
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon Notes  

Acts 2.1-21; Romans 8.22-27; John 15.25-27, 16.4b-15 

Pentecost – 20 May 2018 
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Three of the readings for Pentecost are concerned with the gift of the Holy Spirit, and each 

of them interprets it somewhat differently.  Acts 2.1-21 is a dramatic depiction of the 

coming of the Spirit as an event that breaks down barriers created by the pluralism of 

human languages.  The Spirit enables a new speech through which the gospel may be heard. 

Romans 8.22-27 is not about the enabling of speech among human beings but about the 

articulation of human speech to God. In ways that remain unknown and unknowable, the 

Spirit conveys the needs of human hearts. The Gospel passages from John 15 and 16 

identify the Spirit a s Advocate, the one who comes in place of Jesus and enables testimony 

on Jesus’ behalf. 

Acts 2.1-21. The Feast of Pentecost, or Weeks, as it known in the OT, marked the end of 

the celebration of the spring harvest, a liturgical cycle that began at Passover and during 

which Israelites praised God for God’s grace and bounty. It was also the beginning of a 

period, lasting until the autumnal Festival of Booths (or Tabernacles) in which the firstfruits 

of the field were sacrificed to God. And among some Jews the Feast of Weeks was a time of 

covenant renewal. Pentecost is thus pregnant with meaning. Pentecost is the moment when 

gestation ceases and birthing occurs. Thus it is both an end and a beginning, the leaving 

behind of that which is past and the launching forth into that which just begins now. 

No one is excluded from this experience. Unlike the Transfiguration, where only a select 

group of friends witnessed, everyone is included. The tongues of fire rest upon ‘each’ 

(Acts2.3) of the disciples.  In the crowd ‘each one’ (v.6) heard the disciples speaking in his or 

her native language. And the list of place names included (v.9) traces a wide sweep through 

the world of the Greco-Roman Diaspora. 

Peter’s sermon begins with a quotation from Joel (Joel 2.28-32a). What appears in the 

prophet’s discourse as a forecast of destruction and death has become on Peter’s tongue a 

declaration of new life.  

Romans 8.22-27. What is the relationship between the present realities of the Spirit and 

hope and the groaning of believers? The text allows two very different interpretations. 

Verse 23 might suggest, since believers have the Sprit, they groan along with creation. In this 

sense, the gift of the Sprit enables us to know what time it really is and, as a result, to groan. 

You might also read it with the implication that even the present of the Spirit and the 

presence of hope do not prevent Christians from groaning toward the future. Going with 

the first option, Paul’s comment here recalls the various Gospel stories that praise those 

who are ready for the future to break in and lament those who prepare only for the present 

life. 

The believers receive the Sprit itself as the ‘first fruits’ of redemption. As the ‘first fruits’ it 

provides the inspiring glimmer of the harvest that lies ahead. Because it is the ‘first fruits’, 

the Spirit carried with it the gift of hope, that confident expectation that makes for patience 

even in the present distress (V25). 
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The Spirit also becomes intercessor for believers. The exact mechanics operative in vs.26-

27 remain obscure, but no so the underlying conviction about the role of the Spirit. It both 

knows the prayers of human beings and is known by God. Because of that dual knowledge, 

the Spirit somehow intercedes, turning both toward God and toward needy humankind.  

John 15.26-27; 16.4b-15.  Three of the five so-called paraclete sayings in Jesus’ farewell 

discourse in John’s Gospel are found in this reading.  Many translations prefer Counsellor, 

Comforter, or Helper for parakletos while the NRSV consistently uses ‘Advocate.’ 

Three functions of the Advocate in these sayings warrant special attention. First, the 

Advocate will testify on Jesus’ behalf. The disciples are to bear witness for which they will 

need divine support. Without the Spirit, the church becomes a voiceless, irrelevant 

institution. The Spirit is not a subsidiary of the disciples’ witness. Rather it is the other way 

around(15.27 – ‘you also are to testify’). Secondly, the Advocate will prove the world wrong 

about sin and righteousness and judgement (16.8).  The Spirit will expose the world’s way of 

doing things. Thirdly, the Advocate has a role in relation to the future generations, removed 

from the earthly Jesus – “will guide you into all the truth.” The later generations are 

promised an entrée into this tradition of Jesus. History does not exclude them from the 

truth once disclosed. 

The extravagance of the language (“will guide into all the truth,” “will declare to you the 

things….”) should be treated with care. The Spirit does not guarantee infallibility, nor are 

we given special tools to unlock all the mysteries.  The text rather promises that the Spirit 

will make available again and again to the church no more and no less than the same 

transforming reality known in the Jesus of Nazareth.  


