
Sermon – 24 May 2015 – Pentecost Sunday 
Act 2:1-11; John 15:26-27, 16:4b-15; Romans 8:22-27. 
 
 
Today, we celebrate again the Day of Pentecost, the coming of the Holy 

Spirit and the birth of the Christian Church - momentous events.  It is 

perhaps true to say in our own experience, that it is the quiet, gentle 

work of the Holy Spirit that we focus upon most in our faith journey, 

experiencing the Spirit as the Breath of God within us.  One of the daily 

meditations from Henri Nouwen this week reflected this very much.  He 

writes: 

 
The Spirit of God is like our breath.  God's spirit is more intimate 
to us than we are to ourselves.  We might not often be aware of it, 
but without it we cannot live a "spiritual life."   It is the Holy Spirit 
of God who prays in us, who offers us the gifts of love, 
forgiveness, kindness, goodness, gentleness, peace, and joy.  It 
is the Holy Spirit who offers us the life that death cannot 
destroy.  Let us always pray:  "Come, Holy Spirit, come.” 

 
This experience is precious and real, offered to us all and bringing a 

deepening relationship with God.  It is the foundation from which stems 

all the other work of the Holy Spirit in our lives.  It is to some of these 

other aspects of the Spirit’s role and work that we are given to explore 

within our passages from Acts and John’s Gospel this morning as we 

celebrate Pentecost Sunday.  The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of truth, who 

goes out from the Father, declaring all that the Father and the Son have 

given Him to speak in order to guide and encourage us.  The Spirit’s 



steadfast commitment is to bring glory to the Godhead, Father and Son, 

and to ensure the advancing of God’s Kingdom on earth as it is in 

heaven.  In this regard, at the first Pentecost for the Church, we 

encounter in Acts the Spirit’s powerful activity in emboldening Peter and 

the other disciples to step out from their fear and weakness and begin to 

spread the good news of Jesus Christ.  And we discover in John’s 

Gospel, the Spirit’s work in disturbing people, unsettling them in their 

outlook and practice in order to open their eyes and draw them closer to 

God. 

 

By way of overview, first of all, as many of you may know, the Christian 

celebration of Pentecost has its roots in the Jewish festival of Pentecost.  

This is celebrated 50 days after Passover and known as the Festival of 

Weeks or Shavu’ot.  The festival celebrates the offering of the first fruits 

of harvest (Exodus 23.16) and came also to be associated with the 

giving of the Law of Moses on Mount Sinai.  As a major annual festival, 

Jews would gather from every nation where they were dispersed to 

come and celebrate in Jerusalem.  Hence, the reason why there are so 

many Jews from different countries, speaking different languages, in 

Jerusalem at the time of Luke’s account.   

 



Can we notice resonances in what Luke describes in Acts 2 in the 

coming of the Holy Spirit, that hearken back to the momentous occasion 

of the giving of the Law at Sinai?  On that occasion, the giving of the 

Law was accompanied by thunder and lightning and a cloud of smoke 

on the mountain as God descended upon it in fire.  As Moses spoke to 

God, God answered in thunder. (Exodus 19:16-19).  One rabbinic 

tradition further goes on to relate how: 

 

“the ten commandments were promulgated with a single sound, 
yet it says, ‘All the people perceived the voices’ (Exodus 20:18) 
[or ‘thunderings’ (American Revised Version)]; this shows that 
when the voice went forth it was divided into seven voices and 
then went into seventy tongues [corresponding to the nations 
enumerated as descendants of Noah in Genesis 10], and every 
people received the law in their own language.” (Midrash 
Tanchuma 26c)1 

 
Links may therefore be suggested in all that Luke describes on the 

momentous occasion of the coming of the Holy Spirit promised by 

Jesus.  As God is described in the Exodus account as descending with 

thunder and fire, so the Holy Spirit comes in Acts with “a sound like the 

rush of a violent wind” (Acts 2:2), and tongues of fire appear to rest on 

each of the disciples (verse 3).  Once again also, those from every 

nation are able to hear of the mighty works of God as the disciples make 

them known in the language of each of those present. 
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If these links are intended by Luke, they highlight a deep significance in 

the Pentecost events.  Where God earlier descended to call a people to 

be his own based on the Law, so in the coming Holy Spirit, we find a 

new chapter opening in Acts.  In Jesus’s death and resurrection, he 

accomplished all that the Law required, and so opened up a new 

oneness with God by grace, founded upon faith in Jesus and enjoying 

new life in the gift of the Holy Spirit and his transforming and enlivening 

presence.  The prophecy from Joel reveals that this is a gift made 

available to all – young and old, male and female, slave and free, and a 

gift for all nations. (vv 17-21)  The Day of Pentecost symbolises a new 

unity in the Spirit, transcending racial, national and linguistic barriers.2 

 

Peter and the disciples witness to this fullness of the Spirit’s presence, in 

their new-found joy and courage to speak out for Christ.  As the Spirit is 

poured out, they are utterly changed from the terrified men they were, 

anxiously hiding behind closed doors.  Curiously, in the verses from 

John 15-16 set by the lectionary, we entirely skirt around two sections 

(15:18-25; 16:1-4) in which Jesus warns and encourages the disciples in 

the face of looming persecution, threats and hatred from the world 

around them.  This is perhaps rather unhelpful editing out of a theme 
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that helps us understand the situation which underlies John’s Gospel, a 

situation of rejection and conflict with the Jewish community from which 

the Church emerged.  The talk of persecution and hatred also makes 

sense of what is said here about needing the Advocate, the Helper, the 

Spirit of truth.3  Facing such opposition, it is only through the Spirit’s 

emboldening that the disciples are able to tell the world of Jesus and of 

the abundant life to be found through faith in Him.  Filled by the Spirit, 

nothing will hold the disciples back in proclaiming it.  As one 

commentator writes: “It is the ‘wind of God’ which creates a new future” 

and that wind is beyond resistance even in the face of opposition.4 

 

John’s Gospel reminds us that the Spirit is unafraid to confront the 

opposition.  We read:  

And when he comes, he will prove the world wrong about sin and 
righteousness and judgment: about sin, because they do not 
believe in me; about righteousness, because I am going to the 
Father and you will see me no longer; about judgment, because 
the ruler of this world has been condemned. (John 15:8-11)   

 
According to John, ‘the world’ is the world structured in opposition to the 

way of Christ and his followers, a world of systems opposed to the grace 

of God.  In particular focus here are the Jewish religious leaders of the 

day who refused to believe Jesus could be God’s Son and the promised 
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Saviour.  They still clung to the Law of Moses as the foundation for being 

in a right relationship with God, ignoring the way of grace now provided 

through faith in Christ.  They failed to acknowledge how so many even of 

their best efforts to keep the regulations of the Law fell far short of what 

was really asked in the spirit of the Law, and admitted no deep need 

before God in humble penitence.  And they understood rightful judgment 

had fallen on Jesus as a blasphemer and revolutionary enemy of Rome, 

without discerning that by his death and resurrection Jesus condemned 

and triumphed over the power of evil.  With Jesus’s departure, the Spirit 

remains permanently present to bring glory to Christ, patiently and 

graciously imparting the truth of his life and death, his teaching and 

ministry, that none may miss out on the way of hope and life now to be 

found through faith in Him.  For those willing to receive it, the Spirit’s 

revelation is a progressive process.  He is always active to open the 

eyes of our heart, to melt the hardness of our heart and to lead us into a 

deeper and deeper understanding of God and Christ and of their desire 

and compassionate purpose to rescue humanity from going its own way. 

 

In our own day, we are also in need of trusting the emboldening of the 

Holy Spirit in order to witness to Christ in the world.  We have an uphill 

challenge on our hands as our world trusts more and more in itself and 

acknowledges any need for God less and less.  If some dismissed the 



disciples as being drunk at Pentecost, others dismiss us as Christians 

today as being deranged or deluded.  For so many, fulfilment comes 

from pursuing the latest self-help tools; the answer to everything lies 

within and what remains unknown will become evident in time through 

humanity’s own efforts.  How tragic to place such security in something 

so fragile, when as creatures made in God’s image a vastly deeper and 

lasting security is offered by the One who loves us beyond all measure.   

Because we know Christ and the abundant life he brings, we rejoice to 

make Him known. 

 

We also rely upon the Spirit to embrace the work of disturbing the world 

around us in relation to righteousness and justice.  The Holy Spirit does 

a gracious work of disturbing all of us at different times with his still, 

small but persistent voice, where there are things we need to change or 

let go of in our lives in order to be drawn closer to God.  As followers of 

Christ and knowing his Spirit within, are we not also called to join with 

the Spirit in disturbing our society, through speaking out, under the 

Spirit’s guidance, on behalf of those suffering injustice and oppression.5  

We are enabled to do so as we support, amongst other things, the work 

of Christian Aid in its fight to turn around the injustices of global poverty, 
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or the work of the organisations that fight against human trafficking and 

those that seek to end modern forms of slavery. 

 

The ‘ruler of this world’ (16:11) is a dehumanizing power already 

condemned yet actively destructive in the world in so many ways.  

Through the Spirit’s guidance and empowering, our calling is steadfastly 

to make evident the love and compassion of Christ as the means of 

opposition to this destructive power: being light in despairing and dark 

places; a presence and voice for the vulnerable and marginalised ; a 

signpost away from empty self-reliance towards the lasting fulfilment and 

security found in oneness with Christ.  We often come only with sighs 

and heartfelt prayers that words cannot express but which the Spirit 

interprets for us.  In all these ways, by the Spirit’s grace and presence, 

others are set free to discover the fullness of the Kingdom of God within 

and without and the inspiration to live out the Kingdom for the sake of 

others.   

 

Let us always pray: “Come, Holy Spirit, come!”  Amen. 

 


