
Sermon for Pentecost Sunday, June 4, 2017
Sermon Texts:
Numbers 11: 24-30

John 20: 19-23

Acts 2: 1-21

Sermon Title:
“Resurrection Surprise”

Sermon Topic:
Pentecost & the Resurrection

Sermon Purpose:  To teach that the ultimate future of the world lies in love, peace and forgiveness.

......................................

Sermon Prayer: 
Lord, we pray that – by your Holy Spirit – you bless us with understanding and hope as we study your written and living Word.  In Jesus’ name, we ask it.  Amen.
In order to get a better understanding of Pentecost, we have to go back to the days immediately following Easter.  On the evening of the first day of the week, the doors of the house were locked because the disciples were afraid.  Jesus came and stood among them and said:  “A fine bunch of so-called disciples you turned out to be!  Before I was arrested, you made all that brave talk about how you were going to stand by me through thick and thin. And what happened?  When the going got tough, you ran off with your tails between your legs!  I’ve had it with you guys.  I’m going to find some new disciples that I can count on!”

Well, that’s not quite the way it happened. What he actually said to them was, “Peace be with you.”

The disciples were glad to see him.  After giving them his peace, Jesus went on to say: “Yes, I’m alive.  I’ve been raised from the dead and now it’s payback time!  I’m going to show those Romans and those corrupt priests just what happens when you mess with Jesus of Nazareth!  I want you guys to strap on your swords and get out there and exterminate those vermin.”

No, that didn’t exactly happen, either.  I mean it would be typical of our human nature to have that attitude toward those so-called disciples and toward the ones who made up those charges and rigged the trial that ended with Jesus’ crucifixion.  But that’s Old Testament teaching – an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.  Jesus brought a New Testament, a new response to the ways of the world.  He said, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven …”

You see, Easter came as a tremendous surprise to Jesus’ disciples … and to the world.  It was the resurrection of someone who had died, but didn’t stay dead.
But the real shock comes when we realize who it is who was raised, and what that says about God’s attitude toward us and toward the world.

Jesus identified himself by showing them his hands and his side.  The marks of the cross demonstrated that the one who stood before the disciples was the same Jesus who was the one who had called them to follow him and – in spite of their failures – he was calling them again: giving them another chance to serve him.  Is it any wonder why “the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord”?

What difference does it make?

Jesus has been raised from the dead and his return to life is a permanent victory over death.  That’s good news – “Christ is risen, Alleluia!”

Easter is not good news just because someone, anyone, has been raised from the dead.  In fact, the resurrection of the wrong person would be definitely bad news.  The biblical resurrection from the dead is something that has to do with the end of history, with the ultimate future that God intends for creation.  So, for example, if we heard a reliable report that Hitler had been raised from the dead I doubt there would be anyone saying “Alleluia!”  It would mean that selfishness, hatred, violence, prejudice, and cruelty would ultimately triumph.  The final future of the world would be like Auschwitz or Buchenwald: not good news at all.

But, in reality, the one who has been raised from the dead, the one over whom “death has no dominion,” is the one who came not to be served but to serve.  He is the one who proclaimed the nearness of the kingdom of God, who forgave sins, healed the sick, fed the hungry, and called outcasts into his fellowship.  The risen Christ is the one who - for the love of God and the love of sinners - accepted the way of the cross.  That is the kind of future God intends for the world, and that is why the resurrection of Jesus Christ is good news.  It is God’s final future breaking through into the middle of our troubled lives.  In the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, we are given a glimpse of the end of history in which all God’s purposes for creation have been fulfilled.

The Crucified One
The Easter stories go out of their way to emphasize that the wounds in his hands and his side prove that the risen Christ is the one who was crucified.  The women had been told at the empty tomb, “You are looking for Jesus of Nazareth who was crucified.  He has been raised; he is not here.”  There is no attempt to sweep “the offense of the cross” under the proverbial rug and there’s no effort to relegate it to just a few hours on Good Friday.  That offense is not negated by the resurrection, it’s intensified.  It’s made more offensive because it means that the one who is the Lord of the church - our Lord - is the one who accepted condemnation as a criminal and who bears the marks of a humiliating execution.

Even more, the one who is Lord of all things and is present in the whole universe is the crucified one.  So, the cross is truly a cosmic offense!  The real Christ is crucified by the cross, and it is that which distinguishes him from all pretenders to the throne.

I know it’s not easy to absorb.  But, when we begin to do so, what Jesus said to his disciples loses that edge of surprise.  We’re no longer shocked!  Jesus’ comments become what we might expect from someone whose lordship seems to mean that all our usual expectations about power and weakness, exclusion and inclusion, are turned upside down.  He announces peace to his disciples who had failed to understand his mission and whose trust in God failed in the time of trial.  In spite of all their weakness, and even their denial of him, they are accepted into his embrace of peace.

That acceptance extends beyond that small group gathered in Jerusalem.  The disciples are given the authority to announce the forgiveness of sins to all who repent.  The hostility of the political and religious authorities, and the everyday sins of the ordinary people, is to be overcome by mercy rather than by holy war, by absolution rather than condemnation.  The only ones to be shut out are the ones who insist on shutting themselves out.

But, this isn’t going to happen if those disciples just sit safely in their locked room and bask in God’s peace.  “He showed them his hands and his side,” and said to them, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”  Jesus’ followers are to be sent into the world on the same kind of mission that Jesus was on, a mission whose mark is the cross, to announce peace and reconciliation.  They are to proclaim the good news that the life of Christ is what the world is all about.

The Supreme Surprise Maker

That seems to be a pretty formidable task, to be the ones who carry on the work of Christ.  It would be not only formidable, but impossible, if we thought we were supposed to do it on our own.  But, we’re not!  Jesus also “breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’”  And in keeping with the whole theme of the text, the Spirit is the supreme surprise maker.

At the beginning of his public ministry in the synagogue, in his hometown, Jesus read the words of the prophet Isaiah, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor,” and then saying “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  The Holy Spirit empowered him throughout his work, and now He gives that same Spirit, His Spirit, to his disciples.  And he gives it to us, to all believers.  It is a gift that keeps us in the faith and encourages us. It also inspires us to carry on the surprising mission of the crucified and risen Christ.

Then came Pentecost when they not only were empowered to use Christ’s Spirit to spread the Word, but they also received the gift that made it possible for their words to be understood – not just in language, but in comprehension.  The Holy Spirit, in the form of tongues of fire, gave those disciples the power and the wisdom to help everyone understand the blessing of God’s love through Jesus Christ.  It helped the disciples to guide the various nationalities to a Christ and to a God that they could identify with from their own life experiences.

The baker could understand how Christ was the yeast that raised the spirit of hope and love in the lives of those who had been hopeless.  The tax collector could understand how the debt to God had been paid.  The parent could understand how God loves his children no matter what the child has done and how God (the parent) works things out in order to make things “all better.”

No other God, no other supposed “savior” could do anything like that.  Pentecost is when the world finally got that message.
Jesus’ disciples started out that Easter Day defeated and discouraged.  They ended up with the knowledge that Christ was risen and with a divine gift that would enable them to share that life-changing news with others.  Now, go and do likewise.

Amen.
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