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Well, Happy Birthday Naples United Pentecostal Church of Christ!  After all, it’s Pentecost 
Sunday, and I’m thinking about having a Pentecostal kind of sermon today! Aren’t you excited? 
Somebody better be excited, because Georgia’s out there in the Gathering Place getting some 
birthday cake ready for us! 
 
I see some folks out there thinking about heading for the back door. Before you do that I know 
what you’re thinking. When you hear that word Pentecostal you may be thinking about those 
overly emotional folks who shout and wave their hands and roll down the aisles and have those 
three hour worship services…oh, look! We’re just getting started!  Just kidding. 
 
Pentecostals! Charismatics! Aren’t those the ones who speak in tongues and practice the gifts 
of the Spirit, and listen to those hell-fire and brimstone sermons? Hmm?  
 
Well, it’s just like that Pentecostal preacher who decided to add some visual punch to his 
message on clean living. So when he got up to preach, he put four mason jars on the pulpit. He 
said, friends, here are four jars. Each jar has some worms in it. In the first jar we poured 
whiskey. In the second jar we put chewin’ tobacco. In the third jar we put chocolate. In the 
fourth jar we put nice, clean garden soil.As you can see, the worms in the alcohol are dead. The 
worms in the tobacco are dead. The worms in the chocolate are dead. But the worms in the 
clean soil are alive. You know what this means? I know what it means, said the 90 year old lady 
sitting in the back pew. If you drink, chew, and eat chocolate you’ll never get worms! Amen?  
Now we’re having fun! 
 
So let’s go to the Scripture for today, there in the second chapter of the book of Acts. When I go 
to Scripture there are always four things I want to know. What was the situation? What 
happened? What did people think about it? And what does it mean? 
 
Now the first part is easy. Luke says that 50 days after Jesus rose from the dead on Easter, his 
followers were in Jerusalem for the feast of Pentecost, also known as the Feast of the 
Ingathering. It all began as a street party for all the farmers who worked hard to bring in the 
wheat and barley harvest. Kind of like an Octoberfest in the month of June. Jewish folks from all 
over the Mediterranean and Middle East were there visiting, enjoying the festival, and having a 
great time! Now, some folks insisted that Pentecost also needed to be a time to remember how 
God gave Moses the Ten Commandments.  
 
Raise your hand if you have to wonder how the word party and Ten Commandments go 
together, but they made it work.  So there they were, at least a hundred and twenty of Jesus’ 
followers, including the twelve disciples, going to the Temple courtyard every day, just as Jesus 
commanded them to do before he returned to heaven. That’s where they were at 9:00 in the 
morning. 
 



So, what happened? Luke says that suddenly there was the sound of a great wind, and tongues 
of fire appeared over the heads of the followers of Jesus, and they began to praise God in 
languages they didn’t know. Luke says that when this happened, a big crowd of people in the 
temple courts came running to see what was going on, and somehow they heard the followers 
of Jesus proclaiming the wonders of God in their own native languages. The crowds were 
perplexed and amazed and wondering how a bunch of common folks from Galilee could be 
speaking at least 16 different languages!  
 
Now I’m curious. What kind of wonders of God do you suppose they were hearing about?  
Maybe they were hearing about the wonders of the universe up in the sky or about the 
wonders of the holy Temple and how magnificent it was. Maybe, but I think it’s more likely that 
they were hearing about something they had never heard before; something that the Spirit was 
communicating to them in their hearts: a message that neither life, nor death, nor anything in 
all creation could separate them from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus the risen Lord!  
 
Luke says most of the folks were perplexed and amazed. What they were hearing; that was not 
the message they had grown up with! But others were skeptical. They said, We know that 
Pentecost is a great street party, but these Galileans, they’ve had too much wine! 
 
 Was it too much wine? Had they gotten out of control? The truth is that they were never in 
control in the first place. When they agreed to follow Jesus they knew they were signing on to 
God’s agenda, not their own. And they remembered how he told them to wait in Jerusalem for 
the promise of the Holy Spirit, who would be their guide. And now, right smack in the middle of 
the holy temple, they were watching God do what they couldn’t possibly have done on their 
own power. God was communicating to people through the language of the heart, bringing a 
life-giving message to people from all over the world.  
 
 Then Peter, the first of the Apostles, stood up.  He explained to everyone that what they were 
seeing and hearing was not inebriation, but holy laughter and exuberant joy. It was foretold by 
the prophet Joel. No longer was the word of God reserved for the chosen few; now it was open 
and available to everyone, men and women, young and old, with dreams and visions and 
prophetic understanding.  
 
So what did it all mean? For the followers of Jesus living in those days it meant that they could 
live like Jesus taught them to live. They could meet sickness and sorrow head on and trust God 
through it all. They could face the authorities and the Romans without feeling intimidated. They 
could laugh at themselves; their fumbling and even their failures, because they knew there was 
nothing that could separate them from God’s love; and nothing that could quench the love of 
the Holy Spirit that flowed through them for other people, even their enemies. But equally 
important, was what happened in the days that followed. 
 
You know what happened? With love, care, and compassion they began to transform the 
neighborhood. They brought something new to the neighborhood. If you read farther on in 
Luke’s account, not just chapter two, but chapters three and four, you see that the followers of 



Jesus began to do what the civil leaders and authorities didn’t want to do; to take care of the 
sick, the hungry, and the lonely. They became a community of compassion. They met together, 
ate together, sang songs together, and learned together. And they knew that inasmuch as they 
were taking care of people in need, they were taking care of Jesus.  
 
So what about us? I can’t really say I’ve heard anyone in this church speak in tongues, except of 
course, those times when someone has missed a fourth putt in a row. I haven’t seen anyone 
rolling down the aisles or swinging from the chandeliers. No, the Pentecostal experience is 
much bigger and much deeper than that.  
 
Visions and dreams and prophetic words are not just for the ancients; they’re not just for the 
famous or important voices of history. Dreams and visions and prophecy are alive in the hearts 
and voices of regular folks who are here in this room; folks who are seeing what God is seeing, 
and hearing what God is saying, and doing what God is doing in communities like Habitat, Grace 
Place, the Women’s Shelter, Neighborhood Health Clinic, GNL, and St. Mat’s. No one has to go 
to Jerusalem for a Pentecost experience because it happens here in this town every day 
through people who are open to the power of the Holy Spirit and to the voice of Jesus.  
 
Pentecost means that life is never commonplace.  Pentecost is a life guided by the Holy Spirit 
who means to bring hope to the neighborhood in Jesus’ name.  Pentecost  means belonging to 
a community where its ok to be you; to be silent or to laugh; to be inspired or to doubt. It 
means freedom to make mistakes, to be foolish, and even to fall down, as long as we try to help 
each other, and to begin and end each day with as much honesty and gratitude as we can 
before the Holy Spirit.  
 
Let me wrap up today with a story about myself. I was never a card-carrying Pentecostal, but in 
my early college years I attended a Charismatic prayer meeting for a while. They believed in 
speaking in tongues, prophecy, and healing. Personally, I wasn’t too comfortable with any of 
that, but I have to say that the authenticity and sincerity of that elderly couple in whose house-
church we met for prayer was just what I needed as a new Christian. One Monday evening, 
after a time of prayer that was focused on the Christian church in Asia, Mrs. Duncan called for a 
time of silent prayer. Here at this church we call it centering prayer.  Then she added, If anyone 
has a word from the Lord for us tonight, just speak when you are led. Kind of like a Quaker 
meeting in a way. Well, everything was quiet for a long time, and frankly, I felt like I was back in 
school hoping the teacher wouldn’t call on me. Thankfully, someone spoke forth something, I 
forget what it was, but the prayer meeting wrapped up for the night, and it was time to break 
for refreshments.  
 
As I stood at the dining room table stuffing cookies into my mouth, Mrs. Duncan came over to 
me, and with a gentle and understanding smile, said, It was you. You were the one who was 
supposed to speak. And you didn’t. Her understanding smile conveyed a gentle but pointed 
message: The message said, 
 



“David, we are glad you are here with us, and you are always loved and accepted in this 
fellowship. Just remember that what we do here, when we meet, and when we pray, when we 
laugh, when we cry; it’s not for show. Our overseas sisters and brothers are real people. Sure, 
we all know that the walk with Jesus is life-giving, but it’s also hard. And so, responding to the 
voice of the Holy Spirit is not a game, because we need to listen, and we need to hear what God 
wants to say to us and even sometimes what God wants to say through us.” 
Well, forty-five years later I continue to learn that lesson, and I am grateful to a God who is very 
patient with slow learners like me.   
 
Sunday, June 9th. Pentecost Sunday. A time to celebrate the church of Jesus, and to recognize 
what the Holy Spirit has been doing in the church for a long time. In many places, through many 
generations.  
 
But the bottom line is always the same: each day we try to stay close to Jesus, and we try do 
our part to bring love and hope to the neighborhood. And the Pentecostal key is this:  Not by 
strength, nor by power, but by my Spirit says the Lord. (Zechariah 4:6) 
 


