
Pentecost Sunday - C

Note: Where a Scripture text is underlined in the body of this discussion, it is recommended that the
reader look up and read that passage.

Introduction

Pentecost is an Israelite-Jewish festival.  In Exodus 23:14-17 it is called simply the harvest
festival, the feast of first-fruits of the grain harvest.  In Exodus 34:22 it is called the feast of weeks,
the first-fruits of the grain harvest.  In Leviticus 23:15-21 the feast is reckoned by counting seven
weeks from the beginning of the grain harvest; it is a day of Sabbatical observance.  In Numbers
28:26-31 it is called the feast of weeks, the day of first-fruits.  In Deuteronomy 16:9-12 it is the feast
of weeks, which occurs seven weeks after the beginning of the grain harvest.  It is one of the three
major festivals in all the older lists of feasts.

It is probable that it was later in origin than Passover and did not take form until the Israelites
had become a primarily agricultural community in Canaan.  The time of the festival in its original
celebration must have been indefinite, since the beginning of the grain harvest can’t be put at a
certain day in the calendar.  The beginning of the grain harvest corresponds with the feast of Matzoth
(unleavened bread).  When Passover and Matzoth were combined and set on the 14th of Nisan, the
festival of weeks received a regular date in the calendar seven weeks (fifty days) after Passover.

As a major feast, all Jewish males over the age of twelve were expected to try to celebrate
it in Jerusalem.  

1st Reading - Acts 2:1-11

The setting is fifty days after the first Easter, ten days since Christ has ascended and left the
disciples with responsibility for administering His Church.  Before He ascended He had told them
“Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak
about.  For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit”
(Acts 1:4-5).  So, after the ascension, the disciples returned to Jerusalem and the Upper Room.
While there, the eleven selected by lot Matthias to take Judas’ place, showing that the office of
Bishop is to be a perpetual office [as Acts 1:20 (KJV) says, quoting Psalm 109:8, “and his bishopric
let another take”]. 

2:1 When the time for Pentecost was fulfilled, they were all in one place together.  

120 people (Acts 1:15) in the same house?  Must be a big place.  Remember, there was no indoor
plumbing in those days. 
2 And suddenly there came from the sky a noise like a strong driving wind, and it filled the
entire house in which they were.  

There is a phonetic relationship in the Greek between “pnue” (wind) and “pneuma” (spirit).  In
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Hebrew the word “ruah” is the same for “wind”, “breath”, and “spirit”.

3 Then there appeared to them tongues as of fire, which parted and came to rest on each one
of them. 

Compare with Isaiah 66:15-20.  With storm wind and fire the heavenly origin of the Spirit is
expressed, and with its division, its destination in all members of the assembly.

4 And they were all filled with the holy Spirit and began to speak in different tongues, as the
Spirit enabled them to proclaim.  

The tongues of fire yield foreign tongues.

5 Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven staying in Jerusalem.  

A startling change from the confines of the house to the surrounding area.  The Jews represent the
ingathering of Israel from their dispersion among all the nations.  Recall this is one of the feasts
where one ventured to Jerusalem.

6 At this sound, they gathered in a large crowd, but they were confused because each one heard
them speaking in his own language.  

The miracle is not in the hearing; the Spirit is in the speakers who speak in these foreign tongues.
The root of the word translated as “confused” is the same as the word used in the Septuagint to
describe the effect of the tower of Babel.  The effect is reversed here.

7 They were astounded, and in amazement they asked, “Are not all these people who are
speaking Galileans? 

Note the change in attitude of the crowd; from confused, to astounded, to amazed.

8 Then how does each of us hear them in his own native language?  9 We are Parthians, Medes,
and Elamites, inhabitants of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 10 Phrygia
and Pamphylia, Egypt and the districts of Libya near Cyrene, 

A more or less geographical sweep from east to west.  Gives the impression of universality.

as well as travelers from Rome, 

Breaking with the geographical sweep, Luke moves to the center of the Roman empire; perhaps to
prepare the way for Peter and Paul to settle there. 

11 both Jews and converts to Judaism, Cretans and Arabs, 

As a conclusion to the list, western-most and eastern-most.
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yet we hear them speaking in our own tongues of the mighty acts of God.”

This is what the disciples “expressed themselves” and “made bold proclamation”.

Thus was the Church born.  In one fell swoop, the disciples are transformed from timid
persons holed up in a room to proud proclaimers of the marvels which God has accomplished.

2nd Reading -1 Corinthians 12:3b-7, 12-13

This reading should sound familiar to us as we heard the first half of it the 2nd Sunday of
Ordinary Time and the remainder of it the 3rd Sunday of Ordinary Time (Cycle C).  Paul is advising
the Corinthians about the gifts of the Holy Spirit and how these gifts are to be used to promote the
common good.

3b [N]o one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the holy Spirit.  

The Corinthians had inquired as to which gift of the Holy Spirit was greater than another and had
probably stopped living the Christian life as they became concerned about their own image and
status.  Paul undermines any spiritual elitism by reminding them that they had all made this
baptismal confession (Romans 10:9).

“If no one can say that Jesus is Lord except by the Spirit, what can we say about those who do name
His name but do not have the Spirit?  Here we have to understand that Paul was not talking about
catechumens who had not yet been baptized but about believers and unbelievers.” [Saint John
Chrysostom (A.D. 392), Homilies on the First Epistle to the Corinthians 29,3]

4 There are different kinds of spiritual gifts but the same Spirit; 5 there are different forms of
service but the same Lord; 6 there are different workings but the same God who produces all
of them in everyone.  

The three-fold comparison of “different” - “same” contrasts different actions with the same common
origin to emphasize that all, no matter how great or small they are perceived to be, have the same
origin and therefore the same value. 

7 To each individual the manifestation of the Spirit is given for some benefit.  

These gifts are not for us to hold but for us to share.  If we do not share the gifts, then the common
good suffers. 

“Whatever measure of the Spirit has been given to you, it is for your benefit, so there is no reason
to complain of what seems like a small gift.”  [Saint John Chrysostom (A.D. 392), Homilies on the
First Epistle to the Corinthians 29,5]

12 As a body is one though it has many parts, and all the parts of the body, though many, are
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one body, so also Christ.  

Paul continues this comparison by pointing out that the human body needs different parts to perform
different functions; all of which benefit the whole.  Since the Church is the Body of Christ, it too is
formed of many different members which are to work together for the benefit of the whole.  The
whole is greater than the sum of its parts.
13 For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, slaves or free
persons, and we were all given to drink of one Spirit.  

The diversity of the Church is rooted in its unity.  The Spirit is within the Church and we are called
to share a common existence in Christ.

Alternate 2nd Reading - Romans 8:8-17

The Christian is able to live a life for God – a life which is free from sin, death, and the Law;
free to live according to the Spirit.  Christian existence is dominated by the Spirit and not by the
flesh.  Because of the Spirit, the Christian is a child of God, born anew of God, and destined for the
glory of God’s intimate presence.

8 [ ] Those who are in the flesh cannot please God. 

The goal of man’s life is to please God.  Yet, it is a goal which cannot be reached by a man who is
dominated by “self.”

9 But you are not in the flesh; on the contrary, you are in the spirit, if only the Spirit of God
dwells in you. Whoever does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. 

The baptized Christian is not only “in the Spirit,” but the Spirit dwells in him.  Baptism marks our
soul with an indelible mark indicating that we are God’s property and at the same time the Holy
Spirit comes to dwell within us.  Notice that Saint Paul uses the terms “Spirit of God” and “Spirit
of Christ” interchangeably.  

“Some things are good, some are bad and some are indifferent.  The soul and the flesh both belong
to things indifferent, since each of these may become either good or bad.  But the Spirit belongs to
things which are good and can never become anything else.  Likewise, the mind of the flesh, i.e.,
wickedness, belongs to things which are always bad.” [Saint John Chrysostom (A.D. 391), Homilies
on the Epistle to the Romans 13]

10 But if Christ is in you, 

Or the Spirit (see verse 9; Galatians 2:20; 2 Corinthians 5:17).  

“Anyone who has the Spirit does not only belong to Christ, but He has Christ Himself; for wherever
one Person of the Trinity is present, the whole Trinity is present.  The Trinity is undivided in Itself,
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and is united in Itself most precisely.” [Saint John Chrysostom (A.D. 391), Homilies on the Epistle
to the Romans 13,8]

although the body is dead because of sin, the spirit is alive because of righteousness.  

Without the Spirit, the source of Christian vitality, man’s “body” is like a corpse because of sin’s
influence.  But in union with Christ man’s spirit lives, for the Spirit resuscitates the dead being of
man through the gift of uprightness.

11 If the Spirit of the one who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, the one who raised
Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also, through his Spirit that dwells in
you.  12 Consequently, brothers, we are not debtors to the flesh, to live according to the flesh.

We are indebted to God to obey His law.

13 For if you live according to the flesh, you will die, but if by the spirit you put to death the
deeds of the body, you will live. 

The baptized Christian could still be intrigued by the things of the “flesh,” but is able to make use
of the Spirit to live the Christian life.

14 For those who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God. 

This is covenant imagery.  A covenant is a sacred family bond.

15 For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, 

The Jews, because of the sin of the golden calf, had lost the status of being God’s children and were
instead His servants or slaves, subject to the Law.  Household servants and slaves have no right of
inheritance.

“The text should read like this: ‘You have not received the Spirit, instead you are again in fear of
slavery.’ . . . The slavery in question is slavery to the Law.” [Theodore of Mopsuestia (died A.D.
428), Pauline Commentary from the Greek Church]

but you received a spirit of adoption, through which we cry, “Abba, Father!” 

It is the Holy Spirit which enables us to cry “Abba, Father!”  As God’s adopted children, rather than
his servants or slaves, we have access to the inheritance of eternal life with Him.

“We have received the Spirit to enable us to know the One to whom we pray, our real Father, the one
and only Father of all, that is, the one who, like a Father, educates us for salvation and does away
with fear.” [Saint Clement of Alexandria (after A.D. 202), Stromateis or Miscellanies 2,78]

16 The Spirit itself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God,  17 and if children,
then heirs, 
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The Christian, as an adopted child, is not only admitted to God’s family, but by reason of the same
gratuitous gift receives the right to become the master of his adoptive father’s estate.  Though he has
no natural right to it, he acquires a title by adoption (see also Galatians 4:7).

heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ, 

Jesus, the true son, has already received a share of the Father’s estate (glory); the Christian is
destined to share that glory too one day. 

if only we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him.

Note the connection which is explicitly asserted between Jesus’ passion and His resurrection.  Since
we are the Body of Christ and are to walk in His footsteps, we are to join Him in the third cup of the
Passover meal (the Eucharist) and live in imitation His life until we join with Him in the fourth cup
at the wedding feast of the Lamb in heaven.  This is what is called redemptive suffering.

“Here ‘suffer with him’ does not mean that we should sympathize and come to the aid of the
sufferer, as is usually done in everyday parlance.  Christ did not suffer in order to get attention, nor
did He undergo weakness in order to gain the sympathy of those who felt sorry for Him.  To suffer
with Christ means to endure the same sufferings that He was forced to suffer by the Jews because
He preached the gospel. . . . If we suffer with Him we shall be worthy to be glorified with Him as
well.  This glory is the reward of our sufferings and is not to be regarded as a free gift.   The free gift
is that we have received remission of our former sins.” [Diodore of Tarsus (died ca. A.D. 390),
Pauline Commentary from the Greek Church]

Gospel - John 20:19-23

This reading should also sound familiar as we heard it last on  the 2nd Sunday of Easter (Cycle
B).  What we hear about is Jesus’ first appearance to the apostles.

19 On the evening of that first day of the week, 

The first Easter Sunday.  All Jesus’  appearances after Easter which are dated (time coded) are on
a Sunday.

when the doors were locked, where the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and
stood in their midst 

Through locked doors.  The disciples had barricaded themselves in the Upper Room because they
were afraid that what had happened to Jesus would happen to them also.  After all, they had been His
followers.  

and said to them, “Peace be with you.”  

Shalom.  An ordinary greeting which the  Israelite conceived as a gift of Yahweh.  The word
“Shalom” does not translate well; peace is usually used in English translations but it does not
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connote the rich meaning:  completeness, perfection, a condition in which nothing is lacking.

20 When he had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. 

The wounds of crucifixion.  There is no indication that, like Thomas, the others probed the wounds
with their fingers.

The disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord.  

All was not lost after all; their leader had returned.

21 (Jesus) said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”

Jesus was sent with authority to bring about healing and repentance; to heal the Church through
forgiveness of sins.  The sinful nature of man is what had kept him from God all through the Old
Covenant.  He is sending them with the same authority with which He was given.

 22 And when he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the holy Spirit.

There is a beautiful play on the Hebrew word ruah which is the same for  breath, wind, and spirit.
If you recall the Baltimore Catechism definition of a sacrament, what we have here is a sacrament
in one verse: an outward sign (He breathed on them) instituted by Christ (He who did the breathing)
to give grace (receive the Holy Spirit).

23 Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain are retained.”

The disciples (and their successors by extension) have the authority to forgive sins in Jesus’  name.
The mission of reconciliation was so important to God that He sent His Son to institute the practice.
Only through reconciliation with God can we act as His sons and daughters; including eat the family
meal (Eucharist) which binds us all together.

“I don’t go to a man to confess to my sins; only God can  forgive sins” says the Protestant.
“Neither do I” responds the Catholic, “I go to God’s duly appointed and commissioned
representative who was given the responsibility of forgiving (or binding) my sins as God works
through him.  James 5:13-16 says “Is any one among you suffering?  Let him pray.  Is any cheerful?
Let him sing praise. Is any among you sick?  Let him call for the elders (presbyters) of the church,
and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord: and the prayer of faith
will save the sick man, and the Lord will raise him up; and if he has committed sins, he will be
forgiven.  Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be
healed.  The prayer of a righteous man has great power in its effects.”  Notice that you are to call
the presbyters (this is the root word for priests) and confess your sins to him.  Why do I confess to
a priest?  Because the Bible (and God) tells me to!
 

Alternate Gospel - John 14:15-16, 23-26
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The setting of this reading is on that first Holy Thursday; at the Last Supper.  Jesus has
washed the feet of His disciples (John 13:1-17), predicted His betrayal by Judas (John 13:18-30),
predicted Peter’s denial (John 31-38), comforted His disciples (John 14:1-4), announced that He is
the way to the Father (John 14:5-14), and now promises the coming of the Holy Spirit.

15 “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.  16 And I will ask the Father, and he will
give you another Advocate to be with you always. 

Here and in verse 26 the Spirit is said to be sent by the Father in the name of Christ; in John 15:26
Christ sends Him from the Father.  Christian tradition has spoken of the procession of the Holy Spirit
both as from the Father through the Son and as from the Father and the Son.  The Holy Spirit is
“another” advocate because Jesus was the first.

23 [ ] “Whoever loves me will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to
him and make our dwelling with him.  24 Whoever does not love me does not keep my words;
yet the word you hear is not mine but that of the Father who sent me.  

Jesus’ sole mission on this earth was to bring about reconciliation between God and mankind.  In
order to accomplish this, sins had to be forgiven and the covenant curse brought upon all mankind
by the sin of Adam had to be lifted.  The only way that this curse could be lifted was for a fully
innocent human sacrifice to be offered; the sacrifice of Jesus, the Lamb of God, on the altar of the
cross.  Since heaven has been opened and we can approach and have our sins forgiven, we must be
obedient to Him.

25 “I have told you this while I am with you.  26 The Advocate, the holy Spirit that the Father
will send in my name – he will teach you everything and remind you of all that (I) told you.

Just as Jesus was sent in the name of the Father to do His works and will (see John 5:43; 10:25), so
the Spirit stands in relation to the Son.  Following the glorification of Christ, it will be the function
of the Spirit to complete the revelation of Christ by enlightening the Church concerning the true and
full meaning of what Jesus had done and said (see John 2:22; 12:16; Acts 11:15).  The entire New
Testament is the result of the action of the Holy Spirit.


