Expositions of Holy Scripture, by Alexander Maclaren
GRIEVING THE SPIRIT
'Grieve not the Holy Spirit of God, whereby ye are sealed unto the day of
redemption.'—EPH. iv. 30.
The miracle of Christianity is the Incarnation. It is not a link in a chain, but a new beginning, the
entrance into the cosmic order of a Divine Power. The sequel of Bethlehem and Calvary and Olivet
is the upper room and the Pentecost. There is the issue of the whole mission and work of Christ—
the planting in the heart of humanity of a new and divine life. All Christendom is professing to
commemorate that fact to-day, [Preached on Whitsunday] but a large portion of us forget that it
was but a transient sign of a perpetual reality. The rushing mighty wind has died down into a calm;
the fiery tongues have ceased to flicker on the disciples' heads, but the miracle, which is permanent,
and is being repeated from day to day, in the experience of every believing soul, is the inrush of
the very breath of God into their lives, and the plunging of them into a fiery baptism which melts
their coldness and refines away their dross. Now, my text brings before us some very remarkable
thoughts as to the permanent working of the Divine Spirit upon Christian souls, and upon this it
bases a very tender and persuasive exhortation to conduct. And I desire simply to try to bring out
the fourfold aspect in those words. There is, first, a wondrous revelation; second, a plain lesson as
to what that Divine Spirit chiefly does; third, a solemn warning as to man's power and freedom to
thwart it; and, lastly, a tender motive for conduct. 'Grieve not the Holy Spirit, whereby ye are
sealed unto the day of redemption.'
Now let us look briefly at these four thoughts: Here we have—
I. A wonderful revelation.
Wonderful to all, startling to some. If you can speak of grief, you must be speaking of a person.
An influence cannot be sorry, whatever may happen to it. And that word of my text is no more
violent metaphor or exaggeratedly strong way of suggesting a motive, but it keeps rigidly within
the New Testament limits, in reference to that Divine Spirit, when to Him it attributes this personal
emotion of sorrow with its correlation of possible joy.
Now, I do not need to dwell upon the thought here, but I do desire to emphasise it, especially in
view of the strangely hazy and defective conceptions which so many Christian people have upon
this matter. And I desire to remind you that the implied assumption of a personal Spirit, capable
of being 'grieved,' which is in this text, is in accordance with all the rest of the New Testament
teaching.
What did Jesus Christ mean when He spoke of one who 'will guide you into all truth'; of one who
'whatsoever He shall hear, those things shall He speak'? What does the book of the Acts mean
when it says that the Spirit said to the believers in Antioch, 'Separate me Barnabas and Saul for
the work whereunto I have called them'? What did Paul mean when he said, 'In every city the Holy
Ghost testifieth that bonds and afflictions await me'? What does the minister officiating in baptism
mean when he says, 'I baptize thee in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy
Ghost'? That form presents,[Pg 264] according to many interpretations, a Divine Person, a Man,
and an Influence. Why are these bracketed together? And what do we mean when, at the end of

every Christian service, we invoke 'The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God the
Father, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit'? A Man, and God, and an Influence—is that the
interpretation? You cannot get rid from the New Testament teaching, whether you accept it or
not—you cannot eliminate from it this, that the divine causality of our salvation is threefold and
one, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.
Now, brethren, I do not think I am exaggerating when I say that practically the average orthodox
believer believes in a duality, and not a Trinity, in the divine nature. I do not care about the
scholastic words, but what I would insist upon is that the course of Christian thinking has been
roughly this. First of all, in the early Church, the question of the Divine nature came into play,
mainly in reference to the relation of the Eternal Word to the Eternal Father, and of the Incarnation
to both. And then, when that was roughly settled, there came down through many ages, and there
still subsists, the endeavour to cast into complete and intelligible forms the doctrine, if I must use
the word, of Christ's nature and work. And now, as I believe, to a very large extent, the foremost
and best thinking of the Christian Church is being occupied with that last problem, the nature and
work of that Divine Spirit. I believe that we stand on the verge of a far clearer perception of, and
of a far more fervent and realising faith in, the Spirit of God, than ever the Churches have seen
before. And I pray you to remember that however much your Christian thought and Christian faith
may be centred upon, and may be drawing its nourishment and its joy from, the work of Jesus
Christ who died on the Cross for our salvation, and lives to be our King and Defender, there is a
gap—not only in your Christian Creed, but also in your Christian experiences and joys and power,
unless you have risen to this thought, that the Divine Spirit is not only an influence, a wind, a fire,
an oil, a dove, a dew, but a Divine Person. We have to go back to the old creed—'I believe in God
the Father Almighty ... and in Jesus Christ His only Son our Lord ... I believe in the Holy Ghost.'
But further, this same revelation carries with it another, and to some of us a startling thought.
'Grieve not the Holy Spirit': that Divine Person is capable of grief. I do not believe that is rhetorical
exaggeration. Of course I know that we should think of God as the ever-blessed God, but we also
in these last days begin to think more boldly, and I believe more truly, that if man is in the image
of God, and there is a divine element in humanity, there must be a human element in divinity. And
though I know that it is perilous to make affirmations about a matter so far beyond our possibility
of verification by experience, I venture to think that perhaps the doctrine that God is lifted up high
above all human weaknesses and emotions does not mean that there can be no shadow cast on the
divine blessedness by the dark substance of human sin. I do not venture to assert: I only suggest;
and this I know, that He who said to us, 'He that hath seen Me hath seen the Father,' had His eyes
filled with tears, even in His hour of triumph, as He looked across the valley and saw the city
sparkling in the rays of the morning sun. May we venture to see there an unveiling of the divine
heart? Love has an infinite capacity of sorrow as of joy. But I leave these perhaps too presumptuous
and lofty thoughts, to turn to the other points involved in the words before us.
I said, in the second place, there was—
II. A plain lesson here, as to the great purpose for which the Divine Spirit has been lodged in the
heart of humanity.
I find that in the two words of my text, 'the Holy Spirit,' and 'ye were thereby sealed unto the day
of redemption.' If the central characteristic which it imports us to know and to keep in mind is that
implied by the name, 'the Holy Spirit' then, of course, the great work that He has to perform upon

earth is to make men like Himself. And that is further confirmed by the emblem of the seal which
is here; for the seal comes in contact with the thing sealed, and leaves the impression of its own
likeness there. And whatever else—and there is a great deal else that I cannot touch now—may be
included in that great thought of the sealing by the Divine Spirit, these things are inseparably
connected with, and suggested by it, viz. the actual contact of the Spirit of God with our spirits,
which is expressed, as you may remember, in the other metaphors of being baptized in and anointed
with, and yet more important, the result purposed by that contact being mainly to make us holy.
Now, I pray you to think of how different that is from all other notions of inspiration that the world
has ever known, and how different it is from a great many ideas that have had influence within the
Christian Church. People say there are not any miracles now, and say we are worse off than when
there used to be. That Divine Spirit does not come to give gifts of healing, interpretations of
tongues, and all the other abnormal and temporary results which attended the first manifestations.
These, when they were given, were but means to an end, and the end subsists whilst the means are
swept away. It is better to be made good than to be filled with all manner of miraculous power. 'In
this rejoice, not that the spirits are subject to you, but rather rejoice because your names are written
in heaven.' All the rest is transient. It is gone; let it go, we are not a bit the poorer for want of it.
This remains—not tongues, nor gifts of healing, nor any other of these miraculous and
extraordinary and external powers—but the continual operation of a divine influence, moulding
men into its own likeness.
Christianity is intensely ethical, and it sets forth, as the ultimate result of all its machinery,
changing men into the likeness of God. Holiness is that for which Christ died, that for which the
Divine Spirit works. Unless we Christian people recognise the true perspective of the Spirit's gifts,
and put at the base the extraordinary, and higher than these, but still subordinate, the intellectual,
and on top of all the spiritual and moral, we do not understand the meaning of the central gift and
possible blessing of Christianity, to make us holy, or, if you do not like the theological word, let
us put it into still plainer and more modern English, to make you and me good men and women,
like God. That is the mightiest work of that Divine Spirit.
We have here—
III. A plain warning as to the possibility of thwarting these influences.
Nothing here about irresistible grace; nothing here about a power that lays hold upon a man, and
makes him good, he lying passive in its hands like clay in the hands of the potter! You will not be
made holy without the Divine Spirit, but you will not be made holy without your working along
with it. There is a possibility of resisting, and there is a possibility of co-operating. Man is left free.
God does not lay hold of any one by the hair of his head, and drag him into paths of righteousness
whether he will or no. But whilst there is the necessity for co-operation, which involves the
possibility of resistance, we must also remember that that new life which comes into a man, and
moulds his will as well as the rest of his nature, is itself the gift of God. We do not get into a
contradiction when we thus speak, we only touch the edge of a great ocean in which our plummets
can find no bottom. The same unravellable knot as to the co-operation of the divine and the
creatural is found in the natural world, as in the experiences of the Christian soul. You have to
work, and your work largely consists in yielding yourselves to the work of God upon you. 'Work
out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God that worketh in you.' Brethren! If you
and I are Christian people, we have put into our hearts and spirits the talent. It depends on us

whether we wrap it in a napkin, and stow it away underground somewhere, or whether we use it,
and fructify and increase it. If you wrap it in a napkin and put it away underground, when you
come to take it out, and want to say, 'Lo! there Thou hast that is Thine,' you will find that it was
not solid gold, which could not rust or diminish, but that it has been like some volatile essence, put
away in an unventilated place, and imperfectly secured: the napkin is there, but the talent has
vanished. We have to work with God, and we can resist. Ay, and there is a deeper and a sadder
word than that applied by the same Apostle in another letter to the same subject. We can 'quench'
the light and extinguish the fire.
What extinguishes it? Look at the catalogue of sins that lie side by side with this exhortation of
my text! They are all small matters—bitterness, wrath, anger, clamour, evil-speaking, malice,
stealing, lying, and the like; very 'homely' transgressions, if I may so say. Yes, and if you pile
enough of them upon the spark that is in your hearts you will smother it out. Sin, the wrenching of
myself away from the influences, not attending to the whispers and suggestions, being blind to the
teaching of the Spirit through the Word and through Providence: these are the things that 'grieve
the Holy Spirit of God.'
And so, lastly, we have here—
IV. A Tender Motive, a dissuasive from sin, a persuasive to yielding and to righteousness.
Many a man has been kept from doing wrong things by thinking of a sad pale face sitting at home
waiting for him. Many a boy has been kept from youthful transgressions which war against his
soul here, on the streets of Manchester, full as they are of temptations, by thinking that it would
grieve the poor old mother in her cottage, away down in the country somewhere. We can bring
that same motive to bear, with infinitely increased force, in regard to our conduct as Christian
people. 'Grieve not the Holy Spirit of God.' A father feels a pang if he sees that his child makes no
account of some precious gift that he has bestowed upon him, and leaves it lying about anywhere.
A loving friend, standing on the margin of the stream, and calling to his friends in a boat when
they are drifting to the rapids, turns away sad if they do not attend to his voice. That Divine Spirit
pleads with us, and proffers its gifts to us, and turns away—I was going to use too strong a word,
perhaps—sick at heart, not because of wounded authority, but because of wounded love and
baffled desire to help, when we, in spite of It, will take our own way, neglect the call that warns
us of our peril, and leave untouched the gifts that would have made us safe.
Dear brethren, surely such a dissuasive from evil, and such a persuasive to good, is mightier than
all abstractions about duty and conscience and right, and the like. 'Do it rightly' says Paul, 'and you
will please Him that hath called you'; leave the evil thing undone, 'and my heart shall be glad, even
mine.' You and I can grieve the Christ whose Spirit is given to us. You and I can add something to
'the joy of our Lord.'
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