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Acts 2: 1 – 11  
John 15: 26 – 27 

 

“AMAZED AND ASTONISHED” 
 

Rev Rod Horsfield 
© Wesley Church Melbourne 

 

Introduction:  Well, what do you think? Have we created an artful Pentecost 
environment?  You all look terrific. But it’s all show. We cannot create the event of Pentecost 
here this morning. We cannot go back to that time.  All we’ve done is to help us imagine 
what it must have been like to be there that day when those disciples were gathered 
together - a few, broken-hearted women and some bewildered men wondering what the 
heck they were going to do next, now that Jesus, their leader and inspiration was no longer 
with them.   
 
1. The Pentecost Experience: Who could have predicted what happened! A totally 

unexpected and almost indescribable act of God happened to them. The symbols tell the 

story: wind and fire and Spirit! Suddenly the whole place was smoking, and the disciples 

began to look like so many oversized birthday candles, crowned with tongues of fire that 

even the mighty wind that swept through the house could not blow out.  

Pentecost was the day they got their answer: with great joy, and with wind and fire and 
Spirit, making them look like a bunch of happy drunks in the midst of a thoroughly sober and 
unhappy world. Everyone in the street heard them rejoicing in languages drawn from the 
ends of the earth. Such exuberance! 
 
2. Pentecost Today: That story is our story, one of our foundational narratives. Those 

disciples are us. Gathered together wondering how we’re ever going to be the church into 

the future. The Holy Spirit is our answer too.  

 
I have to admit that I wish I could share in an experience like that. Especially because the 
churches I have belonged to throughout my life have largely been very proper and downright 
pedestrian in their worship and discipleship. Many of you I suspect, are also the products of 
cultures and religious traditions that are suspicious of anything too joyful or too playful and 
we’re downright petrified of ecstasy. Who of us has ever been game to pray, “Lord, could 
your Spirit free us up just a little. Help us truly believe that you are here and that you will 
move in what we do and make it live?” 
 

But let me qualify that just a little. On the day of Pentecost, we celebrate an extravagant, 
ecstatic event in the life of the infant church. There is a trap for us here because we may be 
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tempted to think that ecstatic experiences are the only way, or at least the normal way, the 
Spirit works. Sometimes our Pentecostal friends will tell us that. Although some of you may 
have enjoyed times of ecstatic experience in your Christian pilgrimage, these are not the 
most common ways the Spirit works. I would distort the witness of Scripture if I preached 
that you have to have ecstatic experiences before you can claim to have been given the gift 
of the Holy Spirit. 
 
Lesslie Newbigin, former Bishop in the Church of South India has a telling illustration of the 
significance of Pentecost in the life of the church.  
 
“When a prospector first strikes oil there is often a violent eruption of the oil which 
sometimes bursts into flames and burns for many days before it is brought under control. 
Later on there will be no room for such displays. The oil will be pumped through pipes and 
refineries to its destination, and a desire to go back to the early fireworks will be rightly 
regarded as infantile. But the early displays did at least prove something; they proved that oil 
was there; and without this all the pipes and refineries in the world are merely futile.      
  (The Household of God: Lesslie Newbigin; SCM Press 1964 p. 92) 
 
And what was the outcome of Pentecost for those first Apostles? Years of being faithful to 
Christ in word and deed; Years of loving service; Decades of the dedicated, tough discipline 
of living the love of Christ in a dominant empire; Of becoming outcasts from the tradition in 
which they had grown up; Of being persecuted, imprisoned, and for many of them, it meant 
being executed like their Lord had been. The day of Pentecost resulted in the disciples having 
to do the hard work of witness in the company of the Spirit: The same Spirit who had been 
with them from the beginning was now channeling that Pentecost experience into the 
ongoing mission of Christ in the world - down centuries and across oceans. 
 
3. A Spirit-filled Church: But extravagant and wonderful things did happen. Peter the 

boastful coward, who a few weeks earlier had been rattled by the teasing of a servant girl, 

now became the public preacher with a burning message who would not be silenced. The 

scene was so ‘way out’ that even though it was not yet 9.00 in the morning, the disciples 

were accused of being drunk.  

 
We often pass over this detail with a bit of a chuckle but it has a serious point. Luke records 
Jesus speaking about his gospel being “new wine that needs to be put into fresh wineskins” 
lest its vigour burst the old skins. (Luke 5: 34-37).  These Spirit-filled Christians are the new 
wine bursting the containers of convention, custom and even propriety to give expression to 
a reality that will not be contained. One commentator asks, “If this story really is our story 
too, not just something stupefying that happened long ago and far away, what are we afraid 
of? What conventions could stand a little, or even a lot of bursting,? Do we feel like we are 
"new wine"?”  
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But the Pentecost experience is only one way in which Christ gives people his Spirit. In John’s 
gospel Jesus appeared to his disciples after his resurrection, showed them his hands and his 
side and said, “Peace be with you.” Then he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy 
Spirit.” He breathed on them! A breath – that is all. No fireworks; no flames; no wind and 
fire; A breath was all it took.    
 
Generally in our culture something has to be impressive before we think it is important. It 
takes a lot to catch our attention, and even more to astonish us. And yet astonishing things 
happen quietly in nature, in our communities, in the life of our churches every day, but we 
see them as being ordinary and miss their significance. Astonishing things are said and done 
in worship every week whether we recognize them or not. I am often amazed when I see a 
congregation gather and marvel at our differences. What miracle creates the diversity we see 
here this morning and brings us together as sisters and brothers, mothers and fathers in faith 
in the one Lord, Jesus Christ?  What barriers and beliefs are being challenged by our 
gathering Sunday by Sunday as Christ’s new community of reconciled humanity in our city?   
But too often we miss the miracle and  regard the church as our safe refuge rather than a 
community where we might be astonished by what God would make of us if we allowed the 
Spirit to upend our safe expectations. 
 
There certainly were some fireworks and ecstasy on the day of Pentecost, just as there have 
been some fireworks and ecstasy at pivotal points of my own personal Christian experience. 
But the lasting outcome in history was unconquerable love and disciplined service.  The New 
Testament witness is clear: The only infallible sign of the Holy Spirit that Jesus gives is love 
expressed in service. That is why St Paul places love at the pinnacle of all the gifts of the 
Spirit in his poem to the Corinthians. Love is the litmus test of the presence of the Spirit of 
Jesus, not tongues; not ecstatic experiences. 
 
And that is our test as a community of the Holy Spirit in the 21st century. Let me quote Lesslie 
Newbigin again.   
  
Therefore it is only by the living power of the Holy Spirit that we can either abide in his 
fellowship or bear witness to his grace. All that is done without him is mere counterfeit, an 
empty shell, having the form of a Church but not its life. We must face the fact that this can 
happen, that a body may have all the outward form of a Church, and preach the true doctrine 
of the Church, and yet be dead; and on the other hand, that the living Spirit can and does give 
his own life to bodies which lack in some manner and measure the fullness of the Church’s 
true order and teaching.        (The Household of God: Lesslie Newbigin; SCM Press 1964 p. 96) 
 
So what is our Pentecostal prayer for this congregation? Let us pray that we’ll be a 
community in which the deep, deep love of Jesus, his acceptance of the outcast, his daring 
love of the sinner, his self-giving humility will be made plain in our life together as a 
community, animated by his Spirit. 
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Come Holy Spirit, make us like Christ – a truly gospel people, a community enlivened by the 
Holy Spirit. 
 
P.S. Oh, and perhaps a little more ecstasy Lord. 
 
Amen 
 


