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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 part 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’re filled with wine.”   

 But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and 

addressed them, “People of Judea and all who live in 

Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say.   

Indeed, they are not drunk, as you suppose, for it’s 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 will prophesy, and the young people will see visions, 

and the old people will dream dreams.  Even upon those 

enslaved to me, both men and women, in those days I will pour 

out my Spirit; and they will prophesy.   



 “And I will show portents in the heaven above and signs on 

the earth below, blood, and fire, and smoky mist.  The sun’s light 

shall be extinguished and the moon will be turned to blood, 

before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day.  Then 

everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’” 

 

 “I know what you’re thinking, but in spite of the way they 

look and the sounds that you’ve been hearing, the choir is not 

drunk.  I can assure you that the choir isn’t drunk, because it’s 

11:30 in the morning.”   

 That is how Peter starts his sermon on Pentecost.  It is not a 

good introduction to a sermon, but Peter did not have much time 

to prepare.  On the birthday of the church God is the only one 

planning a party. 

 At the end of chapter one of the Book of Acts, the disciples 

are getting organized.  They choose a new person to fill the 

vacancy Judas left on the board of disciples.  They select 

Matthias by throwing dice—which would normally be a fine 

way for a church to choose council members—but on this 

occasion it leads to a forgettable choice.  

 They are together for Pentecost, ancient Israel’s 

Thanksgiving feast, but the disciples are talking about 

administrative matters and how best to go about the business of 

incorporating as a 501(c) 3 organization.  Then pandemonium 

breaks loose.   

 Nothing about the preparations they have been making 

prepares them for what happens.  Suddenly there is the sound of 

a great wind, rumbling like a tornado, the unpredictable wind 

that hovered over the water at creation.   

 Then they see what they have heard.  There is no fire, but 

there is something like fire dancing over their heads.  John the 

Baptist said that Jesus “will baptize with the Spirit and fire.”  

This is that fire.   

The disciples’ ideas about a businesslike organization are 

shattered.  Everything is coming loose and breaking open. 



 The tourists who are visiting Jerusalem hear the commotion 

and rush to find out what in heaven’s name is going on.  People 

who have never been to a church meeting are suddenly in the 

middle of a doozy.   

 In churches like ours, we can make it sound like the Spirit 

is a warm, fuzzy feeling.  Luke says the Spirit is not just 

something we feel inside.  The Spirit pushes the disciples out of 

the quiet hall and into the noisy streets.   

 Luke’s roll call makes it clear that everyone from 

everywhere is there—Parthians, Medes, and Elamites.  It is 

significant that Cretans are on the list.  Cretans were 

disrespected, first century schlemiels.  The church claims all 

kinds of ragtag charter members. 

 God breathes upon that company of disciples a breath of 

life.  God declares that the church will overcome the usual 

divisions.  Pentecost is an assault on nationalism, racism, 

sexism, and classism, every way in which we separate ourselves 

from one another.  Everybody is invited—bank presidents and 

thrift store volunteers, executive chefs and diners at soup 

kitchens, learning disabled children and emotionally disabled 

adults.   

 Pentecost is God’s assertion that people who are different 

from one another can care for one another.  This is a lot to 

believe.   

 One of the disciples says: “Let’s go back inside and finish 

the meeting.  There are still a few items on the agenda.” 

  It is hard to understand exactly what happened with the 

wind, fire, and foreign languages.  The people who are there are 

not sure what happened.  Some of them jump to a peculiar 

conclusion, though with all the confusion, it is not too surprising 

that they think they smell alcohol.  Peter stands to defend the 

disciples.   

Less than two months earlier Peter let his fear of a servant 

girl in a courtyard make him say things that he would regret the 

rest of his life.  The Spirit breathes courage into this new person.   



Sometimes dull people think that sermons are dull, but 

Peter preaches a sermon that changes history:  “We’re filled 

with the spirit, but it’s worse than being drunk.  It’s God’s 

Spirit.  God is pouring out the Spirit on all kinds of people.”   

 “Sons and daughters will preach”—young people.  In 

Jewish culture young people were not allowed to lead, but God 

says the young share God’s grace.   

 “The old will have visions, too.”  God speaks through the 

residents of nursing homes.   

 “And daughters”—women lead God’s people.   

 “And slaves”—the poorest of the poor receive a full portion 

of God’s love.   

 Those have no followers on Twitter and are never asked to 

say a few words at the microphone speak for God.  God’s 

church is where old and young, male and female, rich and poor, 

celebrate God’s love together.  A few of the disciples swallow 

hard.  It is difficult for them to believe in a church without 

barriers.   

 Peter says that God comes with fire and smoke that will 

hide the sun and moon.  God comes terribly and wonderfully, 

with blessing and judgment.   

 God breathes life into the church through a mighty rush of 

wind because nothing less would get the church going.  The 

surge of the Spirit pushes the church out of the meeting into the 

neighborhoods.   

 The Spirit of God brings new worlds into being.  Churches 

are born.  Churches are reborn.  Old ideas lose their power, tired 

people come to life.  Complaining people start to care. 

Angry people learn to love.  God destroys business-as-usual-

worlds.   

 Mr. Beaver tells the children about the great lion in The 

Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe:  “Aslan is the King of the 

Wood and the son of the great Emperor-Beyond-the-Sea. Don’t 

you know who is the King of Beasts?  Aslan is a lion, the great 

lion.”   



 Susan asks: “Is he—quite safe?  I’ll feel rather nervous 

about meeting a lion.”   

 Mrs. Beaver says: “That you will dearie, and no mistake, if 

there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees 

knocking, they’re either braver than most or else just silly.”   

 Lucy wonders, “Then he isn’t safe?”   

 “Safe?  Don’t you hear what we’re telling you?  Who said 

anything about safe?  But he’s good.”   

 The Spirit of God is not safe, but is good.  God blows away 

tired ideas at Pentecost.   

 It is important to note the main character in this story.  It is 

not Peter.  Luke offers no description, no character development, 

not a word about what Peter is thinking.   

 What Luke emphasizes is the wind, fire, whistles, and 

sparks.  Luke makes it clear that the church is God’s idea and 

nobody else’s.  This story also makes it clear that the church is 

not all God hoped it would be.  We keep making the disciples’ 

mistake of trying to tame the Spirit.   

 If asked how the church began, some imagine men in suits 

at tables arranged in a square.  Peter begins a PowerPoint:  

“Here are the keys to an effective organization:  #1.  Solid 

financial giving.  #2.  Attractive programs for families.  #3.  

Upkeep of the facilities.”   

 Our plans for the church can sound like plans for a 

business.  We have budgets, bylaws, committees, and sub-

committees.   

 We ask questions that sound suspiciously like, “How do we 

get people to come to our church instead of other churches?”   

 We are less likely to ask, “Which way is the Spirit 

leading?”   

 When a church has a history as rich as Plymouth’s, when 

we are capable of intelligent planning, when we work with 

elaborate organizational structures, then we are in danger of 

thinking the church is our idea. 

 We try to control everything.  We do not leave room for the 



Spirit.  We are smart enough that we can have a strong 

institution without God’s help, but we can never be God’s 

church on our own.   

 The best answer to “How’s your church doing?” is “God 

only knows,” because the measure of a church is how open we 

are to the wind of God’s Spirit.   

 If we learn to watch for such things we will see signs that 

the wind is blowing.  When we see the church going in 

directions we did not plan, we see the work of the Spirit.   

 There are grace-filled moments when, to paraphrase Will 

Rogers:  “We don’t belong to an organized church.  We go to 

Plymouth.”   

 The Spirit is present when here in worship we understand 

that God is watching to see what we will do; when the choir 

sings an invitation to open our souls and we hear the Spirit 

inviting us; when we read scripture that seems like it was written 

for us; when we look across the aisle and recognize that a casual 

acquaintance is actually a sister; when we share the bread and 

cup and want to be the church.  When we become more of 

whom we are meant to be, when we let God renew our hearts, 

when we realize that God is just getting started with us, the 

Spirit is at work.   

 On a windy day when the gusts are sending the sturdiest 

pigeons for cover, a four-year old asks:   “Mom, may I go out 

and play with the wind?”   

 Her mother says, “Sure.  Go have fun.”   

 The mother watches through the window as the little girl 

twirls and swirls.  She swings her arms and twists dizzily.   

She dances with the wind.  We are here to dance with the wind 

of God’s spirit.   
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