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Giving Thanks for the Gift of God’s Spirit
INTRODUCTION - Best “sub” you ever had?

Alright, don’t over-think this:  Who was the best teacher you ever had?  (wait for answers)  Second question:  Who was the best substitute teacher you ever had? (wait)  Can you even think of one substitute teacher or fill-in professor that you had?  If so, that person must have been really something!

Why am I bringing this up?  Jesus said to the disciples, “Nevertheless I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.” (John 16:7)  Jesus was talking about the One we call the Spirit of God, or Holy Spirit, or Spirit of Jesus - also Paraclete, Advocate, Holy Comforter, and Spirit of truth.

When Jesus left this earth, it was time for the Spirit to be poured out on all flesh, in fulfillment of the prophecy in Joel 2.  Think of it this way:  The long-term substitute was coming in, and was going to be the instructor for the rest of the disciples’ lives (and for the duration of the lives of ALL who professed Jesus as Lord).

I want to build a case for the Spirit today, why you and I want to get to know - and give thanks for - the greatest substitute of all time!

SITUATION - Have you ever wanted any of these things?

Have you ever wanted any of these things:

· Have you ever wanted someone to be your advocate before God, to speak on your behalf and tell God all that is good and wonderful about you?
· Have you ever wanted someone to intercede for you... to pray for you when you don’t know how to pray... to pray for you according to the will of God?
· Have you ever wanted a reliable guide for the big decisions - and maybe for some of the smaller ones - in your life?
· Have you ever wanted someone to be God’s voice to you - to plant dreams in your heart, to give you courage and strength when you are afraid and when your faith in God - and your faith in yourself - is wavering?
· Have you ever wanted to be plugged in to a Power Source who is totally focused on giving life, restoring life, bringing the lost back home, and leading you into your most creative, full-of-aliveness, joyful ventures?
· Have you ever wanted to know a peace that transcends the circumstances of your life and which surpasses anything that you can understand?
· Have you ever wanted to grow in your capacity to love as Jesus loves us, and you weren’t sure how to begin, and knew you needed some ongoing encouragement, nudges, and guidance from somewhere?
· Have you ever wanted to know the Truth with a capital “T” - the kind of Truth that can set you free?
· Have you ever wanted a friend who would help you pause, and - at all the right times - gently and quietly say to you, “Now - yes, right now! - would be a good time to give thanks and praise to God!”
· Have you ever wanted to be connected to a Source more powerful and more wise than yourself, who would consistently provide for all of your needs, and help you do things that you didn’t know you could do... and, in fact, do things which you couldn’t do without that One’s help?
If you answered, “Yes, I’ve wanted that!”, to even one of these questions, then allow me to introduce you... or re-introduce you... to the Spirit of God!  Because the Spirit of God does all of these things, and undoubtedly some others that I have failed to mention!
Can I get a hallelujah?

COMPLICATION - “No thanks, I’ll do it myself!”

Or... we can choose to travel life under our own steam, do everything “on my own”, be a “self-made man”, be independent where “I don’t need anyone else!”, blah blah blah.

One question:  Why?  Why would I want to do that, when God wants to give me all this guidance, new life, strength, power, and overall help?

I can think of two answers:  Stupidity.  Pride.

I can just go all stupid at times, forgetting that the Spirit has been given to all of us - including me! Or I can think that I am better than God, I know more than God, I don’t need God - I... I... I... and more I.  Which is narcissism and pride.

GOOD NEWS

But there is good news available to all of us, because God has made the Spirit available to all who believe. And God really means ALL - Jew, Gentile, slave, free, male, female, rich, poor, gay, straight, black, white, brown, citizen, brand-new immigrant, and any other category that you can think of.  God sees us all and says, “Receive the Holy Spirit.”  And Jesus said, around 2,000 years ago, “It really is better that I’m going back to be with the Father, because then you all will have the Advocate to be with you - forever!”

Do you think it was good news to the people of Israel, when they were in exile, separated from their beloved land and their beloved temple - the place where they encountered God! - and they heard, from the Spirit and through Ezekiel, “Yes, I know your bones are dried up and your hope is lost and you are completely cut off.  God sees you, God hears your cry.  O my people, I hear you.  O my people, I see you. O my people, my heart breaks for you.  And I am going to give you new life... open your graves... bring you up from your graves... [listen for it!]... put my spirit within you.  And you shall live again, and I will place you on your own soil.  This is what happens when God loves... when God acts.” (See Ezekiel 37:1-14, especially verses 11-14.)

You bet it was good news!

Do you think it was good news when all those different people from many different and far-away places had gathered in Jerusalem for Pentecost, and the Spirit came and rested on the disciples and gave them the ability to speak in other languages, so that all the foreigners gathered there could hear about Jesus and God’s deeds of power - in their own language?

Of course it was good news!

Do you think the Christians in Rome experienced it as good news when Paul wrote to them and said, “... the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.”? (Romans 8:26)  

You know they discussed that part of the letter and said, “Paul has trouble praying, too?  And the Spirit prays for us?”  You know that was received as good news!

“O my people” (Ezekiel 37:12 and 13) - that is the phrase that jumped out at me from the “dry bones” passage.  God’s tender love for his people.  Ezekiel knew of this love, and he knew God’s wisdom was way more than his own.  When the Lord showed Ezekiel all those dry bones in the valley, apparently from every different point on the compass, and asked, “Mortal [son of man], can these bones live?”, Ezekiel said the only thing he could say, “O Lord God, you know.”

God says to you, to me, and to all of us, “O my people! Receive my Spirit.  Have you lost hope? Let me put hope back in your heart.  Are you lost? Have you lost all your bearings?  Let me bring you back home, where you remember who you are and whose you are. Do you feel dead? Let me make you alive again, by bringing you up out of your grave, and giving you a new purpose. Do you feel cut off? There are people all around you who are my followers, who love Me and love others, and have not given in to the temptation to be their own god, or to make something else their god which has no power. These folks are ready to love you.

CONCLUSION

God has sent in the ultimate Substitute teacher.  This “sub” is the best substitute ever.  She is as good as the One who came to earth who was Son of God and Son of Man.  There is no drop-off in performance with this substitute.  She knows everything that Jesus knows, everything that the Father knows.  She is just as dynamic, just as powerful, just as loving, just as wise, just as generous.  In fact, they are one!

God has presented this Substitute to you and to me - okay, here is where the image breaks down a bit! - to live inside of us as individuals, and among us as a community.

Will you receive this gift?

And... it seems to me that it is appropriate to give thanks... to be grateful... for God’s amazing gift.  

Do you think we could spend the rest of this day being thankful for the Spirit - for all the Spirit does in our lives?


