
Spirit Power

Genesis 11:1-9; Psalm 104:24-34, 35b; Acts 2:1-21; John 14:8-17, (25-27)

Pentecost. High drama—at a church meeting! Tom Long writes: “I once taught a confirmation

class to a very small group. In fact, there were only three young girls in the class. In one session, I was

instructing them about the festivals and seasons of the Christian year, and when we came to the

discussion of Pentecost, I asked them if they knew what Pentecost was. Since none of the three knew,

I proceeded to inform them that Pentecost was “when the church was sitting in a group and the Holy

Spirit landed on them like tongues of fire on their heads. Then they spoke the gospel in all the

languages of the world.” Two of the girls took this information in stride, but the third looked astonished,

her eyes wide. I looked back at her, and finally she said, “Gosh, Reverend Long, we must have been

absent that Sunday.” The beauty of that moment was not that she misunderstood about Pentecost, but

that she understood about the church.”—Thomas G. Long, Shepherds & Bathrobes (Lima, Ohio: CSS Pub Co, 1987).

Back in Acts: There they were all together in one place, followers of Jesus who were wondering

what his crucifixion meant for their future with God.

But then out of the heavens came the howling of a fierce wind. Flames of fire came to rest on

those present. Filled with the Holy Spirit they began to speak in languages that were not their own. Out

of their own individual control and under the power of the Holy Spirit, they spoke of God’s deeds of

power. Parthians, -Medes, Elamites, all the rest of the far-flung Jewish diaspora, proselytes, Cretans,

and Arabs heard in their own languages a new thing beginning. That new creation would come to bear

the name “church.”

That the birth of the church by the Holy Spirit entailed the gift of languages is not accidental. In

this Sunday’s first lesson we read that at Babel humans tried to reach to the sky so that they might

make a name for themselves. The idea that they might be able to do so was made possible by their

sharing one language, thus they had the presumption that they were in control of their destiny. They
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entertained the prideful idea that they could fully cooperate with one another so that there was nothing

that was not under their power, even to the point of building a structure that would allow them to grab

hold of the heavens. 

In response to their attempt to be like God, they were punished by being separated from each

other by different languages. Unable to communicate amid the babble, they became strangers to each

other. At Babel the violence that began with Cain’s murder of his brother  Abel (Gen 4), became the

new normal in a world with no common language and many barriers to communication and thus

barriers to community. Humans were just enough like each other to fear the differences their diverse

languages could not help but create. Strife was the inevitable result.

The descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost brought a new peacefulness, not by healing

difference through the institutionalization of one language to replace the many. Instead a multilinguistic

community was born to be for the world a witness to the peace instituted by the cross and resurrection

of Jesus. Christians would be forced to learn the language of the stranger, Christ, because they also

would be strangers to the world as a people of peace in a world of violence.

The Holy Spirit (always full of surprises) is particularly creative at Pentecost. Just as the wind

had hovered over the waters at creation, just as the Spirit was present in Mary’s womb, so now the

Holy Spirit continues that initiating work by creating a people who once “weren’t a people” (1 Pet 2:10).

The Spirit breathed all creatures into being yet whispered gently to Elijah (1 Kgs 19:11-13), powerfully

stripped forests bare (Ps 29) yet still breathed peace on the disciples (John 20:22). In short, the Spirit

blows where it wishes (John 3:8), unsought, maybe even unwanted, intent on making something out of

nothing. 

Who could have anticipated that a new people, a new human gathering—Jew and

Gentile—would be convened to worship the God of Israel? How could such a miracle happen except as

a gift of God, a gift akin to God’s breathing life into mud to make humanity. The Holy Spirit has included
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even Gentiles in the promises of God to Israel. Paul tells the church at Ephesus, “But now, thanks to

Christ Jesus, you who once were so far away have been brought near by the blood of Christ. Christ is

our peace. He made both Jews and Gentiles into one group. With his body, he broke down the barrier

of hatred that divided us” (Eph 2:13-14). The Acts of the Apostles is the story of how, under the

guidance of the Holy Spirit, the church is given the mission to be a showcase that the violence inherent

in our babbling isolation from each other has been overwhelmed by communion and communication

engendered by the cross and resurrection of Christ.

Some who witnessed the gift of tongues at Pentecost thought that those who were possessed

by the Spirit were drunk, out of control, or at least under the control of some power not of their own

devising. Peter, however, denied they were drunk; saying it’s “only nine o’clock in the morning!” (I

wonder what would he have said if it had been five in the afternoon?) Then, under the power of Spirit,

Peter preached, drawing on the prophet Joel’s dramatic imagery to indicate that a new age was

beginning. His sermon would become the model for Christian preaching, proclaiming that Israel’s long

hopes were now fulfilled in the person of Jesus.

Remember where we left Peter in Luke’s gospel? Peter was unable to say one faithful word

when confronted by the servant woman in the courtyard before Jesus’ crucifixion (Luke 22:54-62). Now

Peter boldly preaches! No exclusively human explanation can account for Peter’s courage in public

speaking. Peter’s preaching is solid evidence for the reality of the Holy Spirit. 

According to Peter, the giving of the Spirit was nothing less than the advent of a new age

inaugurated by the Holy Spirit. In former days, the Spirit was given to a few individuals—that is,

prophets who had been empowered to speak God’s truth. But there will come a day, prophesied Joel,

when God’s Spirit will be poured out upon all. That Spirit flood in the “last days” would result in

prophetic sons and daughters, visionary young people and old folks daring to dream, slaves, men and

women alike, will speak up, all creation testifying that God is Lord of all. Now, because of the descent
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of the Spirit, all, even those who were previously voiceless and hopeless, will be enabled to speak up

and speak out in God’s name.

“How did you have the courage to stand up to your boss and tell him that you thought what he

was doing was dishonest?” her minister asked her. She had just related to him how, having become

increasingly concerned about a practice taking place at her workplace, she determined to speak up.

“You know me. I tend to be a shy person. But when I walked into his office and began speaking,

it was almost like I was given the words to say. I was speaking beyond my ability. It was like a power

overtook me and I just spoke up.”

As her minister, he told her that he thought he knew what had empowered her to speak up. In

fact, he said, “I think I had felt that power too, on Sunday morning, in the pulpit. There’s a name for that

power that God gives us—Holy Spirit.”

So at Pentecost there were wild signs and wonders of a new age, a new family of preachers

flung forth across the earth to give the world the good news of God’s gracious move into the world in

Jesus Christ.

Isn’t it amazing? Look at our church here, the people who sit next to you in the pew. Look into

your own heart, listen to your own speech. More is going on here, due to the gift of the Holy Spirit, than

we can produce ourselves. More will be said here this morning than we can predict or control, due to

the gift of the Holy Spirit.

Harvey Cox in The Future of Faith says that this is the age of the Spirit. Look around. That

promised new age is now. That miraculous race of new preachers is me and you empowered by the

Spirit! Thanks be to God. Amen.

4Spirit Power.ser.wpd


