Pentecost Sunday – Graeme Ross

Welcome to online church, my name’s Graeme, I’m one of the regional ministers with the eastern Baptist Association, it’s nice to be here joining you.

I wanted to talk to you, you might have seen the video I made a few weeks ago about Jesus being transfigured – Jesus, Peter, James and John go up a mountain, Jesus is transformed, God says, “That’s my boy, I’m so proud of him”; Peter, with his Old Testament understanding of temples and tabernacles as being the place where God lives says “Let’s bottle the presence of God, let’s keep him here.”  Jesus, in contrast, says “No, we’re going down the mountain, we’re taking God’s presence out into the world.”  And the point of that video is to say, are we trying to bottle, to hold on to the presence of God, or are we trying to take God’s presence out into the world?  In other words, are we more like Peter or Jesus?

Looking at pictures coming up on the screen.  In which of these pictures is God found?

Pic 1. Church – people are worshipping, we might say “Of course God’s presence is found there.”  

How about Pic 2. – someone’s home; perhaps where you’re listening right now.  Would you have said two months ago that’s where God’s presence is found as much as that first picture of people worshipping?  And would our view be different now?  Undoubtedly it will be as we have learned what it is to worship in our homes, to connect together over the internet or perhaps in other ways.

Or how about pic 3 – a concert?  Does God work at concerts?  Or just at Christian concerts?  I’ve got a friend who God called to Christian ministry at a One Direction concert.  Now that’s just bizarre, isn’t it?  How does someone go to church and not hear God speak, and go to a One direction concert and actually hear God guide, direct, completely transform their life?  Well God works in all sorts of ways.

How about Pic 4 – a school?  Is God at work in schools?  You might say yes, there might be a Christian chaplain there, there might be Christians taking assemblies.  But in my view, you can’t take God into a school because God is there already.
In the Bible, in a number of places it says that we, Christians, as individuals and collectively as the church, are temples of the Holy Spirit.  Ephesians 2:21-22 says, ‘In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.’ 

In the Old Testament there was a temple building that was built; in the temple there was the outer court where anyone could go, then there was the part where Jewish women could get to and then you were getting a bit closer to the temple itself.  The Jewish men could get there, and stand at or near the altar where animals were sacrificed (we won’t dwell on that too much) and then moving beyond there was the temple building where the priests could go.  And right beyond there, in the far corner was the Most Holy Place, where the most holy presence of God dwelt.  And only in that place the high priest could go.  In Ephesians 2 where it says “You are the temple of the Holy Spirit” that is the place it is talking about.  The Greek language that the New Testament was written in uses the word Laos, the most holy place.  You as a Christian and we as the church are that Most Holy place where God’s presence dwells.

In Ezekiel 47 Ezekiel has a picture of water flowing out of the temple.  I don’t think this picture has anything to do with the plumbing, or pipes bursting or anything like that, this was a picture of the presence of God that would flow out of the temple into the world.  There would come a time when rather than people having to go into the temple to engage with God, god’s presence would flow out freely.  And the further the water, God’s presence, got from the building the deeper it would get.  Don’t you find that significant, that the further it flows away from the temple the more powerful God would be.  Everything would be turned inside out; rather than travelling to get to God, we would take God’s presence out into the world.  And isn’t that what’s happening at this time of COVID-19 and lockdown?  We’ve been forced to think away from our buildings; rather than saying to people, “come to our buildings and meet with God” we’re taking God’s presence out into the world and we’re seeing God’s presence move out.
When Jesus was on the earth, during the feast of tabernacles he shouted out, “If anyone is thirsty let him come to me and drink.”  One of the things that happened at the feast of tabernacles is that on the temple steps, they poured water down the steps and they did that as a reminder of Ezekiel’s vision that we have just talked about.  Was it in that moment when they did that, that Jesus shouted out “‘Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as Scripture has said, rivers of living water will flow from within them.’ By this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive. Up to that time the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus had not yet been glorified.” (John 7:37-39)

Is Jesus envisioning this time where we’re going to take God’s presence out into this world – that we are the fulfilment of Ezekiel 47, that we are the carriers of God’s presence out into the world?  No longer do we have to say to people, “come to a building to meet God”, because people should be able to see God in us.  

We don’t have to take God out into the world because he is already there, but people should be able to see God in us.

Thinking about us being the temples of the Holy Spirit, if you’re going to build something you have to think about the fact that the design of a building will be influenced by the people who are going to live there.  (Shows pic of building site).  This is a hotel that is being constructed, it has been designed to house a number of people, it has been split into a number of rooms to accommodate more people – the design shapes who will live there.

Or looking at this second picture (‘welcome to our home’ sign) as we think about the welcome sign – if we are temples of the Holy spirit are there signs on us saying spiritually ‘welcome’?  You are welcome into this presence, you are welcome to see God in me, I want Jesus’ light to shine out of me.  I don’t want to take the light of Jesus and hide it under a bowl, I want to put it on a lamp for all to see.  You are welcome to see the light of God.
Or how about this picture of a lion in a zoo?  Are we trying to cage the presence of God?  Or are we willing to let him out, to unleash the lion, to say that Jesus is for the whole world, Jesus is for us.

Or how about this football stadium?  It would be looking quite different at the moment, quite empty.  But you go to a football stadium, when we are allowed to anyway, you go to see something on show, you go to see a display of skill and something wonderful.  Unless you are a Man United supporter, of course, in which case you just live with disappointment.  But you go to watch something exciting.  If we are temples of the Holy Spirit, are we like this – are we like this thing saying ‘come and see God within us’?  There’s no sense of arrogance in that, because when we look at our lives, we are imperfect, there’s so much we could be doing better, but God is at work in our lives in so many different ways.

Is God’s presence a gift just for us or for the whole world?  Are we like Peter, saying we want to hang on to the presence of God, or are we like Jesus wanting to take that presence to the whole world?  Do we have any desire to share our faith with those around us?  Are we willing to say, actually Jesus changed my life?  Because if we don’t it implies that perhaps our faith isn’t very real inside us.  And actually, whether we have a desire to share faith with people is perhaps a diagnosis of how healthy our faith is – because if we don’t want to talk about it then perhaps it is not real in us in the first place.
What are we full of?  Jesus says in Luke 6:43-45 “No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good fruit. Each tree is recognised by its own fruit. People do not pick figs from thorn-bushes, or grapes from briers. A good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and an evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For the mouth speaks what the heart is full of.”
What is it that we are full of?  Because what we’re full of will flow out of us, that’s what Jesus is saying.  And what we talk about the most indicates what we are most full of.  How about this prayer from Romans 15:13: “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.” Will God’s presence overflow out of us, touching the lives of the people around us? That’s the only way we are going to engage with and save this world.  If we think we’re going to do it through activities I think we’re mistaken.  Activities are great, but people need to find the presence of God.  And to do that I think we need to work out how we are going to let it overflow to the people around us.

Have you ever received a package in the post, opened it, taken the wrapper off and as you’ve come to open the thing that’s sealed in the packaging you can’t get into it?  Have you ever used your teeth?  (Don’t tell me, I don’t want to know).  Perhaps you’ve had to get some scissors to try and break into it?  (shows pic of lady trying to break into packaging).

This reminds me of Acts 8:1, the early church in Jerusalem which had expanded and grown rapidly, was sat quite happily despite the fact that Jesus had said to them “Go into all the world, take the gospel to every nation”.  And in Acts 8:1 it says “On that day a great persecution broke out against the church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.”  The church had hunkered down, and in that moment they were scattered, they were dispersed, they were deployed.  Did Jesus cause that persecution?  Absolutely not, I don’t believe that for a minute.  But he used it to scatter and deploy his church.  Did Jesus cause COVID-19?  Absolutely not, don’t believe that for a minute.  But God has used this situation to cause us to think differently; to shake us out of our box or out of our buildings and think differently.
This is the day of Pentecost.  When I think of Pentecost I think of popcorn.  I think about how God met with his first followers as the disciples were in the upper room, as they were praying.  Jesus had said them, ‘wait in Jerusalem until you receive power from on high, and then you will go out into the world’. Like the kernels of popcorn sat in a pan, we can see when heat is applied we see them beginning to pop, we see them beginning to be transformed.  You wouldn’t start chewing on some kernels but when the transformation is complete, you would.  Like a car in a garage; absolutely useless but when we drive it, when we move it – when the Holy Spirit comes upon it, when we’re driven out… In fact that’s the evidence of the Holy Spirit in the book of Acts, when the Spirit comes upon people they go out, they begin to talk about Jesus, they begin to tell people about who Jesus is.

As we think about Pentecost, how will this inspire us in these days of COVID-19?  Will we be driven out, will we want to take the good news to the people around us?  Perhaps by sharing something on social media, perhaps by giving someone a phone call, perhaps by an act of kindness, doing something for someone.  Perhaps by writing a note or a letter.  How will we take the good news?  How will we let people see the presence of God in us, and how will we let it overflow out of us?  

What is it that we’re full of?  The answer to effective evangelism is not to try harder, not to learn more effective techniques, it is to be so full of the presence of God that we people see him flowing out of us.  Are we more like Peter, hanging on to the presence of God for ourselves, or are we willing to be more like Jesus, unleashing the hope, the joy, the love, the peace, the presence of God to a world in need?
Let’s pray.

God help us to become the people you’ve called us to be.  Help us not to hold on to your presence for ourselves.  Help us not to try to confine you to a building but to be a part of the unleashing of your presence for the world that is so much in need.  Amen
Song: O God of burning cleansing flame (Send the fire)

As we come to our prayer time now, let us bring to mind those known to us who are in need of God’s touch this morning.  

O Lord our God, we want to thank and praise you that in everything we are going through, you are still with us.  Thank you that your plans and purposes will prevail in spite of the storms of our lives, that nothing can separate us from your love.  

Lord, we are sorry for the times we have not trusted in you, for the times we have tried to hang on to you and not share you, for the fear and anxiety that has kept us from connecting with others, and we thank you for your grace and forgiveness.

As we meet with you now in prayer there are those we want to lift to you today; family, friends, church family, and those in our wider circle, who need a touch from you.  We think of those who are grieving, and ask that you would bring comfort…. We think of those who are having difficulties with their health, and ask that you would bring healing… We think of those who are lonely, and ask that you would bring a sense of your presence.  We think of those who are anxious and worried, and ask for your peace.  Lord of all, would you please provide for material needs, emotional needs, spiritual needs. 

Lord, we think of those countries who are still struggling hugely with COVID-19, and those who are still experiencing conflict and other hardships.  Raise up the help they need for their recovery; bring peace, bring healing, bring hope.

Lord, we think of those who serve us; we ask for your continued protection and blessing on key workers, and those who are returning to work for the benefit of the economy.  We think of those in leadership over us, and ask for strength, wisdom and courage as they seek a positive way forward.  And we think of our churches, as we wait to return to meeting together; may this be a time of blessing, reflection and growth.  Let us not lose patience but remember to do what is right, and follow you each step of the way.  Amen.  
