Wade Street Church 05.07.09 am
“THE MYSTERY OF THE HOLY SPIRIT "
Mark 1:9-13; 1 Timothy 3:14-16; John 14:12-14

Well, just in case it has passed you by completely, thiseisveekend of the Lichfield Mysteries. They
happen here every three years and many of you will have had théunmityaio see them before, even if
only yesterday. If you're not quite sure what the fuss isladlut, this is reckoned to be the largest
community theatre event in Europe and involves around 1,000 actors andessuntther people
(costume, musicians, lighting and sound people, directors and sostayiimg what is basically the story
of the creation and redemption of humanity according to the Christidiian. There are 27 plays based
on the Old and New Testaments, and those plays are performedfdrgrdifgroups of people, both
professional and amateur, on two stages in the city +nahe Market Square and one in the Cathedral.

The words are based on mediaeval plays, performed in the days tefsi people were able to read the
Bible for themselves. Different Guilds in the city would kesponsibility for each play and take them
around the city for all the citizens to see. There are awvteést) explanations of why they were called
“Mystery” plays. The first is that the word “mystery” abhe stage meant a guild of tradesmen. More
likely is the explanation that the plays were depicting thg imyisteries of the faith. (There are probably
other possibilities, too, so yes, you probably are right.)

“Mystery” is a favourite word of St Paul. Of the nineteen uses ofvtird in the New Testament, fifteen
of them occur in his letters. And Paul uses the word iena particular way. It's not anything to do with
what we've already said. Nor does it mean something thay lieaibt clear to people, as we would talk
of a crime mystery. The way he uses the word is to desswinething that has hitherto been hidden but
is now revealed. That’s certainly the way he uses it iretff®s lines from the letter to his young pastor
friend Timothy —“The mystery of godliness is great”This is a wonderful secret, but now God has
chosen to let you in on it, is basically what he is saying

And the mystery is then set out in the form of a little crekgian, a simple statement of belief that was,
no doubt, used by the early Christians in their worship. If you ¥@i@wing in your Bibles, you'l
notice that the last few lines of that passage are setkeua Ipoem, or a chorus. This is one of those
statements that is at the heart of our gospel: we bdlexelesus came into the world as a human being,
made a difference to the world and then returned to his glory. d$e fleev weeks following the festival

of Pentecost, as we reflect on the person and activity of dhe3$pirit (probably still a mystery to many

of us!), | just want to focus in on the second line of thdelltymn —he was vindicated by the Spirit*

and then use the other two bits we heard read to help undeitsaanitimore.

You see, Jesus was the revealed secret “offen secret’as Cliff Richard once sang — at the heart of
God’s plan for the redemption of broken humanity. He (Jesus, nbR&iliard) had been foretold by the
Hebrew prophets in words that weren’t always very clear to lisé&ners — and probably wouldn’t be
very clear to us today if we didn’t have the benefihimidsight — and then appeared on earth in curious
circumstances as a baby. Despite the rumours of his birtlvitgia, he might not have achieved any
prominence at all — and, indeed, was pretty well unknown for thiethiirty or so years of his life — had it
not been for what he was able to do with the help of the Holy Sginé Spirit vindicated him, enabled
him to make his mark and demonstrated through him the trukte @Id Testament prophecies.

Matthew and Luke record in their accounts of Jesus’ life thee sgpisode that we read aboutMark
1:9-13 just now. Jesus’ ministry on earth is generally reckoned te bagun with this incident. He
finds John the Baptist wandering about, preaching out in the countrgsd@sks to be baptised himself.
As he comes up from the water, each of the gospel writecsiloles the Holy Spirit being sent into Jesus’
life, accompanied by the visual symbol of a dove. Jesus’ imirbggins with the arrival of the Holy
Spirit. Now he can begin to fulfil his destiny and get studoithe mission that he has been given by his
Father.



That call is first tested by his temptations, which arenmed by Matthew Mark and Luke, and then it
becomes clear that this is definitely a special person. tddishing begins to cause problems for the
authorities and delight for the ordinary folk. He is ideatfas someone who speaks with authority. His
words — parables, arguments, commands, questions, propheciespelae with power and received
with reverence by most people. He can speak with such auttivaitydemons cower and storms are
stilled.

And it's not just his words. He performs healings and exorcidempnstrates his power over the forces
of nature, provides food for the hungry and hope for the hopelesss ithis dead and cleanses the
Temple. Here is someone who is clearly empowered by someathisgmeone beyond himself. And
others recognise that. Some of the officials of thebstament put it down to demonic possession, but
Jesus points out the major flaw in that argument as he aasisng out of others. Many come to him,
confident that he can help them in ways that no-one elsecleasable to help then. And through it all we
see Jesus offering his contemporaries glimpses of the Kingd@odflittle insights into the mysteries
of God’s will and flashes of what he renewed and redeemed wil be like.

Not many years afterwards, Paul is writing to his frienddiim to give him some advice on how to run a
church, basically. And he includes the words we read, which mc¢hel assertion that it was the Holy
Spirit who made this possible. Having lived through the eventseedEaster weekend, having watched as
Jesus returned to heaven, having experienced the amazing phenomenizodd?, those first Christians
can now see how it all hangs together. This Jesus, the,Gheisviessiah, Son of Man and Son of God,
was able to do all this because of the power of the Holy Syiriking through him. Jesus was infused
with the Spirit of God. It was that whi¢kindicated” him, which proved he was who he said he was and
who the Hebrew prophets said he would be.

That, of course, can be a help to us in our own belief — althtvegh is a lot that is still pretty mysterious
for most of us, | suspect. But in the words we read from Jajuspel, it starts to become clear that we
can participate in it too. In the last, long conversatioh deaus has with his followers, which takes up
most of chapters 13 to 16, Jesus talks about his departurehizomaind about what the future could hold
for them as they continue his mission on earth. Amongst difrggst he promises them that they, too,
can experience the power and presence of the Holy Spirit ensegbne.

But what is most amazing is that he tells them — and his fel®wown through the centuries — that if
they really believe it, if they really want to, they canvdmat he has been doing. In fact, he saydoimn
14:12that they — we — will be able to deven greater things” That seems astonishing to me, but here it
is in the Bible. Of course, the first reaction of many petpkuch verses is to try and explain it away, to
suggest that Jesus didn't really mean that. (Curiously, the pedleseem most keen to suggest that
Jesus didn’t really mean it are the very ones who claim soHdablically based in their faith — but we
won’t go into all that.) There is a school of thought that fagsJesus just meant that there would be far
more people — his followers — to do stuff than he had beenatteas an individual person, even though
he was divine.

I must admit, | don’t see any reason to suggest that Jesus aotimdlly mean what he said. It was the
same Holy Spirit that had empowered Jesus that came to thdidaiples at Pentecost. And as you read
through the book ofActsyou’ll see that they managed to do some pretty amazing thindst wia Holy
Spirit was at work within them. | have yet to be convincedttiatHoly Spirit no longer works like that
today. True, some people do make rather exaggerated claims dimtuthey have experienced and
accomplished through the power of the Holy Spirit, but that shouldn'tedigat fact that he is still at
work in this world.

Those of you who were here last week may recall that we lookeldaatPaul had to say Romans &nd

discovered that the Holy Spirit is present in the lives ofralse who take the decision to follow Jesus.
So we are all pretty well kitted out to do what Jesus isngl&bout here. The Holy Spirit within us can
enable us to do great things, things such as our co-heir of God’s $#sus, was able to do. Does that



surprise you? If you stop and think about it, it's not just sungis it's utterly amazing. But here it is in
the Bible — the Bible which we claim to believe andramvledge as the authority for our Christian lives.

Some of you may remember the late John Wimber, an American premuthesvangelist who was
credited with founding th&Signs and Wondersinovement. His thesis was that, through the Holy Spirit,
God would authenticate the preaching of his word, so that, whenevgospel was preached there
would be supernatural signs, such as healings and exorcismsotl'sare | go along with everything he
taught, but there’s a sense in what we’ve read this morhatgie are shown to be followers of Jesus by
the way in which the Holy Spirit enables us to continue Jesussini in the communities where he has
placed us.

You and | can have our relationship with Jesus vindicated by theSialy. He is present within us and
he can work through us to accomplish the things that God wants domus. diésome amazing things,
and we can as well, if we are prepared to let the HolyitSpark within us. Douglas was telling me of
how that happened at one of the Alpha course evenings — almoseiofspibuglas’s own hesitancy. If
the work of Jesus is to continue on this earth, in this communmityis city, then it will do so through us,
through men and women and young people who have listened to God's voice, ladgedwthe
Lordship of Jesus Christ and accepted that the Holy Spirittienathem, just waiting to be unleashed, if
you like.

Just think what we could do for God in this place if we all livkd that, if we all wanted the Holy Spirit
to work through — and believed that he would. Maybe the greatestmnyis that we don’t really make
use of the awesome power of the Holy Spirit as we try éodssJesus’ followers day by day.



“THE MYSTERY OF THE HOLY SPIRIT”
Mark 1:9-13; 1 Timothy 3:14-16; John 14:12-14

"Mystery”is a favourite word of St Paul. Of the nineteen uses of the word in the New Testament, fifteen
of them occur in his letters. And Paul uses the word in a very particular way — to describe something
that has hitherto been hidden but is now revealed. When he writes to his young pastor friend Timothy —
"The mystery of godliness is great”, he is saying, “This is a wonderful secret, but now God has chosen to
let you in on it”. And the mystery is then set out in the form of a simple statement of belief that was
used by the early Christians in their worship. We focus on "he was vindicated by the Spirit”.

Jesus was the revealed secret at the heart of God’s plan for the redemption of broken humanity. He
had been foretold by the Hebrew prophets and then appeared on earth in curious circumstances as a
baby. Despite the rumours of his birth to a virgin, he might not have achieved any prominence at all
had it not been for what he was able to do with the help of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit vindicated him,
enabled him to make his mark and demonstrated through him the truth of the Old Testament
prophecies.

Jesus’ ministry on earth is generally reckoned to have begun with the incident recorded in Mark 1:9-13.
As he comes up from his baptism, Jesus receives the Holy, accompanied by the visual symbol of a dove.
Jesus’ ministry begins with the arrival of the Holy Spirit. Now he can begin to fulfil his destiny and get
stuck in to the mission that he has been given by his Father.

In the words we read from John’s gospel, it starts to become clear that we can participate in it too. In
the last, long conversation that Jesus has with his followers, which takes up most of chapters 13 to 16,
Jesus talks about his departure from them and about what the future could hold for them as they
continue his mission on earth. Amongst other things, he promises them that they, too, can experience
the power and presence of the Holy Spirit once he is gone.

But what is most amazing is that he tells them they can do what he has been doing. In fact, he says in
John 14:12 that they — we — will be able to do "even greater things”. In Romans 8 we read that the
Holy Spirit is present in the lives of all those who take the decision to follow Jesus. So we are all pretty
well kitted out to do what Jesus is talking about here. The Holy Spirit within us can enable us to do
great things, things such as our co-heir of God'’s glory, Jesus, was able to do. There's a sense in what
we've read this morning that we are shown to be followers of Jesus by the way in which the Holy Spirit
enables us to continue Jesus’ ministry in the communities where he has placed us. If the work of Jesus
is to continue on this earth, in this community, in this city, then it will do so through us.

Questions for discussion

1. Do you find Christianity mysterious? In which ways? Is it right to preserve some of the mystery or
should we by trying to explain it all? How can we bring a sense of mystery into our worship?

2. The Holy Spirit came to Jesus at his baptism, according to the Gospels. Did Jesus have the Holy
Spirit at all before that? If he didn't, was he really divine?

3. What do you think Jesus was saying in John 14:12? Why do we not see many miracles and other
supernatural demonstrations of the Holy Spirit's power today? Is it simply a matter of faith?

4. Would you like to be able to do "greater things than these”? Why/why not?

5. In what ways could we make ourselves more available and open to the Holy Spirit? What could we
do as a church to encourage this?



