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When the day of Pentecost had come 

 

Genesis 11:1–9 

Psalm 104:24–34, 35b 

Acts 2:1–21 

John 14:8-17, (25–27) 

 

Text: Acts 2:1, 4, 12 

When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. … All of 

them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the 

Spirit gave them ability.  All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, 

‘What does this mean?’ 

 

Introduction 

I was at dinner with some friends when this question was posed; what is your all-

time favourite musical stage play?  Various musicals were noted that dinner guests 

had seen and reasons offered for preferences.  (We also discussed our least 

favourite of these musicals.)  I realized that, for me, my choices had everything to 

do with the story told in the musical.  The intricacies of staging and music, while 

interesting, didn’t dominate my rating system.  For me, it is the story that compels 

(or, alternately, repels).  I think people express something similar about the 

compelling nature of a story when, upon reading a novel, they say ‘I couldn’t put it 

down’ or that it was a ‘page-turner.’ 

 

1. Is the Bible a ‘page-turner?’ I mean a ‘page-turner’ in the way a compelling 

novel keeps you reading.  If you were a novice with no knowledge of the Bible 

and, in a bookstore one day, pulled one off the shelf wondering what it was and 

happened to flip it open to the older testament book of Leviticus how long would 

you keep on reading?  The question I am asking you to consider is this—is the 

story of the Bible, as a story, so compelling that you just can’t put the book down?  

 

Okay, Leviticus may be a tough read, how about one of the gospels—the story of 

Jesus.  As a Christian, I somehow think I should be able to say, ‘yes, it is a page-

turner.’  My personal experience of Bible reading says otherwise.  When I offer a 

confirmation course for young people, one of the assignments I give them is to 

read the gospel of John from start to finish at one sitting.  Judging by how they 

made out with this assignment it does not seem to be a page-turner.  

 

As a believer, you love Jesus, and so the story about him resonates.  What I am 

asking you to try to do is set that love aside for a moment and consider the story, as 
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a story.  All of the gospels agree that the highlight of the story is the last week of 

Jesus’ life and the details focus readers on his crucifixion.  Are the events of that 

story, as a story, compelling reading?  Perhaps you might read on because you 

want to know how the story ends—but I wonder.  To be sure, the gospel writers are 

good story-tellers.  However, the facts of Jesus’ crucifixion does not tell you about 

it’s cosmic-altering significance.  Think of Christmas; the birth story may have 

some interesting features but is that the reason we love the story? 

 

One of my children gave me a two volume work that are the letters of C.S. Lewis.  

I probe them for sermon material.  Not long ago I came across a journal written by 

my wife Valerie that chronicled a driving trip to Canada’s west coast.  Fond 

memories of that vacation flooded my mind as I read.  Now, which of these two 

‘letters’ do you think is the more compelling read for me?  You might read 

Valerie’s day by day journal of happenings and yawn.  (Do you have friends who 

‘force’ you to see pictures of their vacations?) Love—relationship with a person—

makes a great deal of difference in how you read something. 

 

But why do believers read the story of the Bible as a love story—the greatest love 

story ever told, we say.  It certainly isn’t because there is anything to love about 

crucifixion.  The answer has to do with Pentecost—namely the outpouring of the 

Holy Spirit.  In Pentecost Jesus’ promise is fulfilled that the Spirit ‘will teach you 

and remind you of all that I have said.’  Peter’s sermon on Pentecost wasn’t a 

particularly riveting message, but we are told people were cut to the heart?  Why.  

Luke tells us it was the Holy Spirit at work.  As has often been remarked, Luke’s 

book the Acts of the Apostles could be more aptly renamed the Acts of the Holy 

Spirit. 

 

If asked, most Christians would be able to tell me when Christmas and Easter 

occur.  Today is Pentecost Sunday and far fewer know when it falls.  This should 

surprise us, since Christmas (the incarnation) and Easter (God’s vindication of the 

cross); Christmas and Easter exist for the sake of Pentecost.  Pentecost, after all, 

was the occasion when there was fulfilled everything that Jesus had promised his 

followers concerning the Spirit, everything Jesus had promised concerning the 

Spirit’s application of Christ’s earthly achievement.  Pentecost is the incursion of 

that Spirit who is simply the power in which Jesus Christ acts upon us and within 

us. 

 

How do you know the work of the Holy Spirit in your life?  You know the Spirit’s 

work because he points you to Jesus Christ; magnifies the work of Jesus; shines a 

spotlight on our Lord.  This is what Jesus said the Spirit he sends will do—teach 
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you of Jesus Christ.  As you study scripture and hear messages proclaiming Jesus’ 

great love for us; the reason such hearing resonates in your heart, builds you up, 

heals discouragement, helps you face difficulty, and even compels you to turn the 

next page of scripture, is because of the Spirit’s work in your life.  As the Apostle 

Paul wrote, “When we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ it is that very Spirit bearing witness 

with our spirit that we are children of God.’ 

 

2.  In first century Judea Galileans were considered country bumpkins.  Remember 

the saying Nathanael repeated—can anything good come out of Nazareth?  What 

astonished the multi-lingual crowd that Pentecost day was that everyone heard 

them speaking about God’s deeds of  power in their mother tongue—'God’s deeds 

of power’ is a euphemism for ‘proclaimed Jesus,’ which is what Peter goes on to 

do.  We are to understand Peter’s sermon as a instance of the kinds of things being 

declared.  These uneducated Galileans’ proclamation was heard as fluent speech in 

their own language.  It is highly unlikely that these Galileans could have known 

these languages, let alone speak them fluently as only a native speaker can.  It was 

the sort of thing that amazed and demanded explanation.  “What does this mean?”, 

they ask. 

 

Jesus’ name means “God saves” and Jesus had directed his followers to remain in 

Jerusalem, heir shalem means city of salvation, until they were clothed with power.  

Miraculously, these unlettered people were now proclaiming Jesus in the visitors’ 

own languages at the centre of the city of salvation. 

 

A few sour-faced onlookers sneered, “They’ve had too much to drink.” Nervous 

about making a realistic assessment, they distanced themselves from the truth 

through self-excusing mockery.  Such mockery exists today.  I was reminded by an 

article of an atheist named Gary Smith, the self-proclaimed “captain” of the 

Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster in British Columbia.  The “Pastafarian” 

church, is a village atheists' joke that has turned into a genuine social movement, 

when atheists began claiming to be members of the church as a way of showing (in 

their minds) the logical absurdities of religion.   

 

What assessment will we make?  Peter says it means that everyone who calls on 

the name of the Lord will be saved. It means that ‘Jesus of Nazareth, attested to 

you by God with deeds of power,” continues Peter, “this Jesus God raised up, 

and … exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the 

promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that you both see and hear. 

Therefore .. know with certainty that God has made him both Lord and Messiah.”  

Many that day were cut to the heart as many since that day have also been 

https://link.nationalpost.com/click/27345517.3985/aHR0cHM6Ly9lbi53aWtpcGVkaWEub3JnL3dpa2kvRmx5aW5nX1NwYWdoZXR0aV9Nb25zdGVy/5aa04ebc3f92a450996a3bcaB105c0e15
https://link.nationalpost.com/click/27345517.3985/aHR0cHM6Ly9lbi53aWtpcGVkaWEub3JnL3dpa2kvRmx5aW5nX1NwYWdoZXR0aV9Nb25zdGVy/5aa04ebc3f92a450996a3bcaB105c0e15
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convicted by the Spirit.  ‘What do we do,’ many asked that day.  “Repent, and be 

baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be 

forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit,” instructed the Apostle 

Peter.  About three thousand welcomed the message that day. 

 

By the time Luke writes the Acts of the Apostles, Peter and Paul, the two Apostolic 

heroes in the story have been executed by Nero in Rome.  Luke writes to the 

church that is a generation removed from these events and he wants to inform the 

church about its origin.  Just as he wrote his gospel so that hearers might know the 

truth of the stories of Jesus they had been taught, so too he writes Acts to assure 

the church that their existence is the work of the Holy Spirit; it is the fulfilment of 

the promise of Jesus.  He wants them to know how, from the beginning, the 

message of repentance and baptism was preached and is the same message they 

heard and believed.  It is the same for us.  This story is our beginning and the 

reason the church exists is by the power of the Spirit of God.  It means that the 

Spirit of God is the guardian of the message of Jesus’ saving action for the world.  

It means that this is the message the church today is to proclaim. 

 

3. Pentecost celebrates the birth of the church.  One of the things that I believe 

needs attention today is the importance of the church and our obligations as 

believers to be part of the church.  As we are coming out of that period of 

pandemic restrictions one wonders will people return to church.  I believe that we 

need a fresh articulation of the essential nature of the church for faith.  We live in a 

world where individualism reigns and have lost sight of the communal aspect of 

faith.  It is true that faith calls forth a personal commitment by each individual 

believer but it is never merely individual—faith is something we share together in 

Jesus as he turns us to himself and towards one another.  Both are included in the 

one saving act that is Jesus Christ. 

 

Do you not find that the faith of others shared in worship and study and 

companionship to be an important if not essential part of your own faith.  I do.   

 

4. We read today the story of the tower of Babel that essentially gets reversed at 

Pentecost.  I want to share with you a little of what Rev. Dr. Victor Shepherd has 

written on this connection between Babel and Pentecost. 

 

The tower of Babel was titanic, trivial and tragic all at once. Titanic, for its 

boastful “let us make a name for ourselves” attempt to erect a structure that 

elevated self-important braggarts to the heavens, letting them rival God. It was 

trivial, for their achievement turned out to be a pipsqueak; when God heard about it 
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he couldn’t see it and had to “come down” (Gen. 11:5) just to have a look.  It was 

tragic in that they succeeded in giving themselves a name, an identity: God-defiant, 

disobedient, contemptuous men and women whose ingratitude was as hard-hearted 

as their self-congratulation was silly. The tragedy was only compounded when 

God visited his judgement upon them, rendering them unable to understand each 

other, unable to communicate, unable to forge community. He scattered them 

abroad over the face of the earth (Gen. 11:8-9), enforcing their estrangement.  

 

Yet since God’s judgement is the converse of his mercy (or as Luther liked to say, 

his judgement is his love burning hot), God immediately set about rescuing them 

from their folly and its consequences.  Abram (“exalted father”) is summoned and 

obeys, the model of any and all who gladly allow themselves to be named by God. 

Now called Abraham (“father of multitudes”), he is blessed by God where the 

Babel/babblers were cursed. He is promised descendants in faith as numberless as 

the sand on the seashore and the stars in the firmament (Gen. 22:17). 

 

Still, God’s rescue operation taxed him unspeakably. It took him centuries and cost 

him vastly more than it had cost even Abraham. (After all, at the moment of 

inexpressible anguish Abraham’s son had been spared while God’s had not.) Still, 

God couldn’t be discouraged or deflected. There finally appeared one who gloried 

in the name his Father had bestowed upon him, Yehoshuah, Jesus, “God saves.”  

 

At Pentecost you notice that people were united together by that one message that 

is Jesus Christ.  Anyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.   

Ethnicity, language, gender, age, class and other distinctions have no bearing in 

Jesus Christ. 

 

On the day of Pentecost there appeared to be fire licking at each of the 120 

assembled in the upper room. Hadn’t Christ’s ancestors in faith found in the 

properties of fire a startling reminder of what God does when he draws near to his 

people and “torches” them? As fire illumines it dispels darkness and confusion. As 

fire refines it consumes corruption, even mere worthlessness, leaving what is pure, 

attractive and useful. As fire warms it dispels iciness and suspicion. Most 

characteristically, fire sets on fire whatever it touches. 

 

When the day of Pentecost had come…I have probed a little of the answer to the 

question, “What does it mean?”  It was a few years ago I was speaking with a 

ministry colleague about the decline in our church and the absence of young people 

and children.  He asked me, what gives you hope for the church. My answer was 
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simple—because Jesus Christ is Lord of his church and by the power of the Holy 

Spirit will bring to pass all that he promises for her.  


