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Pentecost

“The Witness of the Spirit”

I John 5:1-13, Acts 2:1-13

     It was the fiftieth day after Passover.  Along with all the other faithful Jews, the disciples gathered in Jerusalem for this festival celebrating the gift of the law.  But the disciples couldn’t help thinking that this meant it had been fifty days since Jesus’ resurrection.  And now it has been ten days since he had given them final instructions and ascended into heaven.

     He had told them to wait.  And so they were waiting, thankful to have a holy day to take their minds off of those pressing questions that were running through their minds over and over again.  How long should they wait?  What were they waiting for?  When would it happen?  How would they know?

     And then it happened.  Their questions were answered.  That day of Pentecost, in that room, the Holy Spirit was there in such a powerful way that no one could miss it.  It was full of energy, electric, like fire.  It was sound and movement like wind, and yet not exactly. 

     It must have been something like what Moses experienced as he came near God and received the law on the mountain so long ago.  

     God’s presence and power was there with them, filling them.  And they received it and began witnessing to their faith in Jesus Christ as the Savior of the world.

     It was just as he had said it would be.  It was an amazing experience.  Not only were they able to share this amazing news with clarity and passion, but as they spoke, those from other countries who did not speak their language could understand them.  

     Because of this, they were able to hear the good news—that Jesus is the Messiah that is from God.  He has come, been crucified, died, and has risen.  He is the one the scripture spoke of.  He is the fulfillment of the law.  

     As they are speaking and those from around the world are able to understand, Peter urges them to “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ, for the forgiveness of your sins.”  He promises that when they do, they too “will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”  

     They do respond and 3,000 were baptized that day.

     The Spirit’s witness that day, as people poured into Jerusalem from all over, was that this good news is for the whole world.  This good news is for all people regardless of language, class, race, background, culture, generation, morality—it is for everyone.
     Peter puts it this way:  “This promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call.” 

     This good news is for everyone because it is not longer about a particular set of rules given to a particular group of people.  Paul emphasizes that from this moment on, the law is more than rules outside of us.  It is now the law of love that is written on our hearts.  The Spirit fills and shapes our heart and mind so that we seek to live holy lives according to God’s will.

     Pentecost still happens today.  We might not see flames or hear wind or speak in other languages like the disciples did on that first Pentecost.  But it still happens to us today.  It happens when Jesus’ promise is fulfilled in our own lives; when we receive the power to move from believers to witnesses.  

       We see this change in the disciple’s lives.  Have you experienced the change in yours?  Up unto this point the disciples believed, they followed Jesus, they worshiped him, they even did miracles.  But as the Holy Spirit filled them, something changed.  Their faith shifted to the next gear.  It moved from following the directions to a deep level of understanding what needed to be done.  It’s the difference between making a box of Kraft mac & cheese, which is good stuff, to being able to make a pan of mac & cheese from scratch without a recipe, which is great, amazing stuff.  It’s the difference between using training wheels and riding a bike.
     Their faith moves from pieces to a whole, from that of nervous followers to courageous witnesses.  

     This experience of Pentecost happens when we trust Jesus fully, when we follow his instructions, and we seek the fullness of relationship with God through him.  Pentecost is an integration of faith into every aspect of our lives and allowing God to be a part of everything we do and are.  It is a deep trust, a surrendering.  

     This is Aldersgate  weekend.  It’s the day we talk about John Wesley’s Pentecost experience.  This is how he puts it:     
In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans.  About a quarter before nine, while the leader was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death. 
     The Greek word for the Holy Spirit, Paraclete, means to come along side.  At Pentecost, the Holy Spirit not only fills us, but we allow it to come along side and coach us.  The Holy Spirit coaches us into the holiness that the law was always trying to accomplish by those external rules.  

     It’s that external law that we still find ourselves burdened by that makes us shy away from the concept of holiness.  I’ve talked to many faithful people who do not want to be called holy.  They think it’s either out of their league or that it’s only for stick in the mud goody two shoes.  But a holy life is a life filled with the love of God.  A holy life is one that is blessed, close to God, and a blessing to others.  Holiness is a radiant joy, a deep compassion, a peace that passes all understanding, a love that never ends.

     Coaches give us courage, they teach us and provoke us to live into our full potential.  The Holy Spirit does this in our faith.  It coaches us in how to be more holy in this life.  

      As we think of the role of the Holy Spirit, we see a beautiful partnership within the Trinity.  Jesus saves us and makes new life possible for us.  Then the Holy Spirit comes alongside of us and helps us grow in God’s ways, producing fruit.

     The fruit is our witness.  Like the disciples, we are filled with courage and a passionate desire to share the good news.  The disciples didn’t stop after that one amazing day and go back to normal.  They didn’t come back once a year and try to replicate the experience over and over.  
     Instead, they continued to share the good news each day.  As they heard, many responded and came to faith in Jesus.  Acts 4:33 says, “With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and much grace was upon them all.”  Throughout Acts, the number of those being saved continues to grow rapidly because of their words, but also because of their actions.  

     Their witness impacted every part of their lives.  Remember, Pentecost is about giving the whole of your life to God.  The disciples lived differently.  They shared what they had with each other and gave to anyone who had need.  People recognized them and were astonished and blessed by their love.  There were no needy among them and they gave to anyone who had need.  

     The Holy Spirit coaches us to live a life that is a powerful witness through our integrity of words and actions, through our willingness to welcome all, through our willingness to share what we have, through our willingness to trust God completely.  

     May our lives be a powerful witness to what is holy and good and beautiful, to Jesus and his life and death and resurrection, so that others might desire and be drawn into this love that saves and transforms the world.      
