
Kevin Ward. Acts 2. Pentecost 2009….1 

Acts 2.1-21: ‘When the Spirit comes.’ 
  
Although it seems to have escaped the notice of both the church and wider culture, today is the third 

biggest day of the Christian year. Right behind Christmas, which is right behind Easter, there is the Day 

of Pentecost, when a mighty wind blew through a house on a back street in Jerusalem and gave Jesus' 

disciples everything they needed to turn the world upside down: not money, not institutional structure, not 

even ordained leadership but God's own breath, also known as the Holy Spirit, the most elusive and least 

typecast person of the Trinity, the muse and soul of Christ's body, the church.  

 

I thought I would start out this morning by explaining why this day runs such a distant third to the other 

two, but I don't know why. We have Christmas pageants and Easter parades, but where are the Pentecost 

festivals? If Hallmark has a line of Pentecost cards then I have not seen one yet, and I don't know anyone 

who invites the whole family over for Pentecost dinner, and though I understand that your recent bank 

holiday was at one stage Pentecost holy day that is now long lost in the mists of time. Like most of you, 

I'm not looking for anything else to do, but still—you have to wonder what is going on here.  

 

All I can figure is that most of us are spooked by the Holy Spirit. Some of us are old enough to remember 

when we spoke of the Holy Ghost, which wasn' t exactly what you wanted to think about right before you 

went to bed, while others have heard enough about what happens in spirit-filled churches to leave 

Pentecost to the Pentecostals.  

 

I am a theology teacher and minister in the Presbyterian church in NZ. And the Presbyterian inheritance is 

of course part of the make up of the URC. You have your summer holiday period coming up and no doubt 

like the students at Westminster are making your plans. Well the three persons of the Trinity were making 

their holiday plans and discussing amongst themselves where they would go. "I think I'll go visit the New 

Zealand Alps this year," said God the Creator”. I haven't been there in awhile, and I'd like to revisit that 

wonder of my creation." "I'm going back to the land of my birth this year," said Jesus. "There's been a lot 

of trouble there recently, and I'd like to go and see for myself how things are going." "Well," announced 

the Holy Spirit, "I’ ve decided that this year I want to spend my vacation in a place where I've never been 

before. That's why I'm planning to spend my entire summer holiday visiting Presbyterian churches!" 

 

But surely somewhere in the mix of our ambivalence about Pentecost there is also the vague recollection 

that Pentecost is not as much about what God has done for us as what God wants us to do in the world, 

which isn't nearly as attractive to most of us. Today is the day when Jesus' disciples received the dubious 

good news that their bodies were about to take the place of his body in the world. The same Holy Spirit 

that had filled him was coming upon them too, so that they had all the power they needed to carry on in 

his name.  

 

Because the disciples (like Mary before them) consented to bear the signs of that Spirit, the day of 

Pentecost is often celebrated as the birthday of the church—not any particular church, but the whole body 

of believers who are united by God's breath and empowered by God's spirit. All around the world today, 

people are wearing fiery red clothes to church, reading parts of the service in foreign tongues or blowing 

out the candles on a cake in the fellowship hall that says, "Happy Birthday, Church!" in red frosting. They 

are also listening to stories from the Bible about the origins of this day—very important stories, as it turns 

out, since how any of us is born can have a lot to do with who we turn out to be. 

 

My area of specialisation in research is in congregational studies – looking at particular local 

congregations with all their peculiarities and idiosyncracies. And one of main findings of this kind of 

research is that almost all congregations bear a kind of primordial memory of its own birth. So if want to 

know why a certain church has a certain personality then it is worth finding out how that church began. 

End up often doing this in some of work do as a counsultant with some congregations that are behaving 

badly, and their early history often throws light on why. 

 

The gospel reading for this Sunday is John and his gospel gives quite a different account of the beginning 

of church from what read in Acts. And the lectionaray reading for today from John records Jesus teaching 

the disciples that when he leaves them the Spirit, or Advocate, will come to be with them, and in John’s 

account this actually happens on Easter evening, when the 11 disciples are locked away hiding in a room 
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in Jerusalem, no doubt full of fear and despair thinking the dream was over. Doors and windows locked, 

like we do at night to stop anyone getting in, when suddenly without even knocking on the door to get 

them to open it, Jesus is in the room with them. And he just says Peace be with you and then he breathed 

on them and said Receive the Holy Spirit. And that was how it happened. Just some nice peaceful words, 

and a lovely warm gentle breath, in the safe confines of a house they knew, and he conferred his Spirit on 

the disciples who became the guardians of that Spirit through the ministry of Christ’s church.  

 

As you may imagine a birth story like that creates a particular kind of church. Some of these “Gentle 

Breath” congregations have forgotten that after he said Peace be with you and before he said Receive the 

Holy Spirit, he also said As the Father has sent me so I am sending you. They like staying inside the 

cosy building they call church and sharing with each other the lovely peace that Christ has given through 

the wonderful gift of the Spirit. Everything is nice and calm and ordered in their world and they forget 

they were commissioned to be sent into the world in the same way as God had sent Jesus. 

 

Luke’s account tells a very different story of birth of church. Disciples still in a house, so he and John 

agree on that, although Luke’s story 50 days after Easter instead of same day, and about 120 people 

instead of 11. Doors and windows aren’t locked either, because people know they waiting for something 

to come in from outside, because last thing Jesus said before he ascended was Stay here in the city until 

you have been clothed with power from on high. And so they are waiting for it to happen. 

 

On the day of Pentecost it turns out to be something even Luke has no words for. It starts with a sound like 

a rush of mighty wind, he says, and it fills the entire house. Then it bursts into tongues like flames above 

their heads, but when they open their mouths to shout “Watch out your head’s on fire!” that is not what 

comes out. What comes out is languages those Galileans never learned. So much commotion going on that 

it seems they driven out on to the streets (to much heat in the kitchen to stay there) and crowds begin to 

gather, strangers from the four corners of the earth, people from so many different nationalities and so 

many languages, who have come to Jerusalem to celebrate the Jewish festival of Pentecost. And the 

staggering thing is they all hear these disciples speaking to them in their own national language. And what 

they are talking about is God and God’s deeds, the latest of which is featuring them, behaving so bizzarely 

under the power of God’s Spirit that the only paradigm some bystanders can come up with is they are 

drunk. 

 

They are filled with new wine, some sneer, but Peter says no It’s only nine o’clock in the morning, 

meaning its too early in the day to be under the influence yet – obviously club culture hadn’t reached 

Jerusalem yet, there wasn’t a need for police alcohol checks of drivers on their way to work. But then this 

same spirit rescues Peter by giving him something to say, not in tongues this time but in plain speech. 

When he opens his mouth to speak, what comes out is an old prophecy from the Hebrew prophet Joel, 

who foresaw days just like this one when God’s Spirit would be poured out upon all people – not just a 

few specially chosen people as in the old covenant, not just 11 male people, not just people inside church 

but all people – young and old, male and female, slave and free. All will prophesy, all will speak out as we 

have been, about the wonderful deeds God has done in Jesus Christ, and then not just will the chosen 

people be saved, not just the Jews, but everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. Isn’t 

that exciting – should be, because if it wasn’t for that you and I, (Gentile dog that I am), would not be here 

worshipping God and celebrating the new life he has given to us in Christ.  

 

Peter’s pronouncement of this prophecy on the day of Pentecost is the sign that it has begun to come true, 

and that everyone upon whom the Spirit has just been poured is now baptised by that Spirit as a minister 

of the gospel of Jesus Christ. We are all preachers of the good news. What a travesty of the liberating good 

news of the gospel and diminishing of the freedom of God’s spirit to try and restrict this to some particular 

class of people, whether limited by office, or gender, or race, or class or whatever. 

 

You see there are two keys to understanding what Pentecost is all about. Trouble is we can get all caught 

up in some of the special effects that we miss the essence. One of things get caught up in this whole thing 

about tongues. Now not the place to go into a whole lot of detail about that, except to say that what was 

happening here was quite different from whatever it was that was happening in the church in Corinth a 

few years later that concerned Paul – and is happening in modern day Pentecostalism, if indeed that is the 

same thing as in Corinth. There people couldn’t understand without an interpreter. Here was just the 
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opposite – everybody heard and understood in their own native language. That is the marvellous thing 

about the good news of God in Jesus Christ. It isn’t just spoken in Hebrew, but in Christ God has come to 

all peoples everywhere in such a way that he wants to address them in their own language and their own 

culture. The God who comes to us in Christ by the Spirit, the God we call Trinity, is for all people 

everywhere. Pentecost was a wonderfully multicultural event, long before the term was ever invented. 

God as always is way ahead in the ball game. There is no special people anymore. There is no special 

language. No particular culture is sacred to God. No nation is privileged. He now comes to us in Christ, 

anywhere in any culture and any language. That is the story of God’s activity by the Spirit as he works 

throughout the rest of Acts and prompts the disciples from this story on to break through one language and 

cultural barrier after another – first to Greek speaking Jews, then Samaritans, then an Ethopian, then with 

Cornelius a God fearing Gentile and then finally in Antioch some full blown Gentiles. And that trajectory 

of the Spirit has continued ever since, so that now Christianity is the most global faith in the world and the 

Bible is the most translated book in the world. The good news is available in 98% of the 2400 languages 

in the world. Isn’t that something we should really be celebrating at Pentecost. 

 

And the second thing is that within those who have responded to the good news of what God has done for 

us in Jesus Christ, and become those on whom the Spirit is now poured out, there is no distinction either. 

There is no privileged caste. God’s Spirit is equally given to sons and daughters, to the young and the 

old, slaves who are both women and men – and in those days a female slave was right at the bottom of 

the totem pole. And they shall [all] prophesy. It would be a somewhat challenging question for many of 

us today who belong to a Presbyterian or a United Reformed Church if someone was to ask us how our 

prophesying has been doing lately, wouldn’t it???? 

 

But you know we belong to the Reformed tradition – and this is what the heart of the reformation was 

about. One of its central beliefs on which it reformed the church was that of the “priesthood of all 

believers”. Believed that according to the NT witness, priesthood wasn’t just a function of a few special 

men who belonged to a particular elite caste who never married, but rather was something that we all are 

as a consequence of our baptism into Christ and reception of the Spirit. We are all priests able to bring 

Christ to others. As Martin Luther put it “Everyone by virtue of their baptism is called to preach the 

gospel”. May be not to stand up in front of a crowd like I am here and Peter is on other occasions. After all 

only the other Peter did that here. And indeed right through the story of Acts, most of those who came to 

faith, we don’t know who preached the good news to them, as Luke just tells us things like all “those who 

were scattered told the good news.” Not God’s special elite like Peter and Paul getting up and preaching as 

we usually understand, just ordinary Christians going about their everyday activity and talking about what 

God has been doing with those they met.  

 

One of the great tragedies of the church, is that we seem to have forgotten our birth mark – both the mark 

we should be indelibly shaped by from our birth at Pentecost, and the mark that should shape us from our 

rebirth in the Reformation. Maybe it is because with our concern to do everything decently and in order, 

we have identified too much with “the church of gentle breath’. But you know when this is the only 

identity we seek, we can end up keeping God locked up inside a building, and worse than that our concern 

for order can keep the Spirit’s activity limited to only a few properly trained and recognised people, who 

do thing properly by the book, rather than being freely at work in a multiplicity of ways through all of 

God’s people.  

 

And perhaps the church of the gentle breath was in some ways sufficient during the centuries of 

Christendom where here in England, for example, almost everyone belonged to the church, and were 

inside the building on Sunday experiencing the affirming presence of God. But today in our post 

Christendom world, when so few will be inside a church building this Pentecost Sunday, or any other day, 

and we desperately need to get God out of the church building and on to the streets again, we need to draw 

more from the well of “the church of the mighty wind.” 

 

And I believe there is another factor that makes Luke’s account of our beginning particularly significant 

again today. We live in a culture that intimidates us and directs us to keep our beliefs to ourselves – just as 

the culture in Jerusalem intimidated the early disciples and led them to be huddled frightened inside the 

house. Aggressive secular atheism (“don’t worry there probably is not God!”) and a brand of inclusive 

multiculturalism that wants us to believe that all religions are actually the same so keep quiet about our 
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particular beliefs, means we have to swim against the tide of popular culture if we dare to proclaim that all 

who call on the name of the Lord will be saved. And in order to have the courage, as well as the right 

words to do that, we need as did Peter and the first church, and again as did the church during the years of 

the Reformation, and once again in the time of John Wesley and George Whitfield, not God’s Spirit as a 

“gentle breath” but as a “mighty wind” to blow through the doors and windows of our churches and 

disturb us and stir us into action, so that we take the good news of Jesus Christ out where it belongs, onto 

the streets.  

 


