St. Andrew’s Scots Kirk: Sermon for (Ascension) Sunday, 4 May 2008

“Democratisating the Spirit”
Text: Joel 2 verses 28 and 29: “Then afterward, I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophecy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see visions. Even on the male and female slaves, in those days, I will pour out my spirit”.

We have just begun a new series of studies on the Holy Spirit. It seems to me that the time is right. This is Ascension Sunday (but not Ascension Day!) Next Sunday is Pentecost. Since that first Pentecost Sunday, the church has been living in the age of the Holy Spirit. The great re-awakening of the church in the 20th century was to the presence and power on the Holy Spirit in the church. This is our legacy. This is our heritage. This is our moment. Honesty obliges us to confess that this is also the area where our Christian confidence is weakest. But let’s not be ashamed of that since it is the work of the Spirit to make us strong where we feel weak. The Holy Spirit can do very little for a Christian who is already strong - except to convince him or her of his or her weakness before God! 

We began our studies two weeks ago, looking at the presence of the Holy Spirit in the “pre-prophetic” Old Testament, in the first 22 books from Genesis to the Song of Solomon. Today, our survey takes us through the remaining 17 books from Isaiah to Malachi, the Prophets. We are covering a lot of ground in a short space of time. Our treatment cannot be too detailed. One of the things which Jesus warns his disciples against is to be careful not to offend the Holy Spirit. See Matthew 12 verse 32. I pray that such a swift treatment as ours will not grieve the very Spirit whom we are seeking to receive and know.
Last time, certain truths became clear: the Holy Spirit of God has been active from the beginning - in creation, recreation and creativity; that the Hebrew word for Spirit, ruah, can also be translated as wind or breath; that the precise name “Holy Spirit” is only used once (in Psalm 51); that the Spirit of God is given only to a few special people who have been selected for particular tasks. What was less clear last time was the reason for the existence of evil spirits. We can take that understanding a stage further today. Essential to our human creation in the image of God is our ability to choose. See Genesis 2 verses 16 and 17: “And the Lord God commanded the man, ‘You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die’”. Having a choice is integral to our spiritual nature for love cannot be forced. All other spiritual beings have the same ability to choose. Evil spirits, Satan in particular, are those spirits which have chosen to be in rebellion against God. We can read of Satanic rebellion in Isaiah 14 verses 12 to 14: “How you are fallen from heaven, O Day Star, Son of the Dawn…for you said in your heart…I will raise my throne above the stars of God”. It is not entirely clear here whether this refers to Satan himself or simply to his agent, the King of Babylon, in his choice to attack Israel. 
It is also in Isaiah that we find the only other reference to the Holy Spirit as the Holy Spirit and that is at chapter 63 verses 10 and 11. Again, the context is that of spiritual rebellion, this time that of Israel itself. “But they grieved the Holy Spirit; therefore he became their enemy; he himself fought against them”. And this brings us to the very heart of OT prophetic teaching on the work of the Holy Spirit.
The prophetic period in Israel covers approximately 600 years from the time of Samuel in 1000BC to the end of Old Testament scripture in about 400BC. There are two types of prophets, those such as Samuel, Elijah and Elisha whose lives and works were recorded as history by others. They appear before Israel was taken into Babylonian captivity in 587BC. And there are those whose lives and works are recorded in the scriptures which bear their names like Daniel, Ezekiel and Joel. 
The vast majority of these prophets are active immediately before, during and immediately after Israel’s fall into the hands of the Assyrians and then Judah’s exile into Babylon. This is not surprising since these were a cataclysmic events of immense proportions. Everything that meant anything to the Jewish nation was lost – their lands, their capital cities of Samaria and Jerusalem, the Temple, their kings, their sovereignty, their independence, their freedom, their identity. You name it, they lost it. Everyone was struggling to find an answer. It was then and there that the prophets came into their own, not so much as “fore-tellers” but as “forth-tellers’, telling it as it was even though the message often fell on deaf ears. It was Judah’s refusal to recognise its impending doom which obliged Isaiah to declare “Keep listening but do not comprehend; keep looking, but do not understand” (chapter 6 verse 9).
Consistent with what we already discovered in our study of the activity of the Holy Spirit in pre-prophetic Israel, the Spirit of God is very selective in whom it appoints, anoints and empowers to be its prophet. The 17 pre-prophetic books of the Old Testament record the life and work of only 16 people (since Lamentations is “The Lamentations of Jeremiah”).  And that’s not a lot people in 400 years! 
Throughout these prophetic works, certain patterns become clear. First of all there is the confidence that despite all that has happened, the Lord God will not abandon Israel. The presence of God’s spirit in Daniel is recognised by King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon. See Daniel 4 verse 9: “O Belteshazzar (i.e.Daniel), chief of the magicians, I know that you are endowed with a spirit of the holy gods and that no mystery is too difficult for you”. And the assurance of that presence is given by Zechariah to Zerubbabel, the exiled governor of Judah: “This is the word of the Lord to Zerubbabel: “Not by might, not by power, but by my spirit, says the Lord of hosts”. See Zechariah 4 verses 6. God’s spirit has not departed from his people.
Secondly, the presence of the Holy Spirit brings a hope of renewal. If we take the last verse of Isaiah 59 with the first verse of Isaiah 60, we find this great assurance and hope: “And as for me, this is my covenant with them, says the Lord: my spirit that is upon you, and the words that I have put in your mouth, shall not depart out of your mouth, or out of the mouths of your children, or out of the mouths of your children’s children, from now on and forever. Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you.”

Thirdly, this hope of renewal is associated with the coming of an Anointed One, a Messiah. One of his distinguishing marks will be the seal of God’s spirit. In Isaiah 11 verses 1 and 2, we read: “A shoot shall come out of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots. The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord. And again, at Isaiah 42 verse 1: “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit upon him”.
The most powerful picture of the renewing work of God’s Spirit is provided for us in our scripture reading from Ezekiel. In chapter 37 verses 1 to 14, we are given a very graphic picture of death and destruction, a valley of bones, so dry and brittle that there is no possible hope of their return to life. The prophet is challenged to prophesy over these bones and as he does so, there is a stirring amongst the bones Little by little they come together, bone on bone, then sinew, flesh and skin until they have reconstructed into one organic, living whole. This passage provides us with a wonderful example of the many-facetted significance of that wonderful word ruah for it is being used to refer to the spirit, to the wind and to breath all at the same time.

The most important words in the whole passage are at the end of verse 10: “a vast multitude”. This is different, this is new. The Holy Spirit of God will be given not to some selected individual but to the multitude, the hoi polloi, the people. The Holy Spirit of God will be given not to some selected individual but to the multitude, the hoi polloi, the people. We find the same message in Isaiah 44 verse 3: "I will pour my spirit upon your descendants, and my blessing upon your offspring"; and in Ezekiel 39 verse 29: "And I will never again hide my face from you, when I pour out my spirit upon the house of Israel, says the Lord";  and in Zechariah 12 verse 19: “And I will pour out a spirit of compassion and supplication on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem”.  

Of course, its clearest expression is found in Joel, in our main text for today for which fulfillment must wait a further four hundred years, a fulfillment in which we are invited to share: “Then afterward….
