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Readings: 

Acts 2:1-21 

Ps 104:26-36 

Romans 8:14-17 

John 14:8-17 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your 

sight, O Lord, my strength and my redeemer.  Amen. 

Sermon: The power of the Spirit 

At the beginning of the book of the Bible we know as The Acts of the Apostles, the 

author, St Luke, relates how the risen Jesus, while staying with his disciples, ordered 

them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father. And what 

was this promise? Jesus tells them: “John baptised with water, but you will be 

baptised with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” And so it was. Forty days 

after his resurrection, Jesus ascended into heaven. And on the day of Pentecost, the 

day at the end of the Jewish Feast of Weeks - seven weeks after the Passover - the 

disciples were indeed baptised with the Spirit, as they stayed together in Jerusalem as 

Jesus had told them to do.  

As Luke describes it, this particular coming of the Holy Spirit was quite spectacular! 

The entire house in which the disciples were sitting was filled with a sudden, violent 

and heavenly wind, and we are told that tongues of fire rested on each of those 

gathered. Can you imagine what that would have looked like? Then those very people 

began to talk in a great diversity of languages, speaking about God’s mighty deeds of 

power. It is hardly surprising that those watching on were amazed, bewildered and 

astonished. The cynics amongst these onlookers sneered, as cynics often do, making 



light of a moment of the greatest sacredness. But Peter chides the cynics. No, these 

people are not drunk. Rather they have had God’s spirit poured into them, with the 

most marvellous, most amazing, most remarkable outcome. And Peter’s heartfelt and 

Spirit-led address on this occasion leads to the conversion, we are told later, in Acts 

2:41, of some three thousand persons that day. 

Of course, the Spirit of God does not always come in such dramatic ways. In the 

Gospel of John, the coming of the Spirit is a much more peaceful affair. The risen 

Jesus comes amongst his disciples and breathes on them. And in that gentle gesture of 

great intimacy, he transmits the Spirit to them. On the expiration of a breath, the Spirit 

comes. And the outcome is peace, and the power to forgive sins. In our Gospel 

reading from John today, an earlier chapter, Jesus describes the Holy Spirit as an 

“advocate”, who is the Spirit of truth. Truth. It is such an integral feature of Christian, 

Godly living. And so the Spirit comes, fulfilling the promise of the Father and the 

Son: a Spirit of power, a Spirit of truth, our advocate and guide on the Christian 

journey of life. 

The coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost is often spoken of in terms of power. 

Earlier in Acts, Jesus tells the disciples, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit 

has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses”. But what sort of power is this? 

Power can be, and often is, a precursor to corruption. As the 19th century British 

politician Lord Acton said, “Absolute power corrupts absolutely.” When Jesus speaks 

to his disciples about the power that comes from the Holy Spirit, he is speaking about 

power not as a avenue of control and domination of others, but as a spirit of fortitude 

that gives the courage to live according to the Gospel, and to proclaim it boldly.  

The Holy Spirit renewed the Apostles from within, filling them with a power that 

would give them courage to go out and boldly proclaim that “Christ has died and is 

risen!” Freed from all fear, they began to speak openly, and with great self-confidence 

(cf. Acts 2:29; 4:13; 4:29,31). These frightened “uneducated and ordinary men” (cf. 

Acts 4:13) became courageous heralds of the Gospel. Their enemies in particular 



could not understand how they could show such courage. Not only did they endure 

difficulties, suffering and persecution, but they endured them with joy. Nothing could 

stop them. To those who tried to silence them they replied: “We cannot keep from 

speaking about what we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20). This is how the Church 

was born. 

Some of you may remember the Roman Catholic event that was World Youth Day, 

held in Sydney in 2008. I was there, and much involved. The theme for WYD 2008 

was Acts 1:8 - “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and 

you will be my witnesses”. In his message to the youth of the world on the occasion 

of WYD in Sydney, Pope Benedict XV1, spoke openly and helpfully about what this 

Scriptural text means for the modern Christian church - in its entirety - and its 

mission. He said: 

If we are to understand the mission of the Church, we must go back to the Upper 

Room where the disciples remained together (cf. Lk 24:49), praying … awaiting the 

Spirit that had been promised. This icon of the Church should be a constant source of 

inspiration for every Christian community. Missional fruitfulness in our parishes - that 

is, bringing new disciples to Christ - is not principally due to programmes and 

pastoral methods that are cleverly drawn up and “efficient”, but is instead the result of 

the community’s constant prayer (cf. Evangelii Nuntiandi, 75). Moreover, for mission 

to be effective, communities must be united, that is, they must be “of one heart and 

soul” (cf. Acts 4:32), and they must be ready to witness to the love and joy that the 

Holy Spirit instils in the hearts of the faithful (cf. Acts 2:42). … even prior to action, 

the Church’s mission is to witness and to live in a way that shines out to others (cf. 

Redemptoris Missio, 26). … this is what happened in the early days of Christianity 

when pagans were converted on seeing the love that reigned among Christians: “See 

how they love one another” (cf. Apology, 39 § 7). 

We are told in Paul’s letter to the Romans that all who are led by the Spirit of God are 

children of God, children who can rightly cry “Abba! Father!” often from a place of 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_p-vi_exh_19751208_evangelii-nuntiandi.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_07121990_redemptoris-missio.html


deep and great suffering. From Romans we also learn … that “God’s love has been 

poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us” (Rom 5:5). 

Knowing the Spirit, believing in the Spirit, is not enough. We must welcome this 

Spirit, allowing it to impel us forward towards others, in unity with others of our faith 

community. We must let it enkindle in us the fire of God’s love.  

The power of the Holy Spirit could not be more different from the power of the world. 

The power of the world corrupts. Its fruits are enmity, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, 

dissensions, factions and envy, amongst other things. And as Paul warns the 

Galatians, and us, those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. 

These are not the marks of a Spirit-filled community. But the fruits of the Spirit - and 

the marks of a Spirit-filled community - are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self control. It is only when a community 

reveals together the fruits of the Spirit, that Christ’s light will truly shine out into the 

world, drawing others to it. 

+ In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 


