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That’s the Spirit 
(Acts 2:1-21) 

 Throughout the church year, we take time to celebrate the coming of the Son 
(Christmas), the resurrection of the Son by the Father (Easter) and fifty days after 
Easter, the coming of the Holy Spirit (Pentecost)! Some Christians are comfortable 
talking about the move of the Holy Spirit all year long. Pentecostal churches even 
include those who specialize in the speaking of tongues, which gets its name from 
the events that we read about today in Acts 2. 

 Our stories of the faith indicate that Jesus ascended into heaven forty days 
after Easter Sunday, the day of His Resurrection. After the Disciples waited for ten 
more days, the Holy Spirit arrived on what many call the birthday of the church. 
According to Acts Chapter Two, the Disciples all spoke in other tongues. Ironically, 
our Pentecostal friends do not traditionally celebrate Pentecost Sunday. 

One pastor from this tradition says, “I’ve never understood why (this is). 
Maybe it’s our revivalist tradition that came from the “sawdust trail” where 
anything that hinted of formal religion was thrown out.” (Steve Strang) Having 
pointed out this paradox in the protestant wing of Christianity, I find it just as 
unusual that so many churches, that rarely speak about the Holy Spirit throughout 
the rest of the year, do so with such an exaggerated effort on Pentecost Sunday. 

The Presbyterian tradition is one that has long written about the move of the 
Holy Spirit. However, we are among those who seem to forget what our 
denomination’s forefathers so emphasized in their formative theology. “The 
Supreme Judge, by which all controversies of religion are to be determined… can 
be no other but the Holy Spirit speaking in the Scripture.” (Westminster Confession 

6.010, The Book of Confessions pg. 124). We Presbyterians are accustomed to saying the 
Holy Spirit guides all our decisions, but not as accustomed to mentioning speaking 
in tongues.  

Maybe part of the reason we hesitate to speak about the Spirit is due to its 
unpredictable nature. “The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, 
but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone 
who is born of the Spirit.” (John 3:8) Here, in John’s gospel, Jesus speaks with a 
ruler of the Jews named Nicodemus. It is in the process of trying to understand 
what Jesus means by needing to be “born again” that Jesus uses this vivid 
description of the move of the Holy Spirit.  

The unpredictable nature of the Holy Spirit is also indicated in Acts, 
Chapter 2. “When the day of Pentecost arrived, they were all together in one place, 
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and suddenly there came from heaven a sound like a mighty rushing wind, and it 
filled the entire house where they were sitting.” Before any mention is made of the 
tongues of fire, we are reminded that this took place 1) “When they were all 
together, 2) “Suddenly” and 3) as “A mighty rushing wind from heaven.”  

Last Friday there were multiple thunderstorm warnings in our area. This 
time of year, the warm atmosphere is prone to cause storms with wind, thunder, 
lightning, and possibly hail or tornadoes. In the spring we become accustomed to 
hearing from the National Weather Service of “a line of strong thunderstorms cable 
of producing” a variety of elements… Usually the first sign we can detect is an 
increased wind.  

When I was a third grader, our family moved, from here in Western 
Pennsylvania, to the Great Plains of Lincoln, Nebraska. The biggest change for us 
was not the lack of trees, rocks, or hills, but the ongoing presence of… the wind. 
We had been accustomed to thinking that if it was windy, there was a storm 
brewing. And while Nebraska certainly has its share of spring storms, the wind is 
not unique to the spring. It is windy all year round in Nebraska. 

In the Upper Room there was the presence of “a mighty rushing wind.” From 
other parts of the Bible we learn that one word can be translated as either wind or 
spirit. (Ezekiel 37:9, 14, John 3:8). From a physical point of view, we cannot see wind, 
but we do feel the effects of its presence. Likewise, we cannot see the Holy Spirit, 
but can feel the ways in which the Spirit affects our lives. Sometimes the effects are 
sweet sensations, but other times we feel guilty as the result of sin. The same Spirit 
can comfort or convict.  

The Disciples, and possibly many others, were all together in one place when 
this mighty rushing wind arrived. One of the lingering challenges we currently 
experience during this time of COVID-19 is the threat we face, were we to gather 
all together in one place. Our hearts say we should defy the laws and come together, 
but our heads remind us that being sensible is also a gift of God. In time we will 
gather again on Sundays. But for now, we must worship in a virtual manner.  
However, being physically apart does not remove the power of the Holy Spirit. 
Though we cannot gather in the sanctuary, the Spirit gathers us together. 

The sound which drew the multitude of Jews together in Jerusalem was likely 
not the speaking in tongues. Instead the loud rushing wind drew people from a 
variety of places to the Disciples’ gathering. Next, they heard the other unusual 
noise, the speaking in many different languages. The presence of many languages 
is not as remarkable as the hearing of the same. These days we have technology 
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that translates one’s speech from an unknown to a known dialect. At the time of 
the Pentecost, hearing one’s own language spoken was unexpected.  

The good news of salvation came first to the chosen people, the Jews. Jesus 
intended to redeem his people Israel. Yet, his own did not know Him, and so the 
call extended beyond the ancient believers in Yahweh. In this moment of mass 
linguistic expression, God vividly demonstrates the broad reach of the Holy Spirit. 
When the many “in the spirit” address the crowd, they are understood by all. “Each 
was able to hear and understand the mighty work/acts of God.” (Acts 2:11b)          

It seems likely then that the ‘mighty work or acts’ indicated here would have 
been a combination of the testimony of Jesus’ resurrection and ascension. Most of 
us focus upon the power of God to overcome the cross, sin, and death. Yet, the 
moment of ascension and the blessing Jesus gave are the final words in the Gospel 
of Luke, who, by the way, is the same author of the Book of Acts.  

The joy that filled the Disciples as they returned to Jerusalem to await their 
next instruction was a holiness that I’m not sure any of us will experiences this side 
of heaven. The larger crowd that witnessed this indwelling of the Holy Spirit is 
totally ill-prepared to understand, or explain, what is occurring. The most curious 
asked, “What does this mean?” Others who were more skeptical suggested that this 
was the result of sweet/new wine. Anyone who has been intoxicated, or knows 
those who tend to drink too much, understand how alcohol impairs one’s speech, 
making it sound as if one is speaking in a new language.  

But good old Simon Peter wouldn’t hear of this kind of ignorant speculation. 
He stands up to address the sceptics, and quotes the prophet Joel who speaks of, 
“young men seeing visions, old men dreaming dreams…and the Spirit being 
poured out for prophetic purposes.” (Acts 2:17-18).  You will recall in last week’s 
passage, Jesus reinstated Simon Peter with a threefold affirmation of his loyalty to 
the Lord. (John 21:15-17) This bold reaction was Peter’s first, but not last, moment of 
declaring that they were living in the end of times.  

The end times… now, that is a whole other sermon, on another interesting 
subject which some Christians tend to emphasize more than others.  

At the very least, with the way things are in society, we Presbyterians might 
admit believing that a judgement day is not too far off in the future. Racism, greed, 
abuse of all kinds, and ongoing injustices are present in our nation and the world. 
If we don’t see these senseless acts, then our minds are just as distorted as the ones 
who thought the first Pentecost was the result of people being drunk.   
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Pentecost was the beginning of a radical life change for Jesus’ disciples as 
well as for these new believers who heard about Jesus in their own tongue.  And 
this could only come about because of the power of the Holy Spirit. We serve an 
ancient, eternal God who knows all about people experiencing injustice. 
Remember the plight of the Hebrew people, long suffering and yet believing.    

Let this Pentecost act as a reminder that the church is not about what we 
once knew (how to do church) but what we feel called to be a part of (the reign of 
God). The people who follow the Holy Spirit know that after His Resurrection, 
Jesus breathed on his Disciples and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive 
anyone his (her) sins, they are forgiven; if you retain them, they are retained.” (John 

20:22-23). Then on the day of Pentecost the Spirit descended upon all.  

God gave the Holy Spirit to the people who would become the church of Jesus 
Christ all over the world. With this outpouring of the Holy Spirit, the people 
experienced the wind, flames and tongues and were changed in more ways than 
one. During this season of being extra cautious, wearing a mask over our faces, and 
limiting social interaction, what we haven’t removed ourselves from is the presence 
of the Holy Spirit. 

We might not be among those who naturally are comfortable talking about 
the speaking in tongues or the unpredictable nature of the Holy Spirit, but on this 
Pentecost Sunday, can’t we at least give it a try?  Now, That’s the Spirit! 

In the Name of the Father the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
           AMEN! 
 


