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Acts 2:1-21, Psalm 104:25-35, Romans 8:22-27, John 15:26-27, 16:4b-15

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


James Moore shares the following story.  A little girl was visiting her grandmother one beautiful spring morning. They walked out into grandmother’s flower garden.  As grandmother was inspecting the progress of her flowers, the little girl decided to try to open a rosebud with her own two hands.  But, of course, no luck!  As she would pull the petals open, they would tear or bruise or wilt or break off completely.  Finally, in frustration, she said, “ Grandma, I just don’t understand it at all.  When God opens a flower, it looks so beautiful, but when I try, it just comes apart.”


“Well, honey,” Grandmother replied, “there’s a good reason for that.  God is able to do it because He works from the inside out!”


God works from the inside out.  That is the great message of Pentecost Sunday, isn’t it?  This is what the disciples finally came to understand at Pentecost.  Jesus had ascended into heaven.  And He had told the disciples to wait in Jerusalem for the Holy Spirit.


Here is where the story from Acts, the story of Pentecost that we heard today picks up.  The disciples are back in the Upper Room waiting and wondering and some of them were probably grumbling impatiently and nervously.  They had been waiting ten days since Jesus had ascended.  Can’t you just hear them or at least what they were thinking?  What in the world are we doing here?  All this waiting around is driving me up the wall!  There’s no use.  Jesus is gone and without Him, we are nothing.  It’s over!  We’d just as well face it.  What is this Holy Spirit business anyway?  Maybe we misunderstood like we did so many times while Jesus was alive and with us.


Just then they heard a sound.  The breath of God began to blow on that place like the rush of a mighty wind.  Images of fire danced around them.  Suddenly, their fear was gone, replaced by peace and confidence, courage and strength and unity and they began to speak and communicate the word of God boldly and amazingly.  People from all different backgrounds heard and responded and 3,000 people were converted that day.


It’s interesting to note that all three classic symbols for the Holy Spirit in the Bible are present in this passage.  Each of these symbols  remind us of how God often  works through us and how often God works from the inside out.   Those three symbols are: breath: the symbol of life, fire: the symbol of power, and the descending dove: the symbol of peace.


Let’s take a look at them one by one.  Remember in the book of Genesis in the Garden of Eden when God created Adam and Eve?  He shaped them but they were lifeless until He breathed into their nostrils the breath of life.   They didn’t really come alive until He breathed His spirit into them.  We see this again at Pentecost.  The Breath of God, like the rush of a mighty wind, blew upon that place and the disciples came alive.


Those of us who live in Nebraska know about the power of the wind.  It is a factor in how we live our lives.  Wind can power turbines and create electricity.  In the form of a tornado it can be an incredibly destructive force.  Wind plays an important role in our lives here on the plains in big and small ways.  I remember the first vacation Tom and I took after moving to Norfolk.   We flew to Montreal, Canada.  For the first day we were there, I couldn’t figure out what was missing.  It suddenly occurred to me that it was the sound of the wind.    We know about the ever present part of the wind in our lives here.  Wouldn’t it be an interesting idea to use our recognition of the sound of the wind as a constant reminder of the place of the Holy Spirit in our lives?


We also know the importance of breath in our lives.   When a baby cries in those first few moments after birth, we know that child will continue to live outside the womb.  When EMTS reach an accident, one of the first things they check in victims is whether they are breathing or not.   Breath is essential to our physical lives, but it is also essential to our spiritual lives.  


Are we full of the Holy Spirit in our lives?  Some people go through life spiritually absolutely listless with no commitment, no drive.  They stonewall through the days just going through the motions of living, but not really living at all.   They have blocked the Holy Spirit of God out of their lives.   How about us?   Are we existing and coping, just floating along?  Or are we full of life and vitality?  


The first sign of the Holy Spirit in the Bible is breath.  The kind of life created only by the presence of God.   The hymn writer years ago recognized the importance of this and he wrote the hymn “Breathe on Me Breath of God.”   On this Pentecost Sunday would you turn to Hymn #508 and join the choir in singing it to help remember the first symbol of the Holy Spirit- breath.


Second there is fire, the symbol of power.   In the Bible, fire is often used as a symbol of God’s presence and power.  We see that symbol of fire used in the Old Testament stories of Moses and the burning bush and in the story of the prophet Daniel reading the fiery words written on a wall by God.  In addition, the Israelites are led through the wilderness by a pillar of fire by night.  In the New Testament we have the events of Pentecost when the Spirit of God manifests itself to the disciples not only in wind but in tongues of fire.  That is why the liturgical color for today is red.

Fire is the symbol of the power of the Holy Spirit which Jesus gives to his disciples to transform them from disciples of fear hiding in the upper room to apostles of power who are sent out into the world to transform it.  The disciples certainly receive and depend on that power.  But they weren’t content to hoard that power, they used it and spread Christianity throughout the Roman world and beyond.  


Notice that unlike a physical fire, the fire and power of the Holy Spirit didn’t run out.  Over and over again in Acts, we read that certain disciples were filled with the Holy Spirit.  Their filling didn’t just happen once, but over and over again.  We also need to be refilled.  Weekly we return to church as a refilling station.  To receive Jesus again in the hearing of the word and in the sharing of sacrament and through the fellowship of the community of God.  


We believe today that we receive our power when we are baptized, so it is fitting on Pentecost which often considered the birthday of the church that we baptize a new Christian and welcome here into the community of God.   In a few moments (Tomorrow) we will be baptizing Evelyn Graham Lynch in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit and marking her as Christ’s own forever.  Each of us is carrying that spark inside of us as well.  Each of us is marked by the flames of the Holy Spirit and given the power and strength to use our gifts to bring people to know Christ.  How are we doing in allowing God to work from the inside out using the second symbol of the Holy Spirit.... fire?


Finally the third biblical  image of the Holy Spirit is the descending dove, the symbol of peace.  We see the Spirit in action in the book of Genesis in hovering over the newly created waters of the earth.   We also see the dove of peace being sent out by Noah.  When the dove does not return, Noah knows that the flood has passed and it is safe to land.   And inn the New Testament at Jesus’s baptism, the Spirit of God descends like a dove and alights on Jesus.  


In creating this symbol, early Christians were very wise to show the dove descending from God because peace does indeed come from our Heavenly Father.  Inner peace, the poise, the serenity, the courage, the confidence to meet life and its troubles with steady eyes comes from the presence of the Holy Spirit within our lives.  


Several years ago this peace that passes understanding was compared to some submarine trials.   A submarine was being tested and had to remain submerged for many hours.  When it returned to the harbor, the captain was asked, “How did the terrible storm last night affect you?”


The officer looked at him in surprised and exclaimed, “Storm?  We didn’t even know there was one!”


The sub had been so far beneath the surface that it had reached the area know to sailors as the cushion of the sea.   Although the ocean may be whipped into huge waves by high winds, the waters below are never stirred.


This is a picture of the peace that  can come from Christ’s Spirit.  The waves of worry, of fear, of heartbreak, cannot touch on a deep level, those resting in Christ.  Sheltered by His grace and encouraged by His Spirit, the believer is given the perfect tranquility that only Christ can provide.  


The third biblical symbol is that of the dove, the symbol of the peace that passes understanding.  And again we can find an illustration of this in the hymn, “Like the Murmur of a Dove’s Song.”  Would you turn to hymn # 513 and join the choir in singing the conclusion to this sermon.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.


