
 1 

Pentecost Sunday Yr C, 15/05/2016 
Acts 2:1-21 

Rev. Garth Wehrfritz-Hanson 
 

“The Holy Spirit, wind and fire” 
 

A church going family took a little girl who was visiting with them to church 

one Sunday. This girl had never been to church in her life but seemed to 

enjoy the experience. When they returned home and were eating lunch, they 

asked the girl what she thought about the experience. She said she liked it, 

but she was confused about one thing. She asked why the Whole West Coast 

wasn't included. Nobody in the family knew what she was talking about. So, 

she explained, “The man in the front kept talking about the Father, Son and 

Whole-East-Coast.”1 

   God did not leave out the whole West Coast, God’s Holy Spirit is present 

and active throughout the world. Today we celebrate the third major festival 

day of the church, the Day of Pentecost. The birthday of the church, when the 

Holy Spirit came to the first Christians gathered in Jerusalem. The Holy 

Spirit came and was present and active through a violent wind and tongues 

as of fire, resting on each person.  

   In other words the Holy Spirit’s presence and activity caught those first 

Jewish-Christians by surprise. As Jews, they had gathered in Jerusalem to 

celebrate Pentecost, also known as the Feast of Weeks festival, which was a 

spring agricultural festival, fifty days after Passover. Even though Jesus told 

his disciples to remain in Jerusalem until the Holy Spirit would come to 

them; I don’t think they had a clue how the Holy Spirit would come to them. 

   Luke describes that day of Pentecost like this: “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.”  

   When we think of “a sound like the rush of a violent wind,” most of us 

would likely think of powerful winds like tornadoes or hurricanes. The ones 

we’ve seen on television that have wreaked havoc in parts of the United 
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States; and occasionally here in Canada and elsewhere in the world. When 

we think of these kinds of high winds; we think of how destructive they have 

been; killing people, destroying homes, overturning vehicles, knocking down 

power lines, and so on. We do not wish for such bad, destructive winds to 

come our way.  

   Even though Luke tells us the Holy Spirit comes like the rush of a violent 

wind; such wind was not bad or destructive. No. Rather, it was a wind that 

breathed new, spiritual life into those first Christians—drawing them closer 

into relationship, and deep communion with God the Holy Spirit.  

   In both the Hebrew Old Testament and the Greek New Testament, the 

word for Spirit can be translated as: wind or breath or to breathe, as well as 

spirit. You remember in the Genesis creation story that: “In the beginning 

when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void 

and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over 

the face of the waters.” (Gen 1:1-2) “A wind from God,” can also be translated: 

“the spirit of God,” or “a mighty wind.” In Genesis 2:7, we are told that: “Then 

the LORD God formed man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his 

nostrils the breath of life.” Centuries later, on Easter evening according to 

John 20:22, the risen Jesus visited his disciples and: “breathed on them and 

said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit.” So God the Holy Spirit has been 

active and present in a powerful way through the wind or breath of life, new 

spiritual life that keeps us connected with God—as we Lutherans describe it 

in the explanation of the third article of the Apostles’ Creed: “I believe that by 

my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus Christ my Lord 

or come to him, but instead the Holy Spirit has called me through the gospel, 

enlightened me with his gifts, made me holy and kept me in the true faith, 

just as he calls, gathers, enlightens, and makes holy the whole Christian 

church on earth and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one common, true faith. 

…The Holy Spirit (also) abundantly forgives all sins—mine and those of all 

believers. On the last day the Holy Spirit will raise me and all the dead and 
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will give to me and all believers in Christ eternal life.”2 So, from this 

explanation, I think we all hopefully get the idea that the Holy Spirit is very 

busy, present and active in our personal life and collective life as the church. 

I think all of the eight verbs here make this abundantly clear.  

   When you breathe in the air that keeps you alive; the Holy Spirit is 

breathing into you the spiritual air that gives you spiritual life and health by 

keeping you connected with God the Source and Creator of all life.  

   Coming back now to our passage from Acts, Luke also describes the Holy 

Spirit’s presence and activity like this: “Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared 

among them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak 

in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.”  

   Here the Holy Spirit is at work giving those Jewish-Christians from various 

countries the ability to understand each other; even though they spoke many 

different languages. This gift of understanding and speaking different 

languages is an important one even today. Language is a roadway into a 

culture. People tend to be more accepting and appreciative if one is able to 

speak their language. That is why organisations like Lutheran Bible 

Translators and the Canadian Bible Society are so important—their work of 

translating the Bible into the various languages of people around the globe is 

the work of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit enlightens them and works 

through the spoken and written word of God to reach people of every 

nationality around the globe.  

   In this sense, the Holy Spirit by giving people the gift of languages, is the 

best communications expert of all. Right from the beginning, as we see in this 

passage from Acts, the Christian church has been inclusive of many different 

nationalities, languages and cultures. The Christian church is the best 

multicultural institution in the world. Thanks to the work and presence of 

the Holy Spirit as the communications expert; people from around the world 

are called, gathered, enlightened and made holy.  
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   The association of God the Holy Spirit with fire is also an interesting and 

instructive one. Fire, as you know, produces both heat and light. We are 

certainly curious about fire. We feel quite cozy on a cold winter’s night if 

we’re gathered round the fireplace. On a beautiful summer evening, while out 

camping by a lake, we also enjoy watching a campfire and may be moved to 

sing together and share stories about God’s love and activity in our lives. 

   Recently, here in Alberta, we had that destructive wildfire up in Fort 

McMurray. It certainly destroyed a lot of that city and threatened the lives of 

its citizens. However, I believe that God the Holy Spirit was also at work 

through that tragic event. The Holy Spirit worked in the hearts, minds and 

lives of many people from all over Alberta and Canada to help the citizens of 

Fort McMurray. Many offered their homes, food, and other necessities to Fort 

McMurray citizens. Organisations like our own Canadian Lutheran World 

Relief have set up special appeals to provide some financial support. On and 

on the list goes. Overall, there was a deep sense of we are all in this together; 

so we opened our hearts, homes and much more to the people of Fort 

McMurray. 

   For example: The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada (ELCIC) will 

give $5,000 from their Disaster Fund and CLWR will give $10,000 from its 

Emergency Fund Reserves. FaithLife Financial will donate $10,000 above the 

matching grants they will provide to FaithLife financial chapters in forty 

congregations. Another US$10,000 has been pledged by Region One of the 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. These special donations are in 

addition to the thousands received from individuals already.3 If you haven’t 

done so, and if you are able to, I encourage you to donate to CLWR, and to 

remember the citizens of Fort McMurray in your prayers.    

   As we celebrate this Day of Pentecost, may God the Holy Spirit continue to 

bless us in many and various ways as we grow in faith, hope and love for one 

another and for the whole world, which God so loves.       
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1 The Pastor's Story File (Saratoga Press, P.O. Box 8, Platteville, CO, 80651; 

970-785-2990), August 2000.  

2 Small Catechism of Martin Luther, in Evangelical Lutheran Worship, p. 

1162. 

3 From an update on the CLWR website, at: 

<http://www.clwr.org/News/news-brief.cfm?news_id=470>.   

 
  


