
May 31, 2020 -- (The Day of Pentecost 01, Gifts of the Spirit) 

Sermon Text – Acts 2:1-4; 1 Corinthians 12:1-13 

 
- When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place... All of 

them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit 

gave them ability…Now concerning spiritual gifts…no one can say "Jesus is Lord" ex-

cept by the Holy Spirit…To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common 

good…For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body…and we were all made 

to drink of one Spirit. - 

 

It seems so quaint to hear that the disciples were “all together in one place.”  We 

haven’t been able to “be together in one place” for almost three months now.  And it 

will probably be quite a long time before we are all able to “be together in one 

place” again.  But for the disciples it was normal.  They had been able to use the 

upper room in the house where Jesus had arranged for them to eat the Passover 

meal as a base of operations.  He had told them to wait in Jerusalem until they would 

“be baptized with the Holy Spirit” and they had received “power when the Holy Spirit 

[had] come upon [them].”  Apparently, it had worked out pretty well for them 

because there they all were, crowded together in one room, breathing the same air, 

not “social distancing” at all, ten days after Jesus had gone away from them into 

heaven.  Then, suddenly, they hear a loud noise like the rush of a mighty wind, and 

“flames, as of fire” descend upon each of them as they are “filled with the Holy Spirit 

and [begin] to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.”  Think about 

that – wind and fire, the two elements that distinguish the presence of the Holy Spirit – 

at the center of our lesson this week, when the sound of one man’s pleading, “I can’t 

breathe” and the images of Minneapolis and St. Paul buildings on fire have so filled 

our consciousness!   
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 I hope that I don’t have to remind you that in both Greek and Hebrew, the word 

for “spirit” is the exact same word as the one used for “breath” and “wind.”  In 

English, the process of “breathing” is called “respiration.”  When we breath in, that’s 

“inspiration.”  When we breathe out, that’s “expiration.”  And when we can’t breathe 

at all, we “expire.”  Breathe the spirit in.  Blow the spirit out.  And lose the spirit all 

together.  We’ve seen this in action this past week in the death of George Floyd.  He 

couldn’t breathe, and he died.  He couldn’t get his wind, and he lost hold of his spirit.  

Fire is also obvious.  Think of the “burning bush” through which God communicated 

with Moses, or the “pillar of cloud” and the “pillar of fire” by which God led the 

people through the wilderness on their journey of Exodus.  The prophet Elijah called 

down fire from heaven as a sign that God was with him; and today, we light candles 

in worship as a reminder that God is here too.  We know that fire can be destructive 

and we would hope that the sign of God’s presence would not do any harm, but it 

can also be terrifying.  When Moses was meeting with God on the top of Mt. Sinai, the 

people down below heard the thunder, saw the lightning and witnessed the fact that 

the mountain was smoking, as if it were on fire, they became “afraid and trembled 

and stood at a distance, pleading with Moses that he should speak with them, but not 

God.  They said, “You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, 

or we will die.”  That’s a pretty violent image.  We’ve seen plenty like it this week.  

And I wonder, when we see buildings set ablaze for no good reason, does God have 

something to say to us?  This just may be a time when we should be ready to listen. 

 

 When I listened to the leaders of the Twin Cities Faith Communities speaking 
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yesterday, I was very impressed with the Jewish Rabbi.  He quoted a verse from 

Deuteronomy that reads in Hebrew, “Justice, justice, you shall pursue.”  In English, our 

translation has added a qualifier, “Justice, and only justice, you shall pursue.”  He 

said that the rabbis had speculated on why the word justice was repeated twice.  His 

answer, “We need to call out injustice…and name it for what it is.”  And then, “we 

need to reflect on how we do that.  The second justice calls us to think about how we 

get to the first justice by opposing all the forces that work against it.”  I’m not a 

Hebrew scholar by any means, but I know this.  When a word is repeated, that means 

it is really, really important.  And the reason for all this?  If we read on in the verse, it 

says, “so that you may live and occupy the land that the Lord your God is giving 

you.”  Justice is the way to God’s promise.  Do justice and everything else follows 

from that.  Or think about it like this, when the Holy Spirit comes upon the disciples, 

they are gifted with the ability to speak in other languages, so that everyone who has 

come to Jerusalem for the Feast of Pentecost, can hear and understand what they 

are saying.  The Spirit empowers the disciples to be able to speak across all 

boundaries.  The good news is for everyone, regardless of nationality, ethnicity, 

language, or place of origin.  And Peter would go on eventually to have a dream 

from which he would conclude, “I see now that God shows no partiality.”  All are 

clean, everyone God has made, regardless of their skin color, the words they use, the 

position they occupy or the amount of money in their bank account.  And that means 

that all are to be treated with respect, dignity, carefulness, and love. 

 

 When Paul gets around to addressing the issue of spiritual gifts in his letter to the 
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troublesome and divided congregation in Corinth, he writes one sentence that really 

jumps out at me right now.  “Now there are varieties of gifts,” he begins, “but the 

same Spirit; and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord; and there are 

varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone.”  

And then he goes on, “To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common 

good,” …“for the common good,” …”for building up the community.”  And not only 

that, but they are not to be used as points of division, as some must be doing, arguing 

that some gifts are more important or more highly valued than others.  That is not the 

case, he tells them, “For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or 

Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.”  The gifts of the 

spirit are signs of unity among the people of God, not division.  They indicate that we 

are all part of one body, created and held together by the power of God.  That 

doesn’t mean that there are no differences.  There are differences.  But the differ-

rences are not divisive.  Using the analogy of the body, he will go on to argue that as 

one body has many parts, so the church has many members.  And each of them are 

important.  Though they have different functions, they all work together for the health 

of the entire entity.  Though they may have different gifts, they are all needed and 

necessary.  And, unlike the standards of the world, which seems to honor the greater 

and neglect or abuse the lesser, the body of the church is expected to give greater 

glory to the lowest and the least.  Had not Jesus said, after all, “as you have done it to 

the least of my brothers and sisters, you have done it to me?”  I don’t see how that 

can possibly be confusing. 
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 One of the heartwarming things among all the difficult scenes this past week, 

were the videos posted by my former parishioner, who works primarily with youth in 

south Minneapolis and covered by some news organizations, of people bringing 

brooms and shovels and garbage bags to clean up the mess, donating bags and 

groceries and supplies to feed and care for those in need, and working at first aid 

stations to try to care for the injured and the health of all involved.  Those are not 

extraordinary gifts, but I believe they are empowered by the spirit nonetheless …“for 

the common good.”  The assembly of community and faith leaders who spoke at 

yesterday’s press conference was an impressive group.  There were a great variety of 

speakers – men and women; religious and secular; political and non-political; 

Christian, Jewish, Muslim, and other; black, white, brown, red; using English, Spanish, 

Somali and more – all mixed together, speaking with many voices, but delivering 

one, consistent message.  They expressed a variety of emotions – grief, anger, 

disappointment, and outrage – some were bold and confident, others were cautious 

and tentative, but all spoke one thing, “We are all in this together and we will support 

one another.”  In a week defined by the statement, “I can’t breathe,” it was a breath 

of fresh air.  As on that first day of Pentecost, the wind is still blowing, the fires are still 

burning, God is still present with us, empowering us to preach good news, to love our 

neighbors and to break down all barriers, that we may be one in opposing the 

injustice we see in the world around us, and establishing justice for all God’s people 

by working together “for the common good.”  The spirit can make that happen.  We 

need only listen, hear what God is saying, and then put God’s words into action!  It’s 

no surprise to me that we began our discussion of Paul’s ministry with the accusation 
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that “these people are turning the world upside down!”  It seems, after what we have 

seen and heard in this past week, that the world could use a little turning.  Together, 

we can make that happen. 

 

      Amen. 


