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Pentecost Sunday: “Happy Birthday!” 
 
ACTS 2 
JEFF FOX-KLINE | SERMON FOR SUNDAY, MAY 23, 2021 
 
 
I love Pentecost. It might be my 
favorite celebration in the 
church year that isn’t called 
Christmas or Easter. I love the 
traditions and comfort of this 
familiar story, but I hope today 
we can try listening to this story 
as if it were the first time.  
 
Acts 2:1-21: 
 

When the day of Pentecost had come, they 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. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, 
and a tongue rested on each of them. All of them were filled with 
the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit 
gave them ability. 
 
Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven 
living in Jerusalem. And at this sound the crowd gathered and was 
bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the native 
language of each. Amazed and astonished, they asked, “Are not all 
these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each 
of us, in our own native language? Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and 
residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and 
Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya 
belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and 
proselytes, Cretans and Arabs—in our own languages we hear 
them speaking about God’s deeds of power.” All were amazed and 
perplexed, saying to one another, “What does this mean?” But 
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others sneered and said, “They are filled with new wine.” 
 
But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed 
them, “Men of Judea and all who live in Jerusalem, let this be 
known to you, and listen to what I say. Indeed, these are not drunk, 
as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. No, this is 
what was spoken through the prophet Joel: 

 
‘In the last days it will be, God declares, 
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, 
    and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
and your young men shall see visions, 
    and your old men shall dream dreams. 
Even upon my slaves, both men and women, 
    in those days I will pour out my Spirit; 
        and they shall prophesy. 
And I will show portents in the heaven above 
    and signs on the earth below, 
        blood, and fire, and smoky mist. 
The sun shall be turned to darkness 
    and the moon to blood, 
        before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. 
Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.’ 

 
37-41:  
 

Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to 
Peter and to the other apostles, “Brothers, what should we do?” 
Peter said to them, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in 
the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and 
you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for 
you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone 
whom the Lord our God calls to him.” And he testified with many 
other arguments and exhorted them, saying, “Save yourselves 
from this corrupt generation.” So those who welcomed his 
message were baptized, and that day about three thousand 
persons were added. 
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Those first four verses are incredible. They set up this unbelievable 
miracle, and then they spend the time explaining how the miracle serves 
a beautiful purpose and contains deep and wonderful truths about God.  
 
Another thing I love? Peter’s speech is the most important speech ever 
given that starts with the phrase “We’re not drunk.” The gift of the Holy 
Spirit came upon all those believers who were gathered. At that point 
they were just a ragtag group, but after the events of Pentecost, they 
became something more. Pentecost is a joyful celebration of the birth of 
the Church. 
 
Birthdays are important. They are markers along our lives that help us 
to process and understand our lives. I love to look at celebrities that I 
share a birthday with, looking for some signs of kinship. Sally Ride and I 
share a birthday, and we also share a Presbyterian faith and heritage. I 
share a birthday with Miles Davis, and we’re both really cool guys. I also 
share a birthday with John Wayne, and we’re ... pretty much opposites.  
 
Astronomy is another way that we place importance on our birthdays. 
My birthday is May 26, which makes me a Gemini; and according to a 
horoscope website, “love, friendship, and loyalty are extremely 
important” to a Gemini, which is exactly the kind of specificity that 
speaks to my soul. I do think love is important! However, some of the 
descriptions of my sign seem like a bit of a mismatch. Apparently, 
Geminis “can be a bit overzealous when it comes to working out,” which 
is really funny to me. 
 
Regardless, our birthdays can tell a lot about who we are. They are 
ways to recognize where we have come from. Where were we when we 
were born? Who was in the room? What were the circumstances? These 
all hold important meaning for the story of our lives. I was born in a 
hospital in Cook County, Illinois. I was born a Midwesterner. A white man. 
An American. Both of my parents were present at my birth, and I went 
home with them to our suburban home outside of Chicago. All of those 
things matter to varying degrees to who I am. The circumstances of my 
birth will always matter when it comes to the person I am becoming.  
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Shaped by these circumstances, I remember and recognize the impact 
they have on my life. 
 
What happened on the day the church was born? Who was there? What 
were the circumstances? And how does that affect who the church is? 
 
At the Church’s birthday, the disciples were overcome by the Holy Spirit 
and spoke in tongues. When the crowd heard the disciples speaking in 
tongues, it is important to recognize what the crowd heard. The crowd 
was not miraculously able to understand the disciples’ language of 
Aramaic. Instead, the crowd heard the disciples speaking in their own 
native languages. In its birth, the Church shows that it values and 
celebrates the diversity of life that comes with being human. This is only 
emphasized in the quotation from Joel, “I will pour out my Spirit upon all 
flesh.” Theologian Justo Gonzalez insists that “this quotation of Joel is 
central for the entire Book of Acts.” The story of Pentecost underscores 
how the gift of diversity is something to be celebrated, not something to 
be feared.  
 
St. Augustine, in the early 400s, said, “When [God] sent the Holy Spirit he 
manifested him visibly in two ways—by a dove and by fire... there is a 
diversity of tongues, but the diversity of tongues does not imply schisms. 
Do not be afraid of separation in the cloven tongues, but in the dove 
recognize unity.” In our best moments, the Church recognizes the gift of 
diversity given to us in its birth. The gift of diversity is foundational to 
who we are, and we do well to remember it. 
 
But just because I was born in Illinois does not mean that I’m locked into 
rooting for the Bears and eating a specific hot dog. Our day of birth 
informs who we are in some ways, but that does not tell the complete 
story. The person I was on my seventh birthday is very different from 
the person I was on my 18th birthday is very different from the person I 
will be on my 33rd birthday. I’m informed by my birth, but I’ve grown, 
changed, and learned more about who God calls me to be. As my 
birthday approaches, I will take stock of what I’ve learned this past year, 
and how I’ve grown. What have I done that has reflected who I want to 
be? What are the ways in which I fell short of my hopes for myself? 
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What am I hoping for myself to become through the next year? 
 
Today is the church’s birthday, and we can take stock of how we’ve 
grown and changed. How have we absorbed the lessons of Pentecost?  
 
One thing at Covenant that reflects both the church’s mandate at birth, 
and the ways we’ve grown to understand how the church can be, is the 
Racists Anonymous Fellowship group that has started at Covenant. This 
is a group of people that meets weekly to discuss the ways in which they 
have participated in racist systems. They use the 12-step model to try 
and change themselves for the better, so that they can change our 
culture. In Pentecost, we are taught that the Church celebrates the 
diversity found in the members of its body. This group is working to lay 
the groundwork for a Church that lives into that promise.  
 
On our birthday, I want us to think about what else we can do to make 
this promise a reality. What ways, big or small, can we look at the 
systems we live in and work to live out the birthday present of 
Pentecost? 
 
However else we strive to improve ourselves, we can go forward with 
the confidence that we do this all with the help of the Holy Spirit. We 
won’t see tongues of fire or hear sounds like the rush of violent wind. 
Instead, we will see the presence of the Holy Spirit in the faces of our 
siblings, beautiful children of God, beloved. We will feel the Holy Spirit 
move within us when we join in prayer, lifting up the vulnerable and 
oppressed. We will experience the movement of the Spirit when we 
remember that the gift of the Spirit will be poured on all flesh.  
 
Jesus did not leave us to our own devices, but left the Holy Spirit as a 
birthday present. This present makes us who we are, gives our life shape 
and purpose, and moves us to acts of love and compassion. 
 
 
 


