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Pray. As I was seeking a theme for tonight I came across Bishop Tom Wright’s talks for
the Thy Kingdom Come prayer initiative, when we’re praying specifically for God’s
kingdom to come, on earth as it is in heaven. I hope you’ve been able to join in by some
means, and have five people you’re praying for to come into that kingdom by coming to
know Jesus. Bishop Tom, when talking about that phrase “Thy kingdom come”, said
God’s kingdom coming on earth is all about God’s initiatives in making heaven meet
earth. So why did that phrase grab me when thinking about Pentecost and our reading
from John’s gospel?
Bear with me as we do a little Old Testament history: I want to talk about three major
Jewish festivals, all of which having meaning for the readings and for our faith today.
There were three Jewish festivals of the seven annual feasts in the Old Testament where
all Jewish males were required to gather at the Temple in Jerusalem. These were
Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles. Now bear in mind that the Temple where they
gathered was the place where God dwelt, or tabernacled, among the Jews; it was where
they saw heaven meeting earth. Significant already?
Let’s look at the three feasts in turn. Passover is the one we probably recognise most. It
recalled the angel of death passing over the Jewish homes in Egypt, when he saw the
blood of the sacrificial lamb painted on their doorposts. In homes where there was no
blood the first born son died. It was the event that triggered the Exodus. For Christians
Passover became Good Friday and Easter, with the blood of the sacrificed Lamb of God
opening the way for us ALL to pass from the slavery of sin and death into the eternal
freedom of new life in Christ. This is the life of heaven dramatically come to earth! Today
may be the last day of the Easter season. But for us Christians, Easter and the new life of
heaven continue, whatever the church season! So much for Passover.
The feast of Tabernacles happened at the end of the harvest so is also called ‘The
Festival of Ingathering’. Remember that! This festival is the setting for our Gospel
reading and it remembers the Jewish Exodus by requiring Jews to live in temporary
‘tabernacles’, just as they did in the wilderness. It also reminds them that God himself
dwelt, or tabernacled among them on that journey. Remind yourself that St John used
this image also: “In the beginning was the Word… And the word was made flesh and
tabernacled among us…” John’s use of language is deliberate! It evokes heaven
coming to earth tangibly, in Jesus.
Now there were two great symbols used in the Temple at Tabernacles. One was the
lighting of huge 75’ high menorah lights to remind the Jews of the pillar of fire
representing God’s presence in their midst during the Exodus: this light from the Temple
lit up the whole city! Do you recall the pictures in John’s gospel of light shining in the
darkness, of Jesus saying “I am the light of the world?” Read about light in Revelation 22
too!
The other symbol was pouring out a large pitcher of water against the Temple altar. It
symbolised not only dependence on God for the next harvest rains but also echoed
Jewish hope for the ‘living water’ of the Spirit referred to in their Scriptures – read Isaiah
55 “Ho, everyone that thirsts: come to the waters and drink, without cost!” Also read in
Ezekiel 47 about the river of life springing out of the Temple.
Do you see what Jesus was doing by saying at this feast “Come to me and drink!”? In
the Temple, the place where Jews saw heaven meeting earth, Jesus was saying “I am

this place! I am where heaven meets earth! I am the one who will give you this water, so
you can give it to others!”
Throughout his gospel John continually shows Jesus as wholly divine and wholly human.
Not only is he the source of these divine gifts of light and living water, he is now the place
where heaven meets earth. Thus the Temple was no longer the focus for worship; it’s
Jesus who is now central. So the meaning of the feast of Tabernacles, where our Gospel
reading took place, shows us at least three things: God’s continuing desire to live among
his people; his desire to be light and sustenance for his people, and his desire for all
people to be ‘ingathered’. So much for Tabernacles!
On to Pentecost. Firstly this recalls God giving the Jews their Law, the Torah, at Mt
Sinai. That was an unexpected gift of God which came with great noise and fire – where
have we heard about THAT today! The Torah, God’s covenant with his people, was
seen, to use Bishop Tom’s words “as the way in which heaven’s life became effective on
earth.” Torah was the embodiment of God’s life within his people. It was a way of living
unique amongst people of the ancient world.
Our Acts reading happened at this festival. There were Jews present from all over the
known world, including from beyond the Roman Empire, because it was one of the three
major feasts. Those Jews witnessed heaven’s life becoming effective on earth in an
entirely new way, but one which they could have recognised if they remembered their
scriptures. This was God defining his people in a new way, a way of the Spirit that would
extend to all people. Peter reminded the crowds of this using Joel’s prophecy.
Now, if the Torah defines God’s people of Israel by making heaven’s life effective on
earth, can you see the Spirit defines Jesus’ followers in a similar but deeper way? It’s the
gift of God’s Spirit at Pentecost that makes heaven’s life effective on earth. He enlivens
the new life in Christ announced at Easter; he gives us the power to follow Christ in being
light and sustenance to those around us. The Spirit is God tabernacled within us, not
merely among us! This Spirit life is a way of living unique amongst people of the modern
world!
Spirit living includes the desire and the power to share the free grace and mercy of God
with those who don’t yet know it. Pentecost is also called the “Day of Firstfruits”.
Remember those 3000 ‘first-fruit’ souls added to the fledgling church recorded in Acts 2?
‘Firstfruits’, of course, implies that there will be further fruit; the good news is that we are
the harvesters for these future harvests in our own time!
It’s the Spirit who empowers us for this great ingathering task, which is why the Spirit is
poured out on us all, old and young, female and male. And, of course, the Spirit is given
to us to do this, only and wholly through God’s free grace and mercy!
We are the people of God in this place and God wants to ‘tabernacle’ with us, individually
and corporately. Just as living out the Torah was seen by the Jews as the way for God’s
kingdom to come on earth, just as Christ lived out Torah by the power of the Spirit to
announce the new kingdom of God, so we Christians are called to live out the life of the
Spirit and ‘ingather’ others into that same fullness of life too. It’s the way for God’s
kingdom to come, on earth as it is in heaven. For, by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, we
are now the people where heaven meets earth today. The consequences of THAT are
stupendous! I’ll leave you to ponder it! Let’s pray: “Lord, may your kingdom come, on
earth as in heaven. Through us! Amen.”

