness in a moment when we look at the need to be “always giving thanks … for everything,” but let’s consider here the need to be thankful even for future blessings.  
In 2 Chronicles 20 we read about a time where Judah was about to be attacked by a vast and hostile army that was far bigger than hers.  But the King of Judah, Jehosophat, looked to the Lord in hope and faith.  He prayed and had the people fast, and ordered the Levites to go out in front of the army, saying, “Give thanks to the LORD, for His love endures forever.”  
In hope and confidence that the Lord would grant victory, the people gave thanks.  

Well, our God promises that we too will know victory over sin in Christ.                 He promises to watch over our going out and our coming in.                                      He promises to give us grace that is sufficient for our needs.                                       He promises to give us healing or to take us to be with Him where we will be free from disease forever.                                                                                                               He promises that in all things He “works for the good of those who love Him.”    And He promises that nothing “will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  
All these things, beloved, and many more besides, are future blessings for tomorrow, the next day, or eternity, that are worthy of our current thanks.  

And we learn to give thanks in this way as the Spirit reveals more and more of the grace of God to us through the Word, and as we experience more and more of the grace of God in our lives.  
We are lifted up from the bottom rung of the ladder of thankfulness to this second rung; general thankfulness and thankfulness for future blessings.

But closely connected to this second rung on the ladder of thankfulness is the top rung; thankfulness in the midst of trial and hardship. 
And there is perhaps no other story in the Bible that most clearly sets this before us than the story of Paul and Silas in Phillipi.
I am sure you boys and girls remember that Paul and Silas were being harassed by a demon-possessed young girl who made a lot of money for her owners because the she could tell the future.  And Paul commanded the evil spirit to leave her and she was healed.  Her owners though were not so happy because there went their ability to make money.  And so they seized Paul and Silas, dragged them to the market place and accused them of causing trouble.  And Acts 16 says, “The crowd joined in the attack against Paul and Silas, and the magistrates ordered them to be stripped and beaten.  After they had been severely flogged, they were thrown into prison, and the jailer was commanded to guard them carefully.  Upon receiving such orders, he put them in the inner cell and fastened their feet in the stocks.”  
And do you remember what happened next?  How did they react to this unjust and cruel and vicious treatment?  V25 says, “About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God.”  
Even in the midst of the most severe trials, they were speaking to one another with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.  They were singing and making music in their hearts to the Lord.  And they were always giving thanks to God.  
At that moment, Paul and Silas were standing, in the strength of the Spirit of the Lord, on the third rung of the ladder of thankfulness.

Spirit filled believers give thanks for blessings received, they are generally thankful, they give thanks for future blessings, and they give thanks in the midst of trials and hardships.
Spirit filled believers give thanks, “always.”

But note secondly that Spirit filled believers also give thanks “for everything.”
And there are really two dimensions that are involved here, the spiritual and the physical.  
And most often, as we have noted earlier in Ephesians, we have less trouble thinking about and thanking God for physical blessings than we do for spiritual blessings.  
But even then there are many physical blessings that we so easily take for granted, aren’t there.  
We have life, because our hearts beat around 100,000 times per day.  
We can see each sunset and the waves on the beach and the bees that  settle on the flowers.  
We can hear and taste and smell and touch.  We have homes.  
Most often, we travel on the roads past cars travelling the opposite direction at 100km hour with nothing separating us but a painted yellow line, and arrive at our destinations, safely.  
Almost all of us have employment, and if not, are not too long between jobs that enable us to live well.  
We have the opportunity to study anything and everything.  
We have parents and children and extended family and friends; a husband or a wife, brothers and sisters in the Lord.  
We have a building that we may freely worship in.  
And we could, and we should go on and on and on.  We have so many physical blessings to be thankful for.

But what about when eyesight fails, or massive recession puts all that we have in jeopardy, or cancer comes, or we lose a loved one, or we become the victims of crime, or any other physical trial comes to us?  What then?  Can we, must we still be thankful?  
Many of you will have the Bible commentary written by Matthew Henry in your house.  Well, one day he was robbed.  And this is what he wrote in his diary, “Let me be thankful.  First, because I was never robbed before.  Second, because although they took my wallet, they did not take my life.  Third, because although they took my all, it was not much.  Fourth, because it was I who was robbed, not I who robbed.”  
And we too, if we seek after the Lord, through His Word, will also be given grace, by the Spirit, to be thankful even in times of adversity.  
We will be thankful for power to endure adversity, thankful for the ability to learn through adversity, and thankful for the strength to proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ in the midst of adversity.

But we will only do this if we are thankful for spiritual blessings.  
Recall, again, what we read in Ephesians 1:3.  
There Paul says, “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ.”  

And he then continues on to talk about election, calling, adoption, grace, redemption, the forgiveness of sins, revelation, knowledge, the Word of truth, the seal of the Holy Spirit, the believer’s guarantee of heaven, faith, wisdom, understanding, inheritance, power, God’s love, inclusion in the church, and the wide, deep, long and high love of Christ.  
And there are many more such spiritual blessings that the Bible lays before us.  
And it is only we begin to understand and to grasp the nature of the spiritual blessings that we have in Jesus Christ that we gain a proper perspective of physical blessings and are enabled to be thankful in the face of adversity.  

And so friends, do you give thanks for spiritual blessings?  
As you read about them in the Bible, do you thank the Lord for giving them to you?  
Have you thought, perhaps, about purchasing a small notebook where you can start keeping a record of all the spiritual blessings that are yours in Jesus Christ; spiritual blessings that can then become an increasing part of your prayers of thankfulness?  
“O Father, thank you for adopting me as your son or daughter, because of the work of Jesus.  Thank you for helping me to understand your word and giving me a hunger for it.  Thank you for sending your Son, Jesus Christ, to earth, to die, that my sins might be forgiven.”  

And it is here that we end our time by briefly noting the direction of this aspect of the Spirit filled life.  
For Spirit filled believers always give “thanks, for everything, to God.”  
A little earlier, I quoted the words of Romans 8:28: “We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him.”  
So, whether it is feast or famine, drought or flood, sickness or health, riches or poverty, employment or unemployment, all that He sends us is good.  
Do you know this?  Is this at the heart of your faith?  Can you say “amen!” to this regardless of the circumstances you are in at the moment?  
If so, it is because of the relationship that you enjoy with Him through Jesus Christ.  
For Brothers and Sisters, young people and boys and girls, if your faith is in Jesus Christ, then His Father is your Father.  
He is not just your God, as He is the God of all, He is your Father!  
And He loves you like a Father.  And He provides for you like a Father.  

And this is why your thanksgiving is to be “to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  
For it is Jesus Christ who enables us to be thankful to our Father.  
We deserve God’s anger, but receive His love.  
We deserve poverty, but receive riches.  
We deserve rejection, but receive His welcome.  
We deserve to be humbled, but shall receive glory.  
We deserve punishment, but shall receive reward.    
We deserve the agonies of hell, but shall receive the joys of heaven.  
And all of this is because Jesus, who deserved everything good, received the anger of God, poverty, rejection, humiliation, punishment, and the agonies of hell.

But after enduring all of this, He arose from the dead and ascended into heaven, where He continues His work of intercession on behalf of His people.  
And so, just as when we sing to God it is Christ singing to His Father through us, when we give thanks to God, it is Christ thanking His Father through us.  
He takes our thanksgivings, and makes them His own as He presents them to the Father.  
He purifies them and redeems them and makes them to be an acceptable offering of thanksgiving that causes our Father in heaven to delight in us through Him.  

May the Spirit of God continually fill so that we may be those who are “always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  Amen?  Amen.

