12th June 2011

Come Holy Spirit
Readings:
Acts 2:1-21

When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven. When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard their own language being spoken. Utterly amazed, they asked: "Aren't all these who are speaking Galileans? Then how is it that each of us hears them in our native language? Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome (both Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs--we hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own tongues!" Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, "What does this mean?" Some, however, made fun of them and said, "They have had too much wine." Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd: "Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I say. These people are not drunk, as you suppose. It's only nine in the morning! No, this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: "'In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams. 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 heavens above and signs on the earth below, blood and fire and billows of smoke. The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the great and glorious day of the Lord. And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.' 

John 7:37-39

On the last and greatest day of the festival, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, "Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as Scripture has said, rivers of living water will flow from within them." By this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive. Up to that time the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus had not yet been glorified. 
Sermon

We human beings are wonderfully adaptable creatures.  I sometimes watch re-runs of the Grand Designs programme on TV.  People have all sorts of ideas about what would make a good home and I watch as they struggle to turn their wacky ideas into reality, usually with  presenter Kevin McLeod making wry observations in asides to the camera.

Most observe their completion date sliding steadily further away and their bank balances falling deeper into the red.

And I watch as they spend years living in a caravan on site, endure  delays and incompetencies, adjust  to horrific levels of debt, suffer health damaging stress, force a smile to say that it was all worth it and then adapt themselves to accommodate living in whatever it is they have constructed to accommodate them. 

Ridiculous and predictable though it so often is, they do prove the remarkable adaptability of our species.  Indeed, when the cameras return after a year or two, these people seem already to have forgotten what life was like before.

But that can happen to us all can’t it? Change is always with us and we often adjust to new situations so readily that we tend to forget what it was like before.

Think about faith. We don’t enter this world as believers so there must have been a time when we came to a decision that we do believe. Now, that may have been over a protracted period such that we scarcely noticed it happening. Or it may have been at such a specific moment that we can put a date, time and place to it.

However and whenever, at some stage we chose to believe that Jesus Christ, the son of God, came to live among us, was killed and buried, was resurrected, and returned to heaven. And, believing and repenting, we chose to trust that we have been made right with God.

That act of choosing to believe brought us to a wonderful new situation. So wonderful that, being such adaptable creatures, we can find it difficult to remember what it was like before.  But we should try. How we can ever properly appreciate what we have been given if we don’t sometimes try to imagine life without it?

Of course, there was once a time when our faith had never been heard of. It’s only when we read the New Testament, especially the Gospels and the book of Acts, that we find ourselves sharing the experience of those right back at the roots of our faith. At a time when people were struggling to get to grips with what it was they had seen or heard.

But I find that reassuring; when we struggle with quite what we believe of God today it is good to know that even those who accompanied Jesus and witnessed all that happening at first-hand had their own struggles.

Think about Peter:  man who could hear Jesus say what must happen and then tell him that he was wrong!  A man who could profess great love for the Son of God, yet desert him when the going got rough; a very human man, imperfect and struggling.

Yet what did we hear in our reading from Acts? Peter, standing up in front of a crowd and speaking with authority, reminding God-fearing Jews from all over the Middle East about the prophecies of Joel. And announcing that the Holy Spirit had come among them that day.

This morning’s reading is followed by Peter proclaiming the resurrection of the Son of God so convincingly that his hearers were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we do?’ His reply was this: "Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

And that very day about three thousand people did just that.

Wonderfully, Peter made it clear that his words were not just for those present, or even just for those living at the time, when he added this: The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off - for all whom the Lord our God will call." 

That’s a promise which rolls down the centuries and continues to deliver to all who lay claim to it.

And Peter was able to speak it with confidence because, like the other apostles, he had just been filled with the Holy Spirit.

And that points us back to what I was saying earlier about how easily we forget how things were before. We’ve heard already in John chapter 7 that up to that time the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus had not yet been glorified.   But we are so used to hearing about the Holy Spirit being among us that it’s easy to forget that this has not always been so. And with that, we easily lose our sense of wonder.

In John chapters 14-16 Jesus tells the disciples more and more of the coming Holy Spirit.
But it is not until John chapter 20, after his death and burial, that the resurrected Jesus says to his disciples: "Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you." And with that he breathed on them and said, "Receive the Holy Spirit. 

Do you see the progression going on there? If we were watching an episode of Grand Designs we’d be seeing trenches being dug and then concrete being poured in, a foundation being constructed for something special to follow.

Jesus had completed the foundation by breathing the Holy Spirit on the disciples, but before a structure can be built, time has to be given for the foundation to set, so in Acts Chapter 1 and just before his ascension, Jesus instructs the disciples: "Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit." 

Here we have the greatest of all designers, promising an extraordinary delivery to the site and then specifying what it is and what is to be built with it: you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth." 

And that is just what we see from our reading of Acts chapter 2 today - extraordinary power coming on ordinary men, ordinary men in whom a foundation had been already been laid and who were now ready to play their part in completing the grandest of designs.

Wonderful. But what’s it got to do with us today? What does this talk of foundations and grand designs have to do with our lives?

Well, if those sound like good questions to you, that may be because we do so easily forget what it was like before, before our faith became real to us. It may be that we’ve got so used to the story that we’ve forgotten how to be excited by it. Or it may be that the power of the Holy Spirit has not always been properly emphasised and taught.

I took the opportunity on Thursday evening to remind those attending the ‘Come Together’ service of the relevance of Holy Baptism. In John Chapter 3 Jesus tells Nicodemus, "Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. You should not be surprised at my saying, 'You must be born again.' In Mark chapter 16 Jesus says:  ‘Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved’.

In essence, all who repent and are baptised have been born again by the Holy Spirit. If that’s you, just think what a foundation that has been in your life. You have been assured of the Holy Spirit’s guidance and strength. You have been born again. Even if your baptism was as an infant that process was started for you and you have had the chance to make it your own through confirmation.

But baptism is only a starting point. Confirmation is only a point along the way. Receiving the Holy Spirit and so being born again is only an underpinning for what follows. They are all parts of the foundation. And foundations, while essential, are often out of sight.

Those waiting in Jerusalem had already received the Holy Spirit, breathed on them by the Resurrected Jesus. They had already believed and we can suppose that they had already been baptized. The essential foundation had been laid in each of them.

But it was not until Pentecost that they were equipped to greater things by the Holy Spirit being poured out on them, by being filled with the Holy Spirit, by being anointed by the Holy Spirit for a purpose.

And as it was for them, so it is with us.

Now I’m confident that everyone here has received the Holy Spirit. Your faith is itself a gift of the Holy Spirit residing within you. 1 Corinthians chapter 12:3 assures us that no one can say Jesus is Lord except by the Holy Spirit. The foundations have been laid within each of you, just as it had been with those first believers, and your lives have been based on that foundation, shaped by it.

But there was a greater design ready to be completed upon the foundation within you.

You may have known a filling by the Holy Spirit already and so rejoice in knowing that much of that design has already been fulfilled in your life. Or, you may be waiting for the work to start.

You may be filled with spiritual energy. Or, you may be stale and in need of refreshment.

You may be confident in the gentleness of the Holy Spirit and willing to receive him again and again with open arms. Or, you may have a lingering fear that he would set you off in a direction you do not wish to follow, perhaps forgetting that one of God’s most wonderful gifts to us is that of our free will.

To conclude, wherever you are in your spiritual lives, the events of Pentecost are a reminder that God’s desire is not only that we receive the Holy Spirit as a foundation in our lives, but, also, that the Holy Spirit be poured out on us, that we be filled with the Holy Spirit, anointed with the Holy Spirit, and, so anointed, play our parts in the grandest of his grand designs. 

It goes for every one of us here.

So let’s close our eyes and pray for that right now.

The foundations have been laid in each one of you, but some among you are yet to be built upon.

Pray now that the Holy Spirit come upon you in power so that part of the grand design may be built upon you.

Come Holy Spirit

Some of you have known that the work already, but it seems to have faltered.

Pray now that the Holy Spirit come upon you in power and continue that work. 

Come Holy Spirit

Some of you find the work too hard.

Pray now that the Holy Spirit come upon you in power and refresh you.

Come Holy Spirit

Some of you are fearful and uncertain.

Pray now that the Holy Spirit come upon you in power and reassure you.

Come Holy Spirit

And let all of us pray in confidence knowing that the Holy Spirit is already within us as the very foundation of our lives.

Amen
AW
