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When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly 
from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire 
house where they were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a 
tongue rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to 
speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability. 
Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. And at 
this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them 
speaking in the native language of each. Amazed and astonished, they asked, “Are not all 
these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own 
native language? Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and 
Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya 
belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and 
Arabs—in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.” All 
were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, “What does this mean?” But others 
sneered and said, “They are filled with new wine.” 
But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them, “Men of Judea 
and all who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. Indeed, 
these are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. No, this is 
what was spoken through the prophet Joel: ‘In the last days it will be, God declares, that I 
will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams. Even upon 
my slaves, both men and women, in those days I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall 
prophesy. And I will show portents in the heaven above and signs on the earth below, 
blood, and fire, and smoky mist. The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to 
blood, before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. Then everyone who calls 
on the name of the Lord shall be saved.’”
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The Spirit in Action

 I look forward to Pentecost every year. I could be really trite in telling you that it is one 
of the few times I get to put on this remarkable red stole during worship. I am happy and honored 
to wear it in our celebration of Pentecost today, because it was given to me by my home 
congregation, Westminster Presbyterian Church here in Greenville, upon my ordination there in 
2015. As much as I like it, we only use the red vestments and paraments on Pentecost and at the 
ordination of Deacons, Ruling Elders, and Ministers of Word and Sacrament. So, if you look on 
our bulletin board in the workroom, our liturgical calendar shows only one Sunday on the 
denoting red as the color to use on Sunday: And, that is today- Pentecost.
 So, what’s the big deal? Why the red banner over here on my right? Why reserve the 
Eucharist, the good gift of the the Lord’s supper, until today following these seven weeks of 
Easter? Why put a new picture on the cover of the bulletin for today’s worship, one that depicts 
the gift of God’s Spirit to the early church? Some of you know the theme I am bringing up, and 
likely it is new information for others. That vagueness about a major event in the life of the 
church is precisely why we worship regularly, so that we can continue to remember and 
celebrate our traditions, our history, our shared story that forms our time together in prayer, in 
worship, and in ministry. And, in coming together regularly we declare and test our faith, the 
mystery that is the story of the Gospel. We also pause and wonder about faith itself.
 Well, you heard the somewhat long reading of our New Testament scripture lesson. It is 
not from the Gospel of Luke, but the same author very likely wrote the accompanying text that is 
paired with Luke: the Acts of the Apostles. What we heard remains the first main theme of the 
entire story that forms “Volume 2” of this two-part story, with Luke forming “Volume 1.” This 
gift of God’s Spirit was a major event and very significant. We find it described elsewhere in the 
Gospels: At the end of Matthew and John, the Spirit of God came to the disciples in somewhat 
differing ways. In keeping with this trend, the writer of Luke put in a brief summary in the last 
portion of that gospel, just in case you did not have time to get to the Acts of the Apostles 
(Volume 2) as soon as you finished Volume 1. 
 Perhaps, these early writers knew the tendency we humans have of starting in the 
middle of things. Many of you know how it goes when you read a series of mysteries or 
adventure novels. Sometimes, you start with the most popular and most recent book, because of 
publicity and favorable reviews. Or, a friend recommended it. Then, you might choose to start at 
the beginning of the series from there, or skip forwards to another book. This is not surprising, 
because we hop around with our reading, just like taking in the news online or with a traditional 
newspaper when we skip whole sections of news.
 This is useful as a comparison to our approach to studying scripture. We hear portions 
of the Hebrew scriptures, or Old Testament, along with the New Testament, typically I worship 
prior to the sermon. We start a Sunday school class on Paul’s Letter to the Galatians one year. 
And, then we realize that we never read his Letter to the Romans or looked at Philippians. We 
hear the Gospel of John primarily during Advent and Lent, and only rarely encounter it during 
our Ordered, or Ordinary, Time which we are about to enter. 
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 So, here we are with three stories about the Spirit and some mentions in Psalms and 
elsewhere, but none of these other descriptions compares with the featured event we have here 
in Acts. The activity of the Spirit is more than a bright image or a representation of fire or 
something that seems like a dove. It is the story of conversion of simple men and women into 
outspoken and articulate believers who then proclaimed the story, the Good News, of God’s 
love and mercy, just as they experienced and learned it from Christ himself. 
 This was a big event, and it is the moment that transformed a group of frightened and 
primarily Jewish believers into organizers of worship, leaders of prayer, and proclaimers of the 
Gospel. They expanded their message and their network far from Jerusalem and even beyond 
the synagogues into the public markets, the public squares, and among the citizens and civic 
leaders of whole communities and cities in the Roman Empire and beyond.
 Well, there are a few things to address in this scripture lesson. First is the humility and 
simplicity of the assembly of these followers of the now Risen and Ascended Christ. They were 
meeting somewhere in or near the temple in Jerusalem, but they were not far from a large 
crowd of other people gathered in Jerusalem for the annual pilgrimage, the Festival of the 
Harvest. Suddenly, the Spirit descended upon them LIKE a dove and they were each touched by 
something LIKE tongues of fire. This is not describing a literal dove or actual flames, but these 
are the dramatic images that survived the telling and retelling of the story. Interestingly, there is a 
lot of artwork from the medieval times that show the disciples with halos and a tiny bonfire 
above their heads. However, these are early attempts of artists to capture a nearly indescribable 
moment. 
 For most Presbyterian pastors, those are simplified, but probably inaccurate, depictions 
of the event. There is a lot written about this, but the account in Acts remains the most 
descriptive description of that day. It is about as close as we will ever get to an eyewitness 
version of the events. And, this description is even more mysterious in the original Greek, 
because it was an event that happened in the past; but, the particular verb that is used implies that  
the action is not complete. It is still something that could be ongoing! And, that adds to what I 
call the mystery of the event, which is part of what we call faith.  And, that faith leads to love 
and charity and hope. And, these form the story of Christ: Emmanuel. That is, God among us. 
 As a lasting reminder and gift of God, we have this continuing presence of the Holy 
Spirit which we encounter on a regular basis. In our Reformed tradition, we hold that the Spirit 
of God never leaves us. You and I ignore it, conveniently at times. But, unlike some other faith 
traditions we Presbyterians believe that God is always present. And, we are reminded visibly 
and physically of that fact of our faith today with our sacrament of the Eucharist: This is God’s 
good gift to each of us. It was instituted by Christ himself, and we offer it as a remembrance, as 
a celebration, as worship and adoration of God, Christ, and the Spirit. It is submission to God 
who is above all; it is a foretaste of the heavenly banquet; and, it acknowledges the presence of 
the Spirit and of Christ. 
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 You may know that the famous Reformed theologian, Karl Barth repeatedly informed us 
in his many writings that faith is a mystery. And, this event in Acts is a mystery. He goes further 
to say that the reporting is factual in nature, because one cannot believe an event unless one has 
knowledge of it! For Barth, each person affected in this scene was proclaiming God’s Word, the 
Living Word that is Christ, and they did so in every language recognizable in Jerusalem. The 
Word of God was proclaimed in a new way and with power and with intentional purpose. This 
act of God created effective messengers of the Word and sent them out into the world to inform 
so many others what they knew and lived each day.
 That is the event. That is the mystery. That is what demands our attention. And, it is 
God’s Word which we believe, regardless of the explanation anyone states, debates, or claims to 
be true. The event, the change, the creation of the church is quite real: mysterious, 
unexplainable, and wholly of, and through, God.
 This effects us all, event today. The modern author and theologian, Frederick Buechner, 
wrote about this mysterious aspect in a novel:

"IS IT TRUE?" Was that, secretly, what (the parishioners) came to find out Sunday after Sunday? 
Just that, yes or no? In those moments before … could the pastor believe that they had come for 
something, were dreaming that maybe this time the pastor would tell them…. This question 
alone: IS IT TRUE?
 One long term parishioner had declared to the pastor long before this moment:

"It's the awful question you avoid like death…."  (The Final Beast, 1965)

Buechner informs us that we have nothing to gain in avoiding questions that challenge our faith. 
This description of Pentecost might tesr our faith. It rasises questions, certainly. But, Buechner 
and Barth both would encourage us to ask and study and listen and learn.

 Well, my own thoughts about this event were in line with Barth and Buechner. In fact, my 
first take on trying to find a title and theme for this sermon brought me to an alternate title for 
this message on Pentecost:

The Spirit in Action: What’s That Happening?
This event reminded of the refrain from the, now, 40-something year-old musical, “Jesus Christ: 
Superstar”:

“What’s the buzz? Tell me what’s happenin’!”

I say this, because at Pentecost, this virtually indescribable event, there was a real “buzz” going 
on in Jerusalem near the temple. 
 Foreign languages were spoken in a cacophony of overwhelming sound. Mind you, this is 
not the unintelligible speech that Paul discussed and clarified, but full blown, real languages 
known and recognized by individuals present at the time. The scripture is telling us that God 
made this happen and that this particular message, the message and work of Christ, is now 
readily available for the whole world.
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 This is an unexplained activity of God- a miracle, and way more than a phenomenon. As 
a result, Peter became a spokesperson for the followers and disciples. Prior to this, Peter had 
never spoken publicly that we are able to find in scripture, so he definitely was doing something 
new. Indeed, the speech he makes is rather sophisticated: It contains sarcasm, making fun of 
those looking on. And, he directed his words at those who doubted the miraculous nature of the 
event. He pointed out to them that all the followers of Jesus are affected by God’s Spirit. 
Furthermore, this was in keeping with the Word of God in the Hebrew scriptures, both in the 
Book of Joel, as Peter proclaimed it that day, and elsewhere in the Psalms, Exodus, and as we 
heard it in Isaiah this morning.
 Nothing was ever the same after this day. Slaves and peasants were speaking boldly and 
truthfully and faithfully living out the teachings of Jesus. They were transformed into new 
people: new creations.
 This is the reason we celebrate Pentecost: because each one of us can participate with 
those early followers of Christ. Because of this gift of the Spirit, God still reaches out to us. 
And, all we must do is take it in, let it dwell within us, and through the gifts of God believe the 
truth contained within it! That truth is not something that comes from your pastor, your best 
friend, or the most popular evangelist of the day. It is the work of God. It is the work of God’s 
Spirit. 
 It is the mystery that is the faith, the work, the worship, the living ministry of the 
church of Jesus Christ.

Stan Reid  © 2019
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