
THE SPIRIT STILL WORKS IN THE CHURCH TODAY
Sermon for Pentecost, 2011 

Acts 2:1-21

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon today is taken from our first reading read before, Acts 2:1-21
When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 2 Suddenly a sound like a violent blast of wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. 3 They saw tongues that separated, like flames, and one rested on each of them. 4 They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages as the Spirit gave them the ability to speak.

5 Jews who feared God, from every nation under heaven, were staying in Jerusalem. 6 When that sound occurred, a crowd gathered, and was bewildered, because each one heard the disciples speaking in his own native language. 7 They were astonished and amazed, and asked, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? 8 Then how is it that every one of us hears in his own native language, 9 Parthians, Medes, and Elamites; people living in Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and the province of Asia, 10 people living in Phrygia and Pamphilia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome, Jews as well as proselytes; 11 and people from Crete and Arabia? We hear them declaring in our own languages the wonderful works of God.” 12 They were all amazed and puzzled. They asked one another, “What does this mean?” 13 Others sneered: “They are full of new wine.”

14 Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice, and addressed them: “Fellow Jews, and all of you who live in Jerusalem, understand this, and listen closely to what I say! 15 These men are not drunk, as you suppose. For it is only nine in the morning. 16 Rather, this is what has been spoken through the prophet Joel: 17 ‘In the last days, God says, “I shall pour out some of My Spirit on all people. Your sons and your daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, and your old men will dream dreams. 18 Indeed, even on My male slaves and female slaves I shall pour out My Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy. 19 I shall show wonders in the heaven above and miraculous signs on the earth below: blood and fire and a cloud of smoke; 20 the sun will turn dark, and the moon turn to blood before the coming of the great and splendid day of the Lord, 21 and everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,

Pentecost is the Greek name for the important Jewish observance of the Feast of Harvest (Ex. 23:16), or, as it was also called, the Feast of Weeks (Ex. 34:22). Pentecost means ‘50th,’ for the feast took place 50 days after the Passover Sabbath. Every pious Jew tried to be in Jerusalem for this feast. Those who could not be there, observed it in the synagogues throughout the Roman Empire and beyond. 


As it did every year, Pentecost once again came around. But this time, God had special events in mind for the Pentecost mentioned in our text. What Jesus had earlier promised concerning the Holy Spirit would now take place. 

This account of Pentecost is a wonderful story. By “story” I do not mean that it is not absolutely true. It is. What I mean is that the whole account paints a beautiful and exciting picture. 

Now, the Bible does not make it very clear as to whether the events of that Pentecost, where you had the sound like a violent blast of wind, and the tongues as of fire, rested only on the 12 disciples, or the 120 or so who were with them at the time, but it doesn’t really matter. They are gathered together, and there comes this sound of a violent blast of wind. It doesn’t say that there was a wind, just the sound of it - and it sounds as though it may have sounded like a hurricane! While this sound is happening there appear tongues that separated, like flames, and one rested on each of them. Here was the fulfilment of John the Baptist’s prediction: “He will baptise you with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Luke 3:16). Here also was the fulfilment of Christ’s promise: “In a few days you will be baptised with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 1:5). 
The tongues of fire came to rest on each person present. All received the baptism of the Spirit, for each would have work to do in carrying out the Great Commission. They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages as the Spirit gave them the ability to speak. The Apostles found themselves filled with the Holy Spirit so much that they could not help but preach, even though it was in another language! What a remarkable thing that must have been, preaching but hearing your own voice come out in another tongue! It takes years to master another language, and yet these disciples, because of the Holy Spirit, were able to give God’s message in words everyone could hear and understand. And while we do not know exactly what they spoke, nevertheless, they were telling of the mighty deeds of God. 
People were gathering and marvelling that they could hear their home-town native language being spoken, to their amazement and apparent delight. Some, of course, heard all the noise, and announced according to their judgment that the disciples were drunk. Then Peter stands up and begins to preach. He tells these Jews gathered together that what they are witnessing is what was prophesied by Joel about the pouring out of the Holy Spirit in the Last Days. 
Today, don’t you sometimes think that it’d be nice to see and feel the Holy Spirit working in and through you? Wouldn’t it be nice to see and experience the Holy Spirit flowing through your veins and giving you miraculous powers such as speaking in tongues? But that is the source of the drive that lies behind Pentecostal denominations. They want to see it and feel it, and they want to have the same sense of wonder that the disciples must have felt as they experienced their Pentecost. That is not the plan of God. 

That Pentecost was something unique. God was doing something in a remarkable way so that it would be clear what He was doing and that He had done it. He provided His Church with His on-going presence, and did so with a visible and audible illustration of the gift. He even duplicated the gift to some small extent in the home of Cornelius the Centurion, to whom Peter also preached. Remember on that occasion that while Peter was still speaking these words, (to a gathering of people in Cornelius’ home), the Holy Spirit came upon all who heard the message. The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astonished that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles. For they heard them speaking in tongues and praising God, (Acts 10:44-46). In this instance, God made it unmistakably clear that Gentiles were also welcome to the Holy Spirit and the grace of God found in Jesus Christ. 

Pentecost was about beginning the Church in earnest, and confirming God’s presence and activity in it by these signs. Having now made His point, God expects us to walk by faith and not by sight. This is exactly what Paul told the Corinthian Church (1 Corinthians 5:7). 
God has not left Himself without a sign, mind you. He simply is not going to go about doing those flashy things all of the time. If God had to prove Himself all the time, then you would no longer be walking by faith, but by sight. If every Sunday were like Pentecost, then rushing wind and flames and foreign languages would become something ordinary, an every day kind of thing, and people would be hankering for something really remarkable to prove God’s work and presence among them. And if you are inclined to doubt that, then just think about the Exodus. The Israelites had the pillar of cloud by day, the pillar of fire by night, and the miraculous daily gift of Manna, and yet they still wandered into sin and idolatry, grumbling about God and His treatment of them, and even complaining about having to eat that Manna - which initially they thought of as delightful! It didn’t seem to strike them that they were eating a miracle, and it was free, and they didn’t even have to work for it. It very quickly became just an ordinary, everyday thing.
God continues to give us the signs of His presence, through Word and Sacrament. And instead of preachers who speak in tongues, God has provided everything to be translated into our tongue - and He has provided preachers who speak our language. He has given us Baptism so that we, too, can witness the Holy Spirit being poured out on each one of us individually. He has given us the Lord’s Supper to receive the body and blood of Christ and with it forgiveness, life and salvation. We can see it happen. We have a visible sign that God has each of us, individually, in mind, as He has arranged for the precious gifts of the Supper to be placed into our mouths individually – and speaks each of our names in Baptism, calling us His own.

So, what if some still doubt or do not see it or believe it? There were those who stood in the crowd on that first Pentecost and sneered: “They are full of new wine.” They accused the disciples of being drunk. They paid no attention to the enormous blast of wind coming from heaven. They ignored those flames on the heads of the disciples. They were unimpressed by the fact that the speech of the disciples was making sense to others in their home-town language. They took it all in and called it rubbish, and said they didn’t see or hear anything but a bunch of drunks. So is it any wonder that men today do not believe God’s Word about Baptism, and refuse to believe that the Lord’s Supper is a Sacramental miracle? They could pick up manna every morning and yet complain that it was tiresome and dull and nothing special.

Pentecost started the Church. Nothing has changed, really, since then. The message preached that day is still the same message which God has given us to speak. He still pushes us out there and makes us speak it, even when it gets us into trouble. Every little bit of good that is accomplished by the Church is done so by the Word preached, and the power of the Holy Spirit, who is still doing what Acts 2:47 says, “And the Lord was adding to their number day by day those who were being saved.”

We need to get the message out there, no matter what it might cost. And that simple message of course is that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and also true man, has bore all our guilt and sins, and died on the cross to redeem us. All our sins, past, present, and future, have been nailed to that cross, and Jesus has paid in full, the price due for our sin. He has paid that price for each and every one of us, and has given to us His righteousness and eternal life to all who will simply trust Him, take Him at His Word and believe. All our sins are forgiven, and God has given the gift of everlasting life. He will even raise our bodies from their grave, one day, and outfit us for life with no more death, no more sickness, and no sorrow or pain. All this is the free gift of God, for the sake and on account of Jesus Christ, and not by anything we do. Such is the love of God.
Furthermore, all this is a present reality. It is, however, a reality we do not witness with our senses. God tells us, and invites us to believe Him, and learning of His good will and love for us, to trust Him the way Adam and Eve should have. 
Finally, in Pentecost, we also see the reversing of the cursed effects of sin. When the world was still new and men were not too long in sin, God confused their language to keep them from effectively using their intellects and skills and sin to destroy themselves. He divided them by confusing their tongues and letting human sin and fear and suspicion drive them apart.

In Pentecost God reversed the tower of Babel. Suddenly men could speak His Word to others without the obstacle of language dividing them. He only gave us a sample, on that day, but it was clear that this Gospel was healing the damage due to sin among mankind. But you need faith to see it and to trust it - faith in God. In Christ, God is again uniting all men - of course, that is, all men who believe. Those that reject God and refuse to see His work and believe His Word remain separate and divided, just like those who accused the Disciples of being drunk at nine o’clock in the morning.

We, like the Disciples, have been filled to overflowing with the Holy Spirit. He is the reason we believe - or can believe. His is the message we proclaim, and He is the power behind our preaching and teaching, and confessing of Christ. He pushes us out to speak and to do. The signs are here, and the wonders - that is, the people of God, who believe what the world calls old-fashioned and foolish. The really amazing thing about Pentecost was not the show. It was the gift of the Holy Spirit: the Comforter and the earnest of salvation in each of us that believes. He was given then, and remains with us right up to the present moment, that we may be filled to overflowing with faith and hope and love. Amen.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and mind in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR PENTECOST


Loving heavenly Father, we thank and praise You for pouring out Your Holy Spirit on Your Church as its source of life and strength for ever, and for bringing us to faith in Jesus Christ through Him.  By His daily presence and power in our lives, continue to keep us in the true faith and knowledge of Jesus Christ, to equip us for the Master’s service, and to make us ready for every good work.  To this end, help us to love and use the Holy Scriptures, so that the Spirit can make us increasingly wise unto salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.  Help us to love our Saviour with our whole being, and to live in cheerful obedience to His commandments.  Enable us to reject the ruler of this world, and to follow with pure hearts the things that produce righteousness, faith, love, and peace.


Let the wisdom and renewing power of the Comforter fill Your Church, so that it may be strong in faith, and active in proclaiming in every language the great deeds that You have done for us.  As the Spirit touched the apostles with tongues as of fire, fill all Your people with the fire of faith and conviction, love and worship, witness and service.


Make Your Spirit’s influence felt in all our homes.  Grant that He may lead all children to live in love and obedience, and give to all parents the spirit of understanding, truth, and love, so that all families may live in godliness and peace.


Rule over the nations of the earth, and help them to acknowledge Your sovereign power and final authority, so that all people may turn from their evil ways and live.  Strengthen all who are our leaders to be firm in what is right, unyielding in what is good and just, and eager in what is eternally true and valuable, so that Your name may be hallowed in every sphere of life.


Give the peace of Christ to all who face troubles and trials.  May Your Spirit help them in their weakness, show them how to pray as they ought, and give them all the resources of Your love and strength.


All these things we pray in the name of Jesus our Saviour, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit one God, for ever and ever.  Amen.

