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GOSPEL FOUNDATIONS
WE A.R.E. EXPECTING THE SPIRIT
Acts 4:31
INTRODUCTION
Today we continue our series in Gospel Foundations as we address the third part of our Trinitarian mission statement: We A.R.E. Expecting the Spirit. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]For those who have grown up in the church, or have some degree of theological knowledge, this part of the mission statement might seem a little strange to you. After all, don’t believers already have the Spirit? Yes we do. At the moment that God calls us to himself and gives us the gift of faith in Jesus Christ, God also sends his Holy Spirit to dwell within us forever. In fact, it is only by the Spirit’s work in us that we are regenerated from spiritual death to spiritual life. And as we go from becoming Christians to living out the Christian life, we only do so by the work of the Spirit within us. 
So if we already have the Spirit, why would we say that we’re still expecting the Spirit? The answer is that there’s a difference between being indwelt by the Spirit and being filled with the Spirit. Every Christian is indwelt by the Spirit, but not every Christian is filled with the Spirit. And even those Christians who are filled with the Spirit will go through seasons when they’re not filled with the Spirit. 
Pastor Tim has often used a helpful analogy here. He says that being indwelt by the Spirit is like putting your fist in a glove. It’s in there, but there’s only so much you can do with your hand. That changes when your fingers spread out and fill the glove. That’s what happens when you’re filled with the Spirit. You become empowered to do things that you weren’t able to do before. 
That’s what we mean when we say that we are expecting the Spirit. We’re not expecting the Spirit as if he’s “out there” and we’re hoping that he comes into us. We’re expecting him, knowing that he already dwells within us. We’re asking for more of the one we already have.
This reality is clear in the verse that we’ve chosen for this part of our mission statement. Acts 4:31 says: 
“And when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with boldness.” 
One of the things I’ve enjoyed about walking through our mission statement is it’s given us the opportunity to sample different parts and genres of the Bible. It started with Job 26:14, which is in the Old Testament and in the genre of poetic wisdom literature. Last Sunday we looked at 2 Corinthians 3:18, a verse that’s not meant to be read as poetry at all. It’s a verse that is jam packed with theological truth and principles and needs to be studied within its logical framework. Now as we turn our attention to the book of Acts, we turn to the genre of narrative. The book of Acts is a book of history. It’s a faithful recounting of the actual words and deeds of the early church, and as such, it serves as a model for what we want to do, and what we want to become, because we’re a continuation of that church that existed over two thousand years ago. 
We’re going to address this verse in three parts:
(1) The Spirit and Prayer
(2) The Spirit and Believers
(3) The Spirit and the Word

(1) THE SPIRIT AND PRAYER
Our verse today has three main parts, with each part leading to the next: (1) “When they had prayed”; (2) “they were all filled with the Holy Spirit”; and (3) they “continued to speak the word of God with boldness.” Prayer leads to the filling of the Spirit, and the filling of the Spirit leads to speaking the word of God with boldness. It all started with prayer. 
But not just any prayer. This verse is talking about corporate prayer. It’s talking about a prayer meeting, a meeting in which many, if not all of the early church was together. If you read the context, you’ll see that the reason for their prayer meeting was persecution. Peter and John had just been released from prison and threatened by the Jewish leaders. Why? Because they had healed a man who had been lame from birth in the name of Jesus Christ. 
This was quite the spectacle, because the lame man was well-known in Jerusalem. Every day, he was laid at the temple gate called “Beautiful”, where he would beg for money. He was a fixture of the Temple, a common sight to all who attended the Temple for worship. But now, here he was walking and leaping and praising God, telling everyone that he had been healed by these two ordinary, uneducated fishermen, who had healed him in the name of Jesus. 
As the news spread, the people of Jerusalem gathered around Peter and John, and that gave Peter an opportunity to preach the gospel. He testified that Jesus died, Jesus rose, and Jesus would come again, just as the Old Testament prophets foretold. If they believed this, and if they repented of their sins, God would forgive them and turn them from their wicked ways. 
All of that happened in Chapter 3. In Chapter 4, we’re told this:
“And as they were speaking to the people, the priests and the captain of the temple and the Sadducees came upon them, greatly annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection from the dead. And they arrested them and put them in custody until the next day, for it was already evening.” 
This is why the Jewish leaders put Peter and John into prison. They were annoyed by them. Peter and John were taken from their friends and families and thrown into a cell because people with power didn’t like what they had to say. 
This may sound like the kind of thing that only happened back then, but it’s happened here as well. When I used to practice law, my closest friend in law represented a woman named Linda Gibbons. Linda is a Christian woman, she’s over 70 years old, and she’s spent over ten years of her life in jail. For what crime? For silently walking up and down a sidewalk in downtown Toronto in front of an abortion clinic. She’s not loud and aggressive. She’s not holding up graphic signs. She just walks up and down the sidewalk with a sign that says, “Why mom? When I have so much love to give.” If people want to ignore her, they can ignore her. If they want to talk to her, they can talk to her. She’s not forcing herself on anyone. She’s not obstructing anyone’s way. She just wants people to know that abortion isn’t the only option. 
And for that, she has been arrested, charged, convicted, and sentenced, multiple times. There was a law in place that said that she couldn’t do that, but she wasn’t willing to comply, which is why the police were permitted to arrest her in the first place. But the question is, did that law have to exist? If it did, then did it have to exist to that extent? Do we really need a law that completely prohibits people like Linda Gibbons from exercising their freedom of expression and helping people know that abortion isn’t the only option? 
In my view, the answer is no, but that’s what the law says, because when it comes to issues like abortion, people don’t just want to punish what’s dangerous. They want to punish what’s annoying, and people like Linda Gibbons have to suffer for it. 
It’s only a matter of time before the same kind of thing extends to other things, like what we say about gender and sexuality. Right now the Federal government is discussing legislation that would criminalize any attempt to tell someone who experiences same-sex attraction or gender confusion that this wasn’t God’s original plan for them. This proposed law wouldn’t just apply to pastors talking to the members of their churches. It would apply to parents talking to their children. It would apply to young people as they speak with their friends. It would apply to anyone who dares to challenge the LGBTQ agenda by telling people that they were meant for something better.   
Are there harmful ways of talking about gender and sexuality? Of course. As Christians we condemn any speech that communicates hatred or demeans other people, even if those people are very different from us and believe very different things. But right now, our society is on a trajectory of criminalizing any attempts, even loving, gracious attempts, to convince people that men are men, and women are women, and that marriage is meant to be between one man and one woman, not because it’s dangerous or wrong, but because it’s annoying. 
We are closer to the early church than we realize, and we’re getting closer every year. And as we do, we must imitate the early church and pray. 
Think about all the things the early church could have done. They could have tried to start a violent revolution. They could have tried to gain political power. They could have retreated into little religious communes and stopped worrying about anyone other than themselves. But instead of any of those things, the one thing they chose to do in response to this persecution was to pray. 
They prayed desperately, they prayed corporately, and they prayed theologically. If you read through the prayer in Chapter 4, you’ll see that their prayer begins with a reflection on the sovereignty of God. In his commentary on Acts, Darrell Bock writes,
“In a situation that includes a power play by the leadership against the community, the prayer begins with an assertion of God’s absolute sovereignty.” 
This is the truth they needed. It may have seemed like the Jewish leaders were in control, but they remembered and reminded themselves of the fact that God was in control. He who made the heavens and the earth and everything in them reigns over all, including the princes who were plotting against him, and he reigns over them all with such wisdom and power that even their plotting is part of his plans. 
The early Christians knew and believed this truth with all their hearts, because they saw it on the cross. They say in their prayer that Herod and Pontius Pilate may have crucified the Lord Jesus Christ, but all along, they were only doing whatever God’s hand and God’s plans had predestined to take place. 
They knew that God was in control, and that nothing happens except through him and by his will. That’s why they quote Psalm 2 in their prayer, which says this: 
“He who sits in the heavens laughs; the Lord holds them in derision. Then he will speak to them in his wrath, and terrify them in his fury, saying, ‘As for me, I have set my King on Zion, my holy hill.’”
King Jesus reigns, and the early church responded to his reign not by sitting back and letting him do all the work, but by praying. Responding to the doctrine of God’s sovereignty by doing nothing is a gross misapplication of that doctrine. God’s sovereignty is never meant to make us sit on our hands and do nothing. It’s meant to empower us to do the right thing, knowing that our omnipotent, sovereign God is behind us all the way. 
And one of the most important things we can do is to pray. People pray only when they know that God will answer, and we only way we can know that God will answer is because he is sovereign over all. He may not answer the way we think or anticipate, but he will answer in the wisdom of his providence, in his own way, and in his own time. 

(2) THE SPIRIT AND BELIEVERS
How did God answer their prayers? Acts 4:31 says, “when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit.” He answered their prayers by filling them with the Spirit. That’s what we’re going to look at next in our second point: the Spirit and Believers. 
If you know the book of Acts, you’ll know that this isn’t the first time this phrase “filled with the Holy Spirit” is used. It’s actually the third, because this isn’t the first time that believers were filled with the Spirit. The second time was earlier in Acts 4:8, where it says that Peter was filled with the Holy Spirit after he was released from prison and given a chance to address the Jewish leaders. 
The first time it happened was on the day of Pentecost in Acts 2. The disciples were gathered together, likely praying, when the Holy Spirit suddenly came upon them like a mighty rushing wind and divided tongues of fire. Acts 2:4 says,
“And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance.” 
This filling of the Spirit in Acts 2 was different than the one we see in Acts 4. It was also much more significant, because the filling in Acts 2 signaled the beginning of a new era in salvation history: the era of the Holy Spirit. We know that because in his Pentecost sermon, Peter preaches that this filling of the Spirit was the fulfillment of the prophecy in Joel 2, which says:
“In the last days it shall be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh”
So what happened in Acts 2 was the Spirit was poured out on believers for the very first time. And once the Spirit was poured out, they were filled with a renewed boldness and equipped with new gifts that enabled them to bear witness to the risen Christ. 
Now here’s the question: if the Spirit was poured out in Acts 2, why is the Spirit poured out again in Acts 4? This is where the glove analogy is so helpful. When the Spirit was first poured out in Acts 2, it was as if the hand entered the glove for the first time, and the fingers were all where they should be. But over time, the hand shrunk into a fist, and the boldness of the believers shrank with it. That’s why they felt the need to pray for more. In response, God answered by filling them with the Spirit again. The fingers of the hand stretched out, as it were, so that they would once again function with the power and boldness that the Spirit first gave them at Pentecost. 
This is what the Christian life is meant to look like. It’s a process of continually being filled with the Spirit. That’s not because the Spirit leaves us. When the Spirit first regenerates you, the Spirit also comes permanently into your life. But all of us will go through seasons when the Spirit’s presence and power aren’t as tangible as they’re meant to be. 
There are many reasons for this. Sometimes it’s our sin. In Ephesians 4:30, Paul says:
“And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.” 
If you look at the context in Ephesians, you’ll see that Paul is talking about our sin. Sin grieves the Spirit. We grieve the Spirit when we don’t forgive. We grieve the Spirit when hurtful words come out of our mouths. We grieve the Spirit when unrighteous anger characterizes our relationships with others. And when we grieve the Spirit, the Spirit’s power dries up in our lives, and we might think that’s punishment, but it’s really a gift, because it’s a sign that we’re not right with God. It’s meant to drive us to our knees in repentance, so that we would kill what has grieved the Spirit and experience his power and presence once more. 
We grieve the Spirit with our sin. Sometimes we grieve the Spirit with our doubts. In 1 Thessalonians 5:19, Paul says:
“Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise prophecies, but test everything; hold fast what is good.” 
We quench the Spirit when we respond to God’s word with a dismissive attitude, or when we doubt that God will do what he says. Doubt quenches the Spirit. Sin grieves the Spirit. Both diminish our experience of the Spirit’s power.
We need to remember that the Spirit isn’t a power for us to harness. He’s a person to be worshipped. He’s the third person of the Trinity. He has a will, and he has a personality. There are things that the Spirit loves, and there are things that the Spirit hates. So when we indulge in what the Spirit hates, he removes himself from us so that we cease to experience the fullness of his presence. 
That’s why verses like Acts 4:31 are so important. They exist to remind us that, as much as we may grieve the Spirit by our sin, and as much as we may quench the Spirit by our doubt, we can always be filled again. I love how the verse emphasizes this when it says “they were all filled with the Holy Spirit”. Not some. Not just the apostles. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit. 
They may have been praying collectively, but the benefits of their collective prayers were distributed individually. As they prayed, all of them were filled with the Holy Spirit. Their corporate prayer was resulting in the personal power and presence of the Spirit for each individual believer. 
This is something that we should all want. We want to be filled with the Spirit, because it’s the Spirit who sanctifies you. It’s the Spirit who comforts you. It’s the Spirit who teaches you and reveals the glories of the gospel to you. 
Acts 4:31 tells us that one of the ways that God has chosen to pour out his Spirit on us is through the means of corporate prayer. There’s a direct relationship between the strength of a church’s prayer meetings, and the strength of a church’s experience of the Spirit’s power. And so, if we are to truly be a church that is expecting the Spirit, we must pray for the Spirit together. 

(3) THE SPIRIT AND THE WORD
If we do, marvelous things will happen in our church, including the rest of our mission statement. We will grow in our worship as we live in awe of God. We will grow in our sanctification as Christ is revealed to us and through us. And as Acts 4:31 reveals, we will also grow in boldness. Not just any boldness, but boldness specifically as it relates to believing and speaking the truths of God’s Word. This leads to our final point: the Spirit and the Word. 
Verse 31 says that “when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with boldness.” 
These days, it’s quite common for people to draw a distinction between the Word and the Spirit. You might hear people describe a church that is all about the Word but not the Spirit, or about other churches that are all about the Spirit but not the Word. Acts 4:31 says that the Word and the Spirit were never meant to be separated. A healthy church must have both Word and Spirit together. 
In fact, the only way to be a church that’s all about the Word is to be a church that’s all about the Spirit, because it’s the Spirit who gives us the ability to continue to speak the word of God with boldness. That’s what Acts 4 is all about. At a time when the early church was tempted to lose its boldness in proclaiming the truths of the gospel because of mounting persecution, God supplied them with fresh boldness through the Holy Spirit, and that is what enabled them to continue functioning as a faithful church. 
If we are to function as a faithful church, we need boldness to proclaim the Word. Boldness has always been a necessary ingredient to the faithfulness of the church, because from the very start, the Word has clashed with the culture around it. That’s why Peter and John were imprisoned. They were preaching a Word that clashed with the worldview and agenda of the Jewish leaders. That was the case throughout the rest of the book of Acts, as Paul would be chased out of town by people who rejected his message of salvation. That’s the case today, as the Word we teach and preach clashes with the world’s ideas about all sorts of things, from religious pluralism to sexual ethics. 
The church needs boldness, and that means that the church needs the Spirit, because the Spirit is the one who empowers us to teach and preach the Word faithfully. Jesus calls the Spirit “the Spirit of truth”, and it is the Spirit’s great joy to bear witness to the greatest truth of all, Jesus Christ himself. In John 15:26, Jesus said, 
“But when the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness about me.” 
That’s what the Spirit loves to do. The Spirit loves to shine the spotlight on the Son, to show the world that he’s the glorious Saviour of the world and worthy of all our worship. He opens our eyes to see that this crucified Messiah died on the cross for our sins, so that all who trust in him could be forgiven by God. 
In order for that to happen, the Spirit must move. He must move to convict the world of sin and righteousness and judgment. He must move to illuminate the eyes of our hearts so that we would behold the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. And he must move in the lives of ordinary believers like you and me, so that we would continue to speak the Word with boldness. 
The primary means by which the Spirit bears witness about Christ is through our witness about Christ. That is why he gives us boldness. This great gift of boldness flows out of the Spirit’s great love for the Son. He gives us power because he wants to see the Son exalted among all the nations of the earth. If we have this power, we will not fail. But if we do not have this power, we will not succeed. 
After his resurrection, Jesus told his disciples to stay in the city until the Spirit came upon them, because without the Spirit they wouldn’t persevere. But with the Spirit, Jesus said this in Acts 1:8: 
“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” 
This is why Darrell Bock writes,
“The Spirit is the key to the renewal and mission of God’s people.”
There have been many times when I’ve arrived at church, or at a funeral that I’ve been asked to speak at, and I’ve felt no boldness at all. I was ready to teach, but I wasn’t really ready to preach. My soul lacked the conviction that I needed to truly proclaim the truths of the Bible as the truths of God himself. But then I would enter our prayer room for our pre-service prayer, and I would feel the Spirit kindling a fire in my soul and a boldness to preach his Word. 
That’s what we need. Not just pastors, but all of us, because all of us are called to bear witness to the resurrected Christ. And the good news in Acts 4:31 is that, if we pray together, then all of us – not just some, but all – will be filled with the Holy Spirit so that we would continue to speak the word of God with boldness. 

CONCLUSION
We are awed by God. We are revealing Christ. And we are expecting the Spirit, because it’s only through the work of the Spirit that the other two are possible. 
So let us come to the Word expecting the Spirit to move in our hearts, to fill us afresh, to illuminate Christ, and to give us boldness to believe and speak the Word to those around us. You can do that simply by praying regularly for the filling of the Spirit. That’s something I ask for almost every day. 
Let us lead our families to cultivate this same expectation, so that even our children know that they need the Spirit’s work in their lives. We want to teach them, catechize them, and model for them what the Christian life is meant to look like, but we also want them to know that none of it will mean anything without the Spirit’s work in their lives. Let us teach our children to expect the Spirit by expecting the Spirit ourselves. 
And let us come together as a church with our greatest expectations of all, because it’s when the family of God prays that the Spirit of God empowers. If we are to be a church that is all about the Word, then we need to be a church that is all about the Spirit. And if we are to be a church that is all about the Spirit, we need to be a church that is all about prayer. 
And so, let us pray, let us pray privately, and let us pray corporately. And as we pray, let us wait upon the Lord as he pours out his Spirit on all of us, that we might continue to speak the word of God with boldness. 
