
The Purpose of Pentecost 
Prayer of Illumination 

Pray with me. 
Holy Spirit,  
move through the babble of our own words  
so that we may hear truth in the clarity of your Word. 
This we ask through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

Scripture Reading  Acts 2:1 - 8, 12 
Listen for a word from God.  

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? [....]  

All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another,  
“What does this mean?”  

The Word of God for the people of God. 
Thanks be to God.  

Sermon 
All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another,  

“What does this mean?” 
So, what does this mean? What is the purpose of Pentecost? 
Truth be told, Pentecost may be one of most challenging celebrations for us Presbyterians 
to embrace. Perhaps you have heard the other name that we Presbyterians are frequently 
called - the "Frozen Chosen." Admittedly, we have probably earned this nickname; 



compared to others, our worship can often feel frigid. Sway or dance even a little to 
Kumbaya and people will notice. And comment. We are just not very charismatic. I 
personally think that the reason behind this is less theological and more because we have 
no rhythm! I will be honest - I am so hopelessly Presbyterian that I can't clap and sing at 
the same time! I always have to look to my neighbor in order to keep the beat.  
But you see, this is our challenge. Picture the story of Pentecost, the story we just read yet 
again, in your mind. Got it? Now try to imagine that same story in a Presbyterian church. 
Can you? 
I believe that if the story of Pentecost was purely Presbyterian, and it was told in a way 
that was "decent and in order," it would have been very different. There would be no 
tongues of fire, that's for sure. Too dangerous! It certainly wouldn't be allowed to happen 
at a worship service. Too unpredictable! No, a Presbyterian Pentecost would likely have 
taken place in a committee meeting. There, after a lengthy vote, each person speaking in 
tongues would have been given an allotted time to speak. Then they would speak calmly 
and quietly in another language, using perfect dialect - a miracle! But not for too long; 
after all, we couldn't bear to think of worshipping for more than an hour. The hearers 
would then turn to the person next to them and say, "Do you know what that language is? 
It's Phrygian." To which another committee member would reply, "Oh no, my dear. That's 
the indigenous language of rural Cyrene." Everything decent. Everything in order. 
Thankfully, the story of Pentecost is not Presbyterian. It is not decent or in order; it is 
chaos! At the time of our tale, 10 days have passed since Jesus ascended to heaven, and 
his followers have been left to their own devices, no doubt wondering what might 
possibly be next. Remarkably, Jesus did not leave them with a 10-step strategic plan for 
their church; he simply gave them the Great Commission. Jesus had promised that he 
would send the Spirit to be with them, but he left his followers to trust in faith that the 
Spirit would come.  
Suddenly, unexpectedly and unpredictably, tongues of fire descend upon them! 
Miraculously, each disciple starts speaking in a different language. There is a cacophony 
of many voices, a multitude all speaking in unison. This chaotic cacophony is so 
confusing that onlookers determine, "They must be drunk!"   
I cannot think of a scene that is more indecent and less in order than this. This is why it is 
so hard for us to truly celebrate Pentecost. As we, the Frozen Chosen, read this story of 
such a dynamic, enigmatic, and even chaotic Holy Spirit, we too, like those first 
witnesses, are challenged to ask:  

What does this mean?  




I believe at the heart of this raw, fiery, vibrant, and totally un-Presbyterian piece of 
Scripture, the Spirit of Pentecost reveals to us this one essential truth: When God pours 
out the Spirit, everything changes - this is the purpose of Pentecost. This is the point. 
And this is our challenge - the Spirit of Pentecost changes everything. 
First, the Spirit of Pentecost challenges and changes how we worship our God. This much 
is clear. It does not mean that we must abandon all of our sense of order, renounce our 
liturgies, and suddenly become charismatic Pentecostals in order to take Pentecost 
seriously. No, there is true beauty in how we worship. There are meaningful and deeply 
theological reasons to worship God in the way that we do.     
However, at the same time, even as we value the ways in which we worship, we also 
must remember what Jesus said to Nicodemus in John 3:8: “The wind blows where it 
wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it 
goes." There is a little play on words here - both "wind" and "spirit" are actually the same 
word in Greek.  
Yet, imagine the wind. It can be volatile. Unpredictable. Uncontrollable.  
Have you ever tried to fly a kite? Have you ever tried to force it to fly on a gusty day? No 
matter how many times you throw that kite in the air, no matter how fast or how far you 
run, you just can't force that kite to fly. You are totally dependent on the power and the 
direction of the wind. 
I think that journalist Jeffrey Ball of the Wallstreet Journal captured this image nicely in a 
recent article that he wrote about renewable resources. In his article, Ball described the 
wind as being "Unbridled Energy." 
In the same way, the Spirit of God is wild.  It cannot be tamed. It cannot be controlled or 
manipulated. It cannot be scheduled or planned. The spirit blows where it blows, just like 
the unpredictable wind.  
Even we Presbyterians say that we are open to the Spirit. All of our committees here at 
the church are founded on the belief that when we make decisions, we will first seek to 
discern the Spirit of God together. But if we are truly open to the Spirit like we claim that 
we are, we cannot dare to try to contain this wild force of God to fit into our own 
liturgical boxes. Instead, we must open ourselves up to follow wherever the Spirit may 
lead us. We must dare to experience God in new ways! Otherwise, when we allow our 
way to become The Way, we risk turning our liturgies, our music, our order, even our 
worship to become idols when it becomes more about us and it no longer follows the 
Spirit of God. 



The Spirit of Pentecost changes everything. 
Importantly, this also extends beyond how we worship. The Spirit of Pentecost challenges 
and changes how we engage the world. Listening to the news today can feel like listening 
to a cacophony of voices. Have you ever watched an episode of political "talking heads" 
on any of the cable news channels? Everyone is speaking at once yet no one is listening. 
Like Pentecost, it too is chaotic; but unlike Pentecost, it is not filled with Good News.  
So we retreat and we flee from a chaotic world to the decency and the order of the 
church. There we find comfort. But in our comfortability, we can also become 
complacent. Comfortable and complacent - we hide behind our four walls, and we peer 
out from the relative safety of our sanctuary windows.  
This is especially true as we look ahead to our church's General Assembly which will be 
held in Detroit over the next few weeks. As Pastor Kevin Johnson, an inner-city pastor 
and the only black Presbyterian minister serving in the city of Detroit, said in the most 
recent issue of our very own Presbyterian's Today,  

 "It's another General Assembly. Another series of committee reports and study papers. 
Another gathering of good-hearted folks who lift up various problems to The Lord and 
then go home to the safety of their suburbs.... The PC(USA) has a long history of 
speaking out against violence and social injustice.... Honestly, I've lost track of the 
number of study papers, reports, videos, committees, and workshops within the church 
that have examined the same social issues and expressed the same concerns. But this 
history matters little if not followed by action." 

When we fail to act, when we are too complacent, when we are too comfortable, we fail 
to follow the Spirit of Pentecost. No, the dynamic power of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost 
challenges our complacency. It pushes us beyond our comfort zone. With raw fiery 
passion, it urges us to go out into the world. It is the Spirit who dares us to speak out. The 
Spirit inspires us to stand up. And most importantly, the Spirit moves us into action. 
When God pours out the Spirit, everything changes - this is the purpose of Pentecost. 
And this is our challenge - the Spirit of Pentecost changes everything. May we dare to 
follow the Spirit wherever the Spirit may lead us. 
Amen. 




