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We are looking at the remarkable events that occurred at the feast of Pentecost, which Luke presents as the great water-shed in the history of our salvation.  Luke’s purpose in writing this book was, in part, at least, to document how the age of the Spirit followed the ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ to the right hand of the Father; and, how the Gospel ran from Jerusalem to the capital of the empire as a result.


What we turn to examine this morning is the first section of the first Christian sermon ever preached.  It was given in direct response to the claim that those speaking in tongues were under the influence of drink.  What this means, of course, is that the miracle of speech and of hearing that we discussed last week did not lead to the conversions Luke documents at the end of the chapter.  The means by which people came to faith in Jesus was the Spirit-anointed preaching of the Word of God.  


This is where we must begin this morning, for we have in the preaching of this sermon itself, one of the chief marks of the outpouring of the Spirit.  Some scholars have suggested that an uneducated fisherman could not have preached this sermon.  Frankly, I would not believe a single word Luke wrote if he would lie about something like that.  The secret is the Spirit.


In his book The Tongue Of Fire William Arthur wrote, “If the preaching of the Gospel is to exercise a great power over mankind, it must be either by enlisting extraordinary men, or by the endowing of ordinary men with extraordinary power.”  One of the things that happens in revival is that preachers with limited gifts are enabled to excel themselves to amazing degrees. Indeed, the great miracle of Pentecost was not the speaking in tongues; it was this remarkable sermon, and the effect it had on those who heard it.  “The crowning power of the messenger of God,” wrote William Arthur, “Is that power that reaches into the heart, and which becomes by the same power that inspired it the means by which the dead live!”  


 John Calvin had a symbol.  It was an open hand in which lay a heart on fire.  I think of the prayer prayed by William Arthur and trust we can make it our own, “To us, as to our fathers, give fullness of power!  Without thee we can do nothing; but filled with the Holy Ghost, the excellency of the power will be of thee, O God, and not of us.” 


We must turn now to the first part of the sermon itself in which Peter makes the incredible claim that what was happening in Jerusalem was nothing less than the fulfillment of one of the great promises of the ancient prophets.  Peter’s voice soared as he proclaimed, This is that which was spoken by the prophet Joel.


One of the interesting things about Peter’s quoting of Joel is that he alters him a little.  In fact, his alteration is quite significant.  What Joel wrote was, It was shall come to pass after this.  What Peter does is change After this to The last days.  In Joel the promise of the Spirit followed a national disaster in the form of a plague of locusts.  The prophet saw the hand of God and called for a convocation to repent.  It was following promises of food and plenty that Joel cried out, And after this I will pour out my Spirit on all people.


The fulfillment of this promise occurred beneath the shadows of the temple, the symbol of an economy that was coming to an end.  These were the last days of that temple, the last days of the Mosaic economy.  The speaking in tongues was not just a religious experience, it marked a massive epochal shift.  Nothing would ever be the same again.


The nature of that shift is laid out for us in our text, beginning with the glorious promise of a universal outpouring of the Spirit in verse 17.  This is what sets the new covenant apart from the old.  It is one of the components to the Gospel age inaugurated at this great Pentecostal event.


By quoting Joel Peter got to the heart of the difference between life before, and life after Pentecost.  The Spirit was at work in the world under the old covenant.  We know that because in Psalm 51 David’s great concern following exposure as an adulterer and murderer was that the Holy Spirit would not be taken from him.  At the same time, it is fair to say that the works of the Spirit were extremely limited.  Most of those who came out of Egypt and received the Law in the wilderness were void of the Spirit.  God said this repeatedly in explaining why his people were under his judgement.  Their hearts were uncircumcised, which means, they were unchanged, unregenerate.   


One of the big changes then that emerged from Pentecost concerned the extent of the Spirit’s work.  This became immediately evident when three thousand were converted.  In less than a generation the Gospel had penetrated to Caesar’s household.  The ingathering of the Gentiles, which is one of the major themes of this book was truly amazing.  The early Jerusalem Church was completely unprepared for it.  An example of this is the conversion of the household of Cornelius in Acts 10.  Cornelius was a Roman Centurion who had embraced the tenets of Judaism.  He was visited by an angel who told him to send for a preacher.  As Peter preached the Spirit that was poured out upon the Jews at the beginning was poured out on pagan soldiers. 


This is the first mark of the Gospel age.  A general out-pouring of the Spirit, and the subsequent enlargement of his work in history.  We see it beyond the period covered by this book.  The conversion of the Barbarian tribes that followed the sacking of Rome is a marvelous piece of history, as is the conversion of Celtic tribes in the British Isles.  What we saw in Korea in the twentieth century, and what we see in much of the third world today reflects the same thing.      


We must also emphasize the quality of this outpouring.  The Spirit is not only about conversion.  There is a Christian life to be lived, and a personal/infinite God to come to know.  In the fifth chapter of his letter to the Romans and the fifth verse Paul speaks of the outpouring of love–the love of the Father for his children.  It’s a marvelous passage.  The concern is with the whole question of Christian assurance, and how God assures His children of His love for them.  He showed it in Christ, argues Paul, he showed it in the cross.  He also pours out his love in His Spirit directly, right into the human heart.


Not only do we have the extent of the Spirit’s work enlarged, we have it deepened and enriched.  That brings us to the words that begin in the middle of verse 17.  They are somewhat controversial for a number of reasons, but critically important.  


What he says is that as a result of this pouring out of the Spirit our sons and daughters will prophesy, our young men will see visions, and our old men will dream dreams.  He gets very bold in verse 18.  Even slaves and servants will be affected.  


What is he saying here?  In answering this question we need to look briefly at the word prophesy.  Its one of the gifts of the Spirit Paul mentions a great deal of in his epistles.  In fact, he dedicates a whole chapter of First Corinthians to discussing it, comparing it to the gift of tongues.  


There has been much discussion on the nature of this gift.  In his book on the Holy Spirit Billy Graham defines prophecy as the ability to understand and engage people in the exposition of the Word of God.  J.I. Packer seems to agree.  He says that prophecy is “exhibited in every sermon or informal message that has had a heart-searching, home-coming application to its hearers.”  There is some truth to that, though I think Tom Gillespie of Princeton is closer to the biblical data.  


He defines a prophet, at least in its New Testament sense, as an inspired spokesman for the risen Jesus, who received messages he felt compelled to deliver.  This can happen in preaching.  There are many examples of it in history, not least of all in the ministry of Charles Spurgeon.  He once identified a man in his congregation who was a shoe-maker and who kept his shop open on Sundays.  He gave details concerning how many shoes he had sold the Sunday before, and how much profit he had made.  It led to the man’s conversion.  What makes it prophecy is an immediate impression.  It’s not the result of study.  It’s not expository preaching.  It’s an impulse to share an application of the truth that leads to edification, consolation, and comfort.


Now, I don’t want to be misunderstood.  Prophets did preach in the ancient church, and their preaching was authoritative.  They are linked to apostles.  They were people recognized to be inspired in a very special sense.  They included women prophets, which is a very important thing in the whole discussion of women in ministry.  Just think of the evangelist Phillip and his four prophesying daughters.  John Chrysostom spoke some three hundred years later of the impact their words had on the church.


What is particularly interesting though is why Joel and Peter focus on this particular gift.  In Numbers 11 Moses brought together seventy elders, who would assist him in leading the people.  Just as God had promised, the same Spirit that rested on Moses was poured out on them.  Immediately, they began to prophesy. However, the Spirit also fell upon two men who were not a part of the seventy.  They also began to prophesy.  This alarmed Joshua who ran to Moses.  “Shouldn’t they be stopped,” he said.  “They’re not from among the seventy.”  That became the opportunity for Moses to pray one of the great prayers of the old covenant.  It’s in verse 29, I wish that all the Lord’s people were prophets, that the Lord would put His Spirit on them all.


Of course, he wanted more than merely the distribution of prophetic gifts.  He wanted the personal and intimate relationship with God that was, under the old covenant, the property of a handful of prophets, priests, and kings, to become the property of all of God’s people.  That was the hope and expectation which found repetition in prophecies like Joel’s, and which had initial fulfillment on the day of Pentecost.  


The apocalyptic elements of this prophecy in verses 19-20 further emphasize the massive change taking place here.  The day of the Lord in verse 20 is not a reference to the second coming.  In this context, I agree with those commentators who see it as a reference to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD. 70, and the end of the Temple and Mosaic era.  When writing of that event the Jewish historian Josephus spoke of the terrible signs and prodigies that preceded the invasion.  In fact, a fiery comet hung over Jerusalem for a whole year.  There were strange things that happened during those years, all of them pointing to some momentous historic event that would change the course of history.  Then, the sun turning to darkness and the moon to blood is language used by prophets like Joel for changes in world powers.  You’ll find all the prophets using these images in that way.


What is Peter saying in quoting these words?  He’s saying that in this event a shift has taken place in the divine order of things.  The Mosaic era is passing away.  No longer would the people of God be identified by a small strip of land in the navel of the earth.  The people of God would now live in every tribe and nation.  King Jesus has taken his throne at the right hand of the Father and is pouring out the influences and gifts and operations of his Spirit in an unrestrained manner, distributing them without regard to race or ethnicity or geography.


Let’s go back for a moment to verses 17-18.  Here is the essence of the change that came at Pentecost.  We have said how under the old covenant the typical and most common effect and evidence of the work of the Spirit was prophesy, with its various modes of expression, such as dreams and visions.  These manifestations of the Spirit were, for the most part, limited to a handful of people, and except for some notable exceptions, those people were men.  Under the new covenant all this is washed away.  The boundaries of the Mosaic economy fell, much like the Berlin wall.  Just as people danced over the rubble in that once divided city so now walls of partition are coming down, and what was reserved for a few has become the property of all.


Does this mean every Christian has the gift of prophecy?  Of course, not.  It does mean that such gifts of speech are available for all.  Distinctions of male and female don’t apply anymore.  All are one in Christ Jesus.  In fact, there is no male or female in the body of Christ, says Paul to the Galatians, we are all one in Christ.  Both sons and daughters may now proclaim the word of God under the authority of the Spirit, and with the tongue of fire we spoke of earlier.  


The prophet had spoken of young men seeing visions, and old men dreaming dreams.  Even the distinction of age is removed.  There is no advantage to being young or old as far as ones participation in the work of the Spirit is concerned.  All the Lord’s people possess knowledge of God.  The young, who have yet to enter fully into all that life has to offer, and the old, who feel unable to participate as once they did can all experience the Spirit of life. 


This is a marvelous thing, and we may not appreciate how glorious it is.  What did John mean when he said in his first epistle, chapter 2:20, You have an anointing from the Holy One, and all of you know the truth?  Jeremiah had looked forward to this day when he cried, No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying, Know the Lord, because they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest.  No need for anointed human mediators to bring us into the presence of God.  In the words of Sinclair Furguson, “All who receive the Spirit of Jesus... share the prophetic anointing.”  He adds, “In Christ they have immediate, personal knowledge of God.  All, in this sense,” he says, “are prophets, as well as priests and kings.” 


This is what the church is called to be.  A community where all races, along with rich and poor, young and old, male and female, share in the influences of the Spirit of Jesus.  May God help us to model this, and deliver us from ways of thinking that set the clock back.  When the Church divides into cliques and groups over things that have nothing to do with the kingdom of God we assault the whole meaning of this momentous event.  


God’s vision of the Church, my friends, is found in that marvelous treatise on the body of Christ in First Corinthians 12.  Young and old; black, brown, yellow, and white; rich and poor; male and female; first world and third world; those with tambourines and drums; and, those with organs and robes, gathering together for the single purpose of adoring the Lamb through the one prophetic Spirit who has been poured out upon them.  When one is honored all cheer; when one is hurt all grieve and weep.  The toe cannot live without the ear; the little pinkey cannot live without the hand.  The body of Christ, joined hip to toe, and animated by the one Spirit that makes it live.  What a picture!  What an image!  No wonder they rejoiced.  No wonder they jumped and danced for joy.  This is what the world longs for, and waits for.  It is what we have been called to be.  

