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Pentecost

They were in one place
Kevyn Harris                                                                                                                                          23rd May 2010
Acts 2: 1-4

Readings:

John 14: 15 – 27

Let’s pray together

God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, we thank you for the gift of your Spirit poured out upon us with great generosity.  He comes and warms our hearts, sharing the knowledge of your love, assuring us that we are your children, healing, restoring, and saving; sealing us until that great day.
There is no good and great thing done in us or through us except by his power.  All understanding we have, even though incomplete, is only by his leading and teaching.

Grant to us this day a renewed experience of his truth so that we with you, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, may be your witness in Whangarei, New Zealand, and to the farthest corners of the World. Amen.

Isn’t it the great joy of being a Christian we can say and pray these things?
And we don’t have to wait to Pentecost either.  We could pray and speak on the Holy Spirit every Sunday. Without the Spirit, Christian life and faith is dead in the water.  
It’s worth remembering what the Bible consistently teaches: the Christian life is impossible.  Soon we will be back in Genesis looking at the impossible call of Abraham: a man and his wife promised land when they had none and no army to take it.  A couple who were old and could never have children promised descendants; the whole thing an absolute impossibility. The Christian life is a God ordered life and therefore only possible through the very power and ability of God.  
Look around you at these other followers of Jesus. When you look at a Christian know that here there is the same power at work that made the heavens and the earth.  A Christian is a person living the impossible life.
At the very heart of this faith and living is the Holy Spirit. He is the dynamo of the Universe:  the executive arm and power of God.  He gets the will of God done, in us and through us.
No surprise then that is coming and effect is often very profound.  Pascal, the great mathematician and philosopher talked about his own encounter this way:

"The year of grace 1654, Monday, 23 November, day of St. Clement, Pope and Martyr. From about half-past ten in the evening until about half-past twelve, FIRE. God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, not of the philosophers nor of the Wise. Assurance, joy, assurance, feeling, joy, peace...Just Father, the world has not known thee but I have known thee. Joy, joy, joy, tears of joy." 

Many if not all encounters with Gods Spirit is as life changing as it was for Pascal. 

So it was at Pentecost.  So it was for the Early Church, for Paul, for Cornelius and his household in Acts chapter 10.
His coming is an experience far more than it is a doctrine or an idea.  Doctrines are built on Scripture but much of Scripture comes from people’s experience of God.  The Bible, we remember, isn’t written in isolation from human experience but in the very nitty gritty of life and faith.  The Biblical writers were not people who were philosophers or spent their time speculating on life and the Universe.  They believed because their experience of God was real.  

Indeed, it was so overwhelming and so real they had to talk about it.  If our experience of God is real we also will want to talk about it.  And friends, people outside need  to hear about your experience.  They might wonder what your game is.  They might classify you and judge you and dismiss you without wanting to see evidence to the contrary.  But your experience and mine tells us they need to hear anyway otherwise they miss the same opportunity. 

And this is why the Spirit would come, said Jesus.  So that we would become witnesses to the truth that he is Lord before and above all things.  

Now we can assume the Spirit comes to make us bold witnesses.  There is truth in that. He does make us bold, but the real truth is much more.  The message that Jesus is Lord is not a message for human sharing alone.  It’s not our words that will do the Spirits work.  Our logic will not convict any person of sin.  We will not penetrate the complex avoidance and defence mechanisms of the human heart that work against our salvation.  Our words are to ears and minds but the Spirit can drive home to the very core of a person’s being.  He alone can open their eyes so that they see they are in a dangerous place, far from the God and the safety of the fathers House. 
You and I might be the most eloquent speakers and reach the emotions but we will not show the deep vacuum that exists in any life without Christ.  This is the Spirits work and he alone can do it. 

So in beginning this morning can we return to the passage in Acts as it records the coming of the Holy Spirit?
I know we often talk about the day of Pentecost as the birthday of the Church.  Sometimes we get enthusiastic and produce a big birthday Cake.  (Today is not the day by the way!  There is no cake waiting for you when you leave here) 
And however we might want to talk about it, the day of Pentecost was like a party for they were all gathered together in the one place. Sounds a bit like a party to me.  And God positively loves parties and seeing us together.  But he loves to see us together because he blesses unity and unity must have a physical manifestation.  
We can have unity of purpose and thought and all these are good.  But how real are they or how can they grow in us if we never gather together.  We rob others and ourselves when we neglect gathering together. 
It was no accident that the Spirit came upon them when they were all in one place.  They were together as the gathered community of Jesus.  Not on their own, in homes and workplaces.  Sure, the Spirit has visited and ministered when many of us are in our homes and workplaces.  Many people here today will attest to the fact that their first experience of the Holy Spirit was at home in prayer, worship, reading the Scriptures, and in many other places and times.  But we should not overlook the fact that most experiences recorded in Acts is of the Spirit coming upon groups of people.   We damage our understanding of God and his Spirit’s work if we neglect gathering together.  God is triune and this means he is a community; the community upon which all community is founded.  He is the father from whom all families take their name. And the Spirit’s work is linked near enough to the community of the Church in its various forms to say that his work is in terms of one people gathered together. 
Our very unity is based on him. 

Paul says in Ephesians 4:3 to make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit. 
We are members of the Body of Christ only by his work. 

It is the Holy Spirit who immerses us in the Body of Christ. In 1 Corinthians 12: 13 it says “...we were all baptised by one Spirit into (the) one body” being the Body of Christ the Church. 
And being together in one place is the physical sign of this unity and the basis for growth in this unity. If we are born of God’s Spirit we will actively seek fellowship and deeply desire fellowship with other followers of Christ.

I remember as a new Christian wanting nothing more than to be at Church come Sunday morning and desperately keen to see my parents there too and deeply resenting any person or situation that stopped it happening.  There was a woman from our family’s past that took to turning up without any notice on Sunday morning, just as my parents would be otherwise preparing to come to Church.   I realised after a while what was happening and lead of the Spirit prayed against the influence at work in her life.  She stopped appearing on Sunday morning.  My parents became Christians.  

And you know it’s not that I didn’t want to see her but I knew she was keeping Mum and Dad from gathering with those who knew and loved Jesus.  It was that gathering and those people who became God’s influence until that day Dad called me one day and asked if Trish and I would like to attend their baptism.  

Would I?  With bells on!!

And all I know of the Bible and all I read written by serious men and women of God throughout the ages and all I know in my own heart and experience makes me doubt any teaching which ignores or devalues the fellowship of God’s People.  It is important we gather together, be it in the small group or the larger congregation.  
And can we get past the infantile stage of spiritual development that looks for the biggest, brightest, and most perfect gathering?  Why does anybody think the church on the day of Pentecost had it together?  Look at the Corinthian Church – it was a bomb site!  If ever a group of believers looked a mess it was them but what else do we see?  In all this mess God’s Spirit was so powerfully at work Paul had to try and rein them in.  They were so on fire he had to dig some fire breaks. The Spirit does not descend on the perfect church.  He descends on people who love Jesus and mean business with God.

These first followers meant business with God.  And so they were not gathered in one place for a social event.  Chapter one and verse 14 tells us “They all joined together constantly in prayer...”  They were in one place for a single purpose: to wait upon the Lord in prayer believing in the promise Jesus had given them about the Spirit.  

I wonder if this is something lacking in our personal lives.  What about as a Church?  What about as families? What place does prayer have? 
I know as a Church our idea of worship is more about singing songs than prayer.  We emphasis singing but the Temple and this building are referred to as the house of prayer.  That’s what Jesus called the Temple.  That is the understanding the Church has always had about its place of worship.  It is the house of prayer.  Nowhere is it referred to as the “house of singing”.

Yes, you’re right.  Of course singing is part of worshipping God without doubt, but songs themselves are meant to be prayers.  Prayer is the way we reach out to God and in prayer God meets us.  I am not saying he cannot meet us in a song.  Many times he has touched my heart in the middle of congregational praise but Jesus did not say keep on singing.  He did say to keep knocking, keep asking, and keep seeking.  The knocking, seeking, and asking are connecting with prayer, always and all together are linked to asking the Lord for his Spirit to come. 
By all means sing your prayer but do not think singing itself is the sacrifice of praise.  Singing alone dissipates or weakens faith but prayer strengthens conviction.  Those are not my words but those of an old Pentecostal Revivalist and through many years I have experienced their truth time and again.

If you want to strengthen your conviction and life in Christ you must pray and be prepared to constantly pray.  Shouts and songs of praise are often the outcome of the Spirits coming and presence.  But he is attracted to the heart prepared in humility through prayer.  I cannot recommend this enough.  Taking time to pray is basic to a spiritual life.  The Holy Spirit is not attracted by a prayer less believer but by a disciple constantly praying.  This is why we are encouraged to pray always. And if he finds a group of people prepared by prayer and focused in love for Jesus, he will come. 

You might object and say “hold on.  He has already come.  How can you suggest he is yet to come?”

The Holy Spirit does not come once.  He does not fill us once.  He comes and he fills us again and again or our religion is only religion and not a living relationship with God through Christ.  We can say this because Ephesians tells us to be continually filled with the Spirit.  That must be our expectation.  If it is not our praying will descend into empty practice for the sake of it, “saying our prayers” without any expectation that comes with fellowship with a living person.  We will be satisfied with carrying out the practice, convinced we have met our obligation and that God must be pleased with us.  

Finally, they were all praying together in one place on a certain day.  That is all of them had gathered together on a particular day.  They had not allowed themselves to be distracted either by fear of the authorities or the demands of their families, businesses or leisure activities and wherever you find the Spirit moving in power on a group of people you will find people who make gathering together before the Lord their first priority and to hang with everything else!

Don’t be surprised when you find your spiritual life dull and boring.  Or Church Services lacking that excitement and bounce and convicting power.  Or your small groups time together is more about the food and drink than real manifestations of spiritual power leading to service and witness.  
If we do not pray we are practicing atheists and if we do not pray together we are ignoring our calling in the world.   And if this all is true we are being distracted by many things but not attracted by the love of Jesus.  And that is the crux of the matter.  If there are better things to do in your life than even the basic commitment to meet with and pray with other believers, you cannot expect God to take you seriously.

But he loves to find that disciple and that gathering that takes Jesus and his kingdom seriously.  When he does he descends – the wind blows through our lives and tosses the rubbish out.  We are set on fire like the burning bush.  We become what we are called to be – a sign and testimony that our God reigns. 
