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Pentecost A May 11, 2008: St Aidan's & Wesley Numbers 11: 24-30, Acts 2: 1-21 and John 7: 37-

39 Revd Peter Walker 

 

Some time between AD 70 and 100, somewhere in the Mediterranean world, the Acts of the Apostles 

was written. By that time, the followers of Jesus had formed into local gatherings in homes, and then 

started to blossom into what we would call the Christian Church. The Acts of the Apostles is a record 

of the great stories and adventures of those early followers: the heroes and martyrs, Paul's missionary 

journeys, the message they fashioned into the good news of Jesus Christ. 

 

We know that the Acts of the Apostles was written by the same historian and theologian who wrote the 

Gospel according to Luke. And therefore that single author is responsible for almost one-quarter of the 

New Testament; a remarkable gift to us. 

 

The story of the Day of Pentecost, and the coming of the Holy Spirit, is probably the most well known 

portion of Acts. We have made of it the tradition that the church was born on that day, and so we 

celebrate it every year. 

 

Pentecost was actually originally a Jewish harvest festival, and on that day the disciples of Jesus had 

gathered again. It was 50 days after the resurrection. They were a small, select inner group at that point. 

There were originally just twelve, of course. They then grew to more than 70 (which is the Bible's way 

of saying 'quite a few'), but the followers of Jesus were still a small movement. A rather ordinary sized 

room held them, and they gathered for worship. The average Uniting Church congregation's attendance 

on a Sunday morning is 50 people. It would have been a gathering somewhat like that. 

 

And then, as Luke tells the story, the Spirit of God came upon this small community with the sound of 

a rushing wind and with tongues of fire. They spoke in unusual ways, and yet they heard and 

understood each other. Interested bystanders began to gather in the street. They laughed at what they 

heard coming from inside. "They're drunk!" they jeered. But it was Peter who stood and answered for 

them all. He preached to the crowd. In the first of the great sermons recorded in Acts, Peter told them 

the story of Jesus - of his life, of his death, and of their faith in his resurrection. No fancy illustrations, 

no PowerPoint displays; Peter simply used the most ancient instrument of Christian witness - a good 

sermon. And we are told, in Acts 2. 37, that the people were "cut to the heart" and said to Peter: 

"Brother, what shall we do?" 

 

Apparently, there were around 3,000 believers added to that small congregation, in no time at all. I am 

not sure what we would do with 3,000 extra people here at Wesley. It certainly would slow the 

distribution of Holy Communion. And as for providing everybody with a hymn book, that would be a 

problem. But what a wonderful problem it would be to have. 

 

What happened and how did that church grow? In the Old Testament, 'wind' and 'fire' are both signs of 

the presence of God. These are a word pictures to portray the deeply felt experience of God. These 

people allowed themselves to be filled with God, and their fellowship, and their preaching, were 

transformed. 

 

In Hebrew the same word means both 'wind' and 'spirit'. The divine spirit or wind moved upon the 

waters at the time of creation, in Genesis chapter 1, and the spirit of God moved upon these Pentecost 

people. So, also, fire is an image for God's presence. Most famously, Moses had a deep experience, a 
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deep encounter with God, "beyond the wilderness" at Mt Horeb. (Exodus 3. 1-6) I love that phrase. 

God is experienced by Moses, not just in the wilderness, but even 'beyond the wilderness', a place 

where, surely, there is no one but God who will share it with us. The encounter that Moses had with 

God was in the form of the bush which burned without being consumed 'Moses and the burning bush'; 

the presence of God as flame and fire. 

 

Just as it was in the beginning and just as it was for Israel's great leader Moses, now present and 

blowing and burning among the followers of Jesus; at Pentecost it is the presence of God, the breath of 

God, the fire and the Spirit of God, that comes upon these people. The Spirit of God was at work in 

creation, the Spirit of God was at work in Moses and Israel, and now the Spirit is at work in the 

Church. 

 

Why on earth has God decided to move among this group? And why create a church? 

 

We are told that the followers of Jesus, who are now "filled with the Holy Spirit", begin to speak in 

"other tongues". Often confused with "speaking in tongues", as reported in Paul's letters, this is not the 

same. Let me say a word about that. 

 

For Paul, speaking in tongues (glossolalia) is one of the gifts of the Spirit. To quote Paul in 1 

Corinthians 14.2, "Those who speak in tongues do not speak to other people, but to God; for nobody 

understands them since they are speaking mysteries in the Spirit." And so it is today, in the continuing 

practice among some Christians called Pentecostals or Charismatics, that this unintelligible 'language' 

of praise and prayer is addressed to God. This is a gift Paul acknowledged, yet a gift he was a little 

wary of. In fact, Paul might have quietly agreed, from on high, with Martin Luther King Jr. who, when 

frustrated with some of his colleagues who were overly confident of their own endowment with the 

giftedness of God, said: "They think they have swallowed the Holy Spirit, feathers and all". We should 

always be wary of those who think they own the Spirit. 

 

But let us return to Acts, for the 'tongues' spoken of there are very different. Their effect was 

completely the opposite to glossolalia. At Pentecost, we are told, Jews in Jerusalem, and those from 

many different countries and mother-tongues, understood, in their own language, what the followers of 

Jesus were saying. "Are not all these who are speaking Galileans?" they marvelled, "And how is it that 

we hear, each of us, in our own native language?" They were from all nations and yet, rather than the 

unintelligible speech of 'speaking in tongues', here, in the coming of the Holy Spirit, come words that 

are intelligible: words that are understood, and words that have meaning, even across the barriers of 

race and culture and language. 

 

Here again, as with the symbols of wind and fire, we need to dig back into the Old Testament to 

uncover the meaning of this image of many languages being understood as one. The relevant 

background for Acts chapter 2 is the story of the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11.1-9. 

 

According to the tower of Babel story, the people of the earth once spoke, all of them, a common 

language. "Now the whole earth had one language and the same words" (Genesis 11.1). But this united 

people, united in language and geography, were scattered into different lands and different languages 

because they had the pride to build themselves a tower to the heavens: 'the Tower of Babel', They 

aimed to make themselves like God. But God saw the pride. God resolved "to confuse their language so 
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that they will not understand one another's speech", and to scatter them abroad on the face of the earth 

(Genesis 11.7, 8). A fragmented and broken people is what becomes of humanity's pride. 

 

Pentecost, seen in light of this story, is thus the reversal of the effects of humankind's pride; the 

reversal of Babel. The coming of Jesus, the resurrection of Jesus, and the continuing work of Jesus 

through the power of God's Spirit, then and today, is bringing about a new age in which the 

fragmentation of people, of individuals, of communities and of nations, is being overcome. 

 

We can be united in Him, and united in Him, we can help to unite the world. 

 

There is the power of the Pentecost message. A new creation has been begun, in the power of the Holy 

Spirit - the same Spirit that brooded over the waters at the first creation (Genesis 1.3). 

 

Our own Basis of Union takes up this theme in deliberate way: The Church as the fellowship of the 

Holy Spirit confesses Jesus as Lord over its own life; it also confesses that Jesus is head over all things, 

the beginning of a new creation, of a new humanity. God in Christ has given to all people in the church 

the Holy Spirit as a pledge and foretaste of that coming reconciliation and renewal which is the end in 

view for all creation. 

 

Let us close with a prayer than comes from the 6th century: 

 

Spirit of Truth, you are present in all places and you fill all things. You are the treasury of goodness 

and the choirmaster of life. Come and live within us, cleanse us from all stains, rescue and make our 

spirits whole. Amen. 


