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May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be always acceptable in your 

sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen. 

In this morning’s first reading from the 2nd chapter of the Acts of the Apostles, the descent of 

the Holy Spirit upon the disciples of Jesus is described in dramatic fashion: a rush of violent 

wind, divided tongues of fire, and the sudden miraculous ability to speak in other languages. 

This was in fulfillment of what Jesus told the disciples before his ascension into heaven – that 

even though he was ascending to the Father, he would be with them until the end of the age,1 

and that they would be clothed with power from on high.2 

God’s self-disclosures in Scripture are very often sudden, dramatic, and completely unexpected 

– think the call of Abraham; Moses and the burning bush; the smoke, fire, and flashing 

lightning on Mount Sinai; an angel announcing to a virgin that she is to give birth to the Son of 

God; and, of course, the most unexpected and dramatic divine self-disclosure of all, the cross 

and resurrection of the Son of God. True to form, when God reveals Himself to the apostles in 

the descent of the Holy Spirit, His final act of self-disclosure in Scripture, is every bit as 

dramatic as any self-disclosure that has come before, except of course for the cross and 

resurrection of Jesus. 

But, this being said, we should acknowledge that at Pentecost events may not have happened 

in exactly the way which Luke the Evangelist presents them in the second chapter of Acts. I 

certainly think that the apostles received the Holy Spirit, and I certainly think that however 

exactly that happened, that it equipped them for the work of spreading the good news about 

Jesus. But we also need to acknowledge that Luke’s intention in writing the Acts of the Apostles 

wasn’t merely to record historical occurrences exactly as they happened. Luke was doing 

theology. Old Testament allusions in Luke’s narrative would have been clear to any first or 

second century Jew who knew the scriptures.  

That God’s Spirit should take the form of a rush of violent wind is clearly evocative of the 

account of Creation in Genesis wherein the ‘Spirit of God was hovering over the waters’,3 and 

that Spirit should take the form of tongues of fire that appear among the apostles and rest on 

each of them is evocative of both Moses encounter with the burning bush4 and the fire at Mount 

Sinai at the giving of the Law.5The implication of these scriptural allusions couldn’t be clearer: 

as the culminating event in the work of Jesus Christ, the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the 

apostles, and upon the Church, signals that there is a new creation and a new covenant. That is 

to say, the rules have changed. Not the Laws of physics or biology or chemistry, they remain 

the same; but death no longer has the final word, and we are free to become what we were 

always meant to be: not slaves of God, but children of God.  

The scriptures of the Old Covenant (i.e. Old Testament) had spoken of God’s people, Israel, as 

a possession – a treasured possession – but a possession nonetheless.6 But now, through the 

 
1 Matt. 28.18 
2 Luke 24.49 
3 Gen. 1.2 
4 Exod. 3 
5 Exod. 19.18 
6 See e.g. Exodus 19.5; Deut. 14.2; Deut. 26.18-19; Ps. 135.4 etc. 
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redemptive work of Jesus Christ – his cross and resurrection – and through the pouring out and 

indwelling of God’s Spirit we are adopted as God’s own children, as indeed Saint Paul wrote to 

the church at Rome: 

For those who are led by the Spirit of God are the children of God. The Spirit you received 

does not make you slaves, so that you live in fear again; rather, the Spirit you received 

brought about your adoption to sonship. And by him we cry, “Abba, Father.” The Spirit 

himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children. Now if we are children, then 

we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings 

in order that we may also share in his glory.7 

It’s an audacious claim which Saint Paul makes, and it has undeniably profound implications if 

it is true. It means that everyone who is baptised, and who receives thereby the Holy Spirit, has 

a bit of God in them. Their whole life long they carry around in their very being a divine spark, 

and are marked as belonging to the body of Christ. 

As with our human relationships, though, it is ultimately up to us whether we invest in them 

and make them as fruitful as they can be. Our relationship with our heavenly Father, like our 

relationship with our human parents, can be either characterised by devotion or neglect. Our 

relationship with our brothers and sisters in Christ – the Church – can likewise be characterised 

by devotion or neglect. In Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird the character Jem articulates 

without eloquence, but nevertheless with great insight that “you can choose your friends but 

you sho’ can’t choose your family, an’ they’re still kin to you no matter whether you 

acknowledge ‘em or not, and it makes you look right silly when you don’t.’ The Spirit which all 

Christians receive at Baptism is like spiritual DNA – it joins us all together and joins us 

individually and collectively with God in a way that cannot be altered. But like our family 

relations, our sense of connectedness to God in Christ can wax and wane. We are not always 

able to perceive God’s Spirit as being living and active in our lives. 

Importantly, we shouldn’t expect for the manifestation of the Spirit in our lives to be as 

dramatic as it is in Acts chapter 2. John Wesley famously felt the Spirit as a “strange warming 

of the heart”, and that “strange warming of the heart” spurred on an evangelical revival in 

Britain. We all know the inner promptings of the Spirit. We don’t always perceive it as such, but 

it’s there – prompting us to do what we know to be right even when we would desperately like 

to do something selfish or excessive. Ultimately, though, it should be a source of comfort to 

know that while we receive God’s Spirit at Baptism, it isn’t for us to somehow cultivate the 

Spirit within – the Spirit is always the gift of God and blows where it wills8 – but it is for us to 

cooperate with its promptings. Being a Christian isn’t easy, but it isn’t meant to be miserable. 

Life in Christ is about Freedom to be who we were created to be, connected with God and 

connected with each other in love. And, if we think about it, this is the fullness of the Good 

News which the Church proclaims. Through Christ we have been reconciled to God, not in some 

abstract, purely theoretical way, but in a very concrete sense: because of Christ’s redemptive 

act God’s own Spirit dwells in us. As Jesus says to the apostles prior to his passion in this 

morning’s gospel concerning the Spirit: ‘You know him, because he abides with you, and he will 

be in you.’  

 
7 Romans 8.14-17 NIV 
8 John 3.8 


