NAVS Discipleship materials

How Can We Know Anything About God? (5) – Authentic Spiritual Experience

Introduction – We have completed our study of ‘revelation’.  But there is one final objection we must address in order to answer the question ‘how can we know anything about God?’

So far we have seen that our thinking has been affected by our sinfulness (e.g., Colossians 1 v21).  We cannot rely on our own reasoning to understand anything about God.  We have also seen that God reveals Himself – and that this is called ‘revelation’.

But one might object, how can anyone properly understand God’s revelation if their mind is affected by sin?  How can we correctly handle that which God has revealed to us?  In order to answer this question we must examine the role of the Holy Spirit, in particular, what is called ‘enlightenment’, or ‘illumination’.

‘Enlightenment’ is sometimes referred to as revelation.  In a sense it is revelation, but it is not ‘revelation’ in the strict sense of God revealing something of Himself to man, and so to save confusion we will avoid referring to it as revelation.

i)
The Spirit Of Truth

Why does Jesus describe the Holy Spirit as the “Spirit of truth” (John 16 v13)?  According to Paul in 1 Corinthians 2 v12-14, what is the difference between a man who has the Holy Spirit and a man who does not?

· Jesus explained to the disciples that the Holy Spirit would come to them and “teach” them (John 14 v26).  In other words, the Spirit would grant them understanding of all Jesus had said to them and done for them.  Jesus also says the Spirit would “guide” them into “all truth” (John 16 v13).  The Spirit would help them to distinguish the truth about God from what is false.  

· Paul in 1 Corinthians 2 v12 –14 says that the Spirit has been given to us “that we may understand what God has freely given us”.  So the man with the Spirit understands the truth about God.  The man without the Spirit does not accept the truth about God because to him it is “foolishness”.  He “cannot understand” it.  

· These passages show us our complete reliance on the Holy Spirit.  God has revealed Himself, but due to our sinful minds we cannot understand this truth without the enlightenment of the Spirit of truth.

ii)
Authentic Spiritual Experience

These days there is a lot of interest in spirituality, and there are lots of claims to spiritual experience.  Having seen that we cannot know anything about God without the Holy Spirit, it is crucial for us to deduce which claims to spiritual experience are genuine and which are not.  Unless our spiritual experience is genuine, we will not know the truth about God.  

There are two extremes.  On the one hand we might decide – given the amount of confusion there is about spiritual experience – that we cannot say with certainty what is authentic spiritual experience and what is not.  So we discard all claims to spiritual experience.  On the other hand, we might make the ‘hook, line and sinker’ mistake.  We might accept all claims to spiritual experience, unwilling or unable to accept that some are false.  

The correct position is somewhere between the two.  We need to learn how to test what is authentic spiritual experience and what is not.  And we can do this with the aid of Scripture.  That is the aim of the rest of this session.  Our first task, however, is to remove some of the dangers that lie in this minefield.

iii)
A Hindrance: The Charismatic/Non-Charismatic Distinction

When talking about what is authentic spiritual experience, why is the distinction between ‘charismatic’ (used to mean lively) churches and non-charismatic (used to mean conservative) churches an unhelpful one?

· Lively churches may be spiritually dead, because although they claim authentic spiritual experience, the Holy Spirit may not be at work in that church.  On the other hand, the church may be spiritually alive.  The Holy Spirit may be at work in that church.

· Conservative churches may be spiritually alive, even though they are not as lively.  The Holy Spirit may still be at work in that church.  On the other hand, the church may be spiritually dead.  The Holy Spirit may not be at work in that church.

· So the basic point is that this distinction misses the point.  It does not address the question of what is authentic spiritual experience.  For this reason, we will not employ the charismatic/non-charismatic distinction.

iv)
Errors Passed Down Through The Ages: Deism And Enthusiasm

Partly as a result of the Enlightenment’s newly found confidence, and partly in reaction to the Enlightenment’s rationalism, there burst onto the scene revival in the 18th Century.  This revival is known as ‘The Great Awakening’, and spanned America, Britain, and parts of mainland Europe.  Its best known leaders were John Wesley, Charles Wesley, George Whitefield and Jonathan Edwards.  But as often happens with revivals, there were problems.  Some supporters of the revival became overzealous and brought disrepute to the movement.  They were wild fanatics.  The problems caused by these fanatics are still with us today.  The error made by the fanatics is that of ‘enthusiasm’.  The other problem was the result of an over-reaction against the fanatics.  It is ‘deism’.

Deism is a belief in a God who is distant from us; a God who started the ball of creation and then let it run by itself.  What are the problems with deism?

· According to deism, God is not active in the world, but is remote from it.  This view of God was encouraged by the scientific discoveries in the Enlightenment period.

· Deists tend to regard only rationalistic belief as genuine religion.  Since they thought God was distant from this world they were suspicious of claims of emotional or personal engagement with Him.  But as we have seen, without this engagement with God (by the Spirit), how can we know the truth about God?  And as we shall see, we can have a personal encounter with God through our engagement with Jesus, in the Bible, and in our hearts by the Spirit.

In contrast to deism, enthusiasm emphasised not the distance of God, but His immanence.  Enthusiasm was characterised by information given or impressed upon the mind directly by God.  What are the problems with enthusiasm?

· It is important to distinguish authentic spiritual experience from imaginary spiritual experience.  We can depict things in our minds, we can have ‘impressions’ internally, and some people even hear voices.  We can use James Davenport as an example.  He was much given to ‘direct impressions’.  Once he made a public bonfire of books because he believed God had told him to burn them.  At various times he felt divinely commissioned to declare who was, and who was not, a Christian.  He was eventually declared insane.  Another example was given by Spurgeon.  Someone once went to him and said, ‘God has told me that I am going to preach in your church on Sunday’.  Spurgeon replied, ‘Really.  Well He hasn’t told me yet’.  Imaginary spiritual experience is often mistaken as authentic.

· ‘Direct impressions’ are not the way in which God normally works.  We experience God by looking to Jesus through Scripture understood by the Spirit.  Through this engagement with God we sense His beauty.  

· Stating that God does not normally give ‘direct impressions’ does not deny that we will respond to God emotionally.  As we experience God by looking to Jesus we must surely expect to react emotionally.  If the God of the whole universe communicates with me, it seems impossible that I would not feel anything.

v)
Recognising Authentic Spiritual Experience: The Heart

We can now examine the help that Scripture gives us in identifying what is authentic spiritual experience.

What does the Bible say is the spring of spiritual life?  What does the ‘heart’ represent in Scripture?  Is it just the centre of a person’s emotions?  If the heart is the spring of spiritual life, what effect should true spirituality have on a person?

· Scripture teaches us that the spring of spiritual life is the heart (Proverbs 4 v23).

· The ‘heart’ in Scripture is not just the centre of our emotions.  It is also the centre of our will and our reasoning (e.g., Luke 2 v19).  In other words, the ‘heart’ refers to the whole disposition of a person.  “In Bible terms, what you have a heart for is what your heart is set upon; it is what you are about, what you want, what you love” (Josh Moody from Authentic Spirituality at p.120).

· With this in mind, we can see that true spirituality will do more than stir someone’s emotions (although this is undoubtedly part of it).  It will also affect what they long for, what they live their lives for, what they think.    

· We can also see that true spirituality is about more than cold, rational logic.  It is not enough to just think about God.  True spirituality involves feeling God too.  “It is a warm, intuitive knowledge rather than cold rational logic” (Josh Moody from Authentic Spirituality at p.120).  

· Paul in 1 Corinthians 12 v3 says that a person with the Holy Spirit will profess Christ as Lord.  This obviously involves an intellectual profession of Christ’s supremacy.  But it is more than this.  It means willingly submitting to Christ’s Lordship and worshipping Him.  You cannot do this simply on an academic level.

· Jonathan Edwards explained that the source of spiritual experience is a ‘sense’ of God, in other words, an ‘inclination towards God’.  Edwards explained that spiritual experience primarily consists in a sense of the supreme beauty of God.  This is not based on a direct impression implanted on our minds by God.  Scripture tells us in Deuteronomy 34 v10 that after Moses no-one has seen God face-to-face.  Rather it is based on us comprehending God’s revelation – looking to Jesus, by reading Scripture understood by the Spirit.  As we engage with God in this way we sense the beauty of God.

vi)
Recognising Authentic Spiritual Experience: The Fruit

Of course it is very difficult for us to know another person’s heart.  We don’t have spiritual X-ray vision – only God does (Psalm 44 v21).  But the second way to test spirituality is by the ‘fruit’ of the spiritual experience – in other words, its effects.  

Why does Paul in Galatians refer to the “acts” (plural) of the sinful nature and the “fruit” (singular) of the Spirit?  In 1 Corinthians 13 which trait does Paul mark out as being especially important?  Why is this?  Describe the ‘love’ that Paul is talking about.  Is it merely an emotion?  In the light of all this, how can we test whether claimed spiritual experience is authentic?

· The whole passage (5 v16-25) is constructed to bring out the tension between the sinful nature and the Spirit.  We are told to “live by the Spirit” (5 v16), be “led by the Spirit” (5 v18), and “keep in step with the Spirit” (5 v25).  If we are not living by the Spirit, we are gratifying the sinful nature (5 v16).  Our human nature pulls us towards selfishness and wrongdoing.  God’s Spirit releases us to be full of love for God and others.  This passage, which illustrates the tension between the two, is intended to make us cry out for the empowering presence of the Spirit.

· Paul illustrates the tension by comparing the works of the sinful nature and the fruit of the Spirit.  The sinful nature is characterised by disunity.  There are many “acts” which characterise the sinful nature.  They are all different manifestations of the sinful nature – of rebellion against God.  You don’t need to commit them all to gratify the sinful nature – just committing one is gratifying the sinful nature.  But the Spirit is characterised by unity – “fruit of the Spirit”.  These nine traits (love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control) are one package.  The person living by the Spirit will display them all (probably in different measures).

· Of course not everything that appears to be fruit of the Spirit is genuine.  One person may appear loving and yet be inwardly selfish (‘you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours’), or look peaceful and actually merely be lazy (‘God is in control so I’ll do nothing’).  Paul is talking about genuine fruit, not having the appearance of fruit.

· In 1 Corinthians 13 v13 Paul says that the greatest of “faith, hope and love” is love.  He also describes love as “the most excellent way” (12 v31).  Why does he stress the importance of love?  The first and greatest command is to “love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind”.  The second is to “love your neighbour as yourself” (Matthew 22 v36-40).  It is love that should motivate our whole Christian life.  Without love we are wasting our time – 1 Corinthians 13 v2 says “if I have a faith that can move mountains but have not love I am nothing”.  So love underpins the entire list of the fruit of the Spirit.

· This love is more than merely an emotion.  It should produce action.  John 14 v21 says, “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me”.  Love for God should produce obedience to Him.  And obedience to God means loving one another as God has loved us (John 13 v34).  Our love should mean self-sacrifice for the sake of others.

· Jonathan Edwards explained that the way to test whether spiritual experience is authentic is to look at whether the person is changed as a result of it (see quote).  Has the claimed experience produced in them the fruit of the Spirit?  Edwards devised a number of ‘signs’ which were intended to test spirituality.  Here are some of them – (a) spiritual experience is shown by spiritual character; (b) when we are motivated by authentic spirituality our goal is not experiences but Jesus Himself; (c) humility accompanies authentic spiritual experience, since we are sensing God’s holy beauty; (d) spirituality is not temporary but produces a permanent change; (e) false spirituality embraces salvation as a licence for wrongdoing, not as a way to be set free from sin; (f) true spirituality will result in action – when God has loved us, we will love others.

vii)
Putting It Into Practice

So we have got to the stage where we have seen our need for spiritual experience, and we have worked out how to recognise authentic spiritual experience.  But these lessons are useless unless we put it into practice!  So the question is, how can we truly experience the Spirit?  There are three strands to the answer

A)  Scripture

(Looking at Psalm 119)  Describe the psalmist’s attitude towards God’s word.  How does his desire for God’s word lead to  spiritual experience?  What should our attitude be towards God’s word?

· Psalm 119 is 176 verses long, and every verse (bar v122) contains a reference (direct or indirect) to God’s word.  The psalmist loves God’s word, and the Psalm strikes a constant note of praise, even in the midst of hardship.

· The psalmist’s love for the word leads to a deep emotional engagement with God.  He loves the word.  He relies on the word even when people scoff at him (e.g., v87).  And through this comes a deep reliance on God.  The psalmist knows that he needs to be saved to obey the law (v146).  So through his love for the word there comes a deep reliance on God for salvation.

· Our attitude should be the same!  We should love the word.  The word should teach us our need for God to save us (just as it did the psalmist), and through this we will begin to rely deeply on God.  Living post-Christ also gives this extra meaning.  Scripture is our means of learning about Jesus – the supreme revelation of God.  So scripture is the means by which we learn about God.  We should love it!

B)  Jesus Christ

Authentic spirituality depends on us responding to Jesus as we ought.  How should we respond to Jesus?

· Christians spirituality exalts the honour of Jesus (Philippians 2 v10-11).  Jesus requires total allegiance and complete obedience.  Christian spirituality follows the example of Jesus (Philippians 2 v5).  Our attitude should be the same as Jesus’s.  Christian spirituality learns from the teaching of Jesus.  It recognises it as supremely authoritative.  Christian spirituality focuses on the death and resurrection of Jesus.  Jesus came “to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10 v45) – this is the focal point of Christian spirituality.  

C)  Holy Spirit

The indwelling of the Holy Spirit is the privilege of all who are saved (Romans 8 v9).   The Holy Spirit empowers us to live in obedience to God – Galatians 5 v16 says, “So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature”.  But this doesn’t mean everything is done for us.  We still have a part to play – that is why Paul says “live by the Spirit”.  How can we do this?  How exactly can we utilise the empowering presence of the Holy Spirit?

· Acknowledge our total reliance on the Holy Spirit.  Jesus said in John 15 v5 “apart from me you can do nothing”.  We are not to grit our teeth and soldier on in our own strength.  We are to rely totally on the Holy Spirit.

· Ask God for the Spirit.  Jesus said in Luke 11 v13 that God will give the Holy Spirit to those who ask.  The very practice of asking will in itself develop our own reliance on the Spirit.  And God answers the prayer.  Paul in 1 Thessalonians 3 v12 prayed “may the Lord make your love increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else, just as ours does for you”.  In 2 Thessalonians 1 v3 Paul writes “we ought always to thank God for you, brothers, and rightly so, because your faith is growing more and more, and the love every one of you has for each other is increasing”!

· Believe that the Spirit has power to vanquish your sins and your bad habits.  God has promised that “sin shall not be your master” (Romans 6 v14) and that you “have crucified the sinful nature” (Galatians 5 v24).  We should trust God’s promises! 

· Do that which the Spirit stirs up in you to do.  Relying on the Spirit, act.  Effort is required, but the desire is the Spirit’s.  We work in God’s power, but we do work!

viii)
Concluding Thoughts

What are the dangers if we do not have these three strands to our spirituality?

· To have a spirituality without Jesus is unthinkable.  He is the means by which we draw near to God.  We cannot know God’s presence without Christ our mediator.

· Scripture and the Spirit are also essential.  Scripture is how we learn about Jesus.  The Spirit is how we understand Scripture.  We must balance these.  Ephesians 6 v17 says “the sword of the Spirit is the word of God”.  This shows the interdependence of the two.  John Stott has explained, “the Spirit without the word is weaponless; the word without the Spirit is powerless”.

· And of course we must remember that this is a spirituality that is dependent on God’s grace.  We cannot manufacture it by works. Thank God that we can know Him personally and experience Him.

God has graciously revealed Himself to us.  And He has graciously given us His Spirit so that we can understand the truth which He has revealed.  How can we know anything about God?  The answer is grace.    
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John 14:26 “But the Counsellor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.”

John 16:13 “But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth.  He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.”

1 Corinthians 2:12-14 “We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us.  This is what we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words.  The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.”

Proverbs 4:23 “Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life.”

Ezekiel 36:26 “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.”

1 Corinthians 12:3 “Therefore I tell you that no-one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus be cursed’, and no-one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit.”
Luke 2:19 “But Mary treasured all these things, pondering them in her heart.”

Deuteronomy 34:10 “Since then, no prophet has risen in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face.”

Psalm 44:20-21 “If we had forgotten the name of our God or spread out our hands to a foreign god, would not God have discovered it, since he knows the secrets of the heart?”

Galatians 5:19-23 “The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissension’s, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like.  I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.  But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  Against such things there is no law.”

1 Corinthians 13:13 “And now these three remain: faith, hope and love.  But the greatest of these is love.”

Matthew 22:36-40 “’Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?’  Jesus replied: ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind’.  This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.  All the Law and the prophets hang on these two commandments.”

John 14:21 “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me.  He who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I too will love him and show myself to him.”

John 13:34 “A new command I give you: Love one another.  As I have loved you, so you must love one another”.

Psalm 119
v1-2 – “Blessed are they whose ways are blameless, who walk according to the law of the Lord.  Blessed are they who keep his statutes and seek him with all their heart”


v9-11 – “How can a young man keep his way pure?  By living according to your word.  I seek you with all my heart; do not let me stray from your commands.  I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you”



v24 – “Your statutes are my delight; they are my counsellors”


v87 – “They almost wiped me from the earth, but I have not forsaken your precepts”


v104-105 – “I gain understanding from your precepts; therefore I hate every wrong path.  Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path”


v131 – “I open my mouth and pant, longing for your commands”


v136 – “Streams of tears flow from my eyes, for your law is not obeyed


v146 – “I call out to you; save me and I will keep your statutes”


v167 – “I obey your statutes, for I love them greatly”

Philippians 2:5-11“Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross!  Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

Romans 8:9 “You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you.  And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.”

Galatians 5:16 “So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.”

Ephesians 6:17 “Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.”

“You tell me that your spiritual experience was definitely something extraordinary.  You say it was something beyond your own power to bring about.  But my question is whether you are changed.  You can change your mind and change your feelings but still not change yourself.  Extraordinary experiences won’t necessarily change you any more than putting on a new shirt changes you.  Or any more than going into a new room.  Or listening to a new tune.  Or hearing a new story.  The question is not whether you have met with something new but whether you are new” (from a sermon by Jonathan Edwards – Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University)  

“The Spirit without the word is weaponless; the word without the Spirit is powerless” (John Stott from Message of Thessalonians at p.34)

“This is Christian spirituality.  It is not a human spirituality, but a ‘heavenly’ one, a spirituality that honours God’s word, God’s Son and God’s Spirit.  It cannot be manufactured or produced but depends for its power and presence upon the work and word of God himself” (Josh Moody from Authentic Spirituality at p.143)
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