The Spirit – Inspiration and Guidance

Day of Pentecost

June 12th, 2011
Dear friends in Christ,


There have traditionally been three great festival days in the church year.  On these days we worship with greater enthusiasm than other days.  On these days we lift up the key understandings of our faith, more so than other days.  On these days we celebrate what God has done for us, a greater celebration than other days.


Two of the festival days are well known; Christmas, the birth of our Lord; and Easter, the resurrection of our Lord.  Few could name the third.  Many in the church might think it would be Rally Sunday, usually the Sunday after Labor Day when we begin Sunday school again and rally people back together after summer vacations.  That’s an important Sunday, but it is not the 3rd great festival day.  No, it is today, the Day of Pentecost, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.  But today bears little resemblance to Christmas or Easter.  Crowds of people do not fill our churches in the same way.  There’s not the same urgency to go to church, as there is on the other two festival days.  Falling in late spring or early summer, many people are thinking more about planting gardens or the end of the school year or summer vacation plans, than they are about the Spirit.   It has been said that the Holy Spirit is the forgotten person of the Trinity, and I think for many Christians that is true.  We think about God the Father who made us and Jesus the son who saved us.  But the Spirit is overlooked and forgotten.


We ought not do that.  For the Holy Spirit is the living presence of God in our lives today.  When Jesus ascended into heaven to be with the Father, he promised to send the Holy Spirit to carry on the work he had begun.  Now I know this can be confusing.  Even in our language, the way we speak about God’s presence, there is confusion.  We might say, “I’m so glad Jesus is in my heart,” or  “I really felt God was with me today.” It’s certainly not wrong to use these expressions.  God, Jesus, and the Spirit are different expressions of the one God.  But if we’re going to be most accurate Biblically, we would say “The Holy Spirit lives in me and guides me in all that I do.”


The Holy Spirit is the living presence of God in our lives today, and that’s certainly worth spending some time talking about.  This morning I want to lift up just two things among many, that the Holy Spirit does for all that believe.  The first is to provide inspiration.  The second is to provide guidance.  Every one of us needs both inspiration and guidance on a regular basis.  The Day of Pentecost is a great day to focus on these gifts of the Spirit.


After Jesus ascended into heaven, there was a time of waiting for the disciples.  We don’t know too much about this time.  We know they continued to meet together and to pray.  We know they chose a replacement for Judas, named Matthias.  I imagine they must have been emotionally exhausted.  What a ride they had been on.  They had been the closest followers of Jesus, only to see him nailed to a cross.  When all seemed lost, the risen Lord appeared.  They saw him go up to heaven, yet down on earth they still feared for their lives.  It was a time of great wonderment and confusion.  What would happen next?  They really did not know.  


Then suddenly, it happened.  A sound like the rush of a mighty wind.  Tongues of fire.  Speaking in foreign languages.  Chaos.  Peter interpreting, preaching and thousands being saved.  What was going on?  Well, this was the Holy Spirit bringing inspiration and new life to this emotionally spent group of disciples.  The Spirit made possible what seemed to be impossible.  The Spirit brought the disciples a new energy and a clear purpose for living.


One of the things the Holy Spirit clearly does throughout the Bible is bring new life and inspiration to believers.  In the creation story in Genesis it is the Spirit that brings life to Adam, who had been formed from the dust of the earth.  Ezekiel has a famous vision of dry, dead bones in the valley that come to life by the Spirit of God.  The Spirit is poured out upon John the Baptist, Mary, and Jesus so that they might fulfill the unique callings for which they had been prepared.


Methodist minister and teacher William Willimon tells about a church in a town he was visiting years ago.  According to the newspaper, the church was having an all-day meeting of the church’s “medical auxiliary.”  Willimon figured this was a meeting of church folks who occasionally volunteered at the local hospital.  He was wrong.


A friend of his, someone who knew more about the church and its denomination than he did, told him that this was not the case.  He said the “medical auxiliary” consists of volunteers who helped those people who have gotten so heated up, or emotionally overcome in the Sunday services that they need medical attention!


I’ve never been in a worship service where people got so enthusiastic that they had to be carried out on stretchers.  I’ve thought about employing paramedics to check on a few Lutherans to see if they’re still alive in worship, but that’s another story.


Over the years I’ve had a chance to experience an amazing variety of Christian worship traditions that reflect various cultures and emphases.  Some people prefer worship that emphasizes loving God with all the heart, like a Baptist service that has an altar call and people give their hearts to the Lord.  Some people prefer worshipping God more with the mind, hearing a well crafted sermon that makes solid theological points, an emphasis that has been part of our Lutheran tradition.  Some prefer worshipping with all the soul, all the emotions, like an Assembly of God or Pentecostal service.  Some like worshipping with all their strength, placing emphasis on the physical elements of worship.  Things like communion and incense and some of the sounds and traditions of the Catholic church are in this style.  One is not more right than the other.  Every human being is unique and what touches my life at this time might be different than for you, for countless reasons.  All can be good if done to God’s glory, all can be bad if done for the wrong reasons.  But all need the inspiration of the Spirit if people are to be brought into the mighty presence of God.

Today it seems like more and more of these traditions are coming together into one diverse, and yet unified, form of worship.  Author Richard Foster puts it this way, “Today a mighty river of the Spirit is bursting forth from the hearts of women and men, boys and girls.  It is a deep river of divine intimacy, a powerful river of holy living, a dancing river of jubilation in the Spirit, and a broad river of unconditional love for all peoples… The astonishing new reality in this mighty flow of the Spirit is how sovereignly God is bringing together streams of life that have been isolated from one another for a very long time." 


So if you are feeling dead and dry today, pray for the Spirit to fill you up.  Open yourself up to the power of God.  God doesn’t want us dried up and ineffective.  God wants to use us for his work, and before we can be used we need to be inspired.  The Spirit will do that.  It is the Spirit’s job to bring inspiration.


In addition to inspiration, one key work of the Spirit is to provide guidance.  Jesus says, “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth.”  The first disciples needed a strong dose of inspiration, but they also needed guidance.  They needed to know what to do next.  The Spirit gave them that, as they became powerful witnesses to Christ first among the Jews, and then among the Gentiles.


I have always been intrigued by the Spirit’s guidance.  The Spirit’s guidance is one of those mysteries of faith that is hard to explain, but when you experience it you know it is a work of God.  When we are living in God’s will and seeking to do what God would want, the Spirit works in and through us and others to make it happen.  I think often of Proverbs 16:9, “A man makes his plans, but the Lord directs His steps.”  I have learned that it is so important to leave room for God to work in our lives.  When we’re faced with something that seems impossible, but we know it’s the right thing to do, we trust that God, by the power of the Spirit, will make it happen.  God always wants to teach us to have faith.  And as God guides us and shows us His power, he is giving us another lesson on faith.


I once preached a sermon where I made a short reference to “God things,” those things that happen in life to us and around us that can be explained in no other way than the guidance of God.  As I’ve been in ministry, it seems that everywhere people seem to relate and understand the reality of “God things.”.  God does guide.  We all have our  little Pentecosts.  They may not be as dramatic as the first Pentecost, but they are moments of the Spirit’s outpouring that strengthen us, inspire us, and move us forward on the journey of faith.  


In our modern culture and church, the Day of Pentecost does not pack the same punch as Christmas and Easter.  But it is equally important.  It is part of that great story of God’s love that does not end with Jesus’ ascension to heaven, but carries on to this day because of the presence of the Holy Spirit.  May God fill us with God’s Spirit today, inspiring us with enthusiasm for life and mission, and guiding our steps as we journey through life.  Amen
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