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Sermon for Easter Four
James 1:17-21    Psalm 118:15-18     John 16:5-15

 In today’s gospel, Jesus is telling us what will happen after he dies. He says that after he dies, he will rise, and then the Holy Spirit will come. 
 That’s why Jesus says to his friends at the Last Supper, “It is best for you if I go away, because I will send the Holy Spirit to you. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth.”
 Jesus is telling us how he will continue to be with us, and speak to us, through the Holy Spirit. After he rose from the dead, Jesus promised, “Behold I am with you always, to the end of the age.”

 When the Holy Spirit is present, he will guide us into the truth. The Holy Spirit came upon the church at Pentecost, and has been coming upon us ever since. 

 So that raises a couple of questions. Can we hear God speak to us today? Yes, we can, through the Holy Spirit. But how do we know it’s really God speaking, and not someone else?
 For instance, some people say, “God spoke to me,” and then tell you what they believe God said to them personally. It is true that God really does speak to people, in all sorts of ways. 
 But how do we know for sure if it was really God?
 When someone says, “God said so-and-so,” it first needs to be tested by what the Bible says.
 We ask, “Does this agree with Scripture?” Of course, in order to apply the test we need to know the Bible very well.

 Second, we test to see if a word is from God by asking mature Christians, priests and elders. Let the church hear and decide if it is a word from God. 
 A third test is whether the person’s words lift up Jesus as Lord, or not. If Jesus Christ is not honoured and glorified as Lord, it may be only a human word. 
 So those are three tests we can use when someone says, “God said such and such to me.”
 Where does it say in the Bible to test what is said by people, to see if it is from God?
 From 1st Thessalonians 5 we read, “Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise prophecies, but test everything, hold fast to what is good.”

 1st John 4 says, “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see if they are from God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world.”
 God really does speak to us today, but the church needs to use the tests we are given to see if what is said is from God, or not. We want to follow Jesus Christ, not just any voice. It matters a lot to know the difference.
 Some people say, “I’ve never heard God speak to me personally.”
 I have good news for you. Open your Bible, and read, and listen, because God is speaking to you personally.

 Reading the Bible faithfully takes time. It is time well spent. It’s like anything else, like hunting or farming or baking: it can takes years of practice to get good at it.
 Jesus says, “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth,” and this obviously includes when we gather to study the Bible and pray.
 Jesus says, “Wherever two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.” 
 So God speaks to us today. God’s word to us is very important. The same is true of what we say to each other.
 Today’s epistle reading from the letter of James makes it clear that what we say to one another matters. Words have power to heal, and words have power to hurt. Words can build us up, and words can tear us down. Words can reveal what we are, or can mask what we are. Our words come from what is in our hearts.
 Words come out of our mouths very quickly, sometimes quicker than our thoughts. We need to control what we say.
 James 1:19 says, “Let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger; for the anger of man does not produce the righteousness that God requires. Therefore put away all filthiness and rampant wickedness and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls.” God plants his word in us, and he doesn’t want it to come up like weeds.
 Think about this: if we spoke to every one with the same care and respect as when we speak to God, would our words have more respect, more humility, more love?
 You’ve probably heard someone say, “God gave us two ears and one mouth for a reason.” And maybe you’ve heard it said, “When you point your finger at someone, there are three fingers pointing back at yourself.” That’s why James says, “Let every person be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger.”
 Just as our words reflect who we are inside, God’s words are from God’s heart to us. God doesn’t change from one minute to the next. Hebrews 13:8 says, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and for ever.”

 James says, “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of light, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change.” God doesn’t change. God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, all say the same thing. God’s word doesn’t change.
 Jesus says, “When the Spirit of truth comes, he won’t speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak…He will take what is mine and declare it to you.” What the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit say all line up with each other.
 So, to sum up, we can hear God speak to us today. We can test whether what someone says really is God’s word. And we can rely on God not to change his word.
