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Pentecost is a rich and wonderful day in the life of the church. We celebrate the wonder that the disciples experienced. We marvel at how God’s plan is revealed in strange ways. We are moved by the testimonies of the disciples – particularly Peter – as he gives us a marvelous summation of the gospel message. Three thousand saved that day, that day.
Looking back, we can sure understand how the people who witnessed the coming of the Holy Spirit were confused and asked each other, “What’s going on?” It must have been an odd sight to see this rag-tag group of blue and white collar workers suddenly expounding – with eloquence, apparently – the things that God had done in a variety of languages they certainly could not have known. 

Later, as Luke sits down to record the events of that day, he must have shaken his head a little bit to see even beyond the craziness of the moment. Luke’s recounting of the event of the Holy Spirit points back deep into the Old Testament.

First, consider the day. The name we attribute to this celebration, Pentecost, actually refers to one of the three great festivals in Jerusalem that would draw Jews from all over the world. Passover, or the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which Jesus celebrated with his disciples on the last night of his life prior to the crucifixion, was the first. Pentecost, or the Feast of the Harvest, which is a festival making offerings to God for the harvest of the first fruits of the season, was the second and it would be scheduled for 50 days after the Passover. The third was the Feast of the Ingathering at the end of the year, when they gathered in all the crops at the final harvest. (Exodus 23).

So, Jews from around the world were gathering in Jerusalem in order to make their “thank offering” to God as established in Exodus. Can you imagine how they must have been feeling during the journey? The news of Jesus’ crucifixion at the Passover would have been in the forefront of their minds. There may have been rumors of Jesus’ resurrection, but even that would have dwindled away as the disciples had pretty much kept to themselves.

So, had things really changed? The Romans still occupied the land. The temple structure was still in place. And now, as they had for years and years, for generations and generations, for as long as anyone could remember, they were headed to Jerusalem in order to make this “thank offering.” But really, thanks for what? Was this God real? Was this God ever going to show up to help them out? Sure, there was this early harvest, but that was something that happened every year. 

Can you hear the conversation between husbands and wives? “Do you think we should go? Is it worth risking the potential for violence and disappointment again? It’s such a hassle. There’s so much to do around here. Don’t the kids have a soccer game? What would happen if we skipped it this year?”

Then, in an act of obedience more than joy or hopefulness, they go. “Yes, we will go to Jerusalem.” They put together their offerings and gather up the children and make the journey. They do it because somewhere, at some point, Yahweh delivered them from slavery in Egypt. Somewhere, at some long point in the past, they remember that God has made promises and commanded their obedience. 

Where are you in your faith? Are there times you struggle, wondering if God is real? Are there times when you wonder if you are just going through the motions? Are there times when you hope against hope that there really is a God there who loves you, a God who is faithful to the promises that are found in Scripture? 

If so, Pentecost is a day for you. On Pentecost, God opened the eyes of the Apostles to the first fruits of the resurrection; there was a whole new understanding of what God meant by giving a “thank offering.” That first Pentecost may have started as a pilgrimage of obligation for many of the people, but it turned into a blessing of remarkable newness as God took that time to show how He was doing a new thing in their midst. Suddenly. Remarkably. Unpredictably, yet utterly and wonderfully traceable as Luke looks back through the Old Testament. 

If the day of Pentecost is the first pointer to the Old Testament, the second has to be to look at what happens during the Pentecost. Sharon read the account of the Tower of Babel. Pentecost is God’s re-doing in the right way what man tried to do the wrong way at the Tower of Babel. Turn, if you will to Genesis 11, and let us walk through it a little bit. 

In all of these Genesis narratives, we see the consequences and the outworking of the original sin – that is, mankind trying to put God out of a job and take it over by ourselves. In 11:4, they say, “Come let us build ourselves a city with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves and not be scattered over the face of the earth.” As a result of their crass attempt to usurp for themselves the glory of God; they find themselves in the very situation they sought to avoid – scattered all over the earth and not able to communicate with each other. 

You see, God is not mocked by human efforts to unseat him from the throne of glory. It is not harmless activity. It is not simply a matter of “expressing ourselves.” We were created to glorify God, not to bring glory to ourselves. 

History has plenty of examples of humans trying to consolidate power unto themselves; resulting in great harm to others, resulting in calamity for a nation, resulting in disaster and disgrace for themselves. Adolph Hitler. Jim Jones. David Koresh. 

When we rely on our own power, we find ourselves in despair and ruined. When we trust in the power of God and see it revealed, we find ourselves filled with joy overflowing.

Pentecost is God’s revelation of how power is to be expressed. When the Holy Spirit descended upon the disciples, “tongues as if of fire” were seen but did not destroy. Instead, the disciples were filled with words declaring the wonders of God – only they were filled with the words declaring the wonder of God in languages that were not native to them, but were native to their listeners. What they built was not a tower to make a name for themselves; rather, it was a community established for the name of God. What the disciples discovered was this: when the glory of God and the joy of the LORD is the focus of attention and the purpose of our conversation, it is remarkable how smooth and easy communication becomes.

Ask anyone who has been on a mission trip. When you are commissioned and sent as an ambassador for Christ to be a blessing, God opens up the lines of communication and bridges the gap between cultures. 

We’ve sent out medical missions to other nations. How wonderful it is when they return, having seen God move in the lives of the people they have served! There is a glow, an excitement, an energy. They are just inspired (by the way, note how that means “spirit in them”) and enthusiastic. They have a hunger to tell of how God worked – right there, all of a sudden, in a wonderful way!

If you hope in God, Pentecost is the day for you. It is a day when we remember and celebrate the birthday of the church. It is the day we are reminded of how the Spirit of God was sent; it is a mark of our hope assured in Jesus Christ. 

If the day is the first, the reversal of the Tower of Babel the second; the third look back into the Old Testament is the prophet Joel’s statements that are picked up in Peter’s sermon on Pentecost Sunday. We read those in our call to worship this morning. Consider what Peter is picking up on:

· Joel means “Yahweh is Lord.” That is a pretty good way to start a book. In making the citation, Peter is very quickly hearkening back to the basic confession of faith for the Jews.

· Joel was written to emphasize God’s sovereignty over all nations; to describe the consequences of breaching God’s covenant; and, to call the people to renewed faithfulness. Peter’s sermon lays out these themes as they were played out in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus; the difference is that God takes upon himself – in Jesus Christ – the consequence of the sinfulness of humanity. In verse 24, Peter says this, “But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him.” Friends, this us incredible good news!

· The specific part of Joel that Peter quotes is from a dramatic turn in the prophecy; it moves from the consequences of sinfulness into the promise of God to restore the people to the blessing of life in communion under covenant. Salvation will come to everyone who calls on the name of the LORD. Or, as Peter says, “ Therefore, let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.” The response of the people is our response, “What do we do now?” Peter has the answer, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. The promises are for you and your children and for all who are far off – for all whom the Lord our God will call.”

Peter’s interpretation of the Pentecost events is a message of hope and encouragement. He is saying to the pilgrims who have come out of obedience that God is here, God is real, God has acted, God has saved, God has done it, and Peter says, we have seen it and we cannot help but tell you about it. His message brings his listeners to a place of decision. “Brothers, what shall we do?”

Peter’s message is our message here today. God is here. God is real. God has acted. God has saved. God has done it, we have seen it, and we cannot help but tell you about it. As we share that witness – that testimony – we must be aware that it is the way that God will bring people to a place of decision, “Friends, what shall we do?”
`

What amazed the people in Jerusalem was that they heard of the “wonders of God” declared in their own language. You know, that’s still true today. There are more people than we can count who need to hear of the wonders of God in their own language. Hearing about the wonders of God means being a witness – sharing our testimony – of what God has done and what God has done in our lives.

In the church today, we seem to have lost the expectation that God will do amazing things. We seem to have settled for a very passive God, a God who once was very active but now seems to be more interested in other areas of the creation. There is a sense in which congregations feel like they are just doing church in order to obey God’s command. There is a sense in which congregations act as if they have to build the church themselves; that if they work harder and do more stuff, that people will come and join. 

Pentecost is the day for those congregations. It is a day to remember that it is God who acted, who acts, and who will act. God does amazing things, transforming lives in an instant. It is God who will act to build the church, using us as His instruments of grace, proclaiming the good news so that those who do not yet know him will hear the wonders of God in their own language.

They will be amazed and cut to the heart as they hear the message of salvation in Jesus Christ. The message brings them to a place of decision. They will ask, “What shall we do?” And when they do, we can share with them – as Peter did on that first Pentecost – the answer of salvation: repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. If you confess with your lips that Jesus Christ is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.

Repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. It is the mission of the church to share this message on Pentecost, each Sunday, and in the every day lives of believers. When we do, people will be cut to the heart and ask, “What shall we do?”

And as the LORD adds to the number, they will fill this sanctuary and shall sing praises to the glory of God.

If you have ever wondered, “Where is God?” Pentecost is the day for you. Pentecost is the fulfillment, the reminder, the hope that we have that God will act and be faithful to his promises. In times of trouble, in times of darkness, in times of loneliness, in times when finances are hard, in times when relationships seem irrevocably broken, in times when it just feels like the best you can do is go through the motions; Pentecost is a reminder to “hold on.” Hang on. God is worth waiting on. Open your eyes. Be ready, because when God acts, God acts suddenly.

Conclusion:

God took the “thank offering” – something that happened every year, and – suddenly – instantly  turned it into something completely different. 


God took the disaster of the Tower of Babel and – suddenly – revealed who is sovereign and how glory is supposed to be displayed.

Suddenly, God took the prophecies of Joel, hundreds of years old, and fulfilled them – all of a sudden – all in a moment.

God acts. We witness. We share and tell so that others will join us in rejoicing. This is a fairly consistent pattern in Scripture. 

This also is the pattern we see in the Lord’s Supper, which we celebrate today. Jesus took a ceremony that the disciples knew well, he reinterpreted it in himself, and invited them to share. “Do this in remembrance of me,” he commanded. 

Literally thousands of years later, we approach this table and hear Jesus say, “Do this in remembrance of me.” 

Are we here out of obligation? Are we here – hoping against hope – that at some time, some way, God was present and made a difference? Do we have any expectation or hope that God will do something marvelous and miraculous today? Friends, this is what Pentecost teaches: that God will act – and will act suddenly.

Are you ready for God to act in the life of this congregation? 

Living as a disciple of Jesus Christ means living in the expectation that God will act. Our salvation assured through the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ, we will see the kingdom of God fulfilled – and when we do, we can be assured of one thing: it will happen, suddenly.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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