Jim Benfer
Sermo1290 for 5-19-24, Red, Pentecost Sunday
Scripture Reading: Romans 8:22-27
What Pentecost Means
Most people expect that on Pentecost Sunday we are going to hear about the ecstatic expression of God’s Holy Spirit filling people so that they speak in tongues, or get slain by the Spirit, or some Pentecostal expression that excites the church.  I’m not knocking any of these things, but there is a difference between God pouring out his Spirit to awaken the masses and confirm His work, and the day-by-day work the Spirit does in those who live by the Spirit.
There’s a story about a mother preparing pancakes for her two sons one Saturday morning.  Kevin and Ryan just loved pancakes.  In fact, they loved their mom’s pancakes so much that on this particular morning they began to argue over who would get the first pancake.  Five-year-old Kevin and his three-year-old brother Ryan were also pushing and shoving, trying to be the first in line to receive that first pancake.

Their mother saw an opportunity to teach a lesson, so she said, “Boys, calm down!  If Jesus were here with us this morning what do you think he would say?”

No answer was forthcoming, so she continued, “I’ll tell you what he would say.  He would say, ‘Please let my brother have the first pancake; I can wait.’”

In reply, five-year-old Kevin said, “Great idea, Mom!  Ryan, you be Jesus!”
Isn’t that typical?  Most of us are convinced that the hard work of the church can and should be done, but isn’t that the pastor’s job?  We want great Sunday school classes and great youth programs, but we want someone else to do the work.  We expect a great choir, but someone else can take the time to sing in it.  We want someone else to visit the sick, to help the poor, or to go on the mission trip.  Like Kevin, we say, “You be Jesus—not me!”

One thing is clear about the Day of Pentecost, when the Spirit said, “Go!” people went.  The question for us is, “If the Spirit is at work in us, shouldn’t people be able to tell?”  I think there are signs that everyone should see.
People ought to see the Spirit of forgiveness in you.  A nurse named Sue stopped by one of the rooms in her charge to check on a new patient, Mr. Williams, who had been admitted with a heart attack.  He had seemed restless and anxious earlier, and when she looked in on him it seemed that he very much wanted to ask her something.  Finally, with eyes brimming with tears, Mr. Williams asked Sue to call his daughter and tell her about his heart attack.
She patted Mar. Williams’ hand and promised to call her right away.  But before she could leave he also asked her for a pen and paper.  When Sue did reach Mr. William’ daughter, Janie, with the news of her father’s heart attack, she was startled by the young woman’s reaction.  Janie screamed, “No!”  In a panic, she asked, “He’s not dying, is he?  Tell me he is not dying!”
Janie blurted out that she and her father hadn’t spoken for over a year.  It had been an ugly scene, with a lot of hostility and anger, all over a boyfriend.  The father and daughter hadn’t spoken since.  Janie had stormed out and refused to speak to her father.  Her last words had been “I hate you!”  Of course, she hadn’t meant that, and she had regretted it ever since.  She had wanted forgiveness, but didn’t know how to ask for it.

Sue hung up the phone after reassuring Janie the best she could.  She even prayed because she knew how burdened the father and daughter were.  Sue felt an urgent need to hurry back to Mr. Williams’ room to check on him.  She found him unconscious, suffering from another heart attack.  Within seconds of sounding the alarm, the room was filled with doctors and staff trying to save Mr. Williams.  But it was too late.  He was gone.

As Sue walked into the hallway, she saw a doctor talking to a young woman.  Shock and grief and panic mingled on the young woman’s face.  It was Mr. Williams’ daughter, Janie.  Sue ushered Janie to a lounge area and tried her best to comfort her, but Janie kept saying, “I never hated him.  I loved him.  I tried to get here in time to tell him.

Eventually, Sue took her to his room.  Janie leaned over her father’s lifeless body and hugged him, and she cried painful tears.  Suddenly, Sue noticed something on the nightstand: a piece of paper.  Sue saw Janie’s name at the top, and handed it to Janie.  She read it out loud: “My dearest Janie, I’m sorry about that night.  Please forgive me.  Please know that I forgive you.  Janie, I know that you love me.  I know that you love me, and I love you with all my heart.  Don’t you forget that.”
Fortunately for Janie, in spite of grief, there was also peace.

If we could go back in time to the crucifixion, we would also see a sign posted on the cross above a lifeless man: “This man is the Son of God.”  If we could only see the back side of the sign, we might also see these words: “My dearest child, I forgive you.  I know that you love me, and I love you with all my heart.”  And perhaps we would then understand that our Lord wants us to live every day in the Spirit of forgiveness.

How are you living?  Do you hold onto your grudges?  Do you make a list of your hurts and grievances?  Or can people see the God’s Holy Spirit of forgiveness at work in you?

People also ought to see the Spirit of love in you.  Have you ever had a favorite garment you loved ruined because a stain got on it?  We might have tried and tried to remove the mark, but to no avail.  Eventually, we sadly discarded the item because the stain couldn’t be removed.  Sin marks us with a mark we cannot remove.  In Jeremiah, God addresses our inability to cleanse sin’s stain, “Though you wash yourself with lye and use much soap, the stain of your guilt is still before me.” 
But what we need to understand is that we are God’s possession, and He loves us enough to redeem us from sin’s stain.  God loves us not because we are loveable but because He is love. And because He is love, He can only will what is best for us, which is to be transformed into a being of holy love like Himself.  He will settle for nothing less.  As we meditate on God’s love for us, especially in the cross of Christ, our love for God and our neighbor will increase, and our hearts will become more and more like God’s — filled with love.
The apostle Paul knew of the Spirit’s work, and so he wrote how those living by the Spirit act: “Love is patient, love is kind.  It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.  Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.  It always protects, always trust, always hopes, always perseveres.”
Love, like Jesus showed us, is sacrificial.  How is it with your love?  Can people see in you God’s Spirit of love for others?  Does it compel you to go the extra mile?  

Finally, people ought to see the Spirit of ministry in you.  I try hard to make fellowship one of the practices of this church.  I’m not going to downplay a need for the church to be welcoming, because we do need to be welcoming.  However, just being welcoming isn’t enough to fulfill Jesus’ command to “go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”
The Spirit moves us to go in Jesus’ name.  The Spirit moves us to share the gospel message of God’s redeeming love and make disciples of those who are lost.  And, the Spirit moves us to teach people to obey God’s commands.  In summary, the Spirit requires willing hearts, willing minds, and willing churches to throw open their doors and send Spirit-filled people out into the world in ministry.
There is a benediction that comes from India.  India isn’t a Christian nation, but it is a nation where dedicated Christian ministers devote their lives to share the gospel.  I’ll read it:

May the Lord disturb you and trouble you,

May the Lord set an impossible task before you,

And dare you to meet it.

May the Lord give you strength to do your best

And then—but only then—

May you be granted the Lord’s Peace.

How do you digest such a benediction?  I’ll tell you.  The greatest satisfaction in life comes from service.  The greatest meaning in life is found in ministry.  The greatest joy in life is in reflecting the light of Jesus in this world.  The greatest peace is found in cooperating with the Holy Spirit as God’s servant.
Folks, it’s not enough to say to those around us, “You be Jesus.”  The question for you and for me is can we embody the Spirit of forgiveness, can we live in the Spirit of love, and can be troubled by the Spirit enough to set our lives aside to minister for Jesus?  That is what Pentecost is all about.  In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen!
Devotional Thoughts
· We all want someone else to be Jesus, but the Holy Spirit is given to us so that we may be Jesus to others.

· When you think about Pentecost, and the coming of the Holy Spirit, thoughts tend toward ecstatic expressions of the Spirit.  But do you think about forgiveness of others?

· Read 1 Corinthians 13 and think about reflecting God’s love toward someone that isn’t particularly lovable.

· When you think about ministry, do your thoughts lead you to what the pastor should do?  What does God’s Spirit in the Great Commission tell you?
