
Sunday 31st May 2020 

The Day of Pentecost 

Acts 2: 1 – 21; John 20:19 – 23  

 

A friend of mine was born on the 26th December and therefore celebrates 

his birthday on Boxing Day, as an adult he’s fairly sanguine about that but 

I wonder how he felt as a child to have his birthday swallowed up in 

Christmas, to only have one time in the year when he received presents 

and was made a fuss of. 

 

In much the same way, as Christopher pointed out last week, Ascension 

has been swallowed up by Pentecost, but in itself Pentecost has also been 

swallowed up. At one time a Bank Holiday was linked to the Day of 

Pentecost – also known as Whitsun – then businesses complained about 

the inconvenience of having a second movable Bank Holiday after Easter 

so the Bank Holiday became a fixed date, the last Monday in May, 

schools adopted that week as their half-term and Pentecost became a 

forgotten festival in the secular world. 

 

As Christians though, we have also been guilty of forgetting the origins of 

Pentecost. Fifty days after the second day of Passover the Jews celebrate 

Shavuot, the Feast of Weeks, or, as the Greek translators called it, 

‘Pentecost’ which means ‘fiftieth day’. This is why Acts 2 starts ‘On the day 

of Pentecost…’, the disciples were gathered together to celebrate their 

established festival. Although the Western Church chose to disassociate 

date of Easter from the date of the Passover it retained the timing of the 

festivals, thus Pentecost occurs fifty days after the Resurrection. Is this 

important? Yes!! 

 

It’s important because God could have chosen any point in time to 

release the Holy Spirit into the world – the disciples were obediently 

waiting in Jerusalem as Jesus had told them to, they were meeting 

regularly so were often together as they were on that day – but God 

chose that specific day. God does not do anything without a reason even 

if we don’t always understand the reasoning. 

 

Just as Ascension has some links in our calendar to agriculture so does 

Shavuot which is a harvest festival, the end of the barley harvest and the 

beginning of the wheat harvest, the first wheat sheaf was taken to the 

Temple – the ‘first fruits’. For the Jews though it also has another 

significance, it is part of the long arc of their history. The Passover 

commemorates their delivery from slavery in Egypt, they travelled through 

the desert learning more about God, fifty days after they crossed the Red 



Sea the people arrived at Mount Sinai which Moses ascended and came 

down with the gift from God of the law by which the people were to live 

according to God’s ways. For the disciples, as Jews, the timing would 

have been significant. The comparison for us as Christians is easy isn’t it? 

 

The baby born in Bethlehem, ‘Emmanuel’, was ‘God with us’ here on 

earth. As a human he grew into the man who showed us God and taught 

us his ways, he was crucified but his Resurrection freed us, 

broke down the barrier that separated us from God, restored 

our relationship with him. He promised that he would never 

leave us, forty days after the Resurrection Jesus/God 

ascended so that his Spirit could come to remain with us, fifty 

days after the Resurrection the Holy Spirit/God came down in power to 

help us live according to God’s ways. 

 

In Genesis 2 we read 

then the LORD God formed man from the dust of the ground, and 

breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a 

living being.  Gen 2 v 7 

 

in today’s gospel we read 

When Jesus had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, 

‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’  Jn 20 v 22 

 

God breathed life into 

his creation, God 

breathed life into the 

new creation.  

The same word is used 

in Hebrew (ruach) 

and Greek (pneuma) 

for ‘breath’, ‘wind’ 

and ‘spirit’. God’s breath is Spirit, the sound of rushing wind in Acts is God’s 

breath, is Spirit. 

 

In these last weeks of the pandemic it has felt as though control of our 

lives has been wrested away from us with the restrictions that have been 

imposed. In truth it has happened because we have acquiesced to those 

restrictions, we have allowed it to happen because we accept that it is 

the best thing for society as a whole. Sometimes, I think, we fear the Holy 

Spirit because we feel that s/he is going to take over our lives and make 

us act in ways we wouldn’t normally act – actually that’s probably true 

but perhaps not in the way we fear.  



The encounter told in today’s gospel is the first time that the risen Christ 

shows himself to a gathering of the disciples, they are a scared bunch, 

hiding away until suddenly there is Jesus among them. He breathes on 

them and tells them to receive the Holy Spirit, the Spirit is with them and 

begins to work within them but the time is not yet right for the power of the 

Spirit to be shown, they are not ready and God knows the right time. 

When the Spirit came in power on the day of Pentecost the disciples were 

ready and responded immediately by telling everyone about Jesus. Even 

when the time is right God’s power will only be shown if we allow it to be, 

he doesn’t take possession of us, he abides in us and waits for us to say 

‘yes’. 

 

Remember the poem about a fountain 

that Christopher shared with us during 

Holy Week? The fountain says 

“I am only a fountain, not a 

wellspring 

It flows to me – I pass it on,” 

The Holy Spirit sits quietly within each of 

us, bubbling gently, guiding us, 

protecting us, comforting us, teaching 

us. 

 

Sometimes God turns the power up a 

bit and we get a new spiritual insight,  

maybe we use that power to spread 

God’s word. When we’re 

comfortable the power might 

increase a bit more – or maybe 

we’ve reached the point where God 

knows we should be. 

 

 

Some of us have occasional 

mountain-top experiences 

when we feel particularly 

close to God and know his 

power working in us. The 

Spirit responds to us in the 

way that each of us need, 

we will be challenged, we 

will be encouraged but we 

will never be taken over and 



we will never be left alone. We are always given what we need to do 

whatever God asks us to do. 

 

1 Corinthians 12 lists nine gifts of the Spirit: words of wisdom; words of 

knowledge; faith; healing; working of miracles; prophecy; discernment of 

spirits; speaking in tongues; interpretation of tongues. We aren’t given all 

of these gifts and even when we receive them it may only be for a 

specific reason or for a short period of time.  

 

The fruit of the Spirit though is open to all of us at all times. As we surrender 

ourselves and allow the Spirit to work in us more and more, the fruits will 

grow. Galatians 5 gives us one list of the fruit 

the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

generosity, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, and self-control. Gal 5 v 22 – 23a 

 

Just at the moment I think we all need an extra portion of patience and 

maybe kindness too, but we can always ask God to help us grow any of 

the fruit. 

 

Immediately before he breathes on the disciples Jesus says 

‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’ (John 

20v 21) 

 

The Father sent the Son to show himself to the world, now the Son is 

sending us to show God to the world. Maybe we can start by reminding 

people about Pentecost. In this week’s newsletter is a colouring sheet 

showing the Holy Spirit dove and tongues of fire, it 

could be coloured and put into your window on 

Sunday – or you could put the ready coloured 

version up instead. Let’s show our towns and 

villages, not just God’s rainbow covenant but the 

gift of the Holy Spirit too. 

 

Remember Paul’s words to the church in Ephesus: 

So be careful how you live. Don’t live like fools, but like those who are 

wise. 16 Make the most of every opportunity in these evil days. Eph 5 v 15 -16 

 

May you feel God’s power working in you this Pentecost. May you be 

blessed and may you be a blessing to others. 

Helen Evans. 
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