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Pentecost, Year C
The Three Gifts
The Letter to the Romans from which we read today was a favorite of Martin Luther.  From it, he derived his doctrine of justification by faith alone.  Luther emphasized St. Paul’s teaching that all men are sinners who need to be put right in their relationship with God.  We cannot earn God’s forgiveness, so God must freely give it as a gift, which we accept through faith.  
Luther stressed the negative aspect of justification.  He stressed our unworthiness before God.  But as the Navarre Bible Commentary points out, “The most important thing about justification is its positive aspect—the new life which the Spirit gives us.  Through the action of the Holy Spirit we become true sons and daughters of God and are filled with confidence despite any difficulties that may arise” (Navarre Bible: Romans and Galatians, 57).  

This is the good news of Pentecost!  In response to human sinfulness, the Holy Spirit gives three gifts: new life, adoption as God’s sons and daughters, and confidence in our salvation.  Throughout Easter, we have been hearing about and celebrating these gifts.  We have heard how Jesus received new life at his resurrection, which he shared with us in baptism.  We have heard Jesus call his apostles friends and brothers, just as he calls us his brothers, sisters, and children after our baptism.  And we have heard Jesus reassure his disciples, giving them confidence to follow him, just as he gives us confidence every time we gather at the Eucharist.  
On Pentecost, we look to the Holy Spirit who continues to give us these three gifts of new life, adoption as God’s sons and daughters, and confidence in our salvation.  The most important question we should ask ourselves today is whether we are accepting these gifts of the Holy Spirit.  But to answer that, we must first ask another more basic question: how can we even know that we have these gifts in our lives?  
For the answer, we turn to a group of people besides Martin Luther who also regarded the Letter to the Romans as one of their favorite books.  The scholar Gerald Bray tells us that the Fathers of the Church, the early Christian writers, especially liked the passage from Romans that we read today because they saw it as “an outline of the Christian life.  To their way of thinking,” he says, “there was no such thing as a half-hearted Christian.  One who was born again must live the new life in anticipation of the resurrection” (Ancient Christian Commentary on the Scriptures: Romans, 210).  

So to answer our second question, the way we can know that we have the gifts of the Spirit is by our behavior.  Confidence in our salvation is a gift, but over-confidence can be a downfall.  St. John Chrysostom warned that “If you put your confidence in baptism to the point that you neglect your behavior after it,” or in other words, “if you are not led by the Spirit afterward you will lost the dignity bestowed on you and the honor of your adoption” (ACCS, 216).  Is our behavior half-hearted or praiseworthy?  Would Christ be proud to call us his followers?
In answer to our first question, we know that we are accepting the gifts of the Spirit if our attitudes are changing or have changed.  Borrowing St. Paul’s language, the Church Father Origen said that the fruits of the Spirit should extinguish within us the deeds of the flesh (ACCS, 214-15).  Love should extinguish hatred, joy extinguish lasting sorrow, peace extinguish discord, patience stamp out impatience, meekness conquer ferocity, and so on.  The Holy Spirit should indeed help us to live a new life, the life of adopted sons and daughters with confidence in our salvation.  
Perhaps we have a long way to go.  No matter.  The Holy Spirit will help us if we let Him.  For our part, we need to examine our behavior at the end of this Easter Season, and start making changes where change is needed.  The Holy Spirit wants to give us new life, make us sons and daughters of God, and fill us with confidence that Christ saves us from our sins.  May we respond whole-heartedly to this free gift of God.
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