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“Test Everything” — December 3, 2017
Ephesians 1:15–23

15 I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love towards all the saints, and for this reason 16I do not cease to give thanks for you as I remember you in my prayers. 17I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know him, 18so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you. . . .

20God . . . seated [Christ] at his right hand in the heavenly places, 21far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come. 22And he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, 23which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.

1 Thessalonians 5:14–21

We urge you, beloved, to admonish the idlers, encourage the faint-hearted, help the weak, be patient with all of them. 15See that none of you repays evil for evil, but always seek to do good to one another and to all. 

16Rejoice always, 17pray without ceasing, 18give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. 

19Do not quench the Spirit. 20Do not despise the words of prophets, 21but test everything; hold fast to what is good.


First Thessalonians is our oldest existing Christian writing, older than all the other epistles, older than the four Gospels, probably written about seven years earlier than the Gospel of Mark.

You can see Paul’s emphasis on behavior, on consideration for others, on offering encouragement, never taking revenge, living prayerfully and gratefully at all times, cooperating with the Spirit, and seeking the will of God. Actually he speaks of “the will of God in Christ Jesus for you” (1 Thess 5:18). Do you know that “Christ Jesus” means “Messiah Jesus”? Especially at that early date, Christ or “Christos” is really a title, being the Greek translation of the Hebrew word “Messiah.” Paul is affirming his belief that Jesus is the Messiah. So this sentence says that it is the will of God, through Jesus the Messiah, that you should pray and rejoice always. It is similar to Jesus’ command to “be of good cheer” (Matt 9:2; 14:27; Mark 6:50 King James Version). 

The command “do not quench the Spirit” (1 Thess 5:19) shows us that the activity of the Spirit—in the form of prophecy, praise, healing—was very real in their midst, but also that it was possible to squelch it. When it comes to prophecy and ecstasy in Christian communities, it was necessary to “test everything”—not to naively assume that these were utterances straight from the Spirit. They knew quite well that even authentic spiritual experiences were filtered through the human mind. As Paul said elsewhere, “the spirits of prophets are subject to the prophets” (1 Cor 14:32), and after prophets speak, he says there in First Corinthians, “let the others weigh what is said” (14:29). So we are to test what we hear, to weigh it, reflecting prayerfully, and see if what is spoken really reflects the spirit and the attitude of Jesus.

That is the great test for any thing: does it resonate with the attitude of our Master? Does lying fit with the spirit of the Master? Of course not, even if you rationalize it and convince yourself it’s for a good cause. “Hold fast to the good” says Paul (1 Thess 5:21), and that means honest motives and just behavior, as well as holding to the good message about God’s love and the Son’s Incarnation in a human body.
And this can lead us back to the Ephesians passage, where it says we will come to attain “wisdom and revelation as you come to know him” (Eph 1:17). Those are special moments, when we attain to wisdom or receive a revelation. It requires some buildup to approach these moments. First, we have to really desire such wisdom; it has to be a priority in our lives. 

Then, I think we need to have turned away from power-grabbing behaviors, and humbly sought to be re-formed, re-made by God. Then we can approach wisdom, and we might receive revelation—that is, a message from God.
And one revelation this author has received is that Christ is “far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come” (1:21). Church tradition claims Paul as the author of Ephesians, although many consider it to be a re-write of Paul’s writings by a follower of Paul a generation later. In either case, the letter speaks powerfully, truthfully, about the status of Christ. He is above all other heavenly powers. The traditional belief is that the terms “rule and authority and power and dominion” refer to angelic authorities and powers, all of which are underneath Christ’s authority. He affirms that Christ is head of the church, but he is also head of “all things” (1:22).

Some day this world will come in under the authority of Christ, where it belongs, but we are far away from that now. Ignorance, greed, and fear keep us in conflict and danger. Ignorance keeps us insecure; greed keeps us miserable; fear keeps us short-sighted. The whole world is in the grip of these afflictions.
Now, what if we do attain the focus and the wisdom that these letters uphold? Besides wisdom, the result is that “you may know what is the hope to which he has called you” (1:18). And our “hope” is a person. So we learn about he in whom we hope. Wisdom grows as we “come to know” Jesus, to develop a deeper feeling for him.
Ephesians talks more about spiritual maturity than any other letter in the New Testament. It is talking about how we become more spiritually knowledgeable. And with this experience, we become better able to “test everything,” to sense whether something is good or not.

We develop a good intuition, but sometimes it is still wise to not rush to judgment. No matter how spiritual we are, we still have this human nature with its surging feelings; we still need rest, and we often need to let things marinate for a while. Sometimes your first impression, your intuition, will give you the truth about something. Other times, you should come to a decision only after you have slept on it, thought about it, prayed about it.

So really both our spiritual intuition and our spiritual reason can improve, can become more mature. Have you seen such growth in yourself? Have you remembered to “put away from you all bitterness and wrath . . . and wrangling and slander . . . and be kind to one another”? That’s from Ephesians 4:31–32.

In Advent we say that we await the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ, and that we are preparing for him to be born in our souls. Let us prepare a place for him by making up our minds to live in God’s way, to put away bitterness, to weigh everything, to test all things in comparison with the attitude of Jesus, to hold everything up to the light of Jesus’ eyes.
