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Pentecost 
St. John’s, NF 

June 8, 2014    Acts 2: 1-21 
 

Well, Happy Birthday, people of St. John’s! Pentecost is traditionally seen as 

the birthday of the church, the beginning of the community of believers in Jesus 

as Lord, marked by the coming of the Holy Spirit as promised in OT scripture, by 

John the Baptist and by Jesus himself. If we study the passages appointed for 

this morning’s reading, we notice that the writers are at pains to place this 

event in context of scripture, to connect this event to the religious traditions of 

their past. 

The gospels of John and Luke both close with Jesus’ promise of the Holy 

Spirit and the Book of Acts opens with two repetitions of that same promise. 

And as Luke, the writer of Acts, tells it, the promise is fulfilled in Jerusalem on 

the day of Pentecost when the Spirit descends on the gathered community. 

Luke is the only New Testament writer who sets the church’s beginning on the 

Day of Pentecost, as described here in the passage from Acts.  

That is the first point to note, the timing of the event: the day of Pentecost 

was a Jewish holy festival, literally meaning “fifty days” after Passover. The 

Jewish Pentecost was a harvest festival which also celebrated the escape from 

Egypt and the giving of the law to Moses on Sinai and consequently the 

beginning of the Israelite covenant relationship with Yahweh. The Jews saw 

Pentecost as celebrating God’s greatest gift to them: the gift of the Torah, the 
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Law; to the early followers of the way of Jesus, and the writers of the New 

Testament, including Paul, the earliest Christian writer, God’s greatest gift was 

the Holy Spirit. The Jewish festival of Pentecost became a time for the early 

Church to celebrate the gift of the Spirit. Luke uses and reinterprets the Jewish 

Festival of Pentecost for Christians. 

The second and most important aspect of the text that I wish to highlight is 

its rich symbolism, its Biblical imagery. Wind and fire are classic images for the 

Spirit in the Hebrew Bible, and they are lifted quite consciously out of the story 

of Elijah’s gift of his own spirit to his disciple Elisha in the OT book, 2 Kings. 

Allow the English teacher in me to point out the similes used in the description, 

the two comparisons using “like” or “as”: “from heaven there came a sound like 

the rush of a violent wind,” and “tongues, as of fire, appeared among them.” 

The figurative language reminds us that the passage does not relate factual 

history, so much as interpreted history; it tells a story of spiritual experience. 

And again, the English teacher will tell you, story produces story. The gift of 

universally intelligible language in this passage deliberately echoes the story of 

the Tower of Babel in Genesis, at which time humanity was fragmented into 

many language groups so they could not understand each other, they could not 

communicate. In the experience of Pentecost as told in Acts, the gift of “other 

languages” enabled the Jews from many nations with different dialects who 

were living in Jerusalem to understand the speakers. This does not describe the 
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phenomenon of “speaking in tongues,” which is a prayerful voice used by an 

individual and understandable only by God. Here, in Acts, the language is spoken 

aloud and understood by its many hearers. The coming of the Holy Spirit is the 

reversal of Babel, the beginning of the reunion of the human community, as the 

Spirit reaches out to all the nations of the world. The story of Pentecost is 

written to parallel that older Biblical story; the events of Pentecost are 

interpreted in light of the older stories. 

And so we are left with the same question as the people in the passage in 

Acts: “What does this mean?” As with any parable, there are many answers to 

the question; that’s the beauty of symbolic language, the language used to 

express religious and spiritual experience: it means lots of things to lots of 

people. First of all, there is the sweep of history, tradition, stories: the Jewish 

Pentecost was first and foremost a harvest festival, an expression of gratitude 

and worship of the earth’s bounty; the passage reminds us that the Spirit of 

God “swept over the face of the waters” at the beginning of creation. The Spirit 

of God infuses the universe, the created world, this earth and all that’s in it, 

God’s original blessing. And if we are truly filled with the Holy Spirit we will 

worship that creative spirit and its creation. As we reflected on Earth Day, God 

cannot save the planet; we are God’s arms, his workers in the vineyard, and the 

Church should be a voice of acclamation for the rich blessings of the earth and 

for all the living species on it and in it. 
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Secondly, the events of Pentecost are the fulfillment of Jesus’ earthly life, 

death and resurrection, for his name we remember is Emmanuel, God with us. 

For us to continue his ministry, to be filled with his spirit, we must be mindful of 

what he was spirited about, that he preached God’s compassion for all and its 

corollary, God’s love of justice for all. The story of Pentecost is the finale of the 

resurrection experience: the divine spirit met and experienced in Jesus lives on, 

and profoundly lives on in his followers. And when we as the Church proclaim 

that Jesus is Lord, we declare that the lords of this world are not. God’s love 

and justice stand in contrast, in judgment, of the unjust exploitation all around 

us everyday of so many people and places on this planet. Filled with the Spirit, 

we must continue in the long prophetic tradition of the covenanted people, of 

the prophets, of John the Baptist, and primarily of Jesus, to declare, by words 

and deeds, that God’s love and justice are, for all time, for all God’s creatures. 

Those who hear our voice should not be puzzled about what this gospel means. 

Consequently, at Pentecost we extinguish for the last time the Paschal Candle, 

the Easter candle, ending not only the 50 days of Eastertide, but also the 

incarnation of God in Jesus. The risen and ascended Christ, gone from our sight, 

as we observed last Sunday, is still present by his Spirit and we are 

commissioned to go out into the world to spread the light of Christ. The 

incarnation is complete; we are God’s people in the world. 


