8 June 2014 : Acts 2 : 1-4, 14-23, 36-41
All right, I know the question you all want to ask. Why is there a birthday cake on the front of your Order of Service? Has somebody here reached a certain age? No, it’s just that today is Pentecost, sometimes described as the birthday of the church. This is the day when the Spirit came, when God was no longer out there and up there, but in here.
The events described in Acts 2 mark the fulfilment of Jesus’ personal ministry in the world and the start of the age of the church, as God’s people took over the day-to-day running of His family business. Right from the start, it was God’s will to do His work in His world through human hands. 
Genesis 1.26-28 : God spoke: Let us make human beings in our image, make them reflecting our nature, so they can be responsible for the fish in the sea, the birds in the air, the cattle – and, yes, Earth itself, and every animal that moves on the face of Earth. 

God created human beings. He created them godlike, reflecting God's nature. He created them male and female. God blessed them : "Prosper! Reproduce! Fill Earth! Take charge! Be responsible for fish in the sea and birds in the air, for every living thing that moves on the face of Earth." That was in Genesis 1. 
Sadly, by Genesis 3, the wheels had fallen off because human beings had messed up, and it wasn’t something major like murder or bank robbery that derailed God’s plan. The way the Bible tells it, it was all over one stupid bit of fruit. Let’s set the scene. Adam and Eve, made in the likeness of God, walking and talking freely with God like children with their parents, given this massive big orchard the size of Iraq. Awesome!

And they were free to roam around and enjoy the fruit of every tree in the garden. Except one. Now. Think. What happens when you’re told you can have everything EXCEPT … ? What becomes the one thing you take an all-consuming interest in? There’s Lexy busy working away in the kitchen to do some baking for Harestanes, and I wander in to make a cuppa to be commanded : Don’t touch that chocolate cake!

Now, I don’t like chocolate cake. I could go from one year’s end to the next without thinking about chocolate cake, never mind eating it. But the minute I’m told I can’t have it, something strange happens. Something just like happened in that big orchard. God said – don’t eat from that one tree, enjoy the other 29,583 but not that one? And a wee voice said : go on, try it, a wee bite won’t do you any harm? Munch, crunch, oops.
Listen. It wasn’t the scale of the rebellion that mattered, it was the principle – thinking we know better than God. That’s not bright! And, as so often when we have what we think are good ideas that turn out not to be God ideas, or just do a daft thing without thinking it through, the law of unintended consequences kicks in. Yes, of course I can get up to clean the top floor windows without someone to hold the laddeeeerrrrr!!!
When Adam & Eve bit off more than they could chew, the collateral damage was way beyond what they ever imagined. By listening that wee voice, the voice of the devil who as usual was out to steal, kill and destroy, rather than the still small voice of the God and Father who loved them and cared for them and wanted the best for them, they effectively, and unwittingly, handed the title deeds of creation over to the devil, and brought upon the human race the devil’s curse instead of the Father’s blessing. 
So why didn’t God just rub out Adam and Eve and start again? Because He had handed over authority over creation to human flesh and blood, it wasn’t that simple. Stupid as Adam and Eve had been, they were acting within the authority God had given them. Man had engineered his own downfall, so it had to be a man who would sort it. 
And so, several thousands years later, in a stable in Bethlehem, was born a Saviour who is Christ the Lord. Jesus, as we all know, was and is the Son of God, At His baptism, Mark 1.11 says : a voice came from heaven: You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased. But the Bible tells us something very interesting. So far as His earthly ministry was concerned, Jesus did not operate as Son of God, You will hear in the gospels, especially Mark’s gospel, Jesus repeatedly describing Himself as Son of Man.

For His three years on earth, Jesus ministered as a man. Scripture proves it. Paul writes to Timothy : God our Saviour wants everyone to be saved and to understand the truth. For there is only one God and one Mediator who can reconcile God and humanity – the MAN Christ Jesus. He gave his life to purchase freedom for everyone.
Why does that matter? Because what the first Adam threw away by disobedience, the second Adam had to win back by obedience. Because God is just, the damage done in the garden by flesh and blood had to be paid for by flesh and blood. Because God is loving, He arranged to make that payment in the flesh and blood of His own Son.

The story is told of a judge holding court, and before him was brought a man caught in the act of robbery. The judge listened to the case for the prosecution, which was rock solid, and the case for the defence, which was wafer-thin. The jury took 8½ minutes to find the accused guilty as charged, and it was now for the judge to pass sentence. 
As he did, correctly imposing a hefty fine and an order to repay what was stolen, together with a stern warning that if this ever happened again it would be jail time.
But the judge then did something very strange. He ordered the guilty man and the QC’s for the defence and the prosecution to meet him in his private office. 
The judge took off his robe and his wig, pulled out his cheque-book, and paid off the fine, and the compensation. He explained – the accused is my estranged son. This is the first time I’ve seen him or heard of him since we had words many years ago and he ran away from home. I have done my job as an honest judge, and pronounced sentence fairly. Now I do my job as a loving father, and I pay the price my child cannot pay.
Amazing generosity or what? Multiply it millions of times over, and it’s still but a pale shadow of what God did, through Jesus, for us. Christmas and Easter are part of the unfolding tale of the Judge who pronounced sentence fairly, and of the Father whose love for His children dictated that He would pay the penalty Himself – in this case a death penalty. And if God’s grace to us stopped there, it would still be breathtaking.

But it didn’t. After Christmas and Easter comes the third great Christian festival, the one we don’t make such a fuss about, no trees with sparkling lights, no Santa laden with presents, no chocolate eggs filled with glorious calories. Yes, Pentecost sometimes can be the forgotten festival, but without it, we miss the full picture.

Hebrews 10.12 : This Man, Jesus, after He had offered one sacrifice for sins forever, sat down at the right hand of God. Where is Jesus right now? Sitting down, at home in Heaven, beside His Dad and our Dad. But wait a minute. Did He not promise, at the end of Matthew’s gospel : I will be with you always, to the very end of time? Sure did. How does that square? We have met God the Father, we have met Jesus the Son, now we meet God the Holy Spirit. Eh? Let me try to explain via a tour of the kitchen. 
Turn on the tap, and out comes fresh clean water. You put some in the kettle and boil it. Soon it billows forth steam. Or pour some into a cup and put it in the freezer. An hour or so later, you find ice. Steam, ice, water – all different, yet all the same, all H20. Likewise, the Father, the Son, the Holy Spirit, all different, yet all the same, all God. The Holy Spirit is the presence, the personality and the power of God with us and in us, right here and now. Just before Jesus went back to Heaven, He told His disciples : 
All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age. 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. After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. 
Jesus gave the disciples a job to do, and He promised them the power to do it – His own life and being in their hearts. Put this in perspective. When Jesus went back to heaven, there were just about 120 people who truly believed in Him. Imagine that! 3 years giving His all, even His life, and at the end of it, a church of only about 120 members. 
Yet we read in John 3.16 : God so loved THE WORLD that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. The world! The whole world! Guess who gets the job of taking out the good news now? Exactly! If you have faith in Jesus, you get to do everything Jesus did. Except die on a cross. Jesus has done the hard bit. By coming in the flesh at Christmas, and dying on the cross at Easter, He dealt with the problem of human sin and associated baggage, once and for all. 
I know all that fries our brains, but it’s exactly what Jesus said in John 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 do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory to the Father. You may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it.
Now, we who believe in Jesus get to carry on the family business. Just as it says of Jesus in Acts 10.38 : God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how he went around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with him – so now that text applies to us. We are to go around doing good, healing the sick, feeding the poor, taking out the good news of God’s love. 

Faith is commitment. It is a full-time, full-on lifestyle of love. And it is completely and utterly impossible. No-one has a snowball in a blast furnace’s chance of doing it. Except by allowing that same thing that happened to that church of just 120 members all these years ago, happen to you, happen to me. We are called to believe in Jesus enough to let His life fill our lives, to let His Holy Spirit take charge of our human spirit, that essence of life deep within us. Christ in you, the hope of glory.
If we don’t welcome the Holy Spirit of God into the deepest places of our heart, we’ll never fulfil God’s call on our lives. Indeed Paul goes so far as to say in Romans 8.9 that if anyone does not possess the Holy Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ, and is not truly a child of God. The Holy Spirit is not an optional extra for fanatics. He comes with the package of salvation, and we should be very glad. You and I are called by the Lord Himself to carry on the family business, to pass on the Good News here and now.
There’s as much chance of Hawick Royal Albert winning the Champions League as there is of us fulfilling God’s call on our lives without being filled to overflowing with the Holy Spirit. The other day we had a run on the long-awaited Edinburgh tram – a picture of this mythical beast is on your hymnsheet. Here I have a battery such as I use for the PA headset. Question. How far would the tram get on a battery like this? Not far. To do its job, it needs to draw its power from the 25kv overhead cables, not a 3v battery. 

Don’t make the mistake of trying to be a Christian on the battery power of our own noble intentions. You can’t do it. You need to be connected to the mains – that’s what the Holy Spirit of God will do for you. Jesus said the Holy Spirit will take everything that belongs to Him and give it to you, so that you can live like Jesus here and now.  

1 John 4.17 says that, so far as God is concerned, we are like Jesus in this world. And Ephesians 1 says that the same power that raised Jesus from the dead is in us. That’s the almost-too-good-to-be-true news of Pentecost. Enjoy!

