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Have you ever noticed how quickly we can lose our strength?  It happens to me every time I am away from the gym, even if I just miss a few days.  I’m one of those types who likes to do pretty much the same exercises week after week, who likes to do the same number of reps and use the same amount of weight.  Most of the time that works just fine for me.  But then I’ll get a cold and miss a few days, or I’ll be out of town and skip some workouts.  And when I go back to the gym and try to pick up where I left off, I inevitably discover that what felt like just the right weight last week is now uncomfortably heavy for me. For some reason I am surprised every time this happens.  It doesn’t seem fair to me; it doesn’t seem right that I could get so much weaker so quickly.  But fair or not, the result is the same – I have a power deficit.
And the truth is that the same thing happens in our spiritual lives.  It’s like we have a slow leak somewhere, like a tire that slowly loses air pressure.  One week we’re spiritually strong.  Temptations don’t really seem to tempt us.  We effortlessly rise above those circumstances that typically bring us down.  We feel a palpable connection with God.  The Bible seems to come alive when we read it.  Our hearts are soft towards those around us; compassion for the hurting flows easily and naturally.  And then, just days later, everything feels different, everything feels harder.  The things that didn’t tempt us at all last week seem absolutely irresistible.  The least little difficulty leaves us feeling overwhelmed with discouragement.  God seems far away.  Reading the Bible is as meaningful as reading the phone book.  People bug us – everyone bugs us.  It doesn’t make sense to us; it’s not like we’ve done anything that different.  But for one reason or another, we suddenly find ourselves in deficit mode spiritually.  Our strength is just plain gone.
Do you remember Samson?  His is a cautionary tale if there ever was one.  Samson was a judge and a man of incredible strength.  God used Samson’s might to deliver the people of Israel from the oppression of the Philistines time and again.  And it’s interesting how the Bible describes the source of Samson’s power.  On three different occasions the Bible says of Samson that “the Spirit of the Lord came powerfully upon him.”  For example, when a lion jumped out and threatened Samson and his parents we read, “The Spirit of the Lord came powerfully upon him so that he tore the lion apart with his bare hands as he might have torn a young goat.” (Judges 14:6)  Shortly after that thirty armed men attacked Samson.  Once again, no problem, because “the Spirit of the Lord came powerfully upon him.” (Judges 14:19)  In the next chapter Samson’s enemies tie him up.  Again, no problem, because “the Spirit of the Lord came powerfully upon him,” and just like that Samson was free.   (Judges 15:14)  
But you remember the story.  He married a woman God told him not to marry – Delilah was her name.  Delilah convinced Samson to tell her the secret of his strength – his hair.  Then while he slept Delilah shaved his head.  When he woke up the Philistines descended on him.  He assumed that he would toss them aside just like he always had.  He was, after all, the strongest man in the world.  He assumed that the Spirit of the Lord would come powerfully upon him, just as the Spirit had over and over before.  But this time things were different; here’s the text: “Samson awoke from his sleep and thought, ‘I’ll go out as before and shake myself free.’  But he did not know that the Lord had left him.” (Judges 16:20)  

Ever feel like that, like you’ve lost all your strength, like you’re running a power deficit, like the Lord has left you?  We all have.  But it doesn’t have to be that way.  Paul said it like this in his first letter to the church at Corinth: “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power.” (1 Corinthians 4:20)  In his letter to Timothy Paul wrote this: “For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline.” (2 Timothy 1:7)  In Ephesians Paul gives us this command: “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power.” (Ephesians 6:10)  
So where does this power come from – the power to overcome temptation, the power to rise above discouragement, the power to make a difference for the sake of the kingdom, the power to love our enemies, the power to pray for those who persecute us?  The Bible is very clear about this, isn’t it?  The source of our power is the Holy Spirit.  In fact, the Spirit, the Bible tells us, was the source of Jesus’ power when Jesus walked this earth.  In Luke we read, “Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit …” (Luke 4:14)  And according to Jesus, the Spirit is our source of power as well.  Here are some of Jesus’ last words to his disciples before he ascended into heaven: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you and you will be my witnesses …” (Acts 1:8)  
But how does this all work?  How do we get that power, and how do we live in such a way that we don’t lose the power?  The Bible says it like this; it tells us to be “filled with the Spirit.”  In other places the Bible commands us to “walk in the Spirit.”  Sounds mysterious, doesn’t it?  Sounds a little strange.  I mean, when you walk in the Spirit do you walk around like you’re in some kind of trance, like you’ve been hypnotized or are on drugs?  And how do you get filled with the Spirit?  Do you hold a séance with a bunch of weird people, or do you close your eyes and meditate until you forget your own name?

That’s what we want to review this morning.  We want to review what the Bible means when it tells us to be filled with the Spirit.  We’ve talked about this in years gone by, but it’s been quite a long time since we’ve addressed what the Bible teaches us about living in the power of the Holy Spirit.  And the fact is this – whether we know this stuff or not, we seem to keep leaking.  We’re strong one day and weak the next.  So what do about that?  How do we recharge our batteries when we’re running a spiritual deficit?  
Every Christian Has Been Baptized In The Spirit
Let me start by asking you what might sound like an odd question.  Has anyone every asked you if you’ve been “baptized in the Spirit”?   I was in college at the University of Minnesota the first time anyone asked me that, and it took me a little bit to understand what they were asking me.   

Here’s what I learned they were telling me.  They were telling me that if I really wanted to experience God’s power in my life, then I needed to be baptized in the Spirit.  My first response was that I was already a Christian, and that I already had the Holy Spirit living in me.  But they contended that there’s more to it than that.  They said that it’s one thing to have the Spirit, but it’s another thing to be baptized with the Spirit.  “What do you mean?” I asked.  They said that when you’re baptized in the Spirit you’ll know it because you will start speaking in tongues, like the first Christians did when they were baptized in the Spirit on the Day of Pentecost.   So I asked them what they thought a person had to do to receive the baptism of the Holy Spirit, and they said you have to wait and pray and open yourself up to the Spirit, and that often you needed someone else who had already received the baptism to lay their hands on you and pray for you.

Well, this sounded a little weird to me, but I knew I had to check it out.  So I went with my friends to a few of their meetings.  I watched them lay hands on people and pray for them to be baptized in the Spirit.  A few of the people they prayed for did speak in tongues; others didn’t.  I watched them lay hands on other people and pray for those people to be healed miraculously.  I listened to their leaders teach them about the baptism of the Spirit.  I knew it all felt strange to me, but I didn’t want to dismiss what my friends were saying just because it felt strange.  And so for about a year I took a hard look at what my friends were telling me.  I read everything I could get my hands on.  I went to lectures on the topic at churches and at seminaries.  Most of all, I spent hours and hours studying everything I could find in the Bible about the Holy Spirit.

Now some of you may not know what I’m even talking about when I use the term “speaking in tongues.”  That phrase first appears in the Bible in Acts 2 when on the Day of Pentecost the Holy Spirit gave birth to the church in a miraculous fashion.  Here’s part of that account: “[The disciples] saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them.  All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.  Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven.  When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard them speaking in his own language.” (Acts 2:3-6)  In that instance God gave the first disciples the gift of speaking in foreign languages so they could communicate the message of the Gospel to everyone in that crowd.  That’s what speaking in tongues meant in Acts 2, and I have to tell you that I think that would be a wonderful gift.  This would be better than paying a few hundred bucks to buy the Rosetta Stone language device at the mall. It would certainly be easier for our missionaries than taking two years in language school.
But that’s not what my friends meant by speaking in tongues.  The Apostle Paul in the book of 1 Corinthians refers to speaking in tongues as a gift of speaking in angelic or heavenly languages.  It is a gift Paul himself had, he tells us in 1 Corinthians 14.  And Paul goes on in that chapter to give some strict guidelines about the use of that gift.  He says, for example, that if someone in the church speaks in tongues in front of the church, they need to have someone else there who can interpret what the person said.

But here is the bigger question.  Let’s assume that the gift of speaking in tongues is a legitimate gift and a valuable gift, as I think it is.  The bigger question is this – does the Bible teach that the gift of speaking in tongues is evidence that a person has been baptized in the Spirit?  Are the only people who have been baptized in the Spirit those who have the gift of speaking in tongues?  The Bible is very clear about this – the answer is unequivocally “No.”

Here, in a nutshell, is what the Bible teaches about this.  First, when you first committed your life to following Jesus, you were baptized in the Spirit.  The Bible says this: “For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body – whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free – and we were all given the one Spirit to drink.” (1 Corinthians 12:13)  When the Bible talks about the baptism of the Holy Spirit, it refers to that first time when God came to live in you by means of the Spirit, when the Spirit first took up residence in your life.  So if you are a Christian and if someone asks you if you’ve been baptized in the Spirit, your answer is “Yes.”

Second, when the Holy Spirit comes into your life, one of the things he does is to give you one or more spiritual gifts.  We talk about the spiritual gifts in great detail in our SHAPE class, so I won’t belabor them here except to make two points.  First, the Holy Spirit gives us each different gifts.  He does not give every Christian the gift of preaching, he does not give every Christian the gift of mercy, and he does not give every Christian the gift of speaking in tongues.  At the end of 1 Corinthians 12 Paul writes, “Are all prophets? (No)  Are all teachers? (No)  Do all work miracles? (No) … Do all speak in tongues? (No).” (1 Corinthians 12:29-30)  Frankly, if the Spirit did give every person the same gift as evidence that the person has been baptized in the Spirit, as a pastor I would have voted for him to give everyone the gift of giving instead of the gift of speaking in tongues.

But that leads to my next point regarding spiritual gifts – we don’t get to choose them.  Here’s what the Bible says: “Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good … All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines.” (1 Corinthians 12:7, 11)  So if the Holy Spirit is the one who decides which of us are gifted in which ways, then it doesn’t make sense to claim that everyone who is baptized in the Spirit will have the gift of speaking in tongues.

And here’s my third main point about the baptism of the Spirit.  The primary evidence that we have been baptized in the Spirit is not some miraculous sign; the primary evidence is the transformation of our character.  How did Jesus say people would know if we were his followers?  Did he say, “They will know you are my disciples when they hear you speaking in tongues”?  Did Jesus say, “They will know you are my disciples when they see you perform miracles”?  Here’s what Jesus said: “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” (John 13:35)  That’s the point; that’s what the Spirit is trying to accomplish in our lives.  Notice how Paul says it in Romans 5:5 – “God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.”  The primary evidence that you have the Holy Spirit alive and at work in your life will be the transformation of your character.  It is the Spirit in you who will change your anger to love, your sadness to gladness, your laziness to self-discipline, your anxiety to peace, your lust to purity and your selfishness to compassion.  It is the Spirit who will give you the power to resist temptation and to live above your circumstances.  
Listen to this quote from author and pastor Charles Stanley.  He said, “Statistically and observationally, there seems to be little difference between the life-styles of the saints and the sinners.”  If the Holy Spirit is alive in our lives, that shouldn’t be true.  If the Holy Spirit is alive in our hearts, our life-styles as followers of Jesus should be very different from the life-styles of our friends.  So according to the Bible, the primary evidence that we have been baptized in the Spirit is not some miraculous sign; the primary evidence will be the transformation of our character.

The Filling Of The Spirit Is The Way We Access The Spirit’s Power
But how does that happen?  How do we stay strong?  How do we stop leaking spiritually?  How do we access the power of the Spirit so that we can be consistent in our walk with God?  The answer, the Bible says, is to be “filled with the Spirit.”  Here’s a key verse on this point, from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians: “Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery.  Instead, be filled with the Spirit.” (Ephesians 5:18)  

“Now wait a minute,” you might be thinking.  “I thought you just told us that all of us who follow Jesus have already been baptized in the Spirit and that we already have the Holy Spirit in us.  So why would the Bible tell us to be filled with the Spirit when I thought we already were filled with the Spirit?”

Well, let’s see if we can figure this out.  Look hard at that verse for a minute.  Paul very purposely chose the analogy of getting drunk to illustrate his point.  Now I’m sure for all of you this is hypothetical, but just imagine with me what happens to a person when they get drunk.  What happens when a person is drunk?  To be drunk means to be much more than to be full, doesn’t it?  To be drunk means that you are no longer in control.  To be drunk means that the alcohol is in control.  When a person gets drunk he surrenders control of his judgment and his reflexes and his speech over to the alcohol.

Now just so we’re clear on this point, be sure to note that Paul says, “Don’t do that.  Don’t get drunk on wine.”  But Paul’s primary point is not to offer a lecture on the evils of alcohol.  Paul’s point is to illustrate for us what he means when he says to be filled with the Spirit.  Don’t, Paul says, surrender control of your body to alcohol.  Instead, Paul says, surrender control of your life to the Spirit.  And that’s what it means to be filled with the Spirit.  To be filled with the Spirit means to surrender control of your desires and your behavior and your money and your time to the Holy Spirit, to yield control of your life to him.  The issue isn’t how much of the Holy Spirit you have; it’s how much of you the Holy Spirit has.  If you are a Christian, you are already filled with the Spirit in the sense that you have as much of the Spirit living in you as you can get.  But the question is this – how much of you are you allowing the Holy Spirit to influence and control?  

Do any of you ever have thermostat wars at home?  You turn the thermostat down because you’re trying to save energy.  But as soon as you turn your back, the women in your house are turning the thermostat up because they’re cold.  You tell them to put on a sweater so you don’t have to heat the whole house just because they’re chilled, and you turn the thermostat back down again.  You then go out for a walk, and when you come back you can feel the heat from your home a block away because the females have again cranked the thermostat back up.  So what do you do?  Just to make sure everyone knows who is really in control of the thermostat, you don’t turn it down – you turn it off.  

The thermostats we have in the church each have four modes – heat, cool, auto, and off.  Most of the week I put them to the off mode so they don’t come on at all.  In the winter I usually put them on the heat mode so they will heat the rooms up to a certain temperature and then go off, and in the summer I put them in the cool mode so they will cool the rooms to a certain temperature and then go off.  But I can also put them in the auto mode.  I can set them so that if it gets below 68 degrees the furnace will kick in, and if it gets above 74 degrees the air conditioning will kick in.  

Now think about this with me.  Think of the Holy Spirit as our HVAC system.  He is our source of power, the one who can heat us up when our hearts grow cold and cool us off when tempers flare.  When we became Christians, God installed the Holy Spirit in us like a contractor installed our HVAC units.  But here’s the question – who’s going to control the thermostat?  Who’s going to set the temperature?  Who’s going to select the mode?  The Bible says that what we need to do is to surrender control of the thermostat to the Holy Spirit.  You might say something like this: “Holy Spirit, I’m going to set the thermostat in the auto mode and let you control when you warm me up and when you cool me down.  I’m not going to tinker with the controls and change things depending on how I feel at a given time.  I’m going to let you kick in when you need to kick in and adjust my temperature as you see fit.”
And maybe it will help you to think of the “auto” mode as the Holy Spirit mode, so that every time you look at your thermostat and see “auto” you are reminded to surrender control of your desires and your decisions to the Holy Spirit.  Allow the Spirit to control the settings of your life, and when you do that his power will kick in when you need it to kick in to adjust your attitudes and your values and your moods.
Let me take you back to Paul’s analogy of getting drunk with wine.  One important lesson our friends at Alcoholics Anonymous have learned is that an alcoholic has to decide every single day that he is not going to take a drink that day.  It works the same way in our spiritual lives.  Every day we have a choice – are we going to control the thermostat, or are we going to surrender control to the Spirit?  Do you know what some of us do?  We get up, go to the thermostat, and we turn it off.  We don’t want the Spirit messing with us today.  We don’t want the Spirit making us feel guilty; we want to do what we want to do.  We don’t want the Spirit adjusting our attitudes; if we want to feel grumpy, then we want to feel grumpy.  We don’t want the Spirit prompting us to care about that person sitting over there all alone; we’ve got our agenda for the day and we don’t have time to be bothered with needy people.  So we march to the thermostat and turn the Spirit off.

The truth is that every one of us has done that at one time or another.  But today is a new day.  Today we have another chance and another choice.  Just like yesterday and just like tomorrow, today we have the opportunity to decide whether or not to turn the Spirit on in our lives and to give control of our lives to him.  We have the chance to say, “Spirit, speak to my conscience and make me feel badly when I do things that are wrong.  Spirit, kick in to gear and adjust my attitudes when they get out of whack.  Spirit, lead me and guide me and prompt me so that I see people in need through your eyes.  Spirit, I’m going to put you on auto and let you be in charge of my life today.”

I have a friend in Southern California, a music minister of a church, who a few years ago had a life changing experience.  His marriage was falling apart, and he reacted to the stress by drinking too much.  Late one night, after having too much wine, he wrapped his car around a light pole at 60 mph.  Fortunately, he survived, although his marriage didn’t.  But he is a better man today because, he tells me, he makes two decisions every single morning when he gets up.  First, he makes the decision that he is not going to be filled with wine.  And second, he makes the decision that he is going to be filled with the Spirit.  

God has already installed in our lives all the power we need to live lives of integrity, purity, compassion and joy.  So let’s keep the power turned on by continuing to turn the power of our lives over to the Spirit of God.  
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