24 May 2015 : Pentecost : Acts 2 : 1-6, 12-24, 36-41

Do you remember, half-a-century or so ago, in the days of black-and-white tellies with tiny wee screens set inside massive wooden cases, watching the early episodes of Dr Who from behind the settee? Those daleks and cybermen, not to mention the shocking white hair of William Hartnell in the title role, were really quite scary. We visited the Dr Who Museum in Llangollen, shortly before, sadly, it closed, and saw some of the chamber of sci-fi horrors there, and actually managed to touch a dalek without being exterminated.

Nowadays, of course, the same hair-raising effect is obtained by the simple expedient of watching the TV news. That’s a real behind-the-settee job. Whether it’s the recent series of earthquakes in Nepal, the sorry potential for renewed ethnic troubles in Burundi, the demonic savagery of Islamic State or Al-Qaeda, or more mundane slabs of gloom to do with economics and politics, it’s rarely anything to burst into spontaneous applause about.

And even on days when nothing much of genuine significance seems to be happening, they’ll feed us some mindless tittle-tattle about which celebrity has cheated on his or her latest partner, or, and this is a particularly disturbing trait now, truffle out something that portrays the church, or what we believe, or a follower of Christ, in a negative light. 
All of which can leaves us feeling really quite despondent and disheartened. It can seem at times as if we’re fighting a losing battle to keep the flag of faith flying in a nation that likes to think it’s all grown up now and can stand on its own two feet without God or the Bible. They wish! But I wonder if that’s a bit like the first Christians felt in those weeks immediately following the traumatic roller-coaster of events that we call Easter?

They had the revelation, in many cases from first-hand experience, that Jesus was, in fact, risen from the dead. They had seen, heard, touched, spoken to, eaten with, the resurrected Lord. They had watched Him ascend into Heaven. What next? They had a wonderful message to share, but no credibility to share it. They were a laughing-stock. And then …

It was while that house-church of about 120 members were gathered together to celebrate the Jewish Harvest Festival that we call Pentecost that something astonishing happened. Something that had been prophesied in the Old Testament, in the book of Joel. Something that Jesus Himself had promised before He went home to His Dad in Heaven. 

Acts 1 : 4-5 : On one occasion, while Jesus was eating with the disciples, he gave them this command : “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.” This was a promise of God.    
I pointed out to the good folks at the other two churches last Sunday the power of God’s promise. Hebrews 6.18 : it is impossible for God to lie. Isaiah 55.11 : My word that goes out from my mouth will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it. Unlike politicians at election time, God is not long on promise and short on delivery. What He has said, He will do. Take it to the bank.

And God delivered on the promise of the Holy Spirit. Big time. Acts 2, part of which we read this morning, tries valiantly to describe in plain language something that was almost beyond human description. The images of wind and fire are hard for us to picture clearly, but the practical effect of that outpouring of the Holy Spirit, the presence, the personality and the power of God, was massive and it was dramatic. 

The early believers, who for 7 agonising weeks had kept a profile lower than the Bakerloo Line, burst out of their seclusion, surging into the streets of Jerusalem, to the amazement of the citizens who had long since dismissed the Jesus movement as yesterday’s news, today’s fish-and-chip paper. The disciples, the vast majority of whom had never been more than 50 miles from Jerusalem in their lives, speaking fluently in other languages. 

Languages they’d never been taught, but languages the visitors to the city for the Pentecost festival understood all too clearly. The message of the risen Christ was being delivered to them in an unforgettably personal way. Oh yes, the message of the risen Christ is a deeply personal one. When everything else is stripped away, our eternal destiny stands or falls on this one issue – do we have that one-to-one intimate relationship with the risen Christ? 

Have you and I, individually, responded to the voice of Jesus, crucified, risen, ascended, glorified? Have you and I, individually, responded to that still small voice, repeatedly, insistently, speaking our name and calling us to turn aside from the garbage that this world system holds dear and embrace Him as Saviour and Lord, companion and friend? 

Yes or no to following Jesus is a decision no-one else can make for us, and it is by a long way the most important decision each of us will ever make. Yes to Jesus ; yes to His free gift of life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows ; yes to His invitation to receive His richest blessing so we can be a blessing to others ; yes to His love, His joy, His peace, in this life and in the life to come. Yes – or no. There is no fence to sit on. If anyone here has not yet made that decision to say YES to Jesus, this is a very good day to say it. 
Back to Jerusalem where, at first, the crowds sniggered uneasily among themselves that the Jesus freaks must have been on the sauce, but they could see with their own eyes and hear with their own ears that the spiritual temperature all around them was changing. Peter, true to form, was first to commandeer the soapbox and grab the microphone, as he preached the sermon of his life, reminding people of God’s promise of the Holy Spirit, culminating in : everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.
The context of this, as Peter goes on to make clear, is that even those who conspired and contrived to have Jesus executed ; even those who stood guilty of murdering the Son of God ; were now being offered the opportunity, by the grace of that same God, to receive forgiveness and new life. Ponder that for a moment. Ponder the willingness of God to allow the blood of His Son to atone for the sins of those who caused that blood to be shed. 

Then, if you are in any doubt at all as to whether God could possibly accept you, forgive you, after what you have done wrong, ask yourself, in all seriousness, if your misdeeds come even remotely close to that. Of course God wants you, His child, back in His family. 

I said that it all boils down to a one-to-one between you and Jesus. God loves you so much that if you were the only person in the world whose life was in a mess, He would have sent Jesus just to save you. It’s a one-to-one thing with Jesus, a family thing. The cross is the measure of God’s commitment to be reconciled to every one of us, no matter what. 

Indeed, God’s commitment is to be reconciled to all humanity, and in Jesus He has made a way for that. The preaching in many languages on the day of Pentecost is a sign of the plan of God to reach out through the church to every nation, to make disciples in every race and culture. God’s preferred answer to the problem of Islamist extremists is to turn them into Christians, to harness their misplaced zeal to His perfect love. Picture that!

We sometimes miss the importance of Pentecost, but it really is a big deal. Without Pentecost, Easter doesn’t work, Christmas doesn’t work. At Pentecost, God finishes what He has started. Right back at the beginning of human history, God devolved to Adam the authority over all of creation. Effectively, God handed Adam the title deeds to creation. And then Adam, by biting off more than he could chew, handed them over to the devil.

Did you ever wonder why God didn’t cry foul, re-wind, take it back and start again? It was because He no longer had the authority to do so. Check that in Genesis 1.26. The world God made was now man’s to enjoy and take charge of, and if he was dumb enough to hand it over to the devil, he was within his rights to do so. A bit like if you were to give me a million pounds, as a gift – be my guest – and I put it through the shredder, then no matter how frustrated you were at my stupidity, you couldn’t do anything about it as it been a gift and it was mine to do what I liked with. Including the shredder.

Thus it was with the fall. Man had blown his God-given authority by disobedience and rebellion, and if it was ever to be won back, it would have to be man that won it through obedience and faithfulness. Thus Jesus came, the Son of Man, at Christmas to live a life doing only what He saw His Father do, saying only what He heard His Father say, even to death on a cross on perfect obedience to God’s plan, at Easter. That was when Jesus the Son of Man regained from the devil authority over creation and gave it back to us.

Authority is good, but it isn’t enough. Before He went back to Heaven, Jesus told the disciples to go and preach the gospel to all nations. They had authority to do it. But there was one thing missing. The power to do it. In and of themselves and their own human weakness, they wouldn’t have lasted 2 minutes. To do the job Jesus gave them, to fulfil the authority Jesus gave them, they also needed the power Jesus had promised them.

That’s what happened at Pentecost. The power of Heaven came upon them. The same power that Jesus had ministered in. And then what Jesus had said in John 14.12-13 came spectacularly true : I tell you the truth, anyone who believes in me will do the same works I have done, and even greater works, because I am going to be with the Father. You can ask for anything in my name, and I will do it, so that the Son can bring glory to the Father.
Even greater works than Jesus? Oh yes. Look at Acts 2.41 : Those who accepted Peter’s message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number that day. 
Very interesting to compare the Old Testament understanding of Pentecost, which marked the harvest but also the giving of the 10 Commandments, a day when, according to Exodus 32.28, 3,000 people died, with the New Testament day of Pentecost when 3,000 people were born again to eternal life. Aren’t you glad you’re a New Testament believer, not under law but under grace, redeemed from the curse of the law to enjoy God’s blessing?

And, better still, Pentecost wasn’t just a one-day spectacular long ago and far away. It is God’s picture of what church should be like now. You and I, according to the Bible, Ephesians 1.19-20, have the same power living in us that raised Jesus from the dead. You and I are Pentecostal people, with authority and power to change this world for good.

As Psalm 112 tells us, we ought not to be afraid of bad news. When things are wrong in the world, the first question we ask is not : why, God, why? : but : Right, Father, how do you want me to use the power and authority you have given me to put things right? Read through the book of Acts when you get the chance, and understand that’s the way God wants His church to be in Scotland, right now. 
Maybe next year’s General Assembly won’t have the dreaded Blue Book but will instead focus on the Good Book. Our task here is to be what God has made us to be, to go out there in a world that needs the love and grace of God and start writing our own part of Acts 29. Let’s live the resurrection life, in Pentecostal power, love and grace, and see lives change all round us as people see the risen Christ in us and want Him for themselves.
