
D. BENSON 
MAY 24TH, 2015 - PENTECOST 

 1 

New Life: Ezekiel 37:1-14; Acts 2:1-21 
 
Have you ever been in church when something completely unexpected has happened and 
you are left with that discomforting feeling that perhaps that unexpected thing was a 
supernatural act of God?  Maybe someone spoke up in a loud voice during the service 
and gave a word of prophecy.  Maybe the lights flickered at a particularly poignant point 
in the sermon.  Maybe you felt a wind or had a feeling that something big was going on 
and you look around at the person sitting next to you to see if they are sensing it too or if 
you are just going crazy.  Or maybe you just sensed that something was different.  Those 
kinds of things don’t happen very often in most mainline churches.  And when they do, 
we tend to write them off to natural causes. 
 
Last week during the prayers of the people, there was a loud static sound, some people 
felt the building vibrate, and the power went off for a couple of seconds.  And in those 
couple of seconds, everyone looked up and around in bewilderment or with uneasy 
concern, and a number of things raced through our minds.  Some of us may have been 
nervously wondering if God was astir.  But I suspect that most of us were probably 
running through a mental checklist about fuses and wiring and surge protection. I’m 
willing to bet that the first thing that popped into most people’s minds had nothing to do 
with whether God was breaking into our service with the power of his Spirit.  For most of 
us who are unaccustomed to experiencing the physical power of the Spirit, our default 
way of thinking tends toward natural explanations for things.  
 
But what if it had been an act of God?  What if the voice of God had spoken audibly into 
our sanctuary?  What would we do if the wind really started to blow through the 
sanctuary and the candles up here at the front were transformed into tongues of fire?  
What would we do with that?  I can tell you that in my rational mind, my first response 
would be to think that someone had gotten a whole of the sound system and was playing 
a prank, or that someone had left the back doors open and the wind was funneling down 
the central aisle from outside.  That’s my gut response, even given the fact that I’ve seen 
first hand what the power of God’s Spirit can do among people and in the world. 
 
The reality is that most of us who have grown up in a mainline denomination tend to be 
rather suspicious of supernatural phenomenon.  Those of us who have spent some time in 
more charismatic circles might have a different experience, but the vast majority of us 
look at the kind of Spiritual power that is described in the second chapter of Acts with a 
certain amount of skepticism.  We tend to dismiss those who seem to be all caught up in 
the power of the Spirit, evidenced by the speaking in tongues, prophesying, or behaving 
oddly, as fanatics or mentally unstable. 
 
Well, this was exactly the same reaction that some of the Jews had when the Holy Spirit 
came upon the believers in Jerusalem.  Gathered in Jerusalem was a group of faithful and 
devout Jews from all over the world.   And into their gathering, a violent wind rushed 
through, and something like flames of fire descended, and all of a sudden people began to 
speak in languages they didn’t know so that everyone heard the gospel in their own 
native tongue.  Some folks looked around utterly confounded and bewildered as to how 
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people could be speaking languages they didn’t know and others could be hearing the 
gospel in their own languages. The natural order of things seemed to be turned upside 
down and they wondered what it all meant.   
 
But others were a bit more skeptical.  Instead of acknowledging that something was 
happening outside their realm of experience or knowledge, they searched their minds for 
other plausible explanations.  And the only thing they could come up with was to dismiss 
what they were seeing and hearing as the result of early morning drunkenness.  Their 
ancestors may have experienced this kind of act of God (King Saul, Isaiah, Ezekiel, 
Daniel, etc.), but they certainly hadn’t and as far as they were concerned, God didn’t 
work that way anymore.  But the people weren’t drunk (it was too early in the morning 
for that), and something spectacular was going on.  The reaction of some of these folks 
probably says more about them and their own limited vision of God’s power than it does 
about those upon whom the Spirit descended.   
 
Peter proceeded to reassure the people gathered that God was really and truly at work, 
doing something new and impressive and they would all be wise to put their assumptions 
aside and get in on the action. 
 
So, what was the action?  What was so special about this amazing event?  There are some 
obvious answers – without the sending of the Holy Spirit, the church doesn’t exist, 
without the Holy Spirit, the healing and reconciling ministry of Jesus doesn’t continue, 
without the Holy Spirit, there is no further knowledge of God, no leading, no wisdom, no 
discernment, no nothing. 
 
But underlying all of these is the fact that the sending of the Holy Spirit not only 
completed Jesus’ resurrection, but was the means to new life for all of God’s people on 
earth.  Let me explain. 
 
Among God’s people, Pentecost was the day that the people celebrated the giving of the 
Law to Moses. It was the day that God gave the people a means to life – how to love and 
live for God, and how to love and live with each other. The giving of the Law was always 
intended to provide the framework for the people of Israel to live life to the fullest in 
relationship with God and each other.  
 
You will recall the story of Ezekiel and the valley of dry bones.  The old, dead, fleshless, 
brittle dry bones were all that was left of God’s people.  Israel had become like a dry 
wasteland, scattered throughout the lands, no longer living the lives of relationship with 
God and each other that they was intended for them, no longer the blessing to the nations 
that they had been called to be. They no longer proclaimed the glory and power of the 
one true God. They had succumbed to the ways of the cultures around them, and they had 
forgotten their Lord. For all intents and purposes, they were dead to the world. 
 
But by the power of God those scattered bones were gathered together into human forms, 
and then by the life-giving power of the Spirit, the breath of God was breathed into them 
to give new life.  Those human forms were transformed into living beings.  New life in 
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every sense of the word.  Through the blessing of God’s life-giving Spirit, the people 
were given a way to have life, and have it fully.    
 
The story of the dry bones foreshadows what God would later do at Pentecost in 
Jerusalem when God’s people had gathered to await the sending of the Spirit.   In that 
place and at that time, God again sent his Spirit to breathe new life into his people.  He 
gave them the gift of the Spirit so that they would be equipped and empowered to again 
love God and one another and learn how to live with one another, sharing the good news 
of all that God had done, and was continuing to do among them and throughout the 
world.  Jesus died to free us from death. He sent his Spirit to make his life alive in us. 
 
We are told of a number of ways that they experienced the new life that God had 
breathed into them. The first hint at new life came through the fact that each of them 
heard the mighty deeds of God proclaimed in their own languages.  Until very recently, 
the missionary work of the church has shamefully required that other peoples give up 
their languages, their culture, their heritage, and their identity, in order to hear the gospel.  
The church equated converting to Latin or German or English (and the cultural 
conversion associated with language) with converting to the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  As 
we all know, this approach has been anything but life giving. It has been life-destroying, 
soul annihilating, dehumanizing, nothing short of enslavement, and downright evil.  So, 
imagine the liberation that people feel when the gospel comes to them on their own 
terms, affirms their God-given identity and acknowledges the diversity of God’s image in 
them.  That’s the same life-giving freedom those people from Egypt and Libya and Crete 
would have felt when they heard the word of God proclaimed to them just as they were!   
 
The Spirit granted new and liberated life to those in Jerusalem that day as they heard the 
gospel in their own languages.  Perhaps we might ask ourselves what is the language of 
our neighbours, the language they need to hear about the goodness of God?  What does 
Spirit-filled language that the homeless or poor or rich or marginalized or postmodern or 
young or old or broken will be able to hear?  Do we expect out brothers and sisters 
outside those doors to hear the gospel on our terms, with our churchy language and 
spiritual vocabulary?  Does the language we use in here sound like babel to those out 
there?  And what kind of transforming new life might people experience if we witnessed 
the outpouring of the Spirit on even them, right where they are at, without insisting that 
they become something else first?   
 
Another way that people were experiencing the new life brought by the outpouring of the 
Spirit was that communities of care were created among the people: communities in 
which poverty was eliminated, people were delighted to share the life and resources that 
God had given them, no one begrudged anyone anything, and a certain level of 
equalization occurred across society.  The poor experienced the literal new life of having 
food to eat. The outcast experienced the new life of being welcomed into community. 
The wealthy experienced the new life that comes with being a blessing to others.  New 
life for everyone.  
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With the outpouring of the Spirit of Christ, God was (and is) continuing his work of 
rescuing the world and offering new life where there had only been death and pain and 
sadness.  God’s Spirit comes among us to gather up the parts and pieces of us that are dry 
and dead and displaced.  We are not scattered individuals that are disconnected and 
isolated.  Our hands and feet and minds and hearts all come together to form Christ’s 
body on earth, and then Jesus sends his Spirit to breathe his life into us.  Welcome this 
life-giving movement of the Spirit. Pray for this life-giving movement of the Spirit.  It 
might come like a rushing wind but more often it comes in the still small voice, in the 
little things that we might not notice right away.  Either way, it will and does come.   
 
And start talking about it.  Most of us tend to keep quiet about what the power of God is 
doing in our lives because a) we don’t actually believe God is doing something in our 
lives, or b) we are afraid that others will think we are speaking a foreign language and or 
will look at us like we are weird, or worse.  Keeping Christ’s work within us and among 
us is like the person who is given the gift of walking again after being in a horrible 
accident that had left him paralyzed ignoring the gift and spending the rest of his life in 
bed.  Imagine what would have happened for the growth and movement of the church if 
those early Christians upon whom the Spirit fell kept quiet.  By the power of God’s Spirit 
within us, God is calling us to proclaim and embody new life for everyone.  Maybe the 
person sitting next to you needs to hear that God’s giving of new life is real just as much 
as anyone else does...   


