St. Andrew’s: Sermon for  Sunday, 11 May 2008: “The Dream Team”
Luke 10 verse 21: “At that same hour Jesus rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, “I thank you Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and intelligent and have revealed them to infants.”
As has been mentioned already, today is a special day. First of all it is Mothers’ Day. For those of you who had forgotten, it may be some comfort to know that today, the second Sunday in May, is only the secular version which originated in Grafton, West Virginia, USA, one hundred years ago yesterday on 10 May 1908. If you are waiting for the spiritual version, I’m sorry to have to tell you that you have missed that as well since Mothering Sunday was celebrated back on February 24.

But today is also special because it is Whitsuntide, or Pentecost, when the church celebrates the gift of the Holy Spirit to the church. Many of you will know that already we have begun a series of studies on the personality, presence and power of the Holy Spirit. Last Sunday, we read in the Old Testament of the promise of the democratization of the Holy Spirit. The prophet Joel says at 2 verse 28 that “I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh”. It would seem very natural for us to turn now to Acts 2 to see this come to past on the Whitsun. (We cannot really call it the first Pentecost since the Jews had celebrated their Pentecost – The Feast of Weeks – for hundreds of years marking the beginning of the barley harvest, the first crop to ripen, Noah’s survival in the ark and the giving of the Law on Mount Sinai.)
But we are not going to do that! To do so would be to put the cart before the horse. We need to spend a little time first reflecting on the presence of the Holy Spirit in the life and ministry of Jesus. Our understanding of the first Christian Pentecost must wait for a few Sundays more – it has come early this year anyway. Like Easter it won’t be this early again for another 200 years! 
When we come to look at Jesus’ relationship with the Holy Spirit, we must go to the Gospels in the New Testament. And when we do that, we discover two very different treatments. Matthew, Mark and Luke follow the same script, more or less, but John has an agenda all of his own. For this reason, the first three gospels are called the synoptics which means “seen together”. All of this reminds us of the treasure trove which is entrusted to us in Holy Scripture. Such abundance. Such variety. Such wealth. Such depth.
Now there are many (35) references to the Holy Spirit in the synoptic gospels. Half of these are in Luke and so it is to Luke’s gospel that we turn to try to chart Jesus relationship with the Spirit of God. Before we do that, we must make a brief recap on the story so far – what we have learned from the Old Testament in our two previous studies. Firstly, the Old Testament Hebrew word for spirit is ruah which can also be translated wind or breath. Amazingly, but not too amazingly when you believe in the divine inspiration of scripture, the Greek word for spirit, pneuma, can also be translated as wind and breath! Secondly, in the Old Testament, the Spirit was actively involved in creation and recreation. In fact there could be none of these without the Spirit’s activity. Thirdly, although the Spirit was given to certain special individuals to accomplish some task, the prophets anticipated a day when the spirit would be offered to all. Fourthly and finally, this would be brought to pass through the life and work of the Messiah, the Anointed One, the Christ.
Certain proof that Jesus was the Messiah depended then on the evident presence and activity of the Holy Spirit in every area of his life. Luke leaves us in no doubt. Throughout the birth narrative which cover the first two long chapters of Luke, over 100 verses, the Holy Spirit is active at every stage – in the birth of John the Baptist (See Luke 1 verse 41, 67 and 80), in the conception and birth of Jesus (Luke 1 verse 35) and his dedication in the Temple (Luke 2 verses 25 to 28). The same is true at his baptism by John in the Jordan. “Now…when Jesus had been baptized and was praying, the heaven opened and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form like a dove.” Luke 3 verses 21 and 22. Anytime we read this we find ourselves reassured by the imagery – “like a dove”. Of course, what is happening here is that we are being transported back to the days of Noah’s captivity in the Ark after the Flood. The first sign of hope, or recreation, comes when the dove returns to the Ark with an olive branch. See Genesis 8 verses 10 and 11. That same powerful image of Messianic recreation is present at Jesus’ baptism. 
What might seem strange is what happens next. We are told at Luke 4 verse 1 that “Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil”. Not so strange when we remember what we read of King Saul, King David and the sage, Job, in the Old Testament – of their encounters with evil and dark spirits and with Satan himself. If the Holy Spirit is going to make us acutely aware of anything, it is of the presence and power of the alterative option – to disobey God rather than to acknowledge him. I can see that we are going to need a separate study on these alternative spiritual forces sometime soon. We cannot go there today except to note that this word devil is a new word. It does not appear in the Old Testament. The Greek word for the devil is diabolos or “the one who throws across”. We can see the connection with Old Testament idea of Satan, the accuser – the one who throws out accusations against us and tries to throw us off balance as a result. 
What we can do today is to note that there is very little teaching by Jesus about the Holy Spirit in the Synoptic Gospels. All of that lies ahead of us in John’s Gospel. What Jesus does teach his disciples in all three Synoptics concerns blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. In Luke 12 verse 10, we find “Everyone who speaks a word against the Son of man will be forgiven; but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven”. This is a verse which has troubled many Christians. What does it mean? Have I blasphemed against the Holy Spirit? It means simply that since the Holy Spirit is the agent of saving power and life, anyone who denies that the Spirit has saving power deprives himself or herself of that saving power and life. He or she places themselves beyond the forgiveness of sins and the assurance of eternal life. He or she is rejecting the very means by which God’s saving grace is being communicated. It is like the telephone ringing but our refusing to answer, denying to ourselves that it is ringing or that it exists!

What is of paramount importance in the synoptic Gospels is this. The power of the Spirit must be evident in Jesus and it must be equally evident that he has the ability to give that power to others. This is what is happening in our scripture reading for today. We are taken back to the beginning of Jesus ministry in Galilee. After his baptism in the Jordan and his sojourn in the Judean desert, he returns to the green hills of his hometown of Nazareth. He is invited to read the scripture for the day which comes from Isaiah 61: “The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor…” Immediately Jesus and his hearers are taken into the promise of Messiah, the Anointed One, the hope of Israel’s salvation and recreation. At the end of the reading, he hands the scroll to the attendant and sits down. Something has convinced the congregation that there is something more to be said and Jesus says it: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing”. I am the one on whom the Spirit of God rests, I am the Anointed One, I am Messiah. To begin with the reception is favourable for “all spoke well of him”(verse 22). Later, it all turns nasty and murderous, verses 28-30.
None of that matters to Jesus. He knows who he is and why he has been Spirit appointed and Spirit anointed. He knows also that he has been given the authority to grant the Holy Spirit’s anointing to others. This is evident at several places: At Luke 11 verse 13, he says “If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him.” And at 12 verses 11 and 12, he says “When they bring you before the synagogues, the rulers and authorities, do not worry about how you are to defend yourselves or what you are to say; for the Holt Spirit will teach you at that very hour what you ought to say.”
We notice that both of these promises are set in the future tense, to be fulfilled at some later date. But not all spiritual authority is being held over until later, until the day of Pentecost whose anniversary we celebrate today. In Luke 10 verse 1, Jesus sends out the 70 to cure the sick and to proclaim the kingdom of God. They return to him at verse 17 saying “Lord, in your name, even the demons submit to us.” to which he responds at verse 19 “I have given you authority to tread on snakes and scorpions and over all the power of the enemy, and nothing will hurt you”. 70 is not the few and neither is it the many but it is enough to convince Jesus’ disciples and it must be enough to convince us that Jesus is the Messiah, anointed by God’s Holy Spirit and able to give his Holy Spirit to whoever he chooses and to whoever is ready to receive. What was true in the days leading up to that first Christian Pentecost was true in the days which followed and remain true for us today. It is to Jesus and Jesus alone that the power has been give the Holy Spirit to whom he chooses.  
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