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“Sin, Righteousness and Judgment”


The Day of Pentecost								             May 31, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren					                      Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								         Ezekiel 37:1-14
Epistle Lesson										    Acts 2:1-21
Gospel Lesson								        John 15:26-27, 16:4b-15


On this Pentecost Sunday, I want to preach to you words of encouragement.  And I want to encourage you that the Holy Spirit is at work in your lives; that the Holy Spirit is at work in your families; and that the Holy Spirit is very much at work in our congregation.  

I want to do that by sharing with you the Biblical truth that it is not the real work of the Holy Spirit to generate emotional excitement in people.  It is the real work of the Holy Spirit to overcome resistance in human thinking and human behavior.  This is what Jesus is telling us in John 16:8:  “When the Holy Spirit comes, he will convict the world concerning sin and convince the world concerning righteousness as his gift, and judgment in the defeat of the evil of this world.”  

There is an idea abroad that the purpose of the Holy Spirit is to generate emotional excitement in Christians.  There is a tendency to say, “At our church we have a lot of emotional excitement, therefore, we must have the Holy Spirit.  I come to your church and I don’t see a lot of emotional excitement, therefore I don’t think the Holy Spirit is in your church.”  People say these things and sometimes we feel these things.  It is not primarily the purpose of the Holy Spirit to generate emotional excitement.  Generating emotional excitement is not all that miraculous in the first place.  It’s fairly easy to do.  You can generate emotional excitement with lighting, with music, with wild manipulative speaking, with chemicals (just check out a typical beer commercial and see how that works).  You can do it with fireworks.  You can do it with sound amplification.  You can do it with visual, sexual stimuli.  It can be done by simulating danger.  What am I describing?  Am I describing a rock concert, a professional football game, Saturday night at a local club, a carnival ride, professional wrestling, riding in a speeding car filled with marijuana smoke, a trip to the circus, cheating on one’s spouse, underage drinking, certain types of Christian worship?  What am I talking about when I talk about generating emotional excitement?  I’m not describing any one of these things or any one of the hundreds of things like them.  I’m just pointing out that people crave emotional excitement, and I’m pointing out that it is not that hard to manufacture emotional excitement if you know how to go about it.  

I am also trying to point out that there is a tendency to believe that the Holy Spirit’s job is to generate emotional excitement.  And where you see emotional excitement there the Spirit must be.  And where you don’t see people all excited there, there must be no Holy Spirit.  This is a problem for four reasons at least.  First of all, it’s a problem because this is not what the Bible teaches.  It’s not there.  Second, it’s a problem because, as I said, it is not all that hard to generate emotional excitement to convince people that they are in the presence of the Holy Spirit.  I’ve been to those services; I’ve seen it happen all around me.  It’s not that hard to do.  Three, it leads people to think the Holy Spirit is absent, where there is no overt emotional excitement--where people are not jumping up and down in the pews and dancing and shouting, “Alleluia.”  People say, “Ah, no Holy Spirit there.”  And fourth, it leads people to miss the real work of the Holy Spirit.  And the real work of the Holy Spirit is to overcome resistance in people.  That’s what the Holy Spirit does; that’s his work in your life, in your family, in our congregation, throughout the world—to overcome resistance.  That’s the miraculous thing the Holy Spirit does.

Now how bad is this resistance in people?  I’m going to read a cut-down version of one of my favorite stories about resistance in people.  We did this in Sunday Morning Bible study, but I want to share it with people who weren’t in Sunday Morning Bible study.  It tells a lot about human resistance.  

One evening a man came home and announced that he was dead.  Immediately some of his neighbors tried to show him how foolish it was for him to think that he was dead.  No matter what reason was brought to bear against his position, no matter how sensible the argument the man maintained that he was indeed dead.  As the mixture of fear and frustration thickened, it was agreed that outside help must be called.  So a psychiatrist was invited to the house to interview the man.  After some preliminary greeting and a few routine questions, the doctor asked to see the man alone.  The man agreed, and they went into another room and they closed the door.  Sometime later both men came out of the room.  The doctor had his jacket over his arm, his necktie had been loosened, and his collar opened.  In fact, the button was no longer there on his collar.  As for the man, the man seemed completely unchanged.  The doctor said, “He is hopelessly psychotic.  You will have to have him committed.  He has lost all awareness of reality.”  “Now really,” said the man calmly, “What kind of therapy would you prescribe for a dead man?  Surely sir, if it were known that you had tried to cure a man who was not even alive.  Ha!  Talk about someone losing their grip on reality.”

So a clergyman was sought.  As it happened that evening a well-known evangelist was in town to speak at a nearby theater.  When he heard about the problem he rushed over, thinking how his success might be used in his evangelistic services that evening.  After a time, the clergyman came out the room alone.  He stopped.  He looked at everyone.  He nervously kissed his little black book, and he bolted out the door.  Several people cautiously looked into the room and saw that the man was actually fast asleep.  

It was now decided that the family doctor should be called.  He came over and he looked at the man and said, “Tell me, do dead men bleed?”  The man said, “Of course not.”  Then said the doctor, “Would you allow me to make a small cut in your arm--say above your elbow?  I will treat it.  There is no reason to worry about an infection.  I’ll stop the flow immediately, and we can see once and for all whether you are dead.”  The man said, “Don’t worry about it because dead men don’t get infections, nor do they bleed.”  He rolled up his sleeve.  With everyone watching anxiously, the doctor cut the flesh, and blood came spurting out.  There was a gasp of joy throughout the group.  Some people laughed, others even applauded, though a few seemed simply to be relieved.  The doctor quickly dressed the wound and turned to everyone saying, “Well, I hope that puts an end to this foolishness.”  Everyone was congratulating the physician when they suddenly realized that the man was heading for the door.  As he opened he turned to the group and he said, “I see now that I was wrong.”  Then as he turned to leave he added, “Dead men do in fact bleed.”  (adapted from Edwin Friedman, Friedman’s Fables, Guilford Press, 1990, pp. 55-58.)

That, is the resistance in the human being that the Holy Spirit has to overcome--the human being’s ability to resist good sense and truth right down to the end.  The true miracle isn’t in generating emotional excitement; the true miracle is in overcoming three great points of resistance in human thinking and human behavior.  

First of all, our resistance concerning sin:  Everybody knows that there is something wrong with everybody else.  Everybody knows that.  And we all admit in theory that we are not perfect.  But the sticking point of resistance within us is the ongoing insistence, “I have done nothing wrong now.  In this particular instance I’ve done nothing wrong.  I’ve caused no harm.  This isn’t my problem.”  If you think dead men do in fact bleed shows resistance, what about your own resistance to say the magic words, “I am in fact wrong.  I see that I have done harm here.”  Is there not an unbelievable amount of resistance within every one of us to say those words? 

Concerning righteousness:  We are programmed to believe that righteousness is an evaluation of our own efforts.  And so we either think we are good enough for God, because of who we are and we feel a false security from which we judge other people.  Or we think we are not good enough for God because of who we are and we feel our failure constantly upon us as a heavy, depressing weight.  There is a natural resistance to accepting the wonderful fact that our righteousness is a gift from God that he gives to us, because of what Christ has done for us.  There is natural resistance to that.  We want to talk about our efforts.  We want to talk about our accomplishments.  We want to stand in our own strength.  There is a resistance to this thing that God wants to give us because of Christ.  We want to keep looking within ourselves for this righteousness--this righteousness which can come only from God and that resistance has to be overcome.  

Concerning judgment:  We are programmed to believe that everything is falling apart.  We are programmed to believe that there are no solutions.  We are programmed to believe that hope is lost, because the bad guys are winning, and the bad guys are going to win.  God’s promises and all the evidence to the contrary are resisted because this is what we want to believe.  We can come to worship services, we can hear the Word of God proclaimed to us, and soon as we are in the parking lot we are right back to it.  On the way home we are already complaining about how there is no hope, the bad guys are winning, and what was proclaimed in the church service has been resisted.  

The miracle of Pentecost, that is the power of the Holy Spirit, was the overcoming of this inbred resistance in the people who heard Peter and the others proclaim Christ on that day.  That’s the miracle of Pentecost.  Peter and his friends proclaimed the image of Jesus unjustly dying by crucifixion, because of humankind’s stupid rejection of his goodness.  They proclaimed the goodness of God to declare righteous all people who would trust God to be that good for the sake of Jesus.  They proclaimed the power of God to raise Jesus from the dead in victory over all that threatens humankind.  And miracle of miracles the resistance in those people was overcome and they accepted the good news in spite of their own personal resistance to it.  

“Concerning their own sin,” the book of Acts says, “they were cut to the heart.  And they confessed their sin.”  Not in general.  They already knew that there was something wrong with everybody else, but they were cut to the heart in specific.  And they said, “We see that we are wrong now.  We see the harm we are doing now.  We are humbled by our sin now.  We feel it now.”  Concerning righteousness they surrendered to the grace of God and they looked to his goodness rather than to their own accomplishments.  They gladly accepted the gift that God was going to give them.  And concerning judgment they began to live hopeful lives.  That’s what the Book of Acts is about—people living hopeful lives, convinced that God had defeated and would continue to defeat the evil that threatened them.  That’s the miracle of Pentecost.  The ongoing miracle of the Holy Spirit in your life and in mine is that through the speaking of God’s word the Holy Spirit continues to overcome the resistance in our lives that would otherwise keep us at arm’s length from God.

In I Corinthians, chapters 12, 13 and 14, Paul is writing to people who were being told that they didn’t really have the Holy Spirit, because they didn’t speak in tongues and they didn’t generate enough emotional excitement in their lives and in their worship.  They were being told that they didn’t have the Holy Spirit, and Paul wrote to them.  In verse three of chapter twelve this is what Paul writes, I want you to hear this clearly today.  I want you to hear this.  Paul writes, “No one says Christ is Lord but by the power of the Holy Spirit.  No one says Christ is Lord but by the power of the Holy Spirit.”  In chapter fourteen Paul writes that all the emotional excitement in the world will only make people think you are mad.  But if a person comes into your worship and hears the Word of God concerning Christ crucified and Christ risen, Paul says, “He is convicted and called to account, and the secrets of his heart are disclosed.  Falling on his face he will worship God for his goodness, and declare that God is really among you.”  It is not the emotional excitement that brings about conversion.  It is the level-headed and clear proclamation of Jesus Christ, crucified and Jesus Christ raised from the dead, and the power of the Holy Spirit through that message overcoming people’s resistance so that they are cut to the heart in connection with their own sin.  Then they kneel before the living God and accept his grace and they live in hope, confident in his power.

When your resistance is overcome, so you admit your particular sins, despite the powerful pull within you to make excuses, to rationalize, and to justify yourself, you can do that only by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Every time you have confessed that you are wrong you have done that only by the power of the Holy Spirit.  When you set aside your own accomplishments and accept the righteousness that God gives you on account of Christ, you do so only because the Holy Spirit of God has overcome your resistance to his grace--it is evidence that the Holy Spirit is in you.  When you set aside your hopeless attitude toward life, to trust in the powerful involvement of God in this world and in your life, that is evidence of the Holy Spirit overcoming your inbred resistance to hope and good news.  And you can only be a hopeful person by the power of the Holy Spirit.

If the Holy Spirit were working in our lives and in our families and in our congregation, what would it look like?  What would it feel like if the Holy Spirit were working?  It would look and feel pretty much like this.  This is what it would look like.  This is what it feels like.  Because in your baptisms, in the founding of this congregation the Holy Spirit has come upon you and upon this congregation and he has not left.  He is still here.  Overcoming the hardness of our hearts and overcoming our resistance, to open up our relationships with our loving God.  It is by his power that we confess our sins and live in the humility we have.  It is by his power that we rest in the forgiveness of sins and trust that we are righteous in his sight because of Christ.  It is by his power that we struggle on our personal road of sanctification.  We would like to think that total victory over sin and doubt would be the sign that someone has the Holy Spirit.  But God’s Word tells us that the struggle to grow, the struggle to grow, is the sign of the Spirit’s presence within you.  Don’t go through life thinking you’ll have the Spirit some day when your struggle is done, because the struggle of your life is the evidence of the Holy Spirit in your life.  It is by his power that we renew and maintain hope as we live in a world that tries to wring our hope out of us day after day after day, and it is only by the power of the Holy Spirit that we can fight against that and remain people of hope.  

The little fable I read to you earlier ended with these words:  “I see that I was wrong.  Dead men do in fact bleed.”  The man’s demons of resistance were not overcome.  If the fable had been about a wiser person it might have ended this way:  “I see that I was wrong.  I am in fact alive after all.”  That would have been a better ending.  On Pentecost Sunday, as on all days, it is good for us to say, “I see how good God is to me.  I am in fact living in the power of the Holy Spirit after all.   Without God’s Holy Spirit I could not admit my sins, call Christ Lord, or live in hope.  How blessed I am.  I am in fact alive in God’s Spirit after all.”  Amen
