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1 MATT RHODES 

 

 

The Holy Spirit Is at Work in Our Ordinariness 

In today’s mass-media culture, most best-selling books are made into films. And almost 

without exception, people will tell you that the book was better than the film. Films are 

light on story and character development, and heavy on special effects and adrenaline-

packed battle sequences. They are less well-rounded and less fully satisfying than books. 

But adrenaline motivates us. And so, even though the book is better, the film invariably 

makes a lot more money. People vote with their wallets, and they prefer special effects to 

satisfying stories. 

Something similar can happen in our spiritual lives. Not long ago, a friend lamented to 

me that we don’t see the Holy Spirit working the same kinds of miracles in the church 

today that we see described in Acts. His conclusion? There must be something wrong 

with the church today. A truly vibrant church should be filled with special effects, living 

from action sequence to action sequence. 
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But even in the book of Acts, miracles were hardly commonplace: 

Only the apostles and two of the seven deacons are recorded as having miraculous 

gifts. Luke makes this point explicitly: 

. . . awe came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were being done 

through the apostles. (Acts 2:43) 

Now many signs and wonders were regularly done among the people by the hands 

of the apostles. (Acts 5:12) 

It is Peter whose shadow heals—not the shadow of rank-and-file believers (Acts 5:15). 

It is Paul’s handkerchiefs that get carried to the sick (Acts 19:11–12)—not yours and 

mine (thankfully!).1  

Our God is a living God and at times his Spirit invades our lives in miraculous ways. But 

these incidents aren’t the stuff life is made of. Yes, Abraham and Sarah give birth to a 

baby in their old age. But they only do so after long years of waiting. Yes, Moses parts 

the Red Sea to rescue Israel. But first Israel suffers generations of oppression. And yes, 

the Messiah finally comes. But only after Israel pines for hundreds of years under foreign 

rule. 

Our lives are building slowly toward a great climax of redemption when we will finally 

see God face to face. And there are smaller victories along the way. But slow plodding 

between those victories is the pattern, not the exception. We live day to day, not miracle to 

miracle. And there’s something wonderful about these ordinary days and years spent 

between the high points. They are where the story is lived out and character development 

takes place. Because we don’t see him face to face, we learn to walk by faith, and not by 

sight. We learn to see and cherish God’s movement in the ordinary moments too, and to 

learn that perhaps they aren’t so “ordinary” after all. 

God’s Greatness in Our Everyday Circumstances 

Think about it. The disciples are awestruck when Jesus walks on the sea, and I’m sure we 

would be too. But long before Jesus walked on the seas, he created them and held them 

together by the word of his power. Which, really, is more impressive? Walking on the storm 

or calling it into existence? In our frailty, we can grow so familiar with “everyday” storms 

and seas that they no longer impress us. It takes something obviously unusual—a walk-

on-water moment—to remind us of God’s power. But his power is evident every day in 

 
1 Rhodes, Matt. No Shortcut to Success (Crossway, 2021). 
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the things he created around us. Flowers don’t bloom, stars don’t shine, and seasons don’t 

change apart from God’s conscious, sustaining power. 

In part, we forget this because we are taught today that the Spirit’s indwelling should 

provide us with an intimate relationship with God. And of course, God is always close to 

us. He is always involved, or to use theological language, immanent. But the language 

of intimacy implies that we should be able to regularly experience that closeness, and this 

isn’t always the case. It’s only in the next life that we will see him face to face, that he will 

wipe every tear from our eyes. The language of intimacy works well on days when the 

sky opens over us and the voice from heaven proclaims, “This is my beloved son.” It 

works less well in the screams of agony on the cross: “My God, my God, why have you 

forsaken me?” But both are a part of the Christian experience. God’s Spirit indwells us in 

the same way on days when we feel close to him and on days when we don’t. his power 

for righteousness is there when we seem to walk on water. And it’s there on the days 

when we can only wade slowly upstream. 

Accepting Our Own Ordinariness 

We find a great deal of freedom in our spiritual lives when we realize this because our 

desire for “special effects” doesn’t only leave us perplexed when we can’t see the Spirit 

moving in obvious, extraordinary ways. It can also leave us wondering whether the real 

reason he isn’t doing miracles around us is because we ourselves are too ordinary. 

Perhaps our faith just isn’t strong enough. Perhaps our prayers should be longer, more 

fervent, and filled with greater expectation. 

Jesus never despises human ordinariness. 

This is where our impatience with the “day of small things” (Zech. 4:10) turns dangerous. 

It moves us from wondering whether our lives should be more extraordinary to 

wondering whether God could really love people as ordinary as ourselves. It moves us 

to accuse ourselves and then, in false humility, to accuse God himself: Surely, he couldn’t 

want people as ordinary as us! 

Accepting the Ordinariness of Others 

And it may not stop there. We can easily point the same accusing finger at our brothers 

and sisters: They should be more radical. More Spirit-filled. Less worldly. More like the church 

in Acts 2. This temptation is pernicious. Masquerading as a desire for God’s power to be 

released and his glory revealed, it can turn us to judge our brothers and sisters who bear 

his image. 
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But Jesus never despises human ordinariness. From his birth until he was thirty years 

old, his own life was remarkably ordinary, except for the unusual degree of love with 

which he lived. And he chose twelve apostles who were not only men of ordinary abilities 

but who also far too often displayed only “ordinary” levels of faith. 

It is sin, not ordinariness, that Jesus finds offensive. He is not concerned with imperfect 

prayers but with whether we give up praying altogether. He never refuses to work with 

people who have little faith. He refuses to work with people who have no faith at all 

(Matt. 13:53–8). 

It was the Pharisees who hoped to build their identity in their own extraordinaryness. 

They coveted “the place of honor at feasts and the best seats in the synagogues and 

greetings in the marketplaces and being called rabbi by others.” (Matt. 23:6–7) They 

wanted to be called “rabbi,” and “father,” to be affirmed by others in their 

extraordinaryness. And, of course, this did turn them against those around them. They 

forced “heavy, cumbersome loads” on people (Matt. 23:4). 

The frightening irony is that the Pharisees may have really believed they were seeking 

God’s glory in all this. After all, it was in God’s service that they sought to be celebrated 

as extraordinary people. It was for the sake of God’s temple fund that they “devoured 

widows’ houses” (Mark 12:40–42). They used up people for the sake of “God’s” ministry 

rather than using the ministry to build up people. People were too weak and 

unimpressive to spare—Christ himself was too weak and unimpressive to spare!—when 

the ministry could benefit by rolling over them. And Jesus, aggrieved at their treatment 

of the weak, judges the Pharisees’ ministry (Mark 12:43–13:2). Even today, zeal for 

revival, church growth, or “missional” living can act as an end which justifies the means, 

leaving us ready to trample the ordinary and inconvenient people around us—but only 

because the ministry requires it! 

So let’s embrace the ordinariness of the life God has given us. Get up. Work. Eat. Sleep. 

Rinse-lather-repeat. It’s all part of God’s design. Our story will have its high points in 

time. But it won’t be the satisfying, well-rounded story God wants to write without slow, 

character development and deliberate, plodding faithfulness between the high points. It 

needs unhurried pages of day-to-day obedience when we don’t yet “see the things 

promised” but only “welcome them from a distance” (Heb. 11:13). Paul tells us this story 

will be written “with the Spirit of the living God . . . on tablets of human hearts” (2 Cor. 

3:4). So it is, Paul concludes, that: 

God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness’ has shone in our hearts’ 

—within the darkness and ordinariness of human hearts like yours and mine— 
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“to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” 

(2 Cor 4:6) 

 

Matt Rhodes is the author of No Shortcut to Success: A Manifesto for Modern Missions. 
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