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Passages:
Acts 2:1-21
Idea:
Most humans seek an apple; God offers the Tree of Life.
Subject:
Pentecost; the concept of salvation
Title:
Spirit-Sprung Salvation, JJB, SPUC, 4 June 2006
A living creature walked off our balcony and fell down 14 floors a couple weeks ago.  I had just fed Talya’s turtles, both of which seemed ravenously hungry.  She was at school, and, well, I guess she’s still learning that turtles do need food in order to live.  After they ate, I thought I would put them out in the sun so they could soak up a little vitamin D, which strengthens their shells.  So I left them in their little feeding aquarium and set them on the floor of our balcony.
An hour or so later, I returned to take them back inside.  However, only one turtle was in that little aquarium!  Somehow one managed to climb out!  Desperately I looked around every square centimeter of that balcony, hoping that the turtle ventured north​ward or westward, instead of southward or eastward.  But it was nowhere to be found.  I finally figured out that the turtle did indeed crawl off the edge of the balcony.  And so I decided that I would simply go back to work.
You see, I was in the middle of an important writing project, and I had to submit the paper I was working on by the end of the day.  I was under great time pressure.  Furthermore, I figured that if that sense​less turtle crawled off the edge of our balcony and fell 14 floors to the ground, it would certainly be dead.  There would be no hope of its survival.  And if that were not enough rationale to simply forget about the imprudent turtle and go back to work, there was another fact to consider.  Movers were using the elevator that morning.  That meant that if I were to go down and look for that turtle, I would not only have to walk down 222 stairs, I would have to walk up them too.  So to me, the case was very clear.  Why spend more valua​ble work time to go down and hunt for this ill-fated reptile?  Why would I even think of doing such a thing?
The apostle Peter may have found himself in a similar dilemma that first Pentecost morn​ing.  He and the other apostles, as well as others who may have been with them, were unexpectedly and bountifully blessed with this miraculous anointing of the Holy Spirit. Luke has a hard time explaining to us what happened, except by way of analogy.  He describes a sound “like the blowing of a violent wind … that filled the whole house where they were sitting.”  He also describes tongues that were like fire, but were not fire.  In any case, it became quite clear at least to the recipients of this gift that God was mightily and miraculously at work among them at that very moment.
By the way, we should all keep in mind that what Luke describes here is truly excep​tional, and not predictable.  In other words, you and I can pray and plead with God all we want for an experience like the one we read in Acts 2:1-4, but most likely we’re not going to get it quite like this.  I’m not saying that we won’t be filled with the Holy Spirit – we will be, per​haps even dramatically so.  But I am saying that this really was an extraordinary time – God was beginning to create his church, his spiritual Israel – he was doing a brand new thing!   And the Holy Spirit arrived in an excited rush, reminiscent of the Father running up to the prodigal son on the dusty road, and embracing him with joy.  While there is indeed great joy whenever a wayward person turns toward God, there is very rarely this overt, out of the ordinary display of the Holy Spirit’s arrival in the life of a repentant human being.

I say this because you and I must beware of those who would try to determine and dictate whether or not we’ve been born again or anointed by the Holy Spirit.  During the early years of this church there was an elderly woman who was a member of our congregation.  She told me time and again that I needed to be baptized by the Holy Spirit like the preach​ers back in her home church had been.  As she described to me their baptisms, it seemed to me that at least some of them had even more dramatic experiences with the Holy Spirit than we read about in Acts 2:1-4!  She also gave me a magazine article written by her head pastor that said unless one is regularly speaking in tongues, that person is not even truly a Christian.  Well, that’s an example of pure error, Friends, because the ability to speak in tongues is a spiritual gift, and no one gift is for every believer.  After all, I wouldn’t expect you all to exhibit the gift of healing or prophesying or even the gift of preaching.  The Spirit gives the gifts “just as he deter​mines,” as it clearly says in 1 Corinthians 12:11.
So Peter and the other disciples there were “filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.”  Notice, a few verses later, that the ‘other tongues’ that were spoken were intelligible languages.  No interpreters were needed.  The words were understood.  If Eda had been there as translator, she would have been out of a job that Sunday morning.  So these ‘tongues’ were likely a different phenomenon than we read about in 1 Corin​thians 12, where Paul says spiritually empowered interpreters must interpret and explain after tongues are spoken among a gathering of believers.
Nevertheless, these Jews who are literally from all over that region of the world, still do not fully understand what is going on, even though there are understandable words and phrases.  “Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, ‘What does this mean?’”  There were even some Jews who were listening in who might have called this group of babblers the ‘Drunken Disciples’ – those listeners really had no clue what to think.

Then it was as if Peter and the other disciples were standing on a balcony wondering what to do about the stupid turtle that had crawled off the edge.  On the one hand, they could have simply gone back to the enjoyable ‘work’ of worshipping.  After all, it was Sunday morning.  They were having the most magnificent worship experience of their lives.  They were suddenly on an unbelievable spiritual high!  Why even bother with those imprudent human ‘turtles’ who have wandered so fatally far away from God?  Let those Jewish bystanders think what they will think, but we have better things to do.  And after all, it was those Jews who really cruci​fied Jesus.  As for us, let’s just carry on with our service and revel in the potent presence of the almighty Holy Spirit.
If any disciples thought that way, Luke certainly doesn’t tell us.  What he does tell us is that “Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd.”  He only had seconds to prepare what ended up being a remarkably effective ser​mon.  And today we only read not even half of his sermon (you might want to read the other half later today on your own).  In fact, the sermon ends at verse 40, where it indicates that his sermon was even longer than is recorded.  There we read, “With many other words Peter warned them; and he pleaded with them, “Save yourselves from this corrupt generation!”

In a James-Bultema paraphrase that might read, “Save yourselves from your fall off the balcony!”  And the context makes clear that one can only save him or herself by hum​bly turning to Jesus Christ, the risen Lord.  Verse 21, the last verse in our passage today, states it concisely:  “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”
I suppose the first question one might ask in response to a statement like that is does everyone need to be saved?  I think a quote from Sigmund Freud, toward the end of his life, sheds interesting light on the answer to this question.  Sigmund Freud, you know, was the founder of psychoanalysis.  He analyzed more people in his roughly 60 years of re​search than probably anyone else who has ever lived.  He wrote this in a letter to a friend named Oscar Pfister:  “I have found little that is ‘good’ about human beings on the whole.  In my experience most of them are trash, no matter whether they publicly subscribe to this or that ethical doctrine, or to no doctrine at all.”
In God’s eyes we are certainly more than human ‘trash’ – in fact, we are his dearly beloved creatures.  Nevertheless, we read in Psalm 14, for example, about an observation of the Lord that foreshadowed that summary observation of Sigmund Freud:  “The Lord looks down from heaven on the sons of men to see if there are any who understand, any who seek God.  All have turned aside, they have together become corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even one.”  Yes indeed, we do need to be saved.
But what is brand new, People, is this salvation of which Peter speaks.  Even in the Gospels and in the Old Testament the related words ‘salvation’ and ‘saved’ are gener​ally used quite differently from how they’re used in Acts and in the Letters that follow.  The kind of salvation that Peter’s listeners were used to hearing about and praying for was salvation in the here and now.  People wanted to be rescued from dangerous or debilita​ting or difficult situations.  People wanted to be delivered from their enemies.  They wanted to be safe and healthy and able to enjoy long life on earth – that is what the word salvation referred to in their minds.
The same was true with people throughout the Roman Empire of that day.  It’s interest​ing to note that of all the gods and goddesses of ancient paganism, not one of them promised eternal salvation to even their most faithful worshippers.  It was not a con​cept.  The salvation that ancient people looked for was this-worldly salvation from disease, disaster, and premature death.  Last week Bill & Nancy and I were with some others at Didyma, where a magnificent temple to Apollo once stood.  People paraded to that temple for centuries seeking oracles of salvation that had to do almost exclusively with being healed, being kept safe, being delivered, and being protected and preserved until a timely death.
The same is largely true in our day and age, isn’t it?  A couple weeks ago, while Renata and I were in Switzerland, we visited a church that houses the famous ‘Black Mary,’ a small, darkened statue of Mary through which marvelous miracles have supposedly been received.  On the back wall of that church were scores of letters and drawings to the ‘Black Mary’ – all tributes to her, essentially thanking her for all kinds of miracles of salvation.  They had to do with supernatural help during times of war, deliverances from disasters at sea, healings from illnesses, recoveries from accidents, and so on and so forth.  Every single tribute that I read had to do with salvation in the here and now.
And I think if we were honest with ourselves, we would realize that that is most often the kind of salvation in which we are most interested … salvation that has to do prima​rily with this world.  But Jesus died for you and me with a far greater salvation in mind.  It is as though we get stuck praying and pleading for apples, when God offers us the Tree of Life.
Peter succinctly distinguishes the new and incredible salvation that God offers in v. 38:  “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgive​ness of your sins.  And you too will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”  And you too will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  This salvation, dear Friends, is for good and forever.
In the meantime, people are falling off the balconies of life.  What are we going to do about it?  As for Peter, he stood up, raised his voice, and proclaimed God’s Spirit-Sprung salva​tion in Jesus Christ.  But what will you and I do … even in this coming week?
There are always good reasons to simply go back to other kinds of work, as I certainly was tempted to do when Talya’s turtle fell off our balcony.  But then I thought of Talya. I was re​minded of her love for that turtle.  And so I ran down the stairs, and found that turtle lying up​side-down in the grass. I ever so gently picked it up.  Blood was trickling from its mouth.  It opened its eyes and looked at me as if to say, “What took you so long?”  I ran it up the stairs two at a time, and went online to find out what to do for a turtle that had fallen from the top of a building.  Nothing came up on the screen.  The closest article I could find was titled “First Aid for a Turtle that has Gotten Run Over by a Car.” I followed the instructions.
When Talya came home, I took her to the intensive care sink, where I had the turtle wrap​ped loosely in a dry towel.  I explained to her the desperate situation, and assured her that I did all I could to help her turtle survive.  We said a prayer … I guess … for the turtle’s salvation here and now (which is still OK to do).  The next morning we all but cheered to discover that the turtle was still living, and before long it was back to its normal self.
Why descend 222 stairs to look for a foolish turtle that crawled off the edge of a bal​cony?  For the love of its little owner.  Why bother with people who have foolishly strayed far away from God?  For the love of their Savior.  Jesus Christ died so that you and I and all people might have the chance at more than just an apple of salvation.  He died so that we might have the Tree of Life.
Alleluia and amen.
