13 March 2016 : Acts 2 : 1-13  
Now this is where the fun really starts. This is where the enigmatic promise made by the risen Jesus in Acts 1.8 is delivered, in spades. The Lord had said : 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. And it happened on the Jewish festival day of Pentecost. Please note that Pentecost was not invented by television preachers.
Its origins are deep in the Old Testament, as recorded in Leviticus 23:15-16 : From the day after the Sabbath, the day you brought the sheaf of the wave offering, count off seven full weeks. Count off fifty days up to the day after the seventh Sabbath, and then present an offering of new grain to the Lord. To translate that into language we can follow a bit more easily, the Jewish feast of Pentecost came 50 days after the offering of the Passover lamb, and was a time to commemorate the giving of the Law on Mount Sinai.
God’s timing of the outpouring of His Holy Spirit was no accident. Just as the sacrificial death of Jesus at the cross coincided with Passover, mirroring and fulfilling the offering of the sacrificial lamb, His death the once-for-all sin offering superseding the ritual offering of livestock each year for the sins of the nation ; so too the pouring out of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost mirrored and fulfilled the giving of the law, the blessing and anointing of God upon His people superseding what Paul memorably called the curse of the Law.
The giving of the Law, the 10 commandments and hundreds of others, was never, in fact, God’s best plan and purpose for His people. It was designed to address their pride, the sense of the Israelites in the desert that they were perfectly capable of pleasing God by their own human efforts, by giving them a very long and complex tick-list that no mere human being could ever fulfil under their own steam, in the hope that they might get their heads out of the clouds, realise they weren’t quite the hot shots they liked to think they were, realise they were incapable of saving themselves, realise that they needed a saviour.

From Exodus 19 right through to Exodus 31, we have the giving of the Law on Mount Sinai. That’s a whole lot of law, yet almost slap bang in the middle of it we find the people chirping : We will do everything the Lord has said. We will obey [Exodus 24.7]. That was quite a mouthful. Open mouths, insert feet, both feet. Feet, as it soon transpired, of clay.

Moses was still up on the mountain, collecting the tablets of stone, when in Exodus 32 we have the sorry little tale of the golden calf. Because Moses wasn’t back yet from his encounter with the Almighty, the people who had just committed themselves to obeying God pressurised Moses’ brother Aaron – who, I grant you, should have grown a backbone and put them right – to make an idol, a golden calf, a hand-made God to worship instead of the real One to whom they had just proclaimed their undying allegiance. Uh-oh!
Surprise, surprise, that little day’s work did not end well, and we read in Exodus 32.28 that about 3,000 of the people died. Bear that figure in mind for just one moment. But let me just say that what the Israelites had done was vote upon themselves an impossible burden, through pride. The truth for them, then, and the truth for us, now, is that nobody could ever measure up to the standards of perfect holiness required to have fellowship with God.

The story is told of the man who died and found himself outside the Pearly Gates, facing an angel with a clipboard. You know this is just a story because in Heaven there will be no clipboards, no mobile phones, no computers, no none of that, OK? Anyway … the man marched up to the angel as if he owned the place and gave his name. The angel checked the printouts on his clipboard before replying : Don’t see your name on here. Tell me why you think you’ve come to the right place. You need 100 points to qualify for admission.  

The man got quite indignant. Well, I went through Sunday School, Bible Class and the Boys Brigade. I joined the church when I was 16 and was a member all my life. Even if I didn’t go to church any week, I always filled my envelope and put it in for the collection.   I never cheated on my wife. I didn’t drink, I didn’t smoke, I didn’t swear, I didn’t gamble,  I never broke the law, I never even got a parking ticket. And I gave generously to charity.
The angel nodded his head and said, OK, let me see, that comes to 7½ points out of 100. Nowhere near enough, I’m afraid. Anything else you can think of? The man crumpled visibly and fell to his knees sobbing uncontrollably. Jesus, please help me, I need you. Whereupon the angel smiled broadly and said : That’s much better. In you come!
The giving of the Law at Sinai had a purpose, but it was never meant as an admission ticket to Heaven, or indeed any sort of blessing. Quite the opposite. If you study Exodus, from the time the people came out of Egypt to the time the Law was given, you will see that they moaned and complained and whinged non-stop, but no punishment came upon them for their attitude, their stinkin’ thinkin’. They were living under God’s grace.

Until the Law was given on that first Pentecost, when about 3,000 people died. Compare that, please, with the second Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit was given, and you will see at Acts 2.41 that about 3,000 people were born again. The law brought death, the Holy Spirit brings life. Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 3.6-8 : God has enabled us to be ministers of his new covenant. This is a covenant not of written laws, but of the Spirit. The old written covenant ends in death; but under the new covenant, the Spirit gives life.

The old way, with laws etched in stone, led to death, though it began with such glory that the people of Israel could not bear to look at Moses’ face. For his face shone with the glory of God, even though the brightness was already fading away. Shouldn’t we expect far greater glory under the new way, now that the Holy Spirit is giving life?    

That being so, I think it’s a pity that so many church folks are so much more comfortable with a legalistic approach to what they see as their faith, than with the new life of the Holy Spirit. Some of us are OK with the 10 commandments, but don’t really like any talk of being born again or, worse still, baptism in the Holy Spirit. But actually, the plain teaching of Scripture is that the outpouring of the Holy Spirit is a blessing that leads all who receive into life in all its rich abundance, whereas legalism leads to spiritual death.
Today I would encourage us to think seriously what we’d rather have – the old traditions that have no life in them, or the blessing of the Holy Spirit that will bring the presence and the power of Jesus Himself into ours heart and enable us to be and to do all that Father God has called us to be and to do since before time began. I encourage you to choose life.

We will look in far more detail into the person and the work of the Holy Spirit in the coming weeks and months, beyond Easter, but there’s one more point in v.1 that I don’t want us to miss. When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. The New King James version puts it : they were all with one accord in one place.
I’m not an ecumaniac. I don’t think some of the discussions about church unity have got us very far. There are major differences of opinion, for example, about the role that can properly be played by women in ministry. Nor is it straightforward for people of one denomination to take communion in some other denominations. And, to be fair, within our own Church of Scotland, there are people who seem more concerned for rules about who can be baptised than for upholding the Word of God as the supreme rule of faith and life. 
So when I draw attention to this statement of being all with one accord in one place, I’m not making an argument for some sort of ecclesiastical joinery to unite all denominations. That, sadly, is a long and frustrating journey. I think the point is far simpler and more direct, namely, that the people were of one mind and one heart, to love and serve the Lord irrespective of differences on silly wee things that don’t really matter all that much. 
Fundamentally, to be all with one accord in one place surely implies that the people were so in love with Jesus that His love flowed through them and enabled them to love one another, as Jesus commanded in John 15.12 : Love one another as I have loved you. This love of Jesus was so strong at this moment that it over-ruled and made irrelevant considerations of background, education, economic or social status.
Now, please note that this was even before the Holy Spirit was given in full measure. This love for Jesus and love for one another was because the Holy Spirit had already touched them and brought them to a point of being born again, but there was more to come. In John 14.17 we find Jesus speaking of the Holy Spirit, who leads into all truth. The world cannot receive him, because it isn’t looking for him and doesn’t recognize him. But you know him, because he lives with you now and later will be in you.
The best was yet to come, and was about to come, but it certainly helped God’s plan that already there was a sense of love for one another and unity of purpose within that early church, a group of probably about 120 people. I am convinced that, here and now, in this community, we are on the edge of a great outpouring of the Holy Spirit which will see many people brought into the Kingdom of God, with miraculous signs and wonders. Hmph, don’t know if I like the sound of that. I like church just as it is, nane of that stuff. Well, all I would say is that Jesus has a markedly different point of view. 

In Mark 16, Jesus makes abundantly clear what the job of the church was and is, and always will be : vs.15-19 : Go into all the world and preach the Good News to everyone. Anyone who believes and is baptized will be saved. But anyone who refuses to believe will be condemned. These miraculous signs will accompany those who believe: They will cast out demons in my name, and they will speak in new tongues. They will be able to handle snakes with safety, and if they drink anything poisonous, it won’t hurt them. They will be able to place their hands on the sick, and they will be healed.
I can remember visiting a number of houses over the years to be plied with tea in cracked china cups that hadn’t, I suspect, seen washing up liquid since Clement Attlee was Prime Minister and, believe you me, I claimed that bit about if they drink anything poisonous, it won’t hurt them. All joking aside, these words of Jesus set out His vision of what normal Christianity and normal church life should be. His words challenge us to focus our attention away from our own wee 2½d likes and dislikes and on to where He wants us to be, bringing the good news of a living Jesus to a dying world, starting in this village.

William Temple, Archbishop of Canterbury during World War 2, famously stated that the Church is the only society that exists for the benefit of those who are not its members. But if there is no love in our hearts, no unity in our vision, what sort of witness would that be? The Roman Empire was not always kind to Christians, to say the least. Violent storms of persecution swept through the early church, yet as Tertullian records, the impression they created was : See how they love one another : and that love won many hearts.

God longs to bring the people of Ancrum / Lilliesleaf into relationship with Himself, but the fact is that you and I are the first and perhaps the only Bible they will read, which is a challenge! When I was in my probationary year, my “bishop” told me about two sisters in his former church who, Sunday by Sunday, sat beside one another in the front row of the balcony, and never spoke. Not in church, not outside church. They despised each other, and everyone in town knew it. How could the church win the respect of the parish for how they love one another if it was so obvious some of them don’t even talk to one another? 

If the love of Jesus is not evident in our midst, if there is any unforgiveness or other bad feeling within the church, God’s saving purpose for the people we’re here to witness to is, to that extent, hindered. The devil seeks out the weakest links. Let’s not make it easy for him. Let’s make sure anything we say about the church and the people who are the church is positive and loving, not critical and complaining, and be assured if I hear anyone talking ugly about you good folks, I’ll soon teach them the error of their ways! 

But the wonderful good news is that God has sent His Holy Spirit, the life and person and presence and power of Jesus Himself into our midst, enabling us to rise way above the petty wee niggles and grudges that our flesh makes much of and the devil makes use of.  In the light of the overwhelming love of Jesus that led Him to the cross in our place, everything else falls into proper perspective. Silly fall-outs fade away into insignificance. The things of earth will grow strangely dim in the light of His glory and grace.  
We are standing at a crossroads in the life of this community. God wants to bring the new life of the Holy Spirit to the people of this place. He wants to bring forgiveness, healing of body and soul, love, joy, peace, encouragement, total transformation. Will we as the body of Christ in this place be faithful to our Head and let Him minister in us, to us and through us? Jesus has so much in store for us, if we will only lay aside our fears and receive the full outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Will we, as one in heart and mind, let go and let God? 

