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Reading: Acts 2.1-21 
 
Every year, on the Feast of Pentecost, we get to read again this wonderful story from Acts 
chapter 2: the account of the coming of the Holy Spirit upon the disciples in Jerusalem. Of 
course, the story is familiar. But I’d like to look at it again this morning with fresh eyes, using 
three images that come from the story: first of all, the wind; second, the fire; and third, the 
drunkenness.  
 
First of all, the wind. “When the day of Pentecost had come, the disciples 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” (Acts 2.2). 
 
Maybe you’ve been in a gale or a storm, here or in another country. Recently I was chatting 
with someone who had been outside, briefly, during Hurricane Sandy in the US Atlantic 
Coast in 2012, and he told me how much it had frightened him: “I had never felt that kind of 
force before in my life”, he told me, “I had never experienced so much power that I could not 
control”. 
 
Well, in our story from Acts we read that when the Holy Spirit came upon the disciples, they 
too experienced something like a “violent wind”. We don’t quite know what it was. But the 
point is: this was not an internal experience. The disciples felt a great force or power coming 
to them from the outside, “from heaven” as the passage says. 
 
Therefore to be filled with the Holy Spirit is not to have an emotional or psychological 
experience that arises from within. To be filled with the Holy Spirit is to have a divine power 
come into you from the outside. 
 
Now think, for a moment, about what the culture tells us. In contemporary culture, and 
especially for young people I think, the message is that we have the ability to overcome the 
problems and challenges that come our way, if only we find it within ourselves to do it. 
 
Our daughter is very interested in the pop-star Katy Perry at the moment. When she has video 
time she wants to get up “YouTube” and search for a Katy Perry song. And I was sitting there 
with her on the sofa recently watching a concert performance, and at the end of a song Katy 



Perry took the microphone, raised her fist in the air and shouted: “whatever you aspire to be 
or do, you have the power within you to make it happen”.  
 
And I think that’s a positive message. But Christianity says that the power to change does not 
come from within. It comes from without, as God sends the Holy Spirit into the lives of 
believers, as a gift.  
 
So that’s the wind. It shows us that to be filled with the Holy Spirit is to be filled with a force 
or a power that comes to us from the outside, from above. 
 
But here’s the second thing: the fire.  
 
After the wind, we read as follows: “divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among the 
disciples, and a tongue rested on each of them” (Acts 2.3). 
 
In the Old Testament, fire always turns up when God is present or manifest in the world in a 
special way. For example: 
 

• When God makes a covenant with Abraham in Genesis 15, he appears as a blazing 
torch. 

• When God appears to Moses for the first time in the wilderness, he appears as a 
burning bush.  

• When God leads the people of Israel to the promised land, he appears as a pillar of 
fire. 

• And when Ezekiel had a vision of the glory of God in chapter 1 of his book, he says: 
“I looked and the figure before me was blazing as if on fire”. 

 
So when the Holy Spirit came upon the disciples that day in tongues of fire, it was to show 
that God was now present in a special way with his people.  
 
But what kind of presence is this? Very often in Scripture, the coming of the Holy Spirit into 
our hearts is likened to the relationship of a parent with a child.  
 

• So at the baptism of Christ, when the Holy Spirit comes down upon Jesus, we hear 
the voice saying: “this is my son, in whom I am well pleased”. 

• In Romans 8.16, we’re told that for Christians: “the Spirit bears witness in our hearts 
that we are God’s children”. 

• And in Galatians 4.6, it says that the Spirit comes into our hearts and helps us to cry 
out “Abba Father”. 

 
The special presence that the Holy Spirit brings into our hearts is the knowledge that we have 
become children of God in Christ. Hence, Martin Luther says this:  
 

With the tongues of fire dancing above their heads, the disciples 
experienced with a new force and with a devastating intensity what they 
knew already, that God was present with them as a father is present with 
his son. 



The other day I was walking through Headington, and I saw a father and a child walking 
along the street, holding hands. And at one point, for no apparent reason, the father stopped, 
lifted up the boy into his arms, and embraced him. And then he put him down and they 
carried on walking down the street. Now let me ask you, how do you think that felt? 
Presumably the little boy knew that his father was there all along. But at that moment, when 
he was lifted up and embraced, he knew it in a new and special way.  
 
To become a Christian is to have your status changed forever: you are now a child of God. 
And God send his Holy Spirit into our hearts to confirm, to reassure, to empower us in that 
knowledge. 
 
And that leads me to the third thing: the drunkenness. 
 
I love this bit! Filled with the Holy Spirit, the disciples start to proclaim the glory of God in 
different languages. And the passages says: “many were amazed, saying to one another, ‘what 
does this mean?’ But others sneered and said, ‘They must have drunk too much wine’” (Acts 
2.13). 
 
To know the embrace of the Father through the Holy Spirit empowers us to go out into the 
world with new confidence and power. When this happens to us, we begin to say: wait a 
minute, if someone as all all-powerful as that loves me, then what do I have to fear?  
 
And what does that look like to others? It looks a little bit like being drunk! Because to be 
filled with the Holy Spirit is to have a joyful fearlessness.  
 
Ah, it’s like being drunk, but it’s very different! Of course, alcohol gives you a joyful 
fearlessness. But it does that by depressing part of your brain function; the reason you’re 
happy when you’re drunk is because you’re less aware of reality; the things that bother you 
normally are put aside; you’re disinhibited; you’re happy through stupidity. But the Holy 
Spirit gives us a joyful fearlessness not through helping us to forget reality, but by reminding 
us of reality. He shows us how loved we are. And so we go out into the world boldly and with 
confidence. That’s why in Ephesians 5.18, Paul says: “don’t be drunk with wine; but be filled 
with the Holy Spirit”. 
 
So what does the story of Pentecost mean for us? The Holy Spirit is the power of God that 
comes to us from the outside. The Holy Spirit reassures us of the presence of God, as a father 
loves his child. And when we receive the Holy Spirit, we have a joyful fearlessness to go out 
into the world and proclaim the glory of God.  
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