Sermon for Pentecost 2011: Acts 2:1-21

Let’s pray…

This year has been interesting for me as I think I am more aware of the flow of the Church Year than I have ever been before. Preaching at Christmas, Easter, on Ascension Day and Pentecost has helped me to draw a straight line through each of these events in a new way. This is going to sound obvious, but I still want to observe that without Christmas, there would be no Easter, without Easter there would be no Ascension and without Jesus ascending to the Father’s side there would be no Pentecost and without Pentecost we wouldn’t be here in quite the same way. 

If we didn’t have the Holy Spirit to breathe life into all that we do and say, to remind us of God’s truth and to empower the church to follow God, then we would just be part of a remembrance movement, and not part of a world-wide vibrant life-affirming family. In fact, if ever we begin to feel more like the former and less like the latter, we need to ask some serious questions of our ourselves, in particular, our understanding of the Holy Spirit; because the Holy Spirit is probably the least talked-about member of the Holy Trinity, and yet is crucial to a lively walk with God. 

Luke, the writer of both the Gospel and the Book of Acts, certainly seems very aware of the importance of the Holy Spirit, mentioning the Spirit more times in his gospel than any of the other gospel writers. He begins his description of Jesus’ ministry by documenting the Holy Spirit coming down upon Jesus as a dove at his baptism, and from there Jesus being led by the Holy Spirit into the wilderness, all the way through to his vivid description of the events on the day of Pentecost. If Jesus’ ministry and the foundation of the early church leaned so heavily upon the Holy Spirit, how much more should ours? 

If we look at the way in which the disciples developed as a group of Jesus’ followers, we see them changed radically from the beginning of the gospels to the establishment of the church in Acts. The significant thing that has changed is their anointing with the Holy Spirit, which equips them for all that will come. Our reading from Acts this morning illustrates this beautifully. If we remember, when we first met the disciples, they were a disparate, fearful bunch. Prior to the resurrection they are often described as being afraid – especially whenever Jesus was absent. 

 - Sometimes they are afraid of ghosts – for instance in the story we heard last week – when Jesus is walking on the water. (Matt 14:26ff)

 - Sometimes they are afraid of things they can’t explain – for instance when the voice of God booms out of the cloud during the Transfiguration (Matt 17:7).

 - Sometimes they are afraid of the Jews, and sometimes they are afraid for their lives – when they are in the boat in the storm and Jesus is asleep in the bow (Mark 4:39) and of course, following Jesus’ death when they are hiding in the upper room (John 20:19).

Now I’m not mentioning these fears to condemn the disciples, in fact, I think this only means I relate to them even more strongly. I merely wish to point out the great change that we observe in them over the course of time. At the beginning of our reading from Acts, we find the disciples all sitting together in a house. And while there, they have this incredible supernatural experience, incorporating elements that would have naturally caused havoc in the near Eastern world – wind and fire, elements that could therefore have been quite justifiably frightening or threatening in such a close environment:

There was the noise of a violent wind… inside the house… 

There was fire… of all things on their heads! 

Yet somehow the disciples don’t seem to be at all afraid! Something has changed – not only are they not afraid of the Holy Spirit’s coming, but they appear to act with great boldness and freedom from here onwards. As we read on we notice that all of the disciples are suddenly outside, speaking aloud in public and in other languages! And Peter is addressing the gathered people. I know that for some, the prospect of the Holy Spirit showing up in power makes them very anxious – yet this fearful bunch of disciples are not afraid…

 - perhaps that is because Jesus told them to anticipate this moment

 - but presumably it is also because the coming of the Holy Spirit wasn’t actually the scary business that we think it might be.  

On Ascension Day, some of us gathered and shared communion together, and we reflected on how the account of the Ascension is significantly Trinitarian in nature. Similarly when thinking about the coming of the Holy Spirit, it is helpful to do so in the context of the Trinity. 

The Holy Spirit is God, no less or more than Jesus the Son or God the Father - and therefore no less or more important than Jesus the Son or God the Father.

We know that God gives us free will, that he doesn’t force himself on us, so why might we expect the Holy Spirit to act in such a way? 

God is love, the Father loves us, Jesus loves us, so why again should we assume that the Holy Spirit would act in a less loving way towards us than either of them? 

The Holy Spirit is God’s gift to us (Luke 11:13)

 - to remind us of Jesus’ teachings (John 14:26)

 - to equip us for the work that he has for us to do, in particular telling others the Good News of our faith (Matt 10:19, Luke 12:12)

 - to grow us closer to God and the person that he is calling us to be (Luke 4:23; John 6:63, John 16:13)

None of these are things are to be afraid of, on the contrary, they bring life to our faith. And so the Gifts of the Spirit also bring life. 

One of these Gifts that is very much in evidence in this passage, is the gift of speaking in tongues. As we read, we see each of the disciples able to speak a different language, and turning to our passage, we watch this wonderful event unfolding as people from foreign lands hear the great good news of God’s love in their own dialect. The languages or tongues that the disciples are speaking can be understood, and so they use their voices to glorify God. 
This prayer language is one of the many gifts of the Holy Spirit and not everyone experiences it, because only God, the giver, can determine who gets which gifts. However, this shouldn’t stop us from humbly asking for those gifts that can enrich our spiritual life and discipleship. Certainly in my experience, I have found that being able to speak in tongues has provided a language for those times in prayer when I have no words left to say. Words can sometimes feel so inadequate, yet as the Psalmist says, deep calls to deep (Ps 42)… and this gift can enable us to express the inexpressible. 

The prayer language of tongues doesn’t always take the form of a known and understood language. When Paul talks about wordless groans in Romans 8:26, that is more like my own experience. However, I have a friend who has had a recent experience that is more like that of our Acts reading. She was praying quietly for a lady who came to her for prayer, this lady was unable to say what she wanted prayer for, so my friend just prayed for her in English, but then quietly in this prayer language. As she prayed, the lady was very moved and began to cry. Only when the prayer time was over did the lady ask my friend when she had learnt to speak her native language… My friend, slightly baffled, confessed that she cannot speak that language, only to discover that her prayers, guided by the Holy Spirit had been expressed in this lady’s native tongue. The lady had heard and understood her prayers, and been moved because they spoke exactly into her needs and her sufferings. Sometimes it is easy to imagine that these events described in the Bible are confined to history – but it isn’t so, God is the same – yesterday, today and forever. 

The joy of that story isn’t that my friend has this special gift, although what a privilege to be used in such a way. The joy is that this lady understood that God loves her and cares deeply for her needs. God is glorified when we use the gifts that he has given us, and when we allow him to fill us with his Spirit afresh. God equips us as we have need, so that he can be glorified, not us. The disciples are equipped by the Holy Spirit with courage – they are no longer afraid, in fact they are bold and purposeful. Through their actions, they go on to form a powerful force that will change the face of the earth forever – the church. And that is the legacy that we have today. Are we bold enough to ask God to fill us today afresh with his Spirit, and to give us the gifts that he knows we need right now? We know not to be afraid, because the Spirit loves us and cares for us as does the Father and the Son… 

Let’s pray… 

Questions: 

Do you have any phobias? Would you say you were a fearful person? 

How does talking about the Holy Spirit make you feel? Is it something you are comfortable with? 

Are you familiar with the gifts of the Spirit? (see 1 Cor. 12 if that is helpful)

Are there some that seem easier to understand than others? If so, which ones?

Are there things that you don’t understand? Can you share them? 

Are there things that the church could do to help? (Please do feed back!)

In what ways have you seen the Holy Spirit at work today?

What do you understand about speaking in tongues? 

(There are some helpful pieces of advice about the use of praying in tongues in 1 Cor. 14) Do you have questions…?

Reading this account of the disciples speaking in different languages, there are some interesting comparisons to be made with the account of the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11. Compare and contrast!! (I’ve always wanted to say that!) 

How important do you think it is for us to vocalise our praise of God, and how can the Holy Spirit help us? 
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