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20th May 2007                      The Holy Guest

Acts 1:1- 8  
                      


Imagine you’re a Hollywood film producer and one of your films is a massive hit. Naturally you think, “I must make another one on the same subject as soon as possible”.  You produce a sequel. So after The Godfather quickly comes The Godfather 2. After Superman comes Superman 2. After Spiderman comes Spiderman 2. Now, if the sequel is also popular you might even think about a “Threequel”. So we have Superman 3 and Spiderman 3. It hasn’t hit the cinemas over here yet but there’s now a “Shrek 3”. Everyone’s favourite ogre is returning with his friends Donkey and Puss-in-Boots. This threequel has been eagerly expected. So much so that when we were in New York last week the American billboards were proclaiming “The Wait is Ogre!”

The sequel or threequel isn’t a new idea. As far as books are concerned, many authors have written sequels. Thousands of years ago, in Bible times, they were doing the same. In the Old Testament we have 1 and 2 Kings and 1 and 2 Chronicles. In the New Testament we have 1 and 2 Corinthians, 1 and 2 Peter and the Apostle John even wrote a threequel, 1,2 and 3 John.

But there’s another book in the New Testament that’s not nearly so obvious as a sequel because it appeared under a different name from its predecessor. To be honest, most sequels are a disappointment after the original. But this one is a great exception. It is probably the most exciting book in the Bible. We might call it a “Ripping Yarn”; but this is no yarn. It’s a true account. The author was the only non-Jew to write a gospel. He was highly educated and his books are thought to be the most accurate and the best written in the New Testament. He was a practising doctor. His name was Luke. The sequel was called the Acts of the Apostles.

Like a lot of sequels Acts has many similarities with the original. In fact someone has cleverly commented that Acts is a continuation of Luke – it’s just that Jesus appears in a different form. Rather than being seen as a single human, he is seen as a group of people. This group became known as the Church or, not surprisingly, the “Body of Christ”.

But to get a clearer picture of this book we must ask Doctor Luke 3 questions: 

First, why did he write this sequel? He addresses both his books to the same man, a man called Theophilus. We don’t know anything about him but his name is interesting. It means either “He loves God” or “Loved by God”. Luke has made a thorough investigation of the facts surrounding Jesus. He has a doctor’s trained scientific brain. He wants to write down the precise facts about Christ so that Theophilus can be certain of what he’s been taught. As he’s about to put Acts in the post to him he says, in effect, “I sent you my Gospel. Here’s volume 2”.  2,000 years later this is great news for us. If he hadn’t written Acts there’d be a gaping chasm in the Bible. We wouldn’t know how the Good News of Jesus worked in people’s lives in the 1st Century.  We wouldn’t see how the Christian Church came into being.  We would miss out on the huge encouragement we get from this book. We see 120 people dramatically changed at Pentecost.  It inspires us to look for the same new life today in ourselves and in those around us.  We would also miss out on a great example. The early church remains the   pattern by which we judge our worship, our fellowship, our outreach, our conduct, our authority, our discipleship, our church planting and our discipline today. The 21st Century Church looks to Acts for its example in all things.

Our second question for Dr. Luke: How do you see God? How do you picture
him?  He sees him as a three in one God; the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit working beautifully together for the benefit of the whole world.

I heard this the other day: Three men walking down a road together. They all

 turned to look at a house and they exclaimed in unison “That’s my house”. How can it be? They can’t all own the same house. But one is the architect who designed and built the house. The second is the one who bought the house. And the last is the one who occupies the house. All of them are entitled to say, “That’s my house”. 

Luke here illustrates this cleverly. He talks about the Father setting times and dates in the future. The Father is the architect. He talks about Jesus’ instructing the disciples about the meaning of the Cross. He paid the price. Jesus is the buyer. And lastly he talks about the Holy Spirit, who will soon enter the disciples’ lives with such power in 10 day’s time. The Holy Spirit is the occupier. 

The third question we must ask Doctor Luke: these disciples – one day they are terrified and running away when Jesus is crucified. The next they have incredible courage. What caused this change?

Luke would quickly tell us we’ve got the question wrong. It shouldn’t be  WHAT but WHO changed the disciples. The Holy Spirit found them and he’s not a WHAT he’s a WHO. He’s a person. He’s invisible but he’s a person – a very powerful person.

He’s so powerful that a number of people have argued that this book’s title is wrong. It shouldn’t be called the Acts of the Apostles but the Acts of the Holy Spirit. His name appears 40 times in the first 12 chapters alone.

Last Thursday was the day in the church calendar when we remember Jesus

 going back up to Heaven for good. The words we said together earlier were the very last he spoke on Earth. He told the disciples to wait in Jerusalem until the Holy Spirit came. To us “wait” has two meanings. It can mean putting your feet up on the sofa and going to sleep. But the Biblical meaning is similar to a waiter “waiting” on tables in a restaurant. The disciples waited on one another, and on God, for 10 days in Jerusalem. They trusted him and they’d learnt what he promised always came true. So they waited expectantly, like little children longing for Christmas.

At Pentecost the Holy Spirit did come but, exciting as that story is, we must

 leave that till next Sunday. In the meantime let’s have a look at what the Holy Spirit means in practical terms for us today.   What do we know about him? We know that he’s invisible. He’ is compared to many things. The Bible tells us he’s like oil, water, breath, wind, fire and rain.  Now in centuries past the Holy Spirit was known as the Holy Ghost. And someone once said a better name would be the Holy Guest. And what a great name that is. Because, if we compare our lives to a house, as we did earlier on, at some stage we hear a knock on the front door. And there’s the Holy Guest waiting to see if we will ask him in. 

What will our reaction be? Shall we ignore him or slam the door in his face?  Some people do. They don’t want to know and he goes away sad; because he’s a gentle-man and he doesn’t force himself on anyone. In fact he’s so gentle that when he’s first mentioned in the New Testament he’s compared to a dove fluttering down on Jesus when he was baptised by John. So this Holy Guest, if we open that door, won’t force himself upon us. He wants to come in to be our friend, the closest friend we can ever have. He wants to help us. We may be desperate for help or we may resent it but he will politely point to things in our house that may need changing or improving: that room full of junk, that pile of dubious magazines, that dirty kitchen. He’s kindly offering a complete makeover and he’s here to help us do it. In fact we know it’s beyond us. Only he can do it. 

All those things he’s compared to; oil, water, breath, wind, fire and rain;   they’re all cleaning agents. He’ll help us clean our house, our lives. But he doesn’t leave it bare and empty. He replaces the rubbish with beautiful things. He replaces hate with love, misery with joy, fighting with peace, bad temper with patience, meanness with kindness, evil thoughts with goodness, fickleness with faithfulness, violence with gentleness, waywardness with self-control.

So the Holy Guest has changed the inside of our house, our lives. What else does he do for us? There is much I could to point to but let’s look at 3 things.

First, he gives us courage. Jesus called the Holy Spirit “the Comforter”. The

 meaning of this has changed over the years. Nowadays we think of a comforter as one who says “there, there,” when we fall over and graze our knee. But “comforter” has the same derivation as “fortitude” so the “comforter” gives us courage. Let me tell you a true story.

Recently a couple were doing missionary work in Uganda. The wife became pregnant. She really needed come back to England to give birth because the baby she was carrying was the wrong way round. There was no money for the airfare. Miraculously someone gave them enough for a ticket, but by that time she was very close to the due date. Amazingly the airline let her fly. Half way across, the contractions started and she knew she was going to have the baby on the plane – a baby that needed a specialist delivery. She prayed “Lord, you sent that ticket so that I could fly home. I know it’s your will that I should be on this flight. Surely you don’t want me to give birth now”. She started to panic. Just as she was returning from the loo for the umpteenth time, a hand reached out and held her arm.

“You’re very far gone, aren’t you?” 

“Yes, I am” she replied. 

“Don’t worry, I’m a midwife and there are 17 other midwives on board, plus a doctor. We’re all going to a conference. You’re in good hands”. 

Immediately she relaxed. The baby didn’t arrive until she was safely in England. Despite her doubts, the Comforter was with her all the time. And through the midwife he had given her courage.
So, firstly, the Holy Spirit gives us courage. Secondly he changes our character. In my first job I found myself sitting in the office next to a man I later discovered was an alcoholic. He used to come in looking dishevelled, with crumpled clothes and puffy eyes. He was sick every morning after the excesses of the night before. Then suddenly his character changed. He became cheerful, smart and bright eyed. That Holy Guest had entered his life. I was amazed. The change in his life was one of the main reasons I became a Christian.

Lastly, the Holy Guest makes us more like Jesus. We all know the story of how Henry Morton Stanley travelled for months in Africa to find David Livingstone who was hard at work in the jungle freeing the continent of slavery. Stanley greeted Livingstone with the immortal words, “Dr Livingstone, I presume”. Less well known was what Stanley wrote a few months afterwards. “If I had been with him any longer I would have been compelled to be a Christian and he never spoke a word to me about it at all”. The Holy Guest had so filled Livingstone that Stanley, an unbeliever, could see Jesus clearly in his life, without a word being said.
The Holy Guest is the most modest person imaginable. He never points to himself. 
He’s just an ambassador for the Son who is now seated in Heaven. He directs our gaze to him and makes us more like him.  
I’m so glad that Luke took the time to write that sequel for Theophilus. His

account inspires us and draws us on to follow Christ. It shows how the Early Church turned the World upside down. It shows us who provided the power for that revolution. They had that power then and we can have it now through the filling of our lives by the Holy Guest. 

