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Sermon for Pentecost (May 11), 2008
Just before Jesus ascended back into heaven, he took his disciples aside and said to them, “You shall receive power after the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you shall be witnesses unto me in Jerusalem and in Judea and in Samaria and unto the uttermost parts of the earth.”  And some days following this, these same disciples were gathered together in an upper room in Jerusalem.  The Book of Acts says that they were “with one accord in one place.”  And then, this mysterious event that we heard about in our Epistle lesson occurred.  A sound like a hurricane or tornado came down from heaven and filled the house where they were gathered.  And then flames of fire rested upon each of the disciples, and they began to speak with other tongues.
This is how the New Testament introduces us to the work and power of the Holy Spirit, that most mysterious and least understood Person in the Trinity.  Most of us know that the Holy Spirit is the Third Person of the Trinity, and every Sunday in the Creed we stand up and say that we believe in “the Holy Ghost [Spirit], the Lord and Giver of Life, who proceedeth from the Father and the Son; who with the Father and the Son is worshipped and glorified; who spake by the prophets.”
But the fact remains that the Holy Spirit is the most mysterious and least well-understood Person in the Godhead.  He gets the least amount of “press coverage” both in the Bible and in the Creeds.  In the Apostles’ Creed, for example, we say only that we “believe in the Holy Ghost.”  Nothing else is said about Him in that Creed other than that St. Mary conceived Jesus “by the Holy Ghost.”

It is impossible to say more than a few words about the Holy Spirit in a single sermon.  It would really be best to devote a whole series of sermons on the person, nature, and function of the Holy Spirit.  But let’s begin this morning with His name: the Holy Spirit.  Three words.  The first thing to notice is that He’s spoken of as “spirit.” (By the way, the use of “ghost,” as in “the Holy Ghost,” is simply an older Germanic-type word—geist—that means “spirit”—as in “zeitgeist,” meaning, “spirit of the age.”  Not “ghost” as in a spooky dead person who haunts houses and comes out at Halloween!)
So the first thing to note is that he is a spirit.  This means He is not material, has no body, and is therefore free of bodily, as well as spatial and temporal, limitations.  The apostle Paul writes that “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Cor. 3:17).  The Holy Spirit is free, unconfined, spontaneous—rather like the wind.  Jesus told Nicodemus that “the wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit” (Jn 3:8).  While the spirit of man is limited by a tabernacle of flesh, God does not have any such limitations.

The English word spirit comes from a Latin word that literally means “breath,” and the Hebrew word for “spirit” that’s used in the Old Testament also means “breath,” or “wind.”  To the writers of the Bible, the breath is what gives life to a person, and so when God created Adam, God “breathed into Adam’s nostrils the breath of life; and Adam became a living being” (Gen. 2:7).  In addition to life, spirit also represents “energy, drive, and dynamic movement”; that is, a vital and powerful force.  And so in the New Testament we see that the Holy Spirit brings power (dynamis) and the energy of God, for as Jesus says, “You shall receive power (dynamis) after that the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you shall be witnesses unto me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and unto the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

It is this moving power, this dynamic and energetic aspect of the Holy Spirit that is so necessary for us Anglicans to keep in mind.  Because our worship is stately and liturgical and not particularly emotional, and also because our approach to Christian faith and practice tends to be intellectual rather than spontaneous, we can sometimes be lulled into thinking of God as sedate, uninspiring, and even boring.  But when the Holy Spirit descends upon us, He does so with power (dynamis) and energy.
The disciples upon whom the Holy Spirit descended on that first Pentecost had been simple men: fishermen and so on.  And they had been confused about the purpose of Jesus’ ministry and messiahship.  But look at what happens after the Holy Spirit descended upon them: they are now able to speak powerfully and convincingly of “the wonderful works of God.”  All throughout the Book of Acts we see them moving out powerfully with boldness and confidence and sharing the Good News of Christ.  In fact, immediately after this passage in Acts 2 that we have as our Epistle lesson, Peter stands up and gives such a powerful sermon that some 3,000 people were converted and baptized on one day.
And this brings us to one of the main reasons that the Holy Spirit is poured out and given to the followers of Christ.  The Holy Spirit is given to us to enable us to do the work of ministry.  The Church is the extension of Jesus Christ into this world of space and time.  And the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Jesus Christ, the alter ego of Jesus, as well as the Spirit of the Lord.
Let us pray that the Holy Spirit will come down upon each of us in a new and powerful way this day and enable us to share the Good News of Jesus and to do the work of ministry that God has called each and every one of us into.
Let us pray that the Holy Spirit will enlighten and guide us and lead us into all truth.  Let us pray that the Holy Spirit will “fire us up” to do the will of God and to keep our minds and hearts focused on Christ and His promises of hope, redemption, salvation, and goodness.
� J. Rodman Williams, Renewal Theology, 2:138.  I am very indebted to Dr. Williams for this part of my sermon.





