“What Does This Mean?”

Acts 2:1-36

June 12, 2011

Read Acts 2:1-13

My brother is three years older than I am.  I was still in high school – and had just gotten my driver’s license – when he invited me to come to visit him at Lafayette College where he was a student. It was a big deal for me, driving from West Chester to Easton, PA.  

It was a big weekend on campus. It was early in the winter semester, so there was not a lot of anxiety about projects, papers, and tests. I was kind of wide-eyed about the whole thing, trying to take in as much of the college scene as I could figure out. We were in his dorm room in the late afternoon when all of a sudden there is an explosion of voices. People were rushing out of their rooms and shouting and yelling and high fiving and hugging each other. The only thing we could make out was, “U.S.A.! U.S.A.! U.S.A.!”

The Miracle on Ice – the 1980 Olympic Hockey team victory over the Soviet Union’s team – had just occurred and the place went wild. We ran to the fraternity where he was pledging to find a television. People were running all over campus. Crowds gathered and the noise was tremendous and we all were watching the reports: the people crying with joy in the stands, the buzz of the announcers, the replay of Al Michael’s calling, “McClenehan is there, the puck is still loose; eleven seconds, you got ten seconds, the countdown going on right now, Morrow, up to Shultz, five seconds, do you believe in miracles? Yes!” 

I still get chills seeing that clip. I remember. 

It made no sense. It was all people could talk about. It was bigger than a hockey game, it was a moment of national redemption. 

It was a big event. Sudden. Powerful. Meaningful. When you don’t see it coming, it is bewildering. 
Growing up, my awareness of foreign policy came from hearing the news day after day, talking about the power of the Soviet Union. Our study of maps in schools featured a delineation between the West and the Soviet bloc countries. Early in my years, we did some drills where we were required to get under our desks. My impression was that this was the way it always had been and always would be. Then, only a few years after the Miracle on Ice, we watched with amazement as the Berlin Wall came down. It seemed like one day the Iron Curtain was there, the divide was impenetrable, and then suddenly there were people on the wall with sledgehammers taking pieces and knocking down sections. Families separated for fifty years were reunited, people danced in the streets. It was a new day. It was difficult to comprehend what would happen next.

It was a big event. Sudden. Powerful. Meaningful. When you don’t see it coming, it is bewildering. 
That’s Pentecost. Pentecost was a big event. It was sudden. It was powerful. It was meaningful. And, because most people did not see it coming or expect it, it was bewildering. Today, even looking back, it can give us chills to think about how it must have felt to be there, to experience this overwhelming outpouring of the Holy Spirit. The question the people asked was right on, “What does this mean?”


Pentecost: What Happened?

The Pentecost account is told in Acts 2. The day of Pentecost was a Jewish festival, held fifty days after the Passover. All Jewish men were required to attend worship in Jerusalem. It was a celebration of thanksgiving for the first fruits of the harvest. It also was a time of thanksgiving for the giving of the Law to Moses fifty days after the first Passover. 

Pentecost celebrated the giving of the Law. Likewise, the new law, the Gospel, “written not on tablets of stone, but on tablets of human hearts” (2 Corinthians 3:3), would be first given to the world on the day of Pentecost. ‘The Jews celebrated the giving of the literal law, but it is ours to celebrate the giving of the spiritual law.” (Luther’s Sermons). 

(Gospel Study, prepared by Achile Bourquin, June 11, 2011)

In Acts 1, the resurrected, victorious, reigning Lord Jesus Christ informed the disciples, “This,” he said, “is what you have heard from me; for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now… [Y]ou will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

They did as Jesus commanded during their wait – at least for the most part.  When Jesus’ promise of the coming of the Holy Spirit was realized, there were no ultimatums, there were no power struggles, there were no manipulations to get their way. Instead, as it is described, what most people experienced was the wonder of the crowd.

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 Cappodocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs – in our own languages we hear them speaking…

But it was not just “speaking,” it was “speaking about God’s deeds of power.” 

To those outside the circle of the disciples, this was just plain odd. It would have been; it would be today. Here were tradesmen – fishermen and tax collectors from a backwater town – speaking in multiple languages about God’s deeds of power.
Some asked each other, “what does this mean?” 

The question opened the door for Peter’s sermon. Peter explained how they were witnessing a manifestation of God’s long promised “pouring out” of the Holy Spirit. Again, if you read through Peter’s sermon, you will not see anywhere that he did anything other than proclaim what God had done. Only after he finished and the people came to him and asked, “Brother, what shall we do?” did he tell them, “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.” They did not sign up. They did not “join.” They responded to God’s call.

The work of the Holy Spirit in filling the disciples is described most clearly in Peter. Peter was able to declare how the words of Joel were being witnessed in the presence of those gathered that day. He was saying to the pilgrims who have come to Jerusalem that God is real, God has acted, God has saved, God has done it; and the filled-with-the-Holy-Spirit Peter says, we have seen it and we cannot help but tell you about it. In short, Peter says, “We glorify God!”
The promise of Pentecost is you and I have been equipped with everything we need: the Holy Spirit. No one else can share your story; no one else has seen the things you have seen and no one else has experienced the things you have experienced. You have been uniquely gifted and equipped to share your life with others. When you do not share your life and testimony of what God has done, it is like you are burying in the back yard the gift you have been given.

Pentecost is a time to remember how God has empowered the church for its mission. It is vital that we remember why the church exists. I have tried to be intentional about this each Sunday, saying: We intend to know Christ and make Him known. 

What About The Critics?

This is not a standard part of a Pentecost sermon, but I think it is important for us to see and to remember. Verses 12 and 13 give the scope of the crowd’s reaction. “All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, ‘What does this mean?’ But others sneered and said, ‘They are filled with new wine.’”

We often speed right by this last group because we want to get to Peter’s sermon and the great conclusion, “Therefore let the entire house of Israel know with certainty that God has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified.” 

But what about the people who sneered? 

Some in the crowd dismissed the disciples as being drunks. This is such a great detail for Luke, the author of Acts, to include in his description of the day – it is so like human nature to discount the unexplainable. “Drunks,” they said. Today’s equivalent would be the dismissive, “bunch of hippies.” “Slackers.” “Freaks.” Those are scary words for us, aren’t they? We do not like to be singled out. It is uncomfortable to be labeled as “different.” I know there are people who enjoy confrontation; I am not one of them. I understand the desire to not stand out. Usually, when someone essentially dares someone to take a stand of faith, I look around to see if anyone else is going to step up – I would prefer not to be “that guy.” But then, a moment later, when it is clear that God is calling me to bear witness, I am filled with peace knowing that it will be the Holy Spirit working through me to speak. I may not be eloquent, I may not be persuasive, I am probably not going to be liked; however, there is an incredible peace that comes from being obedient to the one who offers life.

We see the gospel dismissed in our midst today. It is not unique to our time, but it certainly is evident. What does our culture value? Hedonism. Pleasure is the highest good. Wealth, power, sex, security; if it feels good, then it must be right. What is sin in our culture? Denying yourself the things that please you. Our dependence upon credit and paying later for what we must have now to satisfy our need for instant gratification is considered good; remember, the only way to work ourselves out of this recession is to generate more demand and encourage people to spend, spend, spend, so that we can get everything we can out of this short life.

So, why can the world not accept what God is doing in our midst? More than that, why is the world offended? 

The reality is that we are not happy about not being God and we are not happy about a God we cannot control. We are not happy about a God who acts beyond what we allow, beyond what we want, beyond what we think would make us happy. Yet, God is consistent in acting beyond what we allow, beyond what we want, and beyond what we think would make us happy. Humans cannot control God.

The dismissive sneering is how the world responds to God. Think about that for a moment. The world shuns and shames those who respond to God.  When we cringe and when we begin to get nervous about standing out from the world, it is helpful to remember Jesus’ words:

“If the world hates you, be aware that it hated me before it hated you. If you belonged to the world, the world would love you as its own. Because you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world—therefore the world hates you. Remember the word that I said to you, ‘Servants are not greater than their master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you; if they kept my word, they will keep yours also. But they will do all these things to you on account of my name, because they do not know him who sent me. 

Pentecost is God’s confirmation that we have everything we need in order to share the gospel with others. It is not in our own strength that the kingdom of God is built, it is with our witness, with our testimony, with our sharing the things we have seen and experienced God do in our midst. 

There are no impediments to our participation in the mission of the church in the power of the Holy Spirit. There is no one stopping us from sharing the gospel – but us. There is no hurdle we have to put behind us before we share the gospel – other than our own fear and reluctance. We are good at finding hurdles: for Presbyterians, the great hurdle has been ordination standards. For years when I was traveling, I heard Presbyterians say sincerely, “If only we could stop talking about sex and ordination standards, we could get back to the real work of the church.” Even as they were saying it, they were deaf to the relief in their voices, as if these debates excused them from the privilege – the blessing – of being Christ’s witnesses. 

Pentecost shows us there are no impediments to our participating – actively participating in prayer, in worship, in sharing, in testifying, in proclaiming – in the mission of the church through the power of the Holy Spirit. To be specific:

· You do not need a seminary degree to share the gospel. You do not need to wait for a university or some other academic institution to tell you “you know enough in the proper form” to be able to share the gospel. That is the point of the statement, “Are these not Galileans?” The disciples had no theological credentials, no formal training, no certificates, no recognized authority other than the truth of their testimony. That is all you need, you do not need to get approval to share God’s amazing deeds of power. In fact, to the extent that you believe you need my approval before you can share Jesus with others; I have failed in my responsibility as shepherd.

· You do not need an ordination certificate from some denomination to give a witness and to tell your story. You do not have to wait for someone else to tell you that you have permission; you do have permission and, more than that, you have been charged by the Lord to tell your story. Look at the woman at the well in John 4: she was a disgraced woman within her community, lurking on the outskirts of society. The disciples were “astonished that he was speaking with a woman” (but they were all afraid to challenge him). As a result of her encounter with Jesus, she went back to the city and said to the people, “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done! He cannot be the Messiah, can he?” And the people responded and went.


What Then?

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.”

There may be some here this morning who have not responded to the call or, perhaps, the Holy Spirit is convicting your heart. If you have never made that decision or if you have never received Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, I encourage, implore, urge, exhort, invite you to do so today. Come forward at the end of the service to pray with our Gardener ministers, asking Jesus to be your Lord and Savior and receiving the Holy Spirit. As Peter will say later in Acts, “There is no other name given under heaven by which we must be saved.” 

For those who have been saved, Pentecost is a reminder of the charge Jesus gives the disciples for what they will do when filled with the Holy Spirit, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 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.

Regardless of how the world reacts, it is important we share God’s deeds of power with those around us. Their unbelief, their offense, their rejection does not change the fact that God’s salvation is good news that we are to proclaim. We need not be offensive; but we need to share even if the world may be offended. 

Note what the disciples were doing. They were not trying to win an argument. They were not trying to prove God. All they were doing was pointing out what God has done – in Jerusalem, where they were. They were bearing witness where they were. 

The Holy Spirit is at work in the life of the church – in your life, in my life, in our life together – to proclaim the gospel and to make disciples of all nations. The church is to bear fruit, and everyone in the church is to bear fruit. Over the last several weeks, we have celebrated the reception of several new members into this congregation. That is a celebration of the work of the Holy Spirit bearing fruit in our midst. However, just like the spiritual harvest was not concluded and fulfilled on that first Pentecost, so also it is not complete now on this Pentecost.
Go out today speaking about God’s deeds of power. Go out inviting others, “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done! He cannot be the Messiah, can he?” Go out celebrating God’s faithfulness to his promises, God’s faithfulness to his people: God’s faithfulness to you. That’s what Pentecost means.
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