31st May 2009

Equipped by the 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 them speaking in his own language. Utterly amazed, they asked: "Are not all these men who are speaking Galileans? Then how is it that each of us hears them in his own 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 men 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 heaven 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 15:26-27

"When the Counsellor comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father, he will testify about me. And you also must testify, for you have been with me from the beginning.
John 16:4-15

I have told you this, so that when the time comes you will remember that I warned you. I did not tell you this at first because I was with you. "Now I am going to him who sent me, yet none of you asks me, 'Where are you going? 'Because I have said these things, you are filled with grief. But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counsellor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you. When he comes, he will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment: in regard to sin, because men do not believe in me; in regard to righteousness, because I am going to the Father, where you can see me no longer; and in regard to judgment, because the prince of this world now stands condemned. "I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear. But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come. He will bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you. All that belongs to the Father is mine. That is why I said the Spirit will take from what is mine and make it known to you.

It is Pentecost that we celebrate today.  For every believer that means the celebration of a new life, holy, set apart for God, equipped for his purpose by the same Holy Spirit who equipped Jesus the man.  And it’s that similarity between all our ministries and that of Jesus himself that I’d like us to think about today.  

But first it’s probably worth saying that Robin is relieved that he hasn’t had to prepare a sermon for this service.  He’s been trying to put together the clergy and Reader rotas for the team this week.   That’s tricky enough normally, and more so when there are the vacant posts around the deanery to be covered. 

The task is manageable, however, not only because retired clergy like Tony continue to serve,  but because others like Murray and John, Mary and Jo have responded to God’s calling to an unpaid ministry as Reader or priest.   But Robin has still had to work hard at planning what to cover with whom.   After all, none of us can be in more than one place at a time. 

I hope that it’s a consolation to Robin, and the rest of us, that Jesus had the same problem.  He could only be in one place at a time.  Now, he overcame that a bit by putting together a slightly larger unpaid ministry team than we’ve got here.    Jesus even organised a rota of sorts, sending out, first, the twelve and, later, another seventy-two (Luke chapters 9 and 10).  But, they had to walk everywhere so they couldn’t cover an enormous area.  None of them could be in more than one place at a time.

Perhaps even the resurrected Jesus, who could suddenly disappear after sitting and breaking bread with friends after a long walk,  or equally suddenly be present with friends in a locked room, even he seems only to have been in one place at a time. 

And then there came that time after the resurrection when Jesus would no longer be physically present at all.    We celebrated that at Ascension Day ten days ago: Jesus reunited with the Father, God about to interact with creation in a radically new way, time for the next phase of his divine plan, a phase where the same Spirit of God who had moved over the waters when the world was formed, the Same Spirit of God who had spoken through the prophets, the same Spirit of God who had empowered Jesus for his ministry, would come on all believers.  

Each and every believer would have a new life, holy, set apart for God, equipped for a ministry on earth by the same Holy Spirit who equipped Jesus the man for his ministry.    

And that’s worth repeating.  A new life, holy, set apart for God, equipped for a ministry on earth by the same Holy Spirit who equipped Jesus the man for his ministry.    
And we celebrate that today.

‘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.’

That sound of the blowing of a violent wind. 

That’s a graphic reminder of Ezekiel’s vision of the dry bones, when Ezekiel was told to say to the breath of God, 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe into these slain, that they may live’.  
New life.

And that is what we see happening at Pentecost, and beyond - the coming of the Holy Spirit breathing new life into all who will receive him, just as the Holy Spirit came upon Jesus at his baptism, breathing life into a new phase of his ministry on earth.

Those tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of the disciples.  

They’re a reminder of the fire that does not consume, just as the bush in the desert was not consumed, a fire that indicates the divine presence, a fire that draws us, like Moses, to come closer with bare feet and stand on holy ground, a  fire that calls each of us to God’s purpose for our life and then equips us to fulfil it. 

And other tongues, the languages of all those who had gathered in Jerusalem from other nations, languages which the disciples could not speak.  Yet these simple Galileans were speaking and being understood in these other languages. 

It was a glimpse of that time to come when God will restore the perfection he created long before the confusion of languages at Babel, the perfection where all might dwell together in harmony with a common language, a glimpse of a new life to come - and a new life now, a new life, holy, set apart for God, equipped for a ministry on earth by the same Holy Spirit who equipped Jesus the man for his ministry.    

And it was all just as prophesied: God’s plan unfolding in front of those assembled in Jerusalem.  Peter quotes from chapter 2 of the prophet Joel … 
I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions………. I will pour out my Spirit in those days. 

We would receive a new life, holy, set apart for God, equipped for a ministry on earth by the same Holy Spirit who equipped Jesus the man for his ministry, a ministry of miracles and prophesied by Jesus like this:  “…these signs will accompany those who believe: In my name they will drive out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up snakes with their hands; ……they will place their hands on sick people, and they will get well."  (Mark 16)

The promise was the equipping by the Holy Spirit who would breathe new life into the ministry of all who received him, just as the Holy Spirit came upon Jesus at his baptism, breathing new life into his ministry. 

Now, perhaps, you hesitate at the idea that you have a ministry at all, let alone one like Jesus?

But what was Jesus’ ministry? Jesus himself summed it up when the followers of John the Baptist relayed John’s question: are you the one who was to come? 

Jesus replied, "Go back and report to John what you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor. (Matthew 11:4-5)

What was Jesus ministry?  It was what he went about doing:  miraculous cures and preaching the good news. 

Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin Mary; he was the only perfect man and the Holy Spirit was at work throughout his life.   Yet, at his baptism, the Holy Spirit came upon Jesus to equip him in a new way, to equip him in word and deed to herald the perfection of the coming Kingdom. 

Jesus’ ministry was to proclaim the coming perfection of God’s kingdom in word and deed and we, you and I, are called to our part in doing just that today. 

It’s part of our new life, holy, set apart for God, equipped for a ministry on earth by the same Holy Spirit who equipped Jesus the man for his ministry.    

And if we need reassurance, listen to what Jesus says in John Chapter 14: 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, because I am going to the Father. ……And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counsellor to be with you forever, the Spirit of truth. 

Someone asked me this week how they’d know if they’d received the Holy Spirit. 

It’s not a bad question.  But the answer is one that the Pentecostal movement led people to get wrong for a long time.

They insisted that speaking in tongues, by which was usually meant languages that are not of this world, is the only true mark of having received the Holy Spirit (or more precisely what they called the baptism in the Holy Spirit).   That was for a long time part of their defining statements of belief.  But it was wrong. And it made lots of people feel like second-rate Christians.  Thankfully the majority of the Pentecostal churches have now acknowledged that error.  But there is still that misconception around that you’ve not received the Holy Spirit unless you’ve received the gift of speaking in tongues.

Now, the gift of tongues is very much of the Holy Spirit, but there are many other such spiritual gifts. 

To paraphrase from St Paul in 1 Corinthians 12 there are different kinds of gifts of the Holy Spirit, given as he chooses and for the common good:  and they include spirit-given messages of wisdom or knowledge; special faith in God’s power to work miracles today; healing and other miraculous powers; prophecy, which is as much about speaking God’s will into a present situation as it is about future events; discernment, between what is said through the guidance of the Holy Spirit and what is inspired by other motives or powers; and to some speaking in languages not of this world, and to others the gift of interpreting them. 

These are all gifts of the Holy Spirit, given in different measure to different people for the common good.    

But you can still know that you’ve received the Holy Spirit even if you are not aware of exercising any of those gifts.  St Paul makes that clear to the Corinthians.  He tells them that: no one can say, "Jesus is Lord," except by the Holy Spirit.  So, if you acknowledge Jesus as the risen Son of God, if you can say Jesus is Lord and mean it, that’s because it has been revealed to you by the Holy Spirit at work within you.  You’ve been given the Holy Spirit, the same Holy Spirit who equipped Jesus the man for his ministry and equips you for yours.

Lingering doubts? Perhaps not sure you’re worthy?   We are forgiven sinners. 

And, forgiven, the Holy Spirit works whatever miracles he chooses through us. 
Perhaps we need to keep in mind the boy who suffered from such serious convulsions that he could hurt himself.   His father asks Jesus to cure his son if he can -  'If I can'? said Jesus. "Everything is possible for him who believes." Immediately the boy's father exclaimed, "I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!"  (Mark 9:23-24)

Maybe, like that father, we just need to be a bit bolder, because, remember, Jesus said that we will do even greater things than he. 

Even greater things?

Well that’s where we come back to Robin and the clergy and readers rotas.

The reality that we can be in only one place at a time, a reality that constrained Jesus the man, perhaps even Jesus the resurrected but still embodied man. 

Jesus says that we will do even greater things than he.  What he is saying to his disciples then, and us, his disciples here today, is that, collectively, we can do something that Jesus the man could not do.  That’s because, collectively, we can be everywhere in the world.  Collectively, we can proclaim the coming perfection of God’s kingdom to every generation.  Collectively, we can be everywhere in the world  equipped by the Holy Spirit and doing just what Jesus did, living new lives which, in word and deed, herald the perfection of the coming Kingdom. 

New life, holy, set apart for God, equipped for a ministry on earth by the same Holy Spirit who had equipped Jesus the man for his ministry.    

As God’s kingdom breaks through more and more, we will see the power of the Holy Spirit bringing each of us to contribute, more and more, to that same ministry. 

The day is coming when it will be a commonplace that the blind will receive sight, the lame will walk, those who have leprosy will be cured, the deaf will hear, the dead will be raised, and the good news will be preached to the poor.

Until then it is for each and every one of us to be in the world, living a new life, holy, set apart for God, equipped for a ministry on earth by the same Holy Spirit who equipped Jesus the man for his ministry.    
And like Jesus, our ministry is to herald the perfection of the coming Kingdom.
May it be our prayer that the Holy Spirit bring Pentecost on each of us afresh today.  And may he direct each one of us to draw on his gifts for the common good that we might live as heralds of the coming Kingdom.

Amen

AW
