
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


Pentecost – Whitsunday

psalter:
Psalm 145
1st lesson:
Joel 2:28-32
2nd lesson:
Acts 2:1-11
The Gift of the Spirit
The coming of the Holy Ghost to Christ's people meets their need for inner strength in the service of God, for courage in their lives as Christians, and for loyalty and enthusiasm in God's work. His appearance is the culmination of Christ's redemptive work, the promised other Comforter to be with his people forever, the power to be His witnesses that He had pledged to the apostles just before the Ascension. The gift of the Spirit led to the beginning of the preaching of Jesus of Nazareth as Lord and Savior. Saint Peter concluded his sermon on the first Christian Pentecost by saying, "God hath made that same Jesus, whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ." (Acts 2:36)

This day also marked the beginning of the life of the Spirit in the Church, the inauguration of the empowering presence of God the Holy Ghost in the life of the followers of Christ; a presence binding them together in a living fellowship. It meant that the Lord Jesus would now be everywhere present with his followers through the Spirit; for in speaking of His coming, Christ said, "I will not leave you comfortless: I will come to you." (John 14:18) So in the coming of the Spirit, our Lord comes to us also.
The Spirit's coming was the fulfillment of the words of the prophet Joel, through whom God had said, "And it shall come to pass . . . that I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh." (Joel 2:28), a prophecy quoted by Saint Peter in his sermon on the day of Pentecost. Jeremiah had spoken of a new covenant which God would make with His people: "I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts." (Jeremiah 31:33) The Holy Spirit is the divine instrument which writes that covenant upon the hearts of God's people. And in speaking of the necessity of moral living by the Christian, Saint Paul wrote to the Corinthians, "Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God?" (1st Corinthians 6:19).
The Holy spirit is a gift of God the Father to all Christians. In Baptism, we pray, "Give thy Holy Spirit to this Child...That he may be born again" (Prayer Book, Page 276). After Baptism has been performed, we thank God in these words: "We yield thee hearty thanks, most merciful Father, that it hath pleased thee to regenerate this Child . . . with thy Holy Spirit" (Page 280).
In the First Office of Instruction, after reciting the Apostles' Creed, we are asked, "What do you chiefly learn in these articles of belief?" Part of the answer is, "I learn to believe . . . in God the Holy Ghost, who sanctifieth me, and all the people of God" (Prayer Book, Page 285). When the Bishop conducts the order of Confirmation, he prays for the confirmands, "Strengthen them, we beseech thee, O Lord, with the Holy Ghost, the Comforter, and daily increase in them the manifold gifts of grace." At the laying on of hands, he asks God that each person being confirmed "may daily increase in thy Holy Spirit more and more" (Prayer Book, Page 297). The Lord Himself said to His apostles, and to all Christians, "I will pray the Father, and he shall give you another Comforter, that he may abide with you for ever; even the Spirit of truth; whom the world cannot receive, because it seeth him not, neither knoweth him; but ye know him; for he dwelleth with you, and shall be in you." (John 14: 16-17)
The Holy Spirit is not the exclusive property of any one group of those who follow Christ. When a man named Nicodemus came to see Jesus to talk to Him about what He was teaching, the Lord said to him, "Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God." (John 3:3) Nicodemus took this literally, so Jesus repeated and expanded this metaphor of the new birth to illustrate the great change that must take place if we are to enter into God's kingdom: "Except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God." (3:5). Every Christian is "born again" or anew "of water and of the Spirit" in baptism, his life set on a new way, toward God. For some, this is done in infancy, and they never remember or know any other way of life. Others come to it later, but all in baptism are spiritually born into the Christian way.
Every human being is a child of God by creation. But in baptism, by water and the Spirit, we are born into a new relationship with Him. We become His children allover again, by adoption and grace. We are made children of the New Covenant, and given His Spirit to dwell in us and in the fellowship of His people. We are in a new relationship with God, in which the Holy Spirit can work within us and in all the people of God.
Our Lord spoke in other terms also of this change that is necessary if we are to enter God's kingdom. He called for a change of heart in those who heard His message, when He began His minis- try: "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand: repent ye, and believe the gospel."(Mark 1:15) Or, He said that we must become and be trusting and obedient as little children are, if we expect to enter the kingdom: "Except ye be converted, and become as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven." (Matthew 18:3) The Holy Spirit is the One Who brings us into this new relationship with God, and then helps us to grow and persevere in it.
It's true that some show more evidence of the Sprit at work in their lives than others, but Christ recognized that this would be true. At the end of the parable of the sower, He says that the seed that fell on good ground "did yield fruit that sprang up and increased; and brought forth some thirty, and some sixty, and some an hundred." (Mark 4:8) Saint Paul stressed that the Holy Ghost also gives different kinds of gifts to different people in the church, but that all these are for the building up of the fellowship, and that no one is to look down on, or envy, someone who has other ways of serving God. In addition, he wrote to the Galatians of "the fruit of the Spirit," characteristics of the Christian life which the Spirit seeks to develop in every member of the church: "Love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, good- ness, faith, meekness, temperance." (Galatians 5:22-23) All of this, Saint Paul reminded the Corinthians, is the work of "that one and the selfsame Spirit, dividing to every man severally as he will." (1st Corinthians 12: 11)
The Holy Spirit won't force Himself upon us, but He is always there when we call on Him. Saint Paul admonished Timothy, "Stir up the gift of God, which is in thee by the putting on (or, laying on) of my hands." (2nd Timothy 1:6) He was referring to his ordination of Timothy, but what he said applies as well to our confirmation. The Holy Spirit does not operate mechanically in our lives. We must welcome Him, depend on Him, call on Him, and act in faith the "He is in us and with us". We can't learn from the Spirit or grow in Him unless we obey God's commandments and live by His laws, especially the two Great Commandments. As we try to do this, we are strengthened by the Comforter to obey and be faithful.

Sometimes our hearts seem to be cold and hard; we suffer what have been called times of "spiritual dryness." But we can always believe the words of our Lord: "I will pray the Father, and he shall give you another Comforter, that he may abide with you for ever." Whether we are aware of Him or not, the Comforter, the Holy Spirit, is with us and in us. The Lord promised that He and His heavenly Father would send Him – and They do.
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