27th May 2007                   Pentecost   

Like gods or godly

Genesis 11.1-9,  Acts 2.1-21
 

"Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them."
 

When Elijah encountered God, he didn't speak with a big fanfare but in the 'still small voice of calm' (1 Kings 19:12). It now took a bit more of a shove to get everyone stirred up and so this time God was in the 'earthquake, wind and fire.'  But since that rather extraordinary day of Pentecost, the church has again grown resistant and we need some help and some new energy.
 

I recently heard of an environmental journalist who decided to join in with seventy other people and have his blood tested for pollutants, and so on, and the results revealed traces of fire retardant toxins - in their blood.  Can you believe it - we're now surrounded by so many chemicals in the home that we are, quite literally, becoming fire resistant?  In the context of Pentecost, this is not good news - God wants to set the church on fire, but it becomes harder and harder to do that as we become ever more flame, or Spirit, resistant.
 

There are all sorts of reasons for this growing resistance, but the one I want to talk about this morning is the problem outlined in the Old Testament reading this morning - our confusion over just how godlike we should see ourselves as being.  Last week I heard someone using the phrase, 'He was built like a god.'  People use the phrase to describe someone who is tall, muscly, tanned, and so on (a bit like Fred), with the implication that being 'godlike' is something we all should aspire to.  The same can be said of any woman described as a 'goddess.'  Divine status is something highly desirable and sought after.
 

But before you think I'm going to suggest this is a bad thing, the real trouble here is not that we shouldn't aspire to this image, but rather how we seek to do it.
 

We've just heard, "Peter stood up, raised his voice and addressed the crowd: 'Let me explain this to you...  This is what was spoken by the prophet Joel."  In other words, these amazing events are all part of God's plan.
 

Going right back to the beginning we can see a bit more of that plan (Genesis 1:26-28), "God said, 'Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the sea and the air, and over all the ground.'"
 

St Paul echoed something of that in his letter to the Romans (8:15-18), "You did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children. Now if we are children, then we are heirs - heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ. I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us."
 

We're co-heirs with Jesus himself, and glory will be revealed in us - not to us, but in us.
 

And there's more in John's gospel (14:12-14) when Jesus said to his disciples, "I tell you the truth, anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. He will do even greater things than these. I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory to the Father."
 

There's a huge amount in scripture that affirms the divine image in us - you are all built like God, you're godlike people, made in God's image.  We're heirs with Jesus, able to do the things he's done, able to walk with the confidence and assurance of being God's own children.
 

This is all wonderful news, but...
 

Although we have the divine image in us, that doesn't make us divine.  Although we are God's children, we're not gods.  With all that we have been given, we've sometimes fallen into the temptation of trying to complete God's creation by taking over from him.  We heard the people saying in Genesis, "Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves."
 

And then sometimes we fall the opposite way into the temptation of denying our godliness.  Pentecost, the giving of the Holy Spirit, means that you and I are more godlike than we can imagine - but we are no more God than we were before.
 

We know the original plan, but we also know what happened when the serpent came into the story (Genesis 3:5-6), "'God knows that when you eat of this tree your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God.' When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it."
 

It always goes wrong when we deny the divine image in us and have a false modesty, and it always goes wrong when we promote that image beyond God's intention and presume too much.  In Eden, at Babel, in Bures today, we fall into these two errors - we deny the godliness in us and sit back, believing that we're not good enough, not capable of doing great things for God's sake, or we try to build with our own bare hands instead of with the hand of God.  We somehow recognise the divine in us, but then believe we can do anything - or we dismiss that God bit as too good to be true.  Both attitudes are just as sinful.
 

It's a difficult balance to get right - on the day of Pentecost the disciples had a lot of growing up to do as they realised what had happened.  God's Holy Spirit had come to live in them, they were new people, still human, but far from ordinary.
 

At Babel, God put a stop to our selfish ambitions.  At Pentecost, he unravelled that - and set us free to work with him in a new and special way.  Don't take this the wrong way, but it is all right to want to be like God.  The problem of godliness and godlessness doesn't lie so much in the things we want as in the who and the how of them.  Are we building to make a name for ourselves, or for God?  Are we building using the gifts and guidance of his Spirit, or are we going it alone?
 

Everyone wants peace in the middle East (and that's what God wants too); but some think it will come by killing those who see differently, others by turning the other cheek.
We all want security (and God also wants that for us), enough food and a roof over our heads; but some think they can only have that by hoarding, putting up barriers and isolating themselves from the rest of the world; others believe that we can only have it by sharing and welcoming the stranger.
We all want happy homes (and God wants our joy to be complete), but some think that means promiscuity, materialism, selfishness, dominating others; others believe that patience, faithfulness and gentleness is the right way.
We all want a pain free existence (and God knows that), we all want to be rid of aches and tears and some can see it in God's promise of Easter whilst others have pressed pause on Good Friday and can't seem to find a way forward again.
 

God wants all these things for us, they're all part of his plan.  We can agree with him on the 'what' without feeling selfish.  We have so much to be grateful for and confident about, so much to look forward to that God wants us to have - but we have to remember to build in such a way as to make a name for him, not ourselves.
 

Today is another Pentecost Sunday - another chance to be moved by the 'earthquake, wind and fire', another chance to have the towers we've built in our own strength knocked down, another chance to stand 'utterly amazed' and marvel at what God has done in, through and for us - and to dare join in with him in carrying on the building of his church.
 

Up until now it was all so hard for the disciples to grasp - at Pentecost it got personal.  The Jewish law was a sort of blanket that landed on the nation one day, but the Holy Spirit came to each one as an individual, a flame on each head.  It's not a theory any more, it's about God speaking to me in a way that I can understand - my language.  Just beause God was in the 'still small voice of calm' one day doesn't mean that he can't be in the 'earthquake, wind and fire' another.  The Holy Spirit comes to me and you, in a way that touches me and you, speaking your language, making you more like you - and therefore, dare I say it, more like God.
 

From now on, we have to step out in faith believing that we can build a great tower, we should have the faith to overstretch, to reach for the sky - God's plans are ambitious, not so that we can glory in what we have done, but so that when we look at what's happened we know it could only have been done with God's help.
 

"Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy. I will show wonders in the heaven above and signs on the earth below. And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved."  That good news will only become real in our humility and our ambition.
