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Acts 2:1-21 

The Coming of the Holy Spirit 
2 When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 2 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. 3 Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of 
them. 4 All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the 
Spirit gave them ability. 

5 Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. 6 And at this 
sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the 
native language of each. 7 Amazed and astonished, they asked, “Are not all these who are 
speaking Galileans? 8 And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? 9 

Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and 
Asia, 10 Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from 
Rome, both Jews and proselytes, 11 Cretans and Arabs—in our own languages we hear them 
speaking about God’s deeds of power.” 12 All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, 
“What does this mean?” 13 But others sneered and said, “They are filled with new wine.” 

14 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. 15 Indeed, these are not 
drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. 16 No, this is what was spoken 
through the prophet Joel: 
17 ‘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. 

18 Even upon my slaves, both men and women, 
in those days I will pour out my Spirit; 

and they shall prophesy. 
19 And I will show portents in the heaven above 

and signs on the earth below, 
blood, and fire, and smoky mist. 

20 The sun shall be turned to darkness 
and the moon to blood, 

before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. 
21 Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.’ 
 
John 17:6-19 
 
6 “I have made your name known to those whom you gave me from the world. They were yours, 
and you gave them to me, and they have kept your word. 7 Now they know that everything you 
have given me is from you; 8 for the words that you gave to me I have given to them, and they have 
received them and know in truth that I came from you; and they have believed that you sent me. 9 I 
am asking on their behalf; I am not asking on behalf of the world, but on behalf of those whom you 
gave me, because they are yours. 10 All mine are yours, and yours are mine; and I have been 
glorified in them. 11 And now I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming 
to you. Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given me, so that they may be one, 
as we are one. 12 While I was with them, I protected them in your name that you have given me. I 
guarded them, and not one of them was lost except the one destined to be lost, so that the 
scripture might be fulfilled. 13 But now I am coming to you, and I speak these things in the world so 
that they may have my joy made complete in themselves. 14 I have given them your word, and the 
world has hated them because they do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world. 
15 I am not asking you to take them out of the world, but I ask you to protect them from the evil one. 
16 They do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world. 17 Sanctify them in the truth; 
your word is truth. 18 As you have sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world. 19 And 
for their sakes I sanctify myself, so that they also may be sanctified in truth.  
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This morning's reading from the Acts of the Apostles begins with these words: “When the 
day of Pentecost arrived ...”  Now, if you've been coming to church for a few years you've 
probably heard that opening phrase many times before and I wonder if, like me, you've 
ever been puzzled by it.  After all, Pentecost, like Easter and Christmas, is one of the big 
Christian festivals but you don't find the other two named in the Bible.  The reality is that 
Pentecost was already a known Jewish feast called Shavuot, meaning Weeks.  Now it 
might come as a bit of a surprise to some of you to learn that the disciples were not 
Christians, they were Jews, Messianic Jews we might now call them, and so in order to 
help us understand the context of the events recorded in this text I thought that we could 
usefully start by looking at it from a Jewish perspective. 
 
Pentecost is a Greek word meaning fifty and the Mosaic Law describes when and how this 
feast should be celebrated.  According to Leviticus the feast is to take place 7 weeks, 
hence the Hebrew name Shavuot, after the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread.  
Seven weeks, that's 7 times 7 days with the feast taking place on the following day, 
making fifty days in total.  As you may know, certain numbers in the Bible carry a broader 
significance and the number 7 signifies perfection or completion.  So we have the perfect 
completion of something but the perfect completion of what?  Now Shavuot originally 
celebrated the beginning of the wheat harvest however early in Israelite history the Rabbis 
determined that the timing of the feast coincided with God giving Moses the Torah and Ten 
Commandments at Mt Sinai - the written instructions that would guide the Jewish people in 
how to live according to God's holy law.  So from a Jewish perspective Shavuot celebrates 
the perfect fulfilment of God's plan to deliver the Israelites from bondage in Egypt.  And in 
recognition of it's importance it was designated as one of the three major pilgrimage 
festivals which all Jewish men were expected to attend.  That explains why in our text 
there’s a big crowd in Jerusalem from both near and far commemorating both the giving of 
the Law and the gift of the harvest. 
 
God leaves nothing to chance.  We see that over and over again in his Word.  Why, then, 
of the seven Jewish feasts and holy days, did he send the Holy Spirit on this particular 
day?  Let's take those two gifts and see how they resonated with the first century disciples 
of Jesus at Pentecost.  First, Shavuot celebrated the harvest and Jesus had predicted that 
there would be a great harvest.  When the Holy Spirit came and rested on the disciples, 
who then proclaimed Jesus' message to the faithful pilgrims gathered from all over the 
known world, the harvest Jesus had predicted throughout his ministry began.  Three 
thousand people who were ready to become members of his new community, his new 
kingdom, were converted. 
 
Now as well as stipulating when the harvest celebration was to occur, Leviticus also 
provided guidelines on how the harvest was to be undertaken and this time God placed an 
obligation on the Israelites, his chosen people.  'When you harvest,' he said, 'don't cut the 
corners of your fields. Leave wheat there for the poor and the hungry so that they can 
provide for themselves with dignity.  Thus, when you come to celebrate the harvest, when 
you come to give thanks for what I've given you, the true expression of your gratitude isn't 
the offering that you bring, and it isn't even your obedience, it is your concern for those in 
need. 
 
Fast forward 1200 years to the time of Jesus and if we read on in Acts chapter 2 we find 
that, just as the OT feast of Shavuot ended with concern for the poor, so the NT feast, 
which found its fulfilment at Pentecost, culminated with the believers holding all things in 
common and giving to each one as she or he had need.  That was the practical proof to 
the first century Jews that this was truly Pentecost.  It wasn't simply the conversions and 
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the speaking in tongues so that each could understand the message in his is her own 
language.  It was the fact that believers were willing to sacrifice for those in need.  I think 
that there's a message there for us. 
 
Second, at Pentecost, the Jews of Jesus' day also remembered the time when Moses 
brought God's commandments down from the smoke covered mountain.  However, upon 
reaching the bottom Moses discovered the Israelites worshipping the calf of the 
abominable fertility cults of the local culture.  As a result, God punishes his people and 
about 3000 died that day.  Now it's hard for us to read that but God's timetable was so 
carefully prepared and carried out that 1200 years after the day the law had been given 
and 3000 people died because of their rebellion against it, 3000 people came to life by the 
grace of Jesus acting through the Holy Spirit.  What a vivid illustration that the Spirit gives 
life and the Law condemns.  And this time, when the fire of God's presence descended the 
covenant would be written not on stone tablets and concealed behind a curtain but would 
be engraved in our hearts and minds. 
 
Now before I conclude this talk by offering some thoughts on it's meaning for us today, 
there's one other aspect of this Jewish feast that I'd like to draw to your attention and it's to 
do with bread.  Bread is a core component of Christian theology - we talk about Jesus as 
the bread of life and the Eucharist, our main Christian act of worship, centres on the 
sharing of bread and wine as we remember the last supper.  So how does it figure during 
Shavuot?  We need to set the scene by recalling that the Jewish Passover is followed 
immediately by the feast of unleavened bread - bread baked without yeast.  Two reasons 
are proffered for this.  Firstly a practical one - that in escaping from Egypt the Israelites 
needed to move fast and didn't have time to wait for the bread to rise.  But the second 
reason is more symbolic and rests on the fact that leaven can be understood as a 
metaphor for contamination or sin and in leaving Egypt the Israelites wanted to purify 
themselves by eliminating all vestiges of their previous life as they turned back to the one 
true God.  Returning to Shavuot and it's connection with the wheat harvest - Leviticus 
specifies that the people shall make a Temple offering from the first fruits of the grain 
harvest in the form of two identical loaves of bread baked with leaven.  To the Israelites 
the two loaves can be taken to represent both the oral and written Torah but for the 
followers of Jesus there is an alternative explanation with the two loaves representing the 
opening up of the kingdom to both Jews and Gentiles.  And the good news of that is that 
no longer do we need earn our salvation by keeping the law, rather Jesus cleanses us 
from our sins and welcomes us into his kingdom through faith alone just as we are.  What 
an amazing conclusion to God's redemption plan brought to fulfilment through the life, 
death and resurrection of Jesus! 
 
So, what is the significance of this event for Christians today?  In the past, God has set his 
Spirit on a chosen few, but in the era that begins with this first Christian Pentecost, God 
gives the Spirit to all who belong to the believing community.  The Holy Spirit is on the 
move.  Suddenly, the word “Pentecost” takes on new meaning.  It means more than a 
Jewish harvest festival and celebration of the Torah.  It now means an outpouring of God's 
presence that signals the beginning of Christ’s church.  The Kingdom of God is no longer 
confined to the heavenly realms.  The Kingdom of God is not just “at hand” or “near.”  The 
Kingdom of God is here.  It is now. 
 
And how should we respond as spirit-filled disciples?  Yes the Holy Spirit comes to 
energise and excite his church.  But it's not so that we can be entertained and feel good 
about ourselves; rather so that we can stirred up for mission and work to transform our 
community.  And yes the Holy Spirit comes to confer power on the church.  But not the 
power of domination or overt influence.  The power the church has is power that is born 
out of brokenness, not strength.  It's the power of prophetic weakness.  The type of power 
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that shows the way of the cross as the way to life.  But crucially, and I think this is the most 
important of all, the Holy Spirit is the gift of the message to proclaim.  One of the central 
features of the Pentecost event, as we have heard from our reading, is the fact that the 
silence was broken and the believers began speaking in tongues.  Those who were there 
heard the Gospel message being proclaimed in their own language.  It was the Holy Spirit 
who gave the Church something to say.  We have the words.  Jesus himself confirmed 
that in the gospel reading when he prayed; 'For the words that you gave to me I have 
given to them, and they have received them'. 
 
You know the Holy Spirit isn't some sort of disembodied ghostly companion out there 
somewhere.  When the Temple curtain was torn in two God's presence came out of the 
Holy of Holies and took up residence in his people.  We are now the temple of the Holy 
Spirit.  The Holy Spirit is in our hearts and minds and speaks to us through our inner voice 
equipping us and making us bold to tell God’s story.  The Holy Spirit comes alongside to 
strengthen us and give us courage for the daunting work of proclaiming Christ to a world 
that doesn’t always want to hear this good news.  Sometimes, the Holy Spirit gives us the 
swift kick we need to get up, and get moving.  The Spirit doesn’t solve our problems, but 
invites us to see possibilities we would not have seen otherwise.  Rather than remove our 
fear, the Spirit grants us courage to move forward.  Rather than promise safety, the Spirit 
promises God’s presence.  Rather than remove us from a turbulent world the Spirit 
enables us to keep our footing amid the tremors.   
 
At St Mary's, we want to be a ‘Pentecost Church’: a church that is empowered and 
structured for mission, a church that is broken for mission, a church that has a prophetic 
word to bring to the world.  That is the Spirit of Pentecost we celebrate today - and that is 
the Spirit we are called to embrace in all our activities: the Spirit of energy, the Spirit of 
power, the Spirit of prophecy.  And so as we come to the Lord's table today let's reopen 
ourselves to the promptings of the Holy Spirit and ask him to bless us at St Mary's so that 
we can be a blessing to the whole community of Warsash and beyond. 
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 


