Pentecost Sunday 23 May 2010 : Acts 2 : 1-13  
Today we heard what happened on that remarkable day called Pentecost, sometimes known as the birthday of the church. This was when, just as Jesus had promised, the Holy Spirit came upon the believers and blasted their lives into spiritual orbit. As we read through the Acts of the Apostles, we see how the life and worship and mission of the church exploded, as ordinary men and women did extraordinary things in faith. 
Thousands came to know Jesus as Saviour and Lord on a single day. Sick, lame, and blind people were healed. Devils were cast out. The dead were even raised. Awesome. We read this and think – wouldn’t it be great if that’s how church was today? At least, if we don’t think that, something is sadly wrong with us! The glorious truth is that it can be, and in fact, it should be. The life of the early church, with all that stuff going on, is the way God wants church to be right here, right now, alive, vibrant, dynamic. 
In fact, the clear and indisputable teaching of God’s Word is that if we are not ready and willing to be filled to overflowing with the Holy Spirit, with all the excitement and unpredictability that inevitably goes with the activity of the Holy Spirit, we cannot claim to be a church at all, in any meaningful sense. No Holy Spirit, no church. 
All our finest architectural and cultural traditions mean less than nothing if the living power of the Holy Spirit is not in evidence. If you find that hard to swallow and challenge me to back it up from scripture, how about John 6.63 : The Spirit gives life. The flesh counts for nothing. Or John 4.24 : God is Spirit, and his worshippers must worship in spirit and in truth. Who said those outrageous things? Jesus Himself.
Perhaps our reaction is more like the early converts in Ephesus [Acts 19.2] who said : We have not even heard that there IS a Holy Spirit. Today let’s take a few minutes to begin to address that gap in our understanding of God’s purpose for our lives. So, you may ask, what is the Holy Spirit anyway? I would have to respond, right away, that is itself a slightly unhelpful question. What we should be asking is : WHO is the Holy Spirit? The Holy Spirit is a person, just the same as God the Father and Jesus the Son. 
When Jesus was preparing his disciples for life after his return to heaven, he said :       I will send HIM to you. HIM, not IT. The first and most vital work of the Holy Spirit, we see in John’s gospel, is to bear witness to Jesus, to take all that Jesus is and plant that life in the human heart. We have often spoken of the vital importance of a personal relationship with Jesus, and it is the Holy Spirit who makes this possible. 
Without the Holy Spirit, Jesus is just a name in a dusty old book, a figure in a stained glass window, a line in a formal statement of belief, an expletive when you stub your toe, or see the price of petrol at the pump. You can’t have a relationship with someone who’s been dead for 2,000 years. It can only happen with someone who is alive – and the Holy Spirit is the living presence of Jesus here and now, the fulfilment of the promise of Jesus in Matthew 28.20 : I am with you always, to the very end of the age. When the Holy Spirit burst into the lives of that small group of Christ-followers on the Day of Pentecost, it is no exaggeration to say that Jesus became more fully alive than he was when he wore an earth-suit like ours. Then, he was subject to the limitations of all humanity in that he could only be in one place at one time. Now, because of the Holy Spirit, those limitations have been swept away. Through His Holy Spirit, Jesus is present wherever anyone truly has faith in him, and truly believes his word. 
Does that include you? Is the living Jesus present at the heart of your everyday life?   Is Jesus real to you as a person, not just a proposition? Do you spend quality time with him on a daily basis, getting to know Him as a friend and companion, talking to Him, singing praise to Him, sharing the deepest things in your heart, reading his Word – the truth that sets you free to enjoy life in all its rich fullness on earth as in heaven?

Do you follow the guidance of the Word, each and every day, to cast all your anxieties upon him, for he cares for you [1 Peter 5.7] in the assurance that, in all things, he is working for the good of those who love him and are called according to his purpose? [Romans 8.28] Do you, regularly and personally, receive for yourself all the promises of love, power, authority and protection which are addressed to you in the Word, such as the wonderful Psalm 91? Are you even aware of those promises?
And if, to be honest, your answer is “no”, isn’t it great that the Lord brought you here today to hear those questions and have the chance to respond positively to them? If it’s an encouragement to you, I know what it’s like to be in a spiritual desert, to be stuck in dead religion instead of living relationship, to view church as a chore to be endured rather than a privilege to be enjoyed. The Lord had to reach out to Alexis and me a few years ago to help us rediscover our love for Him, and reignite our passion for Him

Circumstances come upon us. Stuff happens, and not always stuff we enjoy. The post brings a bunch of bills all at once. That cough or pain or lump doesn’t go away, in fact it gets worse. The boss calls us into the office and speaks of imminent redundancies. The phone rings, and it’s bad news about a family member. We than have a choice to make – either we overcome our problems, or our problems overcome us. 
Do we walk in faith and victory, lay hold on the promises of the Word, and refuse to be moved by what we see, hear and feel in the world? As it says in Ephesians 6 : put on every piece of God’s armour so you will be able to resist the enemy in the time of evil. Then after the battle you will still be standing firm. Stand your ground, putting on the belt of truth and the body armour of God’s righteousness. I like what Kenneth Hagin used to say : stand therefore till you get what you’re standing there for.

But it doesn’t happen automatically. If we want to experience victory in every area of our lives the way the Bible teaches it ought to be, we need to cultivate our relationship with the Lord. Our flesh will scream, shout and throw its toys out of the pram. I don’t want to read the Bible and pray! I want to watch Eastenders! I want my daily fix of doubt and unbelief and immorality from the telly, the papers, the glossy magazines!
Listen, I speak from personal experience. If we want to be all God wants us to be, we need to tell our flesh to sit down and shut up! Just as at Pentecost, God wants to fill us now with his Holy Spirit, and that’s the last thing our flesh wants because being filled with the Holy Spirit will mean our flesh won’t be in control, won’t get its own way. Being filled with the Holy Spirit means we’ll ooze love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness and self-control. Our selfish flesh feels sick already!

Take time – in fact, make time – for the Lord. Make time to read the Word, to listen to 
good Bible teachers on Christian TV or CD’s, to get Hillsong or Graham Kendrick albums on in the car, to start each day thanking God and committing all we have to do to him. All that’s a discipline, yes – and don’t we just hate that word! – but a discipline that prepares the way in our heart for the Holy Spirit to make his home there.

Remember Jesus literally went to hell and back to release a fallen humanity from the curse of sin and its cronies : guilt, condemnation, disease, depression, oppression and even death itself. He paid the full price of that deliverance on the cross, a price we can scarcely contemplate in its full horror and brutality, and that price was sufficient for all sins of all humanity throughout all time. Even Hitler and Pol Pot and Saddam Hussein had their sins bought and paid for, their forgiveness provided for, had they wanted it.

Remember how the passion of Jesus fulfilled the vision of Isaiah : Pierced for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities, the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. So let’s never say we’ve nothing to give thanks for. And isn’t it great that, when Jesus went back home to be with his dad, he didn’t stop caring about our lives? He didn’t just sit in the heavenly Starbuck’s with a never-ending pot of skinny hazelnut latte, not giving 2p if humans went to hell in a wheelie-bin! Jesus had paid too high a price to see it go down the drain!
That’s why in God’s great plan of salvation Easter segued into Pentecost. Jesus had gone too far, paid too dearly, to let his priceless gift of salvation go to waste. Pentecost was God’s way of ensuring that the good news went out to the world. Pentecost was nothing less than the release among all believers of the whole being and power and authority of God. Just as the Father committed all his fullness to Jesus the Son for his earthly ministry, so at Pentecost that exact same fullness was committed to the church. 
I will give you a scripture to back that up, from Ephesians 3. I pray that from his glorious, unlimited resources God will empower you with inner strength through his Spirit. Then Christ will make his home in your hearts as you trust in him. Your roots will grow down into God’s love and keep you strong. And may you have the power to understand, as all God’s people should, how wide, how long, how high, and how deep his love is. May you experience the love of Christ, though it is too great to understand fully. Then you will be made complete with all the fullness of life and power that comes from God. Now all glory to God, who is able, through his mighty power at work within us, to accomplish infinitely more than we might ask or think. 

Pentecost means that whoever is born again and filled with the Holy Spirit, has Jesus living inside us, as real to us now as he was 2,000 years ago. Do you realise what that means? It means that whatever we see Jesus do, we have power and authority to do in his Name and to his glory. God has given us the Great Commission to spread the good news through all the earth, and he has given us, in the Holy Spirit, all we need to do it. 
But it won’t happen for us until we make the decision to walk in the Holy Spirit, our new identity and our new nature as followers of Jesus Christ, and not slither back into the selfish desires of our fleshly human nature. As we cultivate our relationship with Jesus, as I said earlier, so the balance of power inside us shifts. The flesh, much to its displeasure and discomfort, gets shoved to one side and the Holy Spirit, the nature and being and personality of Jesus, starts to shine through, ever brighter, ever clearer.  
Anyone here want more of the Spirit and less of the flesh in our lives? Anyone here prepared to discipline ourselves and make the effort to make it happen? I promise you will never regret it, even though for a time it will probably hurt! The more the love of Jesus shines through us, the more the power of Jesus flows through us. The Lord wants us, indeed needs us, for the sake of the ones out there existing, struggling, hurting and dying in ignorance of the good news, to be a Pentecost people. 
The Lord wants us, indeed needs us, to love others in the Spirit and minister to them in the power of the Spirit, in just the same way that Jesus did, in just the same way as the early church did. And yes, that potentially does include a ministry of the miraculous. We know the same power that raised Jesus from the dead lives in every true believer. By Christmas, Easter and finally Pentecost, God has made that possible for all of us. By trusting and obeying His word, we allow him to work out his purpose through us.
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