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Preacher: Jennifer Potter

_______________________________________________________________
HYMNS:
300 
“Father of everlasting grace”

296 “Away with our fears”

325 “Spirit of faith come down”

297 “Come, thou everlasting Spirit”

______________________________________________________________

READINGS: 
Psalm 40



1 Corinthians 2: 10-13



John 16: 4-15

ASPECTS OF CHARLES WESLEY’S GENIUS:

SERMONS FOR TODAY (3) SPIRIT

All through this year we have been celebrating the Tercentenary of Charles Wesley’s birth – by singing our way through his hymns which are in our current hymn book and now in September and October through a series of sermons on aspects of our faith as shown in his hymnody.  We began by looking at God through Wesley’s eyes and words, followed by Christ last week and now today we look at the Holy Spirit. If you are only here for this week, all the sermons in the series will appear on our website.

In one sense we have already looked at the Holy Spirit through the words of Charles Wesley. On Pentecost Sunday this year, as all our members know, our service was broadcast on the television. Leslie preached on the spirit as wind and fire, the spirit as a powerful gift which breaks down reluctance in disciples and turns frightened, timid people into bold witnesses for Christ in the world.

Just as those first disciples were transformed by the spirit on that first Pentecost day to the extent that people could only explain the change by accusing them of being drunk, so Charles and John Wesley also experienced the gift of the spirit in their lives in May 1738. John said that he ‘felt his heart strangely warmed’ and from that moment his lukewarm faith was re-energised and he felt impelled by the spirit to preach and teach all around this country. Charles described his experience in the words of a psalm, ‘God has put a new song in my mouth’.

There have been fresh outpourings of the spirit down the ages and across the world. In our own day Pentecostal churches are the growing edge of the Church in many places and they trace their origin to the outpouring of the spirit in Azusa Street in Los Angeles in the years 1904 to 1906. Many Pentecostal denominations grew out of Methodism and many still sing the hymns of Charles Wesley. Azusa Street and Aldersgate Street are closely linked.

The work and presence of the spirit is the motivating force in the life of a Christian so let us turn to Brother Charles to see how he understood the nature and the work of the Spirit in individual lives and the life of the Church.

‘Father of everlasting grace

Thy goodness and thy truth we praise

Thy goodness and thy truth we prove;

Thou hast, in honour of Thy Son,

The gift unspeakable sent down,

The Spirit of life, and power and love.’

We sang this hymn to begin our service. Here we have Holy Spirit as gift. Just as Jesus Christ promised his spirit as comforter and guide to his disciples as we heard in our reading so the Spirit was indeed sent on the day of Pentecost. It was a gift to those first disciples and to all who would receive it. And to all who would receive it gave new life, new energy and purpose.  The Spirit of God is not reserved for only a few. The Spirit of God is not something we can earn by our own efforts – it is pure gift – ‘unspeakable gift’ as Charles Wesley terms it.

In the broadcast service on Pentecost Day we had the baptism of Ella. As part of that liturgy we said,

Ella, for you Jesus Christ came into the world

For you he lived and showed God’s love

For you he suffered death on the Cross

For you he triumphed over death

Rising to newness of life;

For you he prays at God’s right hand

All this for you,

Before you could know anything of it.’

And so we baptised Ella in the water over which we had prayed for the Holy Spirit to be pored in all its fullness.

One of the first responses to that Pentecost Service came by email from the Netherlands, from a Reformed Church minister on his way out to take a service. He asked for a copy of the words of the Baptism service because they had spoken to him so powerfully of the grace of God which comes to us as sheer grace and gift.

Charles Wesley knew as well as anyone that however much a Christian opens himself or herself to the work of the Spirit, there will be times of doubt and suffering, of pain and dryness. It is the Spirit, God’s abiding presence with us that enables us to come through all such periods in our life.

‘Jesus, the gift divine I know,

The gift divine I ask of thee

That living waters now bestow

Thy Spirit and Thyself on me,

Thou, Lord of Life the fountain art

Now let me find thee in my heart

Thee let me drink, and thirst no more

For drops of finite happiness;

Spring up, O Well, in heavenly power

In streams of pure perennial peace

In joy that none can take away

In life which shall for ever stay.’

Charles Wesley often uses the images of fire and wind to speak of the Spirit as we noted in our Pentecost Day service but in this hymn he changes metaphor and speaks of the Spirit as living water, a fountain, a spring forever welling up. When we feel that our Christian life is dry, that we pray and it seems as if no one answers us, that when we come to worship we do not feel fully part of the service – it is this spirit that is able to well up inside of us and water our dry and lifeless souls if only we open ourselves to that possibility.

The Spirit is not only our comforter in times of trouble but also the power through which the work of Christ can be made known in the world. The Spirit is the motivator of the outreach of the church, the work of mission and evangelism. It is the Spirit which enables us to take our part in the mission of God, the Missio Dei. After this sermon we are going to sing one of Charles Wesley’s most well-known hymns on the Holy Spirit, which exemplifies this theme of outreach,

‘Spirit of faith come down,

Reveal the things of God;

And make to us the Godhead known

And witness with the blood:

Tis thine the blood to apply

And give us eyes to see

Who did for every sinner die

Hath surely died for me’

This verse is a prayer as much as a hymn – it asks that God reveal his purposes to us through the Spirit. Sometimes, especially in these days, Christians chastise themselves that they are not doing enough to bring people to a knowledge of God in Christ. We need to be reminded that the Spirit has been at work in the world since creation, in the prophets, at Jesus’ birth and baptism and is at work even when we do not discern it. Our calling is to attune our lives and minds to the spirit of God, to discern where the spirit is at work so that we might become co-workers with the Spirit in the building up of the kingdom.

While the Spirit of God was given in a special way at Pentecost, many of the hymns of Charles Wesley are prayers for the future coming of the Spirit – we sang this in our first hymn

Send us the Spirit of Thy Son

To make the depths of Godhead known

To make us share the life divine

Send him, the sprinkled blood to apply

Send him our souls to sanctify

And show and seal us ever thine.

Some scholars see a conflict in Wesley here – the Spirit came in a definitive way at Pentecost and we sing of that Spirit as the initiator and energiser of the Church. The Spirit of God gave birth to the Church on Pentecost day so how can Wesley pray for the Spirit still to be sent?

Wesley’s hymns did not make Pentecostal claims for the new Methodist community – what was claimed and expected were new and repeated infusions of the Holy Spirit which would be a source of continual renewal to Christian people, filling them with zeal for the Gospel.

Yesterday we had a group of Methodists here visiting from the Lewisham Circuit. Some had been here before but for many it was the first visit. They had a talk about the Chapel and the beginnings of Methodism, saw round the Museum, the House and the grave and then came back into the Chapel for a final rounding off of their visit. The conversation turned to why it was that many Pentecostal churches seem to have more spiritual energy and more life than many Methodist Churches, especially considering that it was the Methodist movement that inspired the beginnings of many of these other churches.

In response I said to them that even by the end of the Wesleys’ own lifetimes a process of institutionalisation had set in for Methodism – fixed forms and attitudes which tried to channel the flow of the Spirit according to human prescription had made John concerned about the future of the movement that, under God, he had initiated.

Thus John Wesley towards the end of his life said these words,

‘I do not fear that the people called Methodist should ever cease to exist, either in Europe or in America. I only fear that they should exist as a dead sect, having the form of religion but denying the power thereof; and that undoubtedly will be the case if they give up the doctrine, discipline and the spirit with which they first set out.’

With our Church, any Church or with any group of Christians once the Spirit of God has become channelled and confined by human rules and regulations and we spend our time together talking about how we sustain ourselves as an institution, the Spirit of God will flow away from us towards those who feed the hungry, clothe the naked and visit the prisoners. The world outside our doors is crying out for a message of love and hope and so often we are to be found in our meetings talking about the colour of the paint or the times of our meetings.

So bearing John’s words in mind we can ask, with Charles for a fresh infusion of the Spirit into our lives and the life of our Church and let us do so in the familiar words of another of Charles’ hymns in which Father, Son and Holy Spirit are all encompassed  in the words  ‘Love Divine,

‘Love divine, all loves excelling,

Joy of heaven to earth come down

Fix in us thy humble dwelling

All thy faithful mercies crown’

Fill us Lord with the power of your Spirit that our faith may be a force for good in our communities in our day. Amen
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