Six Signs of Spiritual Strength

The apostle Paul drives home several of the keys for spiritual strength and survival in Ephesians 6:10-18. Here we read about the panoply of God – the Christian’s armor. He initiates this rich passage with an urgent charge in verse ten: “Finally, my brethren, be strong in Lord and in power of His might.” The seed truth here: God not only wants you to be a Christian – God wants you to be a strong Christian. Why? Because strong Christians lead to a strong church, a strong church is a growing church, a growing church means souls are being saved and when this happens God is glorified. But what exactly is a strong Christian and how can I meet this standard? This morning we’ll explore Six Signs of Spiritual Strength. First, enjoy our song…

The story is told of a man who bought a new radio years ago, brought it home, placed it on the refrigerator, plugged it in and turned it to WSM-Nashville - the home of the Grand Ol’ Opry. He then stunned his family as he began pulling all the knobs off! Ya see, he had already tuned in to all he ever wanted to hear, so he limited his radio reception to one station.  I trust that we’re not that set in our ways, but we’re willing to examine our lives in the light of G’s word – anxious to learn more and prepared to make changes where needed. 

So, are you a Christian? If so, how strong are you? The two-fold objective of this sermon is for you to 1) understand what it means to be strong spiritually and 2) to motivate you to resolve to become strong in the Lord.

I suppose that acquiring more knowledge is the most fundamental sign of spiritual strength. There are some facts that you must know to be strong. In Ephesians 6:11-12, the Holy Spirit says we must know who our enemy is. Folks, be advised there is an enemy! Hear the word of God: Put on whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil. For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.  He’s real and he’s out to rob your soul!

He continues this emphasis on knowledge in verses 14 and 17: “Stand therefore, having girded your waist with truth…And take …the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.” We must know the truth. Spiritual truth does not originate with man, but in the Scriptures. This fact is further emphasized in John 831-32 "If you abide in My word, you are My disciples indeed. And you shall know the truth..." Hence, Peter’s plea, “as newborn babes, desire the sincere milk of the word that you may grow thereby” - I Peter 2:2. Knowledge is essential to spiritual strength.

Finally, the Christian needs to know that certain behavior, certain practices are incompatible with spiritual strength. Hear the apostle Paul in I Timothy 3:15 “I write so that you may know how you ought to conduct yourself in the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and ground of the truth.” So are you on a regular, regimented, daily Bible reading plan? Are you diligent in studying God’s word? Do you do so with your family? 

Acquiring knowledge alone does not make you spiritually strong. The Hoy Spirit makes it clear that the strong Christian will communicate that knowledge, communicate the Truth. Ephesians 6:15, 19-20 “having shod your feet with the preparation of the gospel of peace…and for me, that utterance may be given to me, that I may open my mouth boldly to make known the mystery of the gospel, that…I may speak boldly, as I ought to speak.” He does not direct this to preachers, but to Christians in general. Soldiers in the Lord’s army share the good news with others. The gospel saves no one until it’s known! Jesus summarizes our marching orders in Matthew 2819-20 “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded…” 

Not just any communication will do. We must communicate effectively to effect change in others. 2 Timothy 224-26 says, the servant of the Lord must not quarrel but be gentle to all, able to teach, patient, in humility correcting those who are in opposition, if God perhaps will grant them repentance, so that they may know the truth, and that they may come to their senses and escape the snare of the devil, having been taken captive by him to do his will. There’s no greater blow to the devil than stealing a lost soul from the kingdom of darkness.

Think about it, what’s more crucial to spiritual strength than cultivating and increasing faith. “Faith is the victory” according to I John 5:4. Our focal chapter emphasizes the same truth in verse 16: “above all, taking the shield of faith with which you will be able to quench all the fiery darts of the wicked one.” Paul adds in Hebrews 11:6, “Without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him.” Strong Christians do not allow their physical eyesight to determine their outlook. God’s people, we find in 2 Corinthians 5:7, “walk by faith, not by sight.” As one gospel song puts it, “God’s got bigger things goin’ on than what these little bitty eyes can see.” I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me! And, if you have faith as a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, "Move from here to there,' and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you.” If we’re gonna be strong, we’ve gotta take God at His word! You and your loved ones will have health crises, financial crises, domestic crises, occupational crises. Your faith will sustain you.

What does Paul mean in Ephesians 6:14 by “putting on the breastplate of righteousness?” How does this figure into developing spiritual strength? What specific behaviors does this include?” Some translations render “alms” as “righteousnesses” in Matthew 61-2. Jesus says in Matthew 63-4 “But when you do a charitable deed, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, that your charitable deed may be in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will Himself reward you openly.” Under the umbrella of “righteousness,” certainly serving through generosity is a sign of spiritual strength. 

Jesus brings forward the example of the widow giving her last two mites in Luke 21. Then, He tells of the Good Samaritan who gave of his heart, time and money. Barnabas impresses us in Acts 4:37 when he, “having land, sold it, and brought the money and laid it at apostles’ feet.” But perhaps the most striking indication of how highly Jesus values generosity is found in His preview to the judgment in Matthew 25:34-36. The deciding factor for eternity is generosity. Then the King will say to those on His right hand, "Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world: for I was hungry and you gave Me food; I was thirsty and you gave Me drink; I was a stranger and you took Me in (gave me lodging); I was naked and you clothed Me (gave me clothes); I was sick and you visited Me (gave of your time); I was in prison and you came to Me (gave me your attention).'  We are never more like God than when we give of ourselves. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son… This is genuine spiritual strength. 

We all know John 3:16, but do you know the other John 3:16 – I John 3:16? “By this we know love, because He laid down His life for us. And we also ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.” A willingness to sacrifice is another form of righteousness that shows spiritual strength. Think about it! Divorce is impossible when both husband and wife live sacrificial lives. Hear Romans 121“I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service.” That won’t jive with “this is my life, this is my body and I’ll do as I wish! We need not look any further than Abraham’s willingness to offer His only son to see what God’s looking for in the “breastplate of righteousness.”

God wants you to be strong spiritually and you can see in your own life that you have developed and matured in some of these ways. In fact, you may be able to say that you have been diligent in each of these: 1) accumulating knowledge; 2) communicating truth; 3) increasing faith; 4) serving in generosity; and 5) sacrificing. And if you know someone with all of these qualities, you deeply admire him. Surely someone like this would be a shoe-in for heaven, right? No doubt all of these are critical, but if you had all of these and didn’t have the sixth trait of spiritual strength, all of the others are meaningless.

Walk with me to I Corinthians 13 for the sixth strength; the strength that gives all the others value. “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I have become sounding brass or a clanging cymbal.” No matter how skillfully or how eloquently you communicate the truth to the lost or the saved, publicly or from house to house, if your message is not firmly, deeply rooted in love – in God’s eyes you do nothing better than bang on pots and pans. I’m not, but I could be the most powerful debater, the most eloquent preacher, the most effective soul-winner and the smoothest conversationalist, but if my words – or your words – are not driven by love, God says, in effect, I might as well just beat around on an old metal trashcan with a baseball bat – because I’m just wasting my time.

Paul says the same point in another way in Ephesians 4:15, “speaking the truth in love, let us grow in every way into Him who is the head -- Christ.” We need to reel in our emotions and be aware of the messages we send with facial gestures, our tone of voice and body language that do not communicate love. Otherwise, we can unravel all the good we try to accomplish for the Lord. I know I’m not the only one that can grow in this area.

2 And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge… but have not love, I am nothing. I love reading and studying and learning the word and will of God, don’t you? And, over time, diligent study rewards us with increased knowledge. But, no matter how much you know or I know, our knowledge will always be dwarfed by our ignorance – by how much we don’t know. Socrates and later Einstein said, “The more I learn the more I realize how little I know” – and that’s right! Imagine, though, if you knew, for instance, the entire Old and New Testament. You not only had it all memorized, but you had a perfect understanding of every chapter and verse in whole Bible. You perfectly understood every controversial subject – you were the expert! You grasped every symbol in the book of Revelation and could explain it flawlessly. That would make you the most valuable Christian on earth, right? Wrong! Unless this knowledge involved the perfect understanding and application of the teaching on love, it would be inadequate. Listen, “though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge… but have not love, I am nothing. 

We need to know the scriptures and we need to know the truth, but there’s something equally important. You have probably heard it said, “People don’t care how much ya know till they know how much ya care.” True, but that goes for God as well. God doesn’t care how much we know till he knows how much we care! See, our knowledge can be used as a trap by devil. Don’t forget that! Paul teaches in I Corinthians 8:1 Knowledge puffs up, but love edifies. Only one form of knowledge will not puff up. Ephesians 3:19 “to know the love of Christ which passes knowledge; that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.” Ever wonder why, with all the trouble in Corinth that Paul plops the great chapter on love right at the climax of book? Simple! With all the ills plaguing the church at Corinth, none was greater than their lack of love. Does that mean that the other issues were unimportant? Not at all! But we need to be abundantly clear on something. If we cannot consistently demonstrate love - wholehearted, unselfish, unmistakable concern for the welfare of others, we will fail to influence anyone who disagrees with us. Now, we may be able to intimidate a few for a little while, but if they are not personally convicted the Jesus’ way – by speaking the truth in love, we cannot help them secure long-term change. 

Next, “and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.” Is this as hard for you to grasp as it is for me? Hear the Holy Spirit: I can have a great faith in God as Creator, in Jesus as God’s Son and still be NOTHING. Clearly, love is priority one!

This is why we find love at the pinnacle of the Christian virtues in 2 Peter 1:5-9. I Peter 4:8 reads, “Above all things have fervent charity among yourselves.” Romans 13:10 “Love is the fulfilling of the law.” Mt. 22:35-39 teaches that the greatest command is to “love God and thy neighbor as thyself.” There are many identifying marks of the genuine Christian but Jesus singles one out in John 13:35: “By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”

Add to this, the first fruit of Spirit listed in Galatians 5:22 is love! Get this: Corinth had all the gifts of Holy Spirit, but lacked the fruit of the Spirit. They had the gifts of the Holy Spirit, yet were spiritually impoverished. No matter how gifted you are, if the use of those gifts is not driven by love, they are meaningless. Do ya get it? Love is the acid test of discipleship and the crux of Christianity. No amount of faith can compensate for a lack of love. 

The apostle Paul is not done. 3 And though I bestow all my goods to feed poor… but have not love, it profits me nothing. This word for “goods” refers to possessions, property and wealth. I’m impressed that Warren Buffett pledged $30 billion to the Bill Gates charitable Foundation. But he kept all his other possessions and $14 billion fortune. Can you imagine, though, someone liquidating all their assets – emptying their bank accounts, cashing in stocks and bonds, draining their IRA’s dry, selling every single thing they own – their house, car, appliances, jewelry, electronic gadgets and all their clothes except those they’re wearing and then giving the money to the poor and needy? You could have that kind of an amazingly generous servant heart and it still mean absolutely nothing to God – if ya don’t have love!

Finally, the Holy Spirit insists, “and though I give my body to be burned, but have not love, it profits me nothing.” Surely if I was willing to sacrifice my body and die for my faith, God would be so impressed that He would overlook any other inadequacies. Don’t know about you, but stories about Christians who died for their faith so impress me. Polycarp, an elder in Smyrna who studied under John died at about 155 A.D.  The Pro-consul threatened Polycarp: “Take the oath and I’ll let you go, revile Christ.” Polycarp responded: “For 86 years I have been his servant. And he’s done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme my King who saved me? The Proconsul rejoined: “I have wild beasts. I will deliver you to them, unless you repent.” Polycarp did not waver: “Call for them, for repentance from better to worse is not allowed…” More intense, the Proconsul pressured Polycarp: “I will have you consumed by fire, unless you repent!” Polycarp remained focused: “You threaten me with a fire that burns for a time and is quickly quenched, for you do not know the fire which awaits the wicked in judgment to come in everlasting punishment. But why are you waiting. Come, do what you will!”  Then he was fastened to the instruments which had been prepared for the fire. He prayed and was burned at the stake. But now even if any of us were going to go to such lengths in standing for the truth, Paul says “though I give my body to be burned, but have not love, it profits me nothing!” If you are interested in a copy of this message, please stay with us and will tell you how you can receive one, after our song…

As we develop each of the strengths we’ve noticed, we will strengthen the church and souls will be saved, but Paul is telling the Christians at Corinth to reexamine their motives – the “why” behind the “what.” In fact, in both letters we have to Corinth, he stresses need for self-exam. He writes in 2 Corinthians 13:5 Examine yourselves as to whether you are in the faith. 

Thank you for watching Let The Bible Speak. We pray you have heard God speak to you through His word. If you’d like a copy of this sermon, “Six Signs of Spiritual Strength,” please write us at the address on your screen and we’ll be glad to get it out to you. You may also request a free Bible study course you can complete at home. If that interests you, please let us know. On behalf of the congregations listed shortly, we echo the sentiment of the apostle Paul when he wrote in Romans 16:16, “the churches of Christ salute you.” Until next week, goodbye and God bless!

