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PENTECOST SUNDAY

Fireworks!
Genesis 11:1-9; Acts 2:1-21, 37-41

I have said many times that I think I could spend the rest of my ministry
preaching from the first eleven chapters of the Book of Genesis.  The stories
in those pages, so rich with imagery, creativity, and meaning, are intended to
help us understand why life is as it is.  We discover stories of creation and the
meaning behind life.  We find out how sin in the form of distrust, pride,
jealousy, and greed, infiltrate pure goodness, how family members are
sometimes at odds, and that the consequences of sin are painful to us and
the ones we harm.  The opening pages of the Bible also tell us about God’s
hopes for us, the promises offered to us, and the second chances that are
available to us.  And, in the story of the tower of Babel we heard earlier, we
discover the answer to that question, “If we all descended from one family,
why do we look different and talk different and live all over the world?”  We
also learn something about human limitation and the blessing of humility.

If the first eleven chapters of Genesis help us to understand our origins
and how we got off track from God’s desire for us, then the rest of the Bible
is the story of God’s attempts to get us back on track and in good relationship
with our Creator.  If the story of the tower of Babel tells us something about
why we are so different and confused toward one another, then the story of
Pentecost offers us the way back to unity and understanding.  Listen to Luke’s
description in the Acts of the Apostles:

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

Now there were devout Jews from every nation under
heaven living in Jerusalem.  And at this sound the crowd gathered
and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in
the native language of each.  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 Cappadocia, 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 about God’s deeds of
power.”  All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another,
“What does this mean?”  But others sneered and said, “They are
filled with new wine.”

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.  Indeed, these are
not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the
morning.  No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel:
‘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.  Even upon my slaves, both men and
women, in those days I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall
prophesy.  And I will show portents in the heaven above and
signs on the earth below, blood, and fire, and smoky mist.  The
sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, before the
coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day.  Then everyone who
calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.’

Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart and
said to Peter and to the other apostles, “Brothers, what should we
do?”  Peter said to 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.  For the promise is
for you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone
whom the Lord our God calls to him.”  And he testified with many
other arguments and exhorted them, saying, “Save yourselves
from this corrupt generation.”  So those who welcomed his
message were baptized, and that day about three thousand
persons were added. Acts 2:1-21, 37-41

Pentecost was an agrarian festival held fifty days after Passover. 
Passover reminded the Hebrews of their liberation from slavery and
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oppression and Pentecost reminded them of God’s gift of the law which
guided their lives.  You will remember that just after the story of the tower of
Babel, scripture tells us that Abram and Sarai were invited by God on a new
adventure, one that would take them into an unknown land and eventually
lead to a nation of people who were to share God’s blessing with the world. 
It was a good idea, but it did not happen without many challenges and
failures.  Instead of sharing their faith in God with the rest of the world, the
Israelites tended to hold onto to God for themselves.  Rather than spreading
throughout the world, they huddled in the Promised Land and struggled to
realize God’s dream.

Taking a new and surprising approach, God inserted himself in the
middle of Jewish life in the person of Jesus and turned many of their
conceptions about God upside down.  They struggled to understand how God
could look and talk and act like them and still be God.  Yet, the people who
followed Jesus, who listened to him teach, who watched him heal, and who
received his compassion believed.

When it seemed that this new movement of God was gaining
momentum, Jesus was arrested, crucified, and died.  Fear gripped his
followers until they saw Jesus risen and alive.  Their hope soared again . . .
until his ascension.  Before Jesus returned to the Father, he told his followers
to pray and to wait.  Wait?  Wait for what?!  The Jewish people had been
waiting forever!  They were tired of waiting.  They had thought their wait was
over.  They believed Jesus was the Messiah and they had to wait no more!

Then it happened . . . unexpectedly, even though Jesus had told them
it would.  They were gathered in that upper room as they had been for weeks. 
This is where they ate and prayed, talked and worshiped, waited and hoped. 
This is where it happened.

They didn’t have the abundance of comparisons that we have today. 
If the same thing happened right now, we would probably report that we heard
what sounded like a freight train running through the sanctuary.  All they could
say was that a sound like “the rush of a violent wind” filled the room.  More
astonishing, fire swept through the air, not a fire that burned, but a fire that
blessed.  It was as if flames of fire kissed everyone on the head as they
danced and frolicked through the room.

It was the Spirit of God which Jesus had promised.  The Comforter,
Companion, the Advocate who would stand with them and walk beside them. 
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It was the very presence of God with them and it surged with power!  Fear
flew out the window!  Joy erupted in every soul!  Praise filled the air and the
believers in that upper room began talking about God’s redemptive love
through Jesus the Messiah.

Outside, the streets of Jerusalem were busy with people from all over
the world who had come to celebrate Pentecost.  There was a lot of activity,
but not so much conversation because the could not understand one another. 
Babel had come to Jerusalem.  The confusion of languages and cultures had
returned to the Promised Land.

Nevertheless, everyone understood that something unusual was going
on when they heard the commotion coming from the upper room.  People
stopped to see what was going on.  Folks on nearby streets turned corners
to find out what all of the fuss was about.  When the disciples came spilling
out of the building, chattering away about Jesus, all of those people from near
and far were astounded.  They were astounded because they could
understand every word being said.  They were astounded because they were
hearing their own languages being spoken by people from nearby Galilee!

The Spirit was on the move and as the disciples rushed into the street,
telling their story, it was as if fireworks were unleashed on Jerusalem. 
Obviously no brilliant bursts of light flashed in the sky, but the fire of God’s
Spirit was at work in the world.  Jews who had been scattered far and wide
came together and heard the Gospel proclaimed.  As truth and love flashed
here and there, hearts were stirred, barriers were dissolved, and minds were
changed.  Babel was reversed.  Confusion was replaced with understanding. 
Differences were overcome by unity.  The universal language of God’s love
was heard by everyone.  The fire of the Spirit was at work.  As Luke tells us
a bit later in the story, everyone was of one accord and shared all things in
common.  God’s fireworks finally brought his people together again.  The
Church–the community of God–was born!

If you read the paper this morning or watched the news or listened to
any of a number of people comment on what is happening in the world right
now, you could easily conclude that we live in Babel today.  We are not all
speaking the same language–even those of us who share a common
language.  We do not listen to one another.  We do not understand one
another.  We are all scrambling to get to the top, to best one another, and to
best God.  We want to make a name for ourselves–either as a group or as an
individual.  We want to show the world–and God–what we can do by
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ourselves, usually without God.  We are scattered and confused.  We live in
Babel.

But . . . it is Pentecost!  The fire of God’s Spirit is still at work!  The same
thing can happen today as happened some two thousand years ago.  If those
of us who have been touched by the Spirit of God, who have felt the flame of
God’s love warm our hearts, will rush from this place to speak the language
of God’s love to everyone we encounter, imagine what will happen.  People
will pay attention.  People will listen.  People will be changed when we speak
and act and live the love of God through Jesus Christ.  Babel revealed the
folly of human desire.  Pentecost proved the power of God’s love.  Babel
displayed the ways in which our selfish, greedy, arrogant ways bring us all
down.  Pentecost revealed how the Spirit of God brings us all to our full
potential.  Babel only served to divide and confuse God’s people.  Pentecost
brought unity and understanding to the people of God.  As Paul would later
declare,

But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a
disciplinarian, for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God
through faith.  As many of you as were baptized into Christ have
clothed yourselves with Christ.  There is no longer Jew or Greek,
there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and
female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.  And if you belong
to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the
promise. Galatians 3:25-29

Pentecost marked the fulfillment of the promise of God made eons ago
to Abraham and Sarah and offered to generations of believers who followed. 
Pentecost proved the undoing of Babel and the building of God’s community.

Today is Pentecost and God’s Spirit is at work among us!  We may not
see tongues of fire dancing from pew to pew, but we can see the love of God
at work in one another when we allow God’s Spirit to speak the Gospel
through us.  How will you celebrate this Pentecost?  Will you keep the Spirit
closed up in the tower of your soul?  Or will you unleash the fireworks of God
and let the Spirit love the world through you?
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June 9, 2019 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

If you hear no other of our prayers today, we ask that you listen to this
one affirmation: We do love you, O God.  We praise you for your goodness. 
We depend upon you for our salvation.  We rely upon you for guidance in life. 
We trust you in providing all we need for life.  We love you because you first
loved us.

We are here because you hold our lives in your hand and there is no
one else who knows and loves us better than you.  Thank you for life.  Thank
you for every good gift that comes our way.  Thank you for holding us through
difficult times and for rejoicing with us in the best of times.  Thank you for
loving us, O God.

We know that you are present with us through your Spirit on whom we
rely for everything.  Because we are human and limited in so many ways that
you are not, we pray for your Spirit’s grace and goodness in our lives. 
Continue to help us when we are ill, providing medical care and
encouragement that will bring us back to good health.  Lead us through those
shadowy places of life when our fears and our inadequacies get the best of
us.  Comfort us when we grieve.  Reassure us when we are uncertain.  Walk
with us when we do not know which way to go.  Sit with us when we need to
know that we are not alone.

We pray for our children during this coming week.  May their time in
Bible School enable them to hear the Gospel in fun and creative ways.  May
their love for you grow and their understanding of your ways in the world begin
to form.  Bless each teacher and volunteer with energy, patience, and
creativity as they share your Gospel this week.  May we all learn more about
our neighbor and the ways in which we can love one another as you love us.

We thank you for the opportunity our youth and their chaperones have
had this week to explore their faith in fresh ways.  We pray for their safe
return and for the ways in which this week will change them for the good in
the days ahead.

Pour out your Spirit upon us, O God, and empower us to live the Gospel
in ways that will be pleasing to you and a blessing to everyone around us;
through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


