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Sermon “Power from on High”
Scripture Reading: Acts 2, Selected verses

When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in tongues as the Spirit enabled them. Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from nation under heaven. When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard them speaking in his own language. Utterly amazed, they asked: “Are not all theses men who are speaking Galileans? Then how is it that each of us hears them in his own native language?

[the italicized section  below (Acts 2: 22-24) will be read in a variety of languages]

“Fellow Israelites, listen carefully to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man thoroughly accredited by God to you—the miracles and wonders and signs that God did through him are common knowledge—this Jesus, following the deliberate and well-thought-out plan of God, was betrayed by men who took the law into their own hands, and was handed over to you. And you pinned him to a cross and killed him. But God united the death ropes and raised him up. Death was no match for him.”

Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, “What does this mean?”

Introduction: 
So, were you able to hear a language that you could understand? [ask for show of hands] We may not be “amazed and perplexed” as the people on that day 2000 years ago were --but we can ask the same question: “What does this mean? We know why we were able to hear and understand the spoken word of God…” And yet, there are other questions we can ask today, such as: “What effect did the Pentecost experience have on the people who were present that day? and “How might we be changed be today’s worship experience?” As I was preparing this morning’s sermon message, I was reminded of the saying, “Some folks feel the rain…and others just get wet.” In fact, there is a book by this exact name, written by James W. Moore, prolific author--who also served as pastor of St. Luke’s United Methodist Church in Houston, Texas for many years. He begins this particular book with this story:

On September 23, 1930, early in the morning a baby boy was born in Albany, Georgia. At that moment, of course, his family had no way of knowing that this bouncing baby boy would grow up to become one of the most beloved and respected entertainers of all time. He had to triumph over numerous hardships and tragedies along the way, but he did it with style and grace.


When the boy was five years old, he became gravely ill and gradually began to lose his eyesight. By the age of seven he was completely blind. Undaunted, the boy soon learned Braille, and a few years later he began to develop his musical talent by learning to play the piano. When he was fifteen, he became an orphan. Think of that: He was blind, he was orphaned, and he was only fifteen years old. But despite all of that, he refused to give up and give in. He kept working with his music and developing his talent.


At age seventeen, he moved to Seattle where he organized a musical trio, and he began performing. In 1952, at the age of twenty-two, he signed a recording contract with Atlantic Records, and ultimately became a world-famous recording artist and performer. [In case you haven’t figured this out already, the man’s name was Ray Charles.] …If you have ever seen Ray Charles perform, I’m sure you’ve noticed immediately his creative genius, his soulful energy, his heartfelt sensitivity, his joy in performing the music. He and the music become one. The music seems to flow freely out of him, and it seems to come from deep, deep, within. 


Once, Ray Charles replied, “That’s right! The reason I do it differently every time is because, you see, …I let it bubble out of my soul!” Some time later, a group of people were sitting around one evening after dinner, talking about the great music entertainers of our time, when someone said, “What is it about Ray Charles that makes him so special?” A man in the group gave an answer that writer James Moore liked, saying: Some folks feel the rain. Some folks just get wet. Ray Charles felt the rain.”
And what does this saying mean? It means that some folks are vividly aware of what’s going on around them; they are tuned in, they are receptive and responsive. They take it in, let it guide them, and they lead with their hearts. 

Sadly, says Moore, some people don’t do this. They don’t celebrate life, they just cope. They don’t enjoy, they just endure. They don’t feel grateful; instead, they gripe and grumble. Whereas some folks smell the roses, others complain about the thorns. Some folds see our time on this earth as a gracious gift from God, others see it an agonizing test. Some folks feel the rain. Some folks just get wet.       
Well, for our purposes today,
the saying could be adapted to say, “Some folks feel the fire and others just get singed.” The question is before each of us, “What kind of person are you? Are you one who is vividly aware of what’s going on around you; tuned in, receptive and responsive? Do you take in what is good, let it guide you, and lead with your heart? Or, instead of smelling the roses, are you one who complains about the thorns? Our time on this earth is a gracious gift from God. Let’s take a closer look…

We know 
that the fire we are referring to this morning 

is not just any ole’ fire.

It is Holy Fire

--the kind that comes from God.

We have heard of it before


--in both the New and Old Testaments.

As we recall from the book of Exodus,


Moses encountered Holy Fire 

while he was keeping the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, 
the priest of Midian.

“He led his flock beyond the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God.  There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a bush; he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was not consumed. Then Moses said, "I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not burned up."  When the LORD saw that he had turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush, "Moses, Moses!" And he said, "Here I am." Then he said, "Come no closer! Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground." He said further, "I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob." And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God.”
The next time we hear of Holy Fire was when the Israelites had been freed from Egyptian captivity and were wandering in the wilderness. 
“The LORD went in front of them in a pillar of cloud by day, to lead them along the way, and in a pillar of fire by night, to give them light, so that they might travel by day and by night. Neither the pillar of cloud by day nor the pillar of fire by night left its place in front of the people.” 

And the next time we hear of Holy Fire 

is when Moses went up on the mountain, 
and the cloud covered the mountain. 
“The glory of the LORD settled on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it for six days; on the seventh day he called to Moses out of the cloud. Now the appearance of the glory of the LORD was like a devouring fire on the top of the mountain in the sight of the people of Israel.” 

And finally, 

it was Isaiah 

who prophesied 

that the Holy Fire


was the Messiah, 

announcing:

“The light of Israel will become a fire,

and his Holy One a flame.”
It is this flame that suddenly appeared 

in our Scripture reading today:
The believers were all together in one place, 

and they saw what seemed to be tongues of fire 

that separated 

and came to rest on each of them. 

All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit 

and began to speak in tongues 

as the Spirit enabled them.
Saint Paul,

who was not yet a disciple at that time,

would later,

after his own conversion experience,

proclaim,

“Let us give thanks, by which we offer to God an acceptable worship with reverence and awe; for indeed our God is a consuming fire.” 

So, what is it that God would have us learn today 

during this time we have together? 

Perhaps the first question we need to have before us is this:

“Is the Fiery Spirit of God  
still operational 
upon this earth today?” 
We certainly don’t see tongues of fire resting upon us today.

Even so, I, like you, believe that there is a powerful, living fiery Spirit 
still present upon this earth


--and,

that it has the power 

to transform us...
[Talk about what a transformed church would look like
--when the doors opened, people would come

—a transformed church would not let fear hinder its efforts…]
This kind of transformation does happen

and when it does,

it is clear evidence 

that the Fiery Spirit of God  

is still operational 

upon this earth today
and in the church. 

The promise is:

If the church is obedient to God’s commands

and does its best,



God will do the rest.

We have a perfect example of this 
in today’s Scripture reading.

--God was able to bless the disciples 

because they had obeyed. 
As we remember from our lesson last Sunday,



--an instruction had been given a few days earlier,




at the moment of Christ’s ascension

when Jesus lifted his arms and said:
“Stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high."  

And that is exactly what they did…


they obeyed Jesus 
--and stayed right there in the city 

until the promise had been fulfilled

--they were clothed with power from on high.
The disciples knew about this promise


--that God would be sending something special to them: 

As we recall from the Gospel of John,

Jesus had delivered this promise to them 

near the end of his ministry on earth, 
saying:

“When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come.  He will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to you.  All that the Father has is mine. For this reason I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you.”  

So now, 

the time had come-- 

for this promise to be fulfilled 

--and it happened on that day of Pentecost

when the disciples were all together 

in that one place. 

Because the disciples were obedient to Jesus’ command 

they received the promised gift: 

power from on high.

[talk about how the power from on high transformed their lives—no more fear]

So, what is it that God would have us learn In our time together today? 

I believe that God would have us to know


that His Holy Spirit is not only still very much alive 

and present with us and that 

that same Spirit has the power to transform our lives. 

…if we are an obedient church.

Are we an obedient church?

It’s a very important question.

As I was contemplating this question earlier in the week,


the answer came--

from Paul’s letter to the Hebrews:

Therefore, my friends, since we have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain (that is, through his flesh), and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us approach with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water. Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who has promised is faithful. And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day approaching. 

The words that stand out for me

as I read this Scripture today 

are these: 

the instruction to 

“not neglect meeting together.”
Evidently,

there have always been those 

who were in the habit of neglecting to meet together 


(as is the habit of some)
--even way back then

--in the early days of the church.

This continues to be a problem


--in today’s churches

--particularly across America and Europe,


surveys show.

It’s sad when…[expound: red door in NYC]

It would appear that at some time in this church’s history,

these Christians began



neglecting to gather together. 

It could happen to any church

because all it takes 

--is getting out of the habit.

This would not happen to a transformed church 
because persons would not want to miss worship for any reason.
We would gather together to give thanks to God for saving us
and we would encourage one another
… continually.
“But church is boring,”

some people say.

“Church is dull—always the same—never anything new
—just the same old, same old--over and over again. 

Well, we may not have seen tongues of fire this morning, 
but we can say that our church is not dull.
We do our best to use the gifts of ministry that God has given to us.

There is a paraphrase of Martin Luther’s hymn,

 “A Mighty Fortress is Our God.”

that I hope does not describe us: 
“Like a mighty tortoise, moves the church of God. Brothers we are treading, where we have always trod.” 
The truth is:

God calls us not to be an institution
but rather 

…a movement. 

And I believe that this is what God had in mind

when He gave birth to His church 

on that first Pentecost day. 
He called us to be a forever moving, changing church. 

I am confident 

that God has not called the people of West Covina United Methodist Church,
to be a mega-church
--a huge building filled with persons 
who are drawn to be part of 
what the world would consider

“a successful church.”
But rather, 


to be a meta-church




(meta referring to change

--those churches who,

 (regardless of their size)
are being transformed





--changed into the image of Jesus Christ.
I believe that we are this kind of church,

and that the reason we are this way 

is because   

1) we love the Lord





and 2) we love one another





--and 3) we know and admit







that we are not perfect. 

It was Jesus himself 

who said that this is what 

the church is supposed to be,

announcing: 

“I have come not for those who are well but for those who are in need of a physician.” 

Martin Luther must have had these exact words in mind when he wrote: 

“O Lord, deliver me from Christian churches with nothing but Christian saints in them. I want to remain in and be part of a church which is a … flock of faint-hearted people… who know and feel their sin, their poverty, their misery, and they believe in the forgiveness of God.”  

To be part of a family, 

a Christian family 

that cares for one other




--isn’t this what we all really want?





And isn’t this why we are here today?

One of our primary roles, 

as the body of Christ, 

is to love one another (flaws and all) 

--and to help one another grow 

into mature Christians.

The church was born on the day of Pentecost
--and this is what God created us to be: 
a family who helps each other mature in love

--and that also reaches out to the world with that same love. 

Truly, the Holy Spirit of God is here, setting us free 
--free to be creative




--so that we can be transformed 

…for where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit. 
Let us be the kind of folks who feel the fire


--not those who only get singed...

…for we know without a doubt
that the Spirit is here,

we can feel it.

And even when we can’t,

We know that the Spirit is here

--for Christ has promised us this: 
that 

“wherever two or three are gathered in his name, there he is in the midst of them.” 
And now, 

in response to God’s generosity in giving this great gift to us, 

let us pray aloud together 

the Prayer to the Holy Spirit

which you will find on page 329 

in your Hymnal.

 

 

