WHAT GOD BEGAN.....

Romans 8:1 Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus,[a] 2because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death. 3For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature,[b] God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering.[c] And so he condemned sin in sinful man,[d] 4in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.  5Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires. 6The mind of sinful man[e] is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace; 7the sinful mind[f] is hostile to God. It does not submit to God's law, nor can it do so. 8Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God.  9You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ. 10But if Christ is in you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your spirit is alive because of righteousness. 11And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you.  12Therefore, brothers, we have an obligation—but it is not to the sinful nature, to live according to it. 13For if you live according to the sinful nature, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live, 14because those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. 15For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship.[g] And by him we cry, "Abba,[h] Father." 16The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children. 17Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory.


A pastor was busily typing his sermon on a computer one day when his six-year-old daughter dropped in and watched him work for a while. After a few minutes of silence, she asked him, “Daddy, how do you know what to write in your sermons every week?”


Dad replied, “I pray to God; he tells me what to say, and I write it down.”


Then her eyes got really wide open and she asked him, “Then Daaaaaaad, how come you keep hitting the delete key?”


How do you know what to preach every Sunday? Good question. Some Sundays I feel the need to speak about the stuff that I too often tend to delete. This is one of those Sundays. I'm not talking about the words and ideas that I delete from the computer memory; I'm talking about the stuff I usually tend to delete from my own personal memory; the stuff that human nature tends to forget.


What we in our spiritual attention deficit disorder most often tend to forget, is Romans 8:2: “What the law was unable to accomplish, because of the weakness of our sinful nature, God has accomplished, by sending his Son in the likeness of sinful nature.” In other words, what we proved incapable of doing—pleasing God in all our conduct and fulfilling the requirements of God's law—God has done, through the gift of Jesus, His Son. And what we still prove incapable of doing, God is still doing, through the continuing presence of his Son, Jesus, through the Holy Spirit. 


But self-reliant rugged individual American that I am, my human nature wants to finish by itself the work that God began with Christ, and the gift of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Jesus. The sheer magnitude of God's stupendous gift of inflowing, infilling, life-renewing grace through the presence of  the Holy Spirit only implies just how desperately powerless the human race is to save itself. I get that. But once the Spirit picks us up and puts us on our feet and gives us a sense of peace and the assurance that we are God's children, and starts changing our attitudes and appetites so that we can begin to say No to evil and Yes to good and become fitted for eternal life, what sense does it make whenever we then say, “Thank you, God, but I'll take over from here now if you don't mind. I'll make you so proud of how good and just and righteous I can be on my own power. I sure am.”


As Paul asked the Galatian Christians in his letter, “What God began through the Spirit, are you now going to finish in the flesh?”


Today is Pentecost Sunday. Every year, we at Emmanuel Mennonite Church celebrate Pentecost with a service of communion. Because I at least see Pentecost as a really big thing, right up there with Christmas and Easter. While Christmas celebrates the fact that Christ came,  and while Easter celebrates the fact that Christ came back, Pentecost celebrates the fact that Jesus is still here, and the way he is still here, with us, through his Spirit, the Holy Spirit. Our forgetful, distractable human nature needs such a reminder as Pentecost. And while the first noticeable signs of Christ's renewed presence were the tongues of fire and the new languages given to the disciples, Romans 8 gives us some other signs of Christ's continuing presence through his Spirit. They are:

· Spirit-driven changes of attitude and orientation, away from death and conflict with God and others, toward life and peace with God and others

· submission to the meaning and core of God's law, "so that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit." 

· freedom from slavery to fear and...

· a sense of acceptance--or adoption, as Paul puts it--by God as his child,

· the assurance of that acceptance forever

· guidance by God's Spirit

· and finally, the resurrection of the body through the same Spirit who raised Christ bodily from the dead.


This last one, the resurrection, we have yet to see. But of the others we see evidence all the time. And they are really quite surprising signs of Christ's presence. They effectively constitute the holy trinity of virtues that Paul lists in I Corinthians 13: faith, hope and love. Its odd that in a world so full of suffering, violence and injustice, we forget what stupendous gifts and miracles these Spirit-given qualities and experiences are. But that's our distractable, forgetful human nature at work again, taking these things so for granted until, by neglect and presumption, they may be lost, too weak to face the next challenge.


 In the past ten years I have usually spoken on Pentecost about what Pentecost means for the church's worldwide mission. When the disciples began testifying in other languages, unknown to themselves, the shell of Hebraic language and culture that enclosed the word of God, about the wonders of God, was broken open, and the good news began to invade every culture and language, beginning with Jews who spoke these other languages as their mother tongues. From there on, it was bound to happen that the word and the Spirit would spread to the Gentiles who shared these mother tongues. And its still spreading.


 But such mission depends on there being missionaries, and that's where we each come into the picture, personally and individually. We don't have to just find missionaries and send missionaries, we are missionaries, either because of ourselves or in spite of ourselves. Whatever our jobs or our titles, we can't help being missionaries; we simply are representatives and ambassadors for Christ through the qualities of faith, hope and love, which the Spirit would cultivate in us, if we let him, either positively, by the presence of those qualities, or negatively, through the absence of those qualities. Again, those qualities and virtues are all gifts of God through the Holy Spirit. Those Spirit-given qualities make us attractive, appealing and fruitful missionaries for Christ.


So, the Spirit-driven mission to the nations that began on that Pentecost Day is not something entirely different from the Spirit-given gifts and qualities listed in Romans 8. Those Spirit-given qualities are vital and necessary to God's Spirit-driven mission to the world. The dramatic Pentecost gifts of speaking in other tongues, and the audacious boldness of preachers like Peter, gave the global mission of the church an electrifying jump start. But the personal qualities and gifts of the Holy Spirit, which Paul lists in Romans 8, are what maintain and sustain the mission of the church, and give it any power of attraction or appeal.


And we too must maintain and sustain those gifts through lives of trust and cooperation with God's Holy Spirit. I've harped on this before, but I think our friends in the Twelve Step movements for Alcoholics or other addicts have hit on helpful ways to describe walking in the Spirit, or cultivating Holy Spirit gifts, such as:

· Step I, I admitted that I was powerless over my own faults and failures....

· Step II, I trusted in a power greater than myself to restore me to sanity

· Step XI, I seek by prayer and meditation to improve my conscious contact with God.....seeking knowledge of God's will and the power to carry it out.


I find such steps very clear and practical ways of describing what Paul calls, "walking in the Spirit" and "putting to death the misdeeds of the flesh through the Spirit." 


But when we talk about these Holy Spirit-given qualities of peace, assurance and submission to the core and meaning of God's law, we're not just talking about personal, individual traits and experiences. Paul is not just talking about how the Holy Spirit is creating new human beings. He is, but the wider picture he has in mind throughout all of Romans is how God is creating a whole new humanity out of Jew and Gentile believers. Including out of Jewish and Gentile members in the churches of Rome. Some of those members, we read in Acts 2 and the Pentecost story, were there in Jerusalem on that Pentecost Day and likely heard those Galilean Jews speaking in their Gentile mother languages. That alone served notice that God is going to create something new out of both Jew and Gentile, and, by extension, out of every other diverse and alienated group. 


Which is not going to be easy, as I found out one summer, when my aunt got me a job at a construction site in Florida. I was one of the few non-Cuban laborers there. I would get so irritated and even frightened by the way they would get so close, physically, whenever talking to me, and would even pat me on the stomach with the backs of their hands, for emphasis. Until I finally realized, toward the end of that summer, that that was their way of being friendly and respectful, not threatening or disrespectful, as I was taking it at first. Learning and accepting that and adjusting for it was, for me, an exercise in what Romans 8: 6 calls, "life and peace." And I dare say that in many of our increasingly multi-cultural work places and neighborhoods, we are all learning similar lessons, that require of us Holy Spirit-given qualities of humility, submission and freedom from slavery to fear.


In a sense, we're back now on that sixth day of creation, when the Lord God took the helpless, lifeless human form he had fashioned from the dust of the earth and blew his breath of life into it, so that it not only became a living, breathing, walking being, it bore the Maker's image in a way no other creature can or does. The Hebrew word for breath in that account is also the word for "Spirit." But with sin came death, and the newly helpless dust creature had no defense of its own against a second and eternal death. So now the Maker has again, on Pentecost blown his breath of life--his Spirit-- into his new creation in Christ, both to make a new humanity, the church, and new human beings. And they will bear again God's image through Spirit-given qualities and character.


What oxygen is to the human body, the Holy Spirit is to the church, and to every Christian. Without him, on our own, we can be busy and make a lot of movement and activity. But only with him can we do and be the will of God.  What God began with His Spirit on that Pentecost Sunday, God will continue and complete through His Holy Spirit. Let's never forget that.
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