Last week we read from Ephesians and Isaiah.  

Isaiah: an Old Testament prophet.

Ephesians: a deeply theological book of the NT.

Today we have read from Acts and Mark

Both of which are another biblical literary form: 

NT narrative:

Accounts of events that were significant to the early church.

Faith history.

Last week as we read OT prophecy and NT theology

I suggested that we needed a very wide angled lens 

through which to see and understand.

I spoke about a new perception,

A new way of understanding that is only possible

With the help of the Holy Spirit.

I spoke of a Holy Spirit perspective.

Today we have read two narratives that feature the 

Person of the Holy Spirit as one of the characters.

This is the One who is said to be able to 

work on our perceptions and help us see things differently.

Unlike last week’s readings

these stories offer us a good deal of detail

as they narrate two significant but unusual events.

In the Gospel there is the odd figure of John the Baptist

He lived in the wilderness; dressed in prophetic garb,

And ate from a very ascetic menu.

From the fringe of society and on the edge of acceptability 

he comes preaching a message of repentance.

He prepares people’s hearts and lifestyles for the coming of the kingdom of God.

Those who went to him in the wilderness 

and accepted his demands were baptized in water.

This symbolised a cleansing from their sin.

John speaks of a greater one than himself.

(Someone who would do things differently.

When Jesus comes to be baptized 

he declares that this is the one he had been speaking about:

Here was the one who would not baptize with water 

But with the Holy Spirit.

After some remonstration with Jesus,

John baptizes him with water.

As soon as that has happened

some kind of ‘extra something’ occurred 

that we presume had not happened  to other people.

Something occurred that was interpreted and understood 

as the Holy Spirit visibly descending on Jesus

· like a dove they said!

Interesting!

And then there’s the story from the book of Acts.

This is a record of one particular event at the outset of the development of the early church.

At this stage there was a lot of itinerant preaching.

Communities were persuasively informed by various ones that Jesus of Nazareth 

was the One God had promised to send 

to save them.

There were various reactions to such information.

And there were various styles of passing on that information.

In fact, not only did the style of preaching 

vary from preacher to preacher,

but there was also some variation in the content 

of what they preached.

Not everyone told the same story.

The book of Acts tells us that not everyone 

knew the whole story to tell.

Apollos was one such preacher.

He knew about Jesus as Messiah and Saviour.

But he didn’t know about the Holy Spirit.

By now we are probably all beginning to have 

our own varied reactions!

For some, this talk of the Holy Spirit might be the start of 

something new and good!

For others, it could be the start of 

something familiar and harmful!

Others may simply be interested.

Perhaps even bored!

Why is it that mention of the Holy Spirit

Draws forth such a range of reactions?

Perhaps it has something to do with how involved we want to be with the Holy.

If we don’t want to be too involved

then it is possible for us to talk about God and Jesus Christ

from a relatively safe distance.

It’s possible to hold God at arms length by choosing to understand God as something like a moral principle.

(Helpful, maybe even loving, but not necessarily 

directly impinging on our daily life.

Similarly, it’s possible to relegate 

the person of Jesus to history.

His life can be admired, 

his death regretted, 

his resurrection doubted. 

But the Holy Spirit . . .

– a belief in the Holy Spirit entails something else.

Talk of the Holy Spirit somehow evokes an immediacy

that perhaps God and Jesus do not.

We are not unfamiliar with talk of the Holy Spirit

and the nearness of God in us and among us 

through the Spirit..

Every time we celebrate communion we pray that the Spirit would take the bread and wine and make of them 

something immediate so that each one of us would know again 

the grace of God at work within us and among us.

Every time we baptize we pray that through the Holy Spirit

the water would be used to make present 

God’s grace. 

This is the Spirit that I spoke of last week who can assist in altering our perception and enlarging our vision.

This is the Spirit who John the Baptist said that Jesus would baptize us with.

But have you ever noticed something about that promise?

Although it is a very common scripture reading,

there are apparently no Gospel stories where 

Jesus says to someone that he heals 

“I baptise you with the Holy Spirit.”

There is no one that he has a conversation with to whom he adds,

“And, incidentally, I have come to baptize you with the Holy Spirit just as John the Baptist said.”

If we want to find references to the Holy Spirit in the Gospels

Then we need to look for imagery that points in that direction.

There’s plenty of that.

Images of water:

“If anyone thirsts, says Jesus, let him come to me and drink.”

Or images of wind:

“No one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and the Spirit. . . The wind blows where it chooses and you hear the sound of it but no one knows where it comes from or where it goes.  So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”

But it is not until after the resurrection 

that we get the explicit coming of the Holy Spirit in the way that John the Baptist promised.

There is a long discourse in the 4th gospel in which Jesus is recorded as telling the disciples not to worry about 

him going away.

They would not be abandoned.

Instead he would ask the Father 

and the Father would send the Holy Spirit.

They were to wait for this to happen.

We come to understand that when 

the physical presence of Jesus of Nazareth is removed

his particular presence would be replaced.

And it would be replaced in a superior fashion.

While his physical presence was spiritually powerful 

it was also limited.

It was limited in time and in space.

Only those that lived in the first few years of first century Palestine would ever have known Jesus as a Jewish man.

But after that amazing intervention of God into human life

We were not to be left as it had been before he came.

Always after that there was to be the real possibility of each individual and each community to have connection – intimate connection – with God.

Through the Holy Spirit.

And so the new followers of Jesus in Ephesus were asked about their baptism.

Whose baptism had they received?

John’s.

They had repented of their sin and their baptism had signalled a cleansing before God.

But what about Jesus?  Had they been baptized in his name?

No, they hadn’t.

This being the case, Paul said,

their relationship with God was less than it could be.  

Jesus promised that the close relationship he had with God 

would also become a possibility for others through him.  

Did these new disciples in Ephesus know an intimate connection 

with God through the Holy Spirit?

No, they said.  We know nothing of the Holy Spirit.

And so Paul baptizes them in the name of Jesus

in order that the promises of Jesus and Jesus’ life with God 

might become a reality in their lives too.

It made all the difference.

No longer was Jesus just a prophet to be followed.

Now his relationship with God was theirs as well.

They were beside themselves with joy!

They were ecstatic – literally!

Thus their speaking in tongues:

a kind of verbal utterance that is unintelligible to others

because it doesn’t originate in the conscious speech centre

of the brain:

This verbal ecstasy is a universal religious experience 

when conscious intellectual capacity is surrendered in worship. 

It is one experience that may accompany an awareness 

of the presence and working of the Holy Spirit – 

IF the worshipper lets go of rationality in the process.

But it is not recorded as an experience that Jesus ever had.

In Mark’s Gospel there is another motif altogether 

that accompanies Jesus’ experience of the Spirit.

It’s nothing like a motif of overt and overwhelming joy,

but it is a motif closely connected with being led by God.

That’s the motif of the wilderness:

John lived in the wilderness.

Jesus came to him in the wilderness.

And as soon as he was baptized in water and people saw something that signified the coming of the Spirit,

Jesus was led further into the wilderness

where we are told he was tempted for 40 days.

Scholarship indicates that it is possible that 

the original recipients of Mark’s Gospel

were under a lot of pressure from persecution.

This would make the wilderness motif particularly pertinent.

Just as the ancient people journeyed through the wilderness

and knew the presence of God with them externally 

by fire and by cloud,

so Mark’s generation could know the intimate presence of God 

through anxious and painful times.

As God 

· led Jesus into the wilderness by the Spirit 

· allowed him to be tempted 

· and sustained him through it,

so those who hear and read the Gospel 

can be encouraged that they too will be led and sustained.

Because they had been baptized in the name of Jesus,

Jesus’ life with God had become a reality in their lives too.

This would make all the difference.

As we read from Ephesians last week:

This was in accordance with the eternal purpose that God 

has carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord, 

in whom we have access to God. . .” 

The church has access to God which means that 

the church is resourced by God.

In boldness and confidence through faith in Christ Jesus

we enter God’s presence in prayer,

and we are empowered and strengthened and helped 

by the Holy Spirit.

When we do not hold God at arm’s length,

when we do not relegate Jesus to history,

then we open ourselves to the wide variety of God’s wisdom.

Then we are open to the possibility of intimacy with the divine.

And then our perceptions are able to be shaped by the Holy Spirit.

Amen.

A space of quiet.

