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Have you been to a birthday party lately? You have? Good. You haven't? Welcome then to the
party. As some of you know, I was the oldest of eight children. When I grew up we lived fairly
close to my grandparents and we were surrounded by a number of aunts and uncles. In our
family, we never needed much of an excuse to get together for a family celebration. Someone
was always having a birthday . . . Mom, dad, a brother or sister, grandparents, an aunt or uncle,
a niece or a nephew . . . someone was always having a birthday and birthdays were times to
celebrate. Yes, we often gave presents. Of course there was food. But I think the most
important part was just being together . . . to talk, to laugh, to remember and to celebrate.

Today on Pentecost Sunday we gather to celebrate the birthday of the church. Again this
morning, [ am continuing the series, Because of Easter. Because of Easter — we have the
possibility of living a life forgiven from our sins. Because of Easter — Jesus ascended back to
his father in heaven, leaving us to carry on his work. Because of Easter — the Holy Spirit was
poured out on the disciples and today we celebrate the birthday of the church.

What is Pentecost? In too many churches, Pentecost barely gets mentioned. In fact we are
almost tempted to scratch our heads and wonder . . . why bother? After all, what's was so
important about Pentecost?

That was not always the case. For many centuries, Pentecost was the second most important
day celebrated in the church year. First was Easter, then Pentecost (Christmas was a distant
third). Pentecost was a time when people were baptized and when new members were brought
into the church. It was a time when the church remembered and celebrated its birth and its call
to mission.

We are going to talk more about the meaning of Pentecost this morning. But first, let me set
the stage. Pentecost was celebrated in the Old Testament . . . but it was not called Pentecost. It
was called Shavuot — the Feast of Weeks. Originally it was a festival that celebrated and gave
thanks for the "first fruits" of the early spring harvest. (You can read more about that back in
Leviticus 23 and Exodus 23 & 34).

By the early New Testament period, it had gradually lost its connection with agriculture and
became more closely associated with the celebration of God’s calling and creation of a people.
By the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70, the festival focused exclusively on God’s gracious
gift of Torah (the "Law") on Mount Sinai. [ understand that is still how this festival is
celebrated in Judaism today.

In Jesus' time, Pentecost was one of the three major feasts in which people were encouraged to
make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem. And people came. Thousands of people came from all over
the known world.

Jesus was crucified on Good Friday and rose on Easter. Forty days after Easter he ascended
into heaven. At that time he told his disciples that they were to wait in Jerusalem (Acts. 1:4)
And his disciples did. What do you think might have been going through the disciples minds
while they were waiting? Questions like . . . what are we waiting for? How long are we going
to have to wait? How will we know when whatever happens that is supposed to happened?
What if Jesus doesn't come back? What if the Romans show up and arrest us all?

We don't know what they might have been thinking. But while they were waiting . . . they were
praying (Acts 1:14)

441l these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain women,
including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.



They waited . . . they prayed . . . and what happened? God sent . . . God poured out . . . the
Holy Spirit . . . and the church was born.

Please note . . . the church was not birthed at a church supper. The church was not birthed in a
business meeting. The church was not birthed in a Bible study. The church was not birth in a
revival service. The church was birthed in a prayer meeting. Does that say something about
the importance of prayer?

Let me just add that our church is currently in the midst of implementing a new plan of
organization. One of the most difficult parts of that transition for many of us has been the fact
that our new plan of organization contains very few duties and responsibilities. For some of us
that has been troubling. So we get a ministry team together . . . how are we supposed to know
what they are to do? We invite new people to be a part of this team, how will they know what
they are supposed to do? The short answer is . . . pray.

You see, built into that new plan of organization is the assumption that what happened last
year is not necessarily what God wants us to be doing this year . . . or next year. Rather we
expect that together we will be praying and asking God for guidance and direction. What is
God asking us to do? Today . . . this week . . . this month . . . in the next six months? That can
be scary. How do we know if it's going to work? What if something doesn't get done? Yes, it
is a step of faith. But prayer worked for the early disciples. Why won't it work today?

The disciples waited . . . they prayed . . . and God poured out the Holy Spirit. What did that
mean? Now . . . [ need some volunteers this morning. I'm going to pass out some balloons. Is
there anyone here willing to blow up a balloon. [Pass out the balloons]

Now are you ready. Would you please blow up the balloons. Not too big. We don't want any
to break. Don't tie them . . . not yet.

Why did I ask you to blow into the balloon? In Genesis 2:7, we read that when God created
Adam God blew into him the breath of life. Both the Hebrew word ruach and the Greek word
pneuma carry the duel meanings of 'breath' and 'spirit'. The gift of life that we share is because
we have God's breath . . . God's presence living in us. We have just put some of that 'breath' . .
. some of that 'spirit' into the balloon. On the day of Pentecost, God poured out his Spirit upon
the assembled believers.

Now will you wave your balloon in the air? Do you see the different colors? When I went to
get the balloons, I deliberately chose a pack that had different colors. Why? Were there
different colors of people present on the day of Pentecost? What does the Bible say? Who was
in Jerusalem on that first Pentecost Sunday? (Acts 2:5, 8-11)

Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem . . . 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.”

The list contains a lot of different names. Where were all those countries? Dr. Luke begins in
the the east, beyond the boundaries of the Roman empire. Luke then mentions Judea and goes
north listing the peoples of Asia Minor. He then goes southwest to Egypt and its neighbor
Cyrene. Then to the west to Rome, to the island of Crete and finally southeast to Arabia.

We have many different colors of balloons this morning. There were many different peoples
in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost. But the multitude of believers present in that day, were
but a small number compared with the thousands (tens of thousands) of people groups who
have heard and responded to the good news of Jesus in the intervening centuries. The song we
learned as children is true —

Jesus loves the little children.
All the children of the world.
Red and yellow, black and white,
They are precious in his sight.



Jesus loves the little children of the world.
Jesus loves the little children . . . and the big children . . . from every tribe and nation on earth.

Now, [ want you to look real close at your balloon. Make sure you know which one is your. On
three, I'll ask you to let it go. Are you ready? . . . Whoops! Not yet. . . . Before you let that
balloon go, I want you to try to guess where that balloon is going to land. You've got that
figured out? O.K. Now . ..one...two. .. three.

First I'm going to ask you to find your balloon. Can you do it? Can we get all the balloons back
to their original owners? Now, what was the point of that? Those balloons moved because of
the power of the wind. (I know . . . those who are very scientific-minded . . . or who just want
to be difficult . . . might want to talk about the unbalanced air pressure and the elasticity of the
balloon. That's O.K.) But the more important point is that when God released the power of the
Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost something happened. When you let loose of a life that has
been filled with the power of the breath of the Holy Spirit, you get motion, you get power, you
get pizzazz. Something happens.

But there is more. I asked you to guess where your balloon might land. Did anyone guess
correctly? When the Spirit of God moves. . . when the infilling of the Holy Spirit occurs there
is an unpredictability. There was that first Pentecost morning. As the Holy Spirit was poured
out upon the assembled believers those people in Jerusalem from all over the known world
heard the Christians speaking in their native tongues. What? How can we each hear them
speaking our own language. What's going on here? . . . and of course, you always have the
skeptics . . . don't pay them any attention . . . They're just drunk!

But no, the disciples were not drunk. They had received the gift of the Spirit and on that day
the church was born . . . and believers filled with the Holy Spirit have been changing the world

for good ever since.
[The use of the balloons was suggested in a sermon preached by Douglas E. Nielsen at First Congregational
Church, LaGrange, Illinois, on May 31, 1998, found at http://www.fcclg.org/sermonarchive sermon.asp?id=57]

Genesis 11:1-4 tells the story of humans attempting to build the Tower of Babel. Those verses
read:

!Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. ’And as they migrated from
the east,® they came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there. ’And they said to
one another, “Come, let us make bricks, and burn them thoroughly.” And they had brick
for stone, and bitumen for mortar. ‘Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city,
and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves;,

Let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name
for ourselves. We are going to make a name for ourselves. We are going to plan our future
without God. But what happened? The Bible says that God confused their language and
scattered them abroad across the face of the earth. The result was a fractured, fragmented,
disconnected human race.

God's gift of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost powerfully reversed that story. On the day
of Pentecost we see not the confusion of languages but language given in a very wonderful
way so that many different people can understand one another. The disciples speak the truth of
the Gospel with power and grace, and everyone there, from all those countries throughout the
know world, they all understood what was being said in their own language.

And what about us? What about today? Does God still give his Spirit to his children? Does
God still give us the power to do what he has called and commissioned us to do? Is God still
calling forth a people? I'm convinced that he does.

In closing this morning, we are going to again remember and celebrate what God has done as
we share in a communion service.



