Exordium
Before they left for the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus told his disciples that he would be going away, back to God the Father, who sent him. This caused the disciples to become sorrowful. However, Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you. But if I go, I will send him to you” (John 16:7). Then, after he had completed the work that his Father had sent him to do by his death and resurrection, Jesus “ordered [his disciples] not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for the promise of the Father, which, he said, ‘you heard from me; for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now’” (Acts 1:4–5). Then came the day of Pentecost. The disciples all remained in Jerusalem, as Jesus had commanded them, and “were all together in one place. And suddenly there came from heaven a sound like a mighty rushing wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. And divided tongues as of fire appeared to them and rested on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance” (Acts 2:1–4).
Jesus has also sent his Spirit to all of you. He sent him to you through the preaching of the Word and through the waters of Holy Baptism. I am willing to bet that his coming was not accompanied with a sudden mastery of other languages or any other type of miracle that many people can find themselves looking for. However, he did perform a much greater miracle. The Holy Spirit created faith in your hearts, giving you new life. You were once dead in your trespasses and sins. Only hell awaited you, and you were unable to do anything about it. But, thanks to the work of the Holy Spirit, you now live, and it is now heaven that awaits you. And until the day that you get there, the Holy Spirit is still at work in you, keeping your faith strong and alive through the Word and Sacraments. Now, as we celebrate this festival day, let us rise and sing hymn #399: “O Light of God’s Most Wondrous Love:”
O Light of God’s most wonderous love,
Who dost our darkness brighten,
Shed on Thy Church from heav’n above,
Our eye of faith enlighten!
As in Thy light we gather here,
Show us that Christ’s own promise clear
Is Yea and Amen ever.
O risen and ascended Lord,
We wait fulfillment of Thy Word;
O bless us with Thy favor!

Sermon Text (1 Samuel 16:14–23 ESV)

14 Now the Spirit of the LORD departed from Saul, and a harmful spirit from the LORD tormented him. 15 And Saul’s servants said to him, “Behold now, a harmful spirit from God is tormenting you. 16 Let our lord now command your servants who are before you to seek out a man who is skillful in playing the lyre, and when the harmful spirit from God is upon you, he will play it, and you will be well.” 17 So Saul said to his servants, “Provide for me a man who can play well and bring him to me.” 18 One of the young men answered, “Behold, I have seen a son of Jesse the Bethlehemite, who is skillful in playing, a man of valor, a man of war, prudent in speech, and a man of good presence, and the LORD is with him.” 19 Therefore Saul sent messengers to Jesse and said, “Send me David your son, who is with the sheep.” 20 And Jesse took a donkey laden with bread and a skin of wine and a young goat and sent them by David his son to Saul. 21 And David came to Saul and entered his service. And Saul loved him greatly, and he became his armor-bearer. 22 And Saul sent to Jesse, saying, “Let David remain in my service, for he has found favor in my sight.” 23 And whenever the harmful spirit from God was upon Saul, David took the lyre and played it with his hand. So Saul was refreshed and was well, and the harmful spirit departed from him.

The Holy Spirit Is at Work in You
In our Epistle lesson for today, along with the sermon of the apostle Peter that follows, we hear of a change that happened in Jesus’ disciples. These men who, not too long ago, did not fully understand what Jesus had to do, fled in fear when Jesus was arrested, and locked themselves in an upper room after Jesus’ death were now preaching God’s Word and clearly preaching the Gospel to all of those Jews who had gathered in Jerusalem. This change, which was brought about by the Holy Spirit, was accompanied by the disciples miraculously speaking in the native languages of all the Jews who were present, for they had come to Jerusalem from all over. This confused the Jews who were present, but, by the end of Peter’s sermon, about three thousand souls were baptized. Jesus had sent his disciples the Holy Spirit, as he said he would.
The sending of the Holy Spirit is not something new that started on Pentecost. It has been happening for thousands of years, ever since the fall into sin. As was just said moments ago, mankind is by nature dead in his trespasses and sins, and the only way for that to change is by the Holy Spirit creating faith in the hearts of sinners through the Word. Nothing has changed, and nothing will ever change. One person from Old Testament times whom the Holy Spirit was sent to was Saul.
Saul was chosen by God to be the first king of Israel. When Samuel met with Saul to anoint him as the king of Israel, Samuel told Saul that the Holy Spirit would be sent to him. Now, how the Holy Spirit was sent to Saul is actually pretty similar to how the Holy Spirit was sent to Jesus’ disciples. Samuel told Saul that, after meeting a group of prophets, “the Spirit of the LORD [would] rush upon [him], and [he would] prophesy with them and be turned into another man” (1 Samuel 10:6). Gone would be the quiet, shy young man that we see Saul being prior to him being proclaimed the king of Israel. In his place would be a bold and confident leader. And the Holy Spirit’s coming would be accompanied by a sign, which was Saul prophesying with a group of prophets, something that confused the people who witnessed it. The Holy Spirit had been sent to Saul, as Samuel said that he would.
Unfortunately, that is not the only change that we see in Saul. One two separate occasions, we see Saul disobey a command of God. First, when Samuel did not arrive at the exact time that Saul was expecting him, he offered sacrifices before going into battle with the Philistines, something that only Samuel was allowed to. Second, after God gave Saul the command to devote Amalek completely to destruction, “Saul and the people spared Agag [the king of the Amalekites] and the best of the sheep and of the oxen and of the fattened calves and the lambs, and all that was good, and would not utterly destroy them. All that was despised and worthless they devoted to destruction” (1 Samuel 15:9). After each of these incidents, Samuel told Saul that he would lose the throne to “a man after [God’s] own heart” (1 Samuel 13:14). But it was only after the second incident that Saul confessed his sin.
Was Saul’s confession genuine? Only God knows. However, the way we see Saul act calls the sincerity of his confession into question. The first time he confesses his sin, he attempts to shift the blame onto the people by saying to Samuel, “I have transgressed the commandment of the LORD and your words, because I feared the people and obeyed their voice” (1 Samuel 15:24). Then, both times that he confesses his sin, he says to Samuel, “[R]eturn with me that I may bow before the LORD” (1 Samuel 15:25). This seems to show that Saul was more concerned with how he appeared before the people than with his standing with God, since Samuel served as a symbol of God’s favor before the people. This motivation seems to be made even clearer during Saul’s second confession, when he says to Samuel, “[H]onor me now before the elders of my people and before Israel” (1 Samuel 15:30).
God had rejected Saul as king because of his sins, and it appears that Saul did not show genuine repentance for his sins. Therefore, “the Spirit of the LORD departed from Saul, and a harmful spirit from the LORD tormented him” (verse 14). God permitted a harmful spirit to afflict Saul with fear and anguish, with emotional and mental instability, as a punishment. One of the reasons that we are punished when we do wrong is so that we are made aware that we have done wrong and repent, doing our best, with God’s help, to not give in to the temptation to commit that sin again. However, this punishment still did not lead Saul to repentance. Despite this, God still showed mercy to Saul by granting him moments of relief when David, the man after God’s own heart who would replace Saul as king, played music that had a calming effect on Saul and exercised the harmful spirit.
What happened to Saul serves as a warning for all of us. The Holy Spirit has been sent to us through the Word, and he continues to be with us as he preserves and strengthens our faith through that same Word. However, if the Holy Spirit works through the Word, then what happens if we no longer make hearing the Word our priority? Sure, you’re coming to church now, but are you really focusing entirely on what is happening during the service, or are you letting your mind wander? Are you staying alert, or are you letting yourself dose off? And even if you are coming to church and devoting your entire attention to the worship of God, what would it take to keep you from coming to church and setting aside time to be in the Word throughout your day? Could it be sports or entertainment? Could it be work? Could it be your friends and family? With Saul, he seemed to become concerned with how he appeared to the people. Is how you appear to other people keeping you from opening up a Bible and reading it in public or saying a prayer in front of others? When something else becomes more important to us than God and we stop seeking repentance for the things that we’ve done, our faith is in danger, which means that we are in danger of losing the Holy Spirit.
However, just as God continued to show mercy to Saul, he continues to show mercy to us. Yes, he may chastise us when we sin, but he does it in the hopes that we realize what we have done wrong and repent, trusting in our Savior, Jesus, for the forgiveness of our sins. And it is in Jesus that we find God’s ultimate example of mercy that he showed us: He sent his only begotten Son into the world to save us from our sins. The Holy Spirit came upon Jesus during his baptism, in which he was anointed Prophet, Priest, and King and began his public ministry. And not once did the Holy Spirit leave him, for he lived a perfect life, not even breaking a single command of God. And yet, there was a time that God did leave him. As Jesus hung on the cross, bearing the sins of world on his shoulders, the sins of every nation and language from throughout time, God’s wrath was poured out on him, and God turned his back on his own Son, making him suffer hell itself. God departed from his Son so that he may never depart from you.
The Holy Spirit is still doing the same work that he has been doing for thousands of years. On this festival day, we focus on the Holy Spirit’s coming at Pentecost, but he has been doing his work since the beginning of time and still does work on you today. He has been sent to you through the Word and keeps working to preserve and strengthen your faith. Even though your sinful nature loves to keep rearing its ugly head, the faith that the Holy Spirit has worked in your heart and the work that he has continued to do through the Word leads you to repentance so that you may persevere until the end when your Savior leads you safely into heaven. As our Lord says in the gospel according to St. John, “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life” (John 3:16 NKJV). Thanks be to God that he has shown and continues to show such great mercy toward us!
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