
Setting the Church on Fire 

Read Acts 2:14-36 

 I had a tough year last year.  Come to think of it, things have been tough for 

longer than a year.  I say this about myself not to engender a wave of pity: “Oh, 

poor you pastor Bill.” Many of you have been having a tough time too, many 

much tougher than me. I say this about us because through the tough times, I 

keep learning more and more about the Church with a capital “C”. 

 I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard someone say, “I’ve left the 

church; I don’t get anything out of it.”  Maybe you’ve said that and done that and 

I am not here to bring any condemnation about it.  But I sense that we Americans, 

steeped as we are in consumerism which promises us that we can have anything 

we want, when we want it, and are totally entitled to get it, are bringing the 

mentality of a shopping mall addict to church and expecting the church to meet 

our needs to be satisfied no matter what.  We even treat the church like an outlet 

center where we hope to get something valuable at a bargain price.  We are 

baptized into a culture of personal greed that is really at war against what it 

means to be baptized with the Holy Spirit.  Un-crucified flesh and Holy Spirit don’t 

get along so well.  To come to church with the mentality of a shrewd haggler is 

not going to work out very well.  God wants us to give our all. 

 Last week I said that I intend to spend several weeks as we begin the New 

Year focusing upon the Holy Spirit.  Last week’s text from Acts 19 showed us a 

dozen people who were baptized for repentance but who “never even heard that 

there is a Holy Spirit.”  They didn’t yet know that giving their all in repentance was 

only the beginning, a start that was to be followed by a deep receiving of gifts 

from God.  The Holy Spirit, working through Paul, took care of that.  I concluded 

by saying that I never wanted any of us to sign on as Christian disciples who excel 

at giving things up but know nothing about what there is to be received in 

exchange.  I never want us to be in the place where we are forced to admit that 

we know nothing about the third person of the Holy Trinity, the Holy Spirit.  If you 

missed the sermon, you can go to our web site and read it on line. 



As your pastor I want to know the Holy Spirit better and I hope you do too.  

Where to begin? As one who at first was trained in pastoral work in the halls of 

academia, I began with the academic approach.  I went to my bookshelves and 

began to pull and dust off the volumes having to do with the Holy Spirit.  It didn’t 

help much.  The sheer volume of material, thousands and thousands of pages of 

scholarly research, was overwhelming.   

To be honest I panicked a little.  As Tony Campolo is fond of saying, “It’s 

Monday, but Sunday’s coming.”  That can either inspire hope if you are having a 

blue Monday and are looking forward to some inspiration for living or for some 

comfort from your faith, or, for a preacher like me who has learned how fast 

Sundays roll around, can turn up the pressure to the boiling point. I needed some 

way to focus, and I needed it no later than Tuesday or Wednesday.  Help! 

Then I read this in a volume by James Dunn which propelled me in a helpful 

direction. (I know reading quotes from heavy tomes can lead you to immediately 

glaze over and zone out, but please try to stay with me for these few sentences): 

Dunn wrote in his work The Christ and the Spirit the following: “the model for 

spiritual renewal is often taken to be the individual—his or her eyes opened, will 

surrendered and heart filled and overflowing with the love of God.  Corporate 

renewal, renewal of the Church, is then seen simply as a multiplication of 

renewed individuals—if only each one experienced such renewal, then would the 

whole Church be renewed……The whole philosophy is underpinned by those who 

see religion as that which the individual does in the aloneness of his soul—the 

flight of the alone to the alone.  I wonder if we do not need to give more 

attention to the corporate dimension of the work of the Spirit from the outset…to 

supplement (not exchange) the model of individual spirituality with a model of 

communal spirituality.   

As it turns out, I’m wondering the same thing for a number of reasons.  And 

here are a few. 

On the last Sunday of the old year, I placed the story of the Tower of Babel 

alongside the story of the first Christian Pentecost.  At Babel, we are told that the 

people had one language and the same words.  We noted that their unity of 



thought and proud purpose was the foundation for their disobedience to God.  

God said to spread out and fill the whole world with God’s glory.  Instead, they 

decided to stay in one spot and build an impressive tower.  So God scattered 

them by confusing their language.  They could no longer work together as before.  

Before God showed them this mercy through intervention and judgment, the 

people had lost their individuality.  Disobedience to God always comes at the 

price of losing an important part of who we are meant to be as people of God.  

When scattered, people had to learn to function, not as part of a collective but as 

individuals. They had to rediscover who they were meant to become and what 

their real purpose was upon the earth.  The thing that they most feared was 

exactly what God wanted for them, not as a curse but as a blessing.  That was 

good. 

On the first Christian Pentecost, the individuals were re-gathered around 

the declaration of the mighty acts of God.  Worship became the unifying force, 

not disobedience and not tower building.  Human pride of accomplishment was 

replaced by praise to God, and around that center people were rightly gathered. 

  The immediate fruit of Pentecost was unity in a preserved diversity.  Each 

person that day heard the Spirit baptized preachers declaring the mighty acts of 

God, each in their own language.  Their individuality was not obliterated but 

honored by God’s Spirit. 

Gifts like speaking in tongues and prophecy were soon followed by many 

others, including gifts of healing and performing miracles in Jesus’ name, gifts of 

teaching and serving and administration of the affairs of the gathered community, 

to name just a few. 

Then came the danger, as it almost always does because of human pride. It 

is but a short step from celebrating our freedom and dignity as redeemed, Spirit 

gifted individuals to individualism.  The descent from love to pride can happen 

before we know it. This became a problem in many of the new churches founded 

by the Apostles’ ministry.  



 Perhaps the prime example is the church at Corinth.  They had spiritual 

gifts in abundance.  The congregation was rocking and hopping with the presence 

of God’s Holy Spirit and manifestations of the Spirit were abundant.  But soon 

people began to think it was all about them and not about God, all about pride 

and less and less to do with love in the Body of Christ. Newly enlivened individuals 

were succumbing to the blight of individualism. Cliques of the so-called super-

spiritual began to form.  Dissension and strife broke out among them.  Fleshly 

pride was replaced by spiritual pride and the fruit of it was the same.  Peoples’ 

beautiful individuality was assaulted, not because of uniformity but because of 

proud comparisons.  People began to assess and grade one another using spiritual 

gifts as a barometer. People began to form “more spiritual than thou” clubs.  So 

Paul wrote to them, “If I speak with the tongues of men or of angels, but have not 

love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.  Without love I gain nothing.  

Without love, I am nothing! 

If we step back and look from a wider perspective, we see that individual 

blessings were in fact given as blessings intended for the whole body to be 

delivered generously and graciously.  The Holy Spirit is not interested in creating a 

pack of lone rangers who can’t get along.  The Spirit filled community becomes 

the locus for expressing the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.  Spirit baptism 

is corporate, not just private.  As an individual you are baptized with the Holy 

Spirit because you need it but also because other people need you to be baptized 

in the Holy Spirit.  You are intended by God to be empowered to pass the gift of 

Christ’s life and love on to one another.  There is an indispensible bond in the 

Church between you and me as individuals and our place in the Body.  We are 

gifted in order to contribute to the common good. 

Every time a person walks away from the body because “they aren’t getting 

anything out of it,”  if they have the Holy Spirit in them, they are walking away 

with a gift given by God with the intention that it be used to strengthen and bless 

the body.  These are real losses.  It may not be too strong to say that it is a kind of 

theft.  If you hand me fifty dollars to give to missions and I use it to go out to 

lunch, to get fed, that is wrong.  Who knows how vibrant and alive every single 



congregation would be if people would invest in rather than divest from the Body 

of Christ. 

To go back to where I began speaking of tough times, what I have 

experienced here among you as well as through people from beyond in the larger 

Body of Christ has caused me to appreciate more deeply than ever the corporate 

nature of life in the Spirit.  No one has come up to me speaking in tongues.  No 

one has gotten in my face with a mighty “thus saith the Lord” type of prophecy 

pointing the way out of my conditions.  What you have done is pray for me, been 

kind and patient and empathetic with me.  You have brought me food and given 

me gifts.  You have let me know that I am loved and supported in ways too many 

to count, so much so that I will never say, “The Church?  I left because I didn’t get 

anything out of it.” 

You’ve heard the expression, “a dirty little secret.”  Here’s another one I’d 

like to give you: “a great big clean secret.”  Actually that’s not quite right, because 

a community that is Spirit-baptized should be no secret at all.  In fact, a Spirit-

filled community will be like a light set on a hill which sheds light upon the whole 

house.  The world around us ought to be different because we stand in its midst, 

bearing witness to Jesus Christ, each one of us proclaiming the mighty acts of God 

in a way that those who hear us will understand it. 

Friends, we are all in this together.  None of us can do it alone.  We need 

the Lord and we need each other.  That’s God’s way and that’s God’s plan. And 

our living unity is one of the marks that the Holy Spirit is among us. 

 

 

 

  


