DESPERATE FOR THE SPIRIT

I had an encounter with the Spirit the summer after I graduated from high school.  I was at a Bible camp, and the director was one of “those” people.  I had heard my father speak about the Spirit before, but this was my time for a breakthrough.  When Pastor Allan Hanson prayed for a group of us young people after the adults had gone to bed, I was filled with the Spirit and spoke in a new language.  This experience didn’t make me any more mature, but it opened up a dimension of the Christian life that I was not familiar with—the gifts of the Spirit.  It also brought me into connection with a power source that, if used, would transform the quality of my life.

That was forty-six years ago.  Today I am more desperate for the Spirit than ever before and pray more to be filled than I did in those early days.  Wherever you are in the Lord, you desperately need the Spirit.  You may need a breakthrough experience as I had as a teen, or you may need a deeper, ongoing awareness of the Spirit’s place in your life. It is wonderful to be able to look back and see a time when we surrendered to the Lord and let the Spirit fill us.  It is also important to know the empowering presence of the Holy Spirit today.  We need the event—and we need the process.

When people ask me if someone is filled with the Spirit, I know what they are asking, but I usually respond in a different way than they expect.  I say something like, “Ask their spouse, their family, their siblings.”  To be filled with the Spirit (or another phrase, to be “full of the Spirit”) speaks more of a progressive life in the Spirit than of a one-time encounter. We’ll deal with both here.

THE LORD’S PRAYER—OURS!

Luke says that “one day Jesus was praying in a certain place.  When he finished, one of his disciples said to him, ‘Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples’” (Lk.11:1).  What Jesus says in the next twelve verses, including His word about the Holy Spirit, comes in answer to their request.  We have no record of their asking him, “Lord, teach us to evangelize,” or “Lord, teach us to preach,” although those would have been good requests.  But we do have record of their saying, “Lord, teach us to pray.”  Did he teach them? Read I Peter and I John; He taught them.  Could Jesus teach you how to pray?  He has been praying non-stop for two thousand years since His ascension.  Maybe you would want to stop right now and say, “Lord, teach me to pray.”

He instructs the disciples in two ways:  He gives them a model prayer, a Bible verse, and two stories.   We call it “The Lord’s Prayer,” but He never prayed it.  He didn’t have to say, “Forgive us our trespasses,” for instance.  He told them, “When you pray, say:  Father” (v.2).  I think they were stunned when He said that.  They were not accustomed to praying to such a personal God.  The revelation of God as Father had waited until the Son, who knew the Father could introduce Him.  Now we would come to understand not just God the Creator but also God the Father.  Many people don’t pray to the Father.  I’ve been listening since coming to understand why Jesus taught them this.  What we receive from God depends upon how we view Him.  Fathers, as Jesus will say later, love to give gifts to their children, and God is an extravagantly generous Father.  When we say, “Father,” we are positioning ourselves to be in a receptive posture.  Jesus taught us to orient ourselves to a holy Father and His holy kingdom.  In that prayerful stance, we would be ready to ask for our needs—for forgiveness, guidance, and deliverance.  Say it now.  The Spirit teaches you to say it in faith:  “Father!”

ASKING FOR IT!
Then he told two stories to further encourage us to ask.  The first is set in the context of Middle East hospitality.  I lived in the Middle East for a year, so I understand what to us is a strange request.  Guests came at midnight and caught the host off guard and without bread to serve them.  We’d say, “Have a good sleep; we’ll have breakfast at 9 AM or whenever you want it.”  But guests in the Middle East are treated as kings and queens.  The host was desperate enough to go to a friend, wake him up, and ask for bread.  We wouldn’t do that, because we don’t regard hospitality in the same way.  But when you’re desperate, you’re bold to ask.

We once had thirty guests at our home for a barbeque.  When someone asked for the mustard, I knew I was in trouble.  I had forgotten the mustard.  I said, “I’ll be right back.”  I didn’t have time to go to the store, so I went to one neighbor after another asking for mustard.  I finally got a positive response at the fourth door I knocked on.  When I returned with the mustard, I felt like I was bearing the Olympic torch.  My desperation trumped my embarrassment at having to ask, and I got what I needed.

Some of us aren’t desperate enough to ask.  If the marriage is doing all right, don’t ask for help.  If you’re doing okay in your spiritual walk, don’t ask for more.  If your prayer life is cruising, you probably don’t feel like you need an upgrade.  But if you’re desperate, you’ll ask.  Desperation  overcomes passivity.

Jesus follows this story by declaring (here’s the Bible verse), “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you” (v.9).  “For most people who ask receive…” No; it says, “For everyone who asks receives…” (v.10).  I wouldn’t have said it that way—but Jesus did.  He knows His Father better than I do, and he said “everyone.”  I once asked my mom about this verse, because I didn’t think it worked all the time.  She responded, “God’s Word doesn’t lie.”  (End of discussion.)  The reluctance is not with the Giver; it is with the askers. Why?  Maybe because people who ask are in a position of need, find it humbling to ask, like asking for directions or raising your hand because you don’t understand something or asking for prayer after a service.  I always appreciate someone who asks a question I wanted answered but wasn’t brave enough or humble enough to ask.

Then Jesus follows this incredible promise with a little “just suppose.”  He says, “Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead?  Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion?” (v.11,12).  Picture it.  The boy says, “Please pass the fish, Dad,” and the next moment he’s staring at an ugly snake.  Weird.  Why does Jesus even suggest the possibility?  Apparently people in that day had some fears about the Holy Spirit, too.  The Spirit in the Old Testament was mighty, mysterious, and unpredictable. They didn’t sing, “There’s a sweet, sweet Spirit in this place…” They might have sung, “There’s a violent Spirit in this place,” but it makes a crummy song.  So the disciples had some questions about the Spirit just as some do today.  Jesus wanted to reassure them that if they asked for the Spirit, they would not be deceived. The “Spirit stuff” was not tricky business.  According to Jesus, who has known the Spirit from eternity, if you ask the Father for the Spirit, you will get the Spirit.  “Ask, and it will be given to you…”  

Not too complicated.  How does the Spirit come to us?  In the words of Jesus, you ask.  Who is going to ask?  Two groups according to the Master:  children who have a good father and those who are desperate enough, as desperate as a Middle East host at midnight, as desperate as a young Christian crying out for more, as desperate as a man who has always dreamed of having a really strong marriage, as desperate as a middle-aged woman who has always felt that God had something for her to do but lacked the power to do it.

Blind Bart was sitting at his normal post, doing what he did every day—begging.  When he heard more than the customary noise and asked about it, he was told that Jesus was passing by.  He did what his instincts told him to do; he cried out, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me.”  People in front of him didn’t appreciate his boldness—and they told him so.  They said, “Shut up.”  He probably thought, “I shouldn’t have yelled.  That was stupid.  Why would Jesus pay any attention to me anyway?”  But he also thought, “I’d sure like to be healed,” and his desperation trumped his embarrassment. 

If you’re not desperate, don’t ask for the Spirit.  If you are satisfied with where you are, you don’t need the Spirit.  If you’re in the groove, if it can’t get better, if you’re hearing fine from God, if you have no unfinished business, you don’t need the Spirit (or so it seems).  But if you need to access the Father’s love more consistently and experience His presence and power more habitually, then ask for the Spirit. Don’t let down, don’t hold back.  Give it all you’ve got.  You have eternity to recover.  Don’t play it safe. Let it flow out of you, not in a trickle but a stream. Move from passivity to passion. 

THE 3F CLUB

You’ve heard of the 4H club.  Just a word about the 3F club to help us appropriate the Spirit:

1. Father. The word is used by Jesus, the beloved Son, three times in this passage.   No one knows what the Father is like more than the Son.  He tells us, “Fear not, little flock.  It is the Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.”  What kind of Father do you have?  Jesus encourages us to ask our generous Father for the Spirit.  Why wouldn’t we?  Any reluctance is not on His part but on ours.  And that is why the second word is…

2. Faith.  Jesus wants us to be bold in asking.  He uses the word “ask” five times in five verses to make His point.  Faith steps up to meet the faithfulness of God.  Bartimaeus cried out in faith; children ask in faith.  If you ask for the Spirit, ask as a child, not analyzing, not speculating, but expecting.  If you ask for the gift of tongues, expect it.  Then in faith open your mouth and begin to speak.  Some choose fatalism over faith.  They say, “Whatever will be will be,” and they sit quietly waiting for something to happen—and nothing does.  Every action of God is connected with human response.  With every miracle, with every gift of the Spirit, there is a divine-human connection.  Passivity is a faith killer, and yet it is where much of the church resides. But faith always acts.

3. Feelings. Encounters with the Spirit of God often involve feelings.  They are not the proof of the Spirit’s presence, but they often accompany His presence.  Don’t demand them, but don’t be surprised if you have them.  And if you don’t, your faith authenticates the reality, not your feelings.

I am speaking to two groups:  First are those who need a breakthrough, the kind I had as a high schooler.  Expect the Spirit to come to you and give you fresh joy, a new desire to praise Him, a new expectation for His working through you, all works of the Spirit.  And second are those who have experienced this in the past.  You were filled with the Spirit, but you leaked.  You have plateaued, and you know it.  What was once joy has become hum-drum. You need a fresh touch, and you are going to ask the Father for the Spirit—and keep on asking. Then you are going to live in ongoing dependence upon the Spirit.

You may want to offer this prayer now as you hold out your hands in surrender:  Father, please send the Holy Spirit.  Let the dry wood burn. Let the fire burn with a holy flame.   Fire of God, renew love in my heart.  Wind of God, blow through my life and take out the debris.  Water of God, refresh me; I am thirsty. I too easily move from faith to fatalism.  I want passion, not passivity.  Spirit of God, touch me again.  Pour upon me your oil that heals and consecrates.  Through Jesus Christ, Amen!

