
JERUSALEM POWER & LIGHT
Who or What Is the Holy Spirit? 

Come In Third Series (Part 1)
Text: Acts 2:1-13

I

Near the town where I grew up runs an aqueduct that carries water from 
upstate New York down into the heart of Manhattan. Along the grassy ridge 
that covers that waterway stands a set of massive towers that processed like a 
column of silent steel soldiers marching their way along. One summer afternoon 
when I was young, my friend Paul decided to follow those towers and the wires 
they supported, simply to see where they led. We had been walking for close to 
an hour when we noticed the sound. It was just a low humming at the start, a 
sound that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at first, but which at 
long last we determined was coming from the wires above. It may have been 
my imagination, but that sound seemed to grow louder and more disturbingly 
eerie the further we moved along. In spite of our nervousness, Paul and I kept 
on walking, until we finally came upon a place I’ll not soon forget. 

The place was marked by a huge chain-linked enclosure. The fence was topped 
with coils of barbed-wire and its single gate was heavily padlocked. Inside were 
dozens of tall columns made up of what looked like ceramic disks stacked one 
on top of another and surrounded by the sort of heavy gravel you find along 
railroad tracks. At the center of the enclosure was a big metal shack that was 
connected to the columns and the towers above by all kinds of wires. It was 
like something out of a science-fiction movie, and a scary one at that. There 
were signs all over declaring “Danger!” “High Voltage” and “Keep Out!” 

I know now that we were looking at an electrical sub-station. An engineer in 
this church helped me understand that the generator at the heart of an energy 
system produces a power so enormous that it would absolutely overwhelm and 
blow out any ordinary machine. It is the function of stations like the one I saw 
to convert that staggering power into lower voltage current and parcel it out for 
use in daily life situations. 

Though I didn’t have such information as a thirteen-year-old, even then I knew 
that I was looking at some kind of relay place for an awesome amount of 
power. I tried to think of all the houses and schools and businesses that were lit 
up because of what I was seeing, but being so close to it still unnerved me. 
There was something terrifying and otherworldly about that place. I could 
almost feel the power in the air making the hair on my arms and neck stand on 
end. As much as I was fascinated, I wasn’t too sorry when Paul finally said: 
“C’mon, it’s time to go.”



II

To be perfectly honest, I get something of that same sort of feeling every time I 
reach this point on the aqueduct of the Christian year. As much as it fascinates 
me, there is something unsettling about Pentecost, and maybe I’m not alone. I 
mean, Pentecost is just not as user-friendly as those other Christian holidays, is 
it? We’ll take Thanksgiving any day. We love its picture of a benevolent  God 
the Father who creates a world of blessings and beauty. We adore Christmas 
and Easter and their image of a gracious God the Son who came down to earth 
to give up his life and save those who put their trust in Him. But Pentecost and 
its depiction of God the Holy Spirit, well that strikes some of us in a less 
comfortable way. 

I, for one, read this stuff in Acts chapter 2 about a God who comes upon the 
gathered believers “like the blowing of a violent wind… that filled the 
whole house where they were sitting,” (Acts 2:2) and I get visions of a 
Twister in my head, ripping across fields and exploding buildings and I think: 
“Do I really want to get near a God who moves as wildly and unpredictably as 
that?” 

I read that part about the “tongues of fire that separated and came to 
rest on each of” those first Christians and my mind pictures that scene in 
Jurassic Park where the rain is coming down on the electric fence and sparks 
are flying as the Tyrannosaurus, which has bust loose, is snorting at the heads 
of children (Acts 2:3). I think: “Do I want a God that blazingly powerful 
breathing on me?” 

I read on and see that place where the scripture says that “all of them were 
filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues” (Acts 
2:4). My mind flashes on one of those sci-fi flicks where the Alien takes over 
the bodies of people and starts speaking and acting through them. I shudder 
and wonder: “Does God really want to come into me and co-opt my identity 
like that?” 

Can you see why there’s this big part of me that feels about this God that 
hummed through the believers at Pentecost the way I felt as a kid about that 
sub-station back in New York? Can you see why God the Holy Spirit makes me 
somewhat nervous? Doesn’t He affect you that way at times? Your answer may 
be “NO,” and that’s OK. But I think that one of the reasons some people choose 
to attend or tune into a church like this one -- instead of one of the other 
variety out there -- is because we DON’T seem to be about worshipping a God 
who shows up with all kinds of wild pyrotechnics.  

I think of a cartoon I once saw in a Christian magazine specializing in Christian 
satire. The cartoon depicted a mock Worship Guide handed out to 



newcomers at a Pentecostal church. The first frame had a little drawing of stick 
figures with hands in air, followed by the words: “If you see this, then the 
people around you are praising God.” The next frame had a drawing of stick 
figures with mouths open and sounds coming out, followed by: “If you see this 
happening around you, then people are speaking in tongues.” The third frame 
depicted stick figures lying in dramatic positions on the ground, followed by 
the statement: “If you see this, then people are being slain in the Spirit.” The 
fourth and final frame showed stick figures with heads back, eyes closed, and 
zzzz's coming out of their mouths. “If you see this,” the Guide said, “then 
people are listening to a preacher from Princeton!” (My seminary alma mater!)

It’s fascinating what people come to accept as NORMAL in their worship 
experience, isn’t it? Pentecostal Christianity is a huge and growing segment of 
the global church, and those who cherish it look at our sort of Princetonian 
way of worshipping as sort of tedious. But, you know, the converse is also true: 
If they think we’re boring, a lot of us tend to think those Pentecostal types are 
bizarre. 

Some of us can’t understand why they go to worship dressed like they’re going 
to a rock concert instead of meeting with the President of the Universe. We’re 
shocked that they move their bodies around in worship like they’re in aerobics 
class, when we feel it’s perfectly obvious we were created to sit upright and 
still! They sing songs that repeat the same words over and over again like some 
kind of musical mantra. Their services seem so full of emotionalism. They talk 
to and about God as if He had nothing better to do than to sit next to them on 
the couch rather than behind the desk of heaven’s oval office where some of us 
would prefer he stays put. They claim to experience all these miraculous 
manifestations of his power. And, like Paul and me at that electric substation or 
the crowd that watched the first Christians at Pentecost we are moved to ask: 
“What does this mean?” (Acts 2:12) What is the Holy Spirit all about? 

III

Well, that what I want to think about with you in this series of messages that 
starts today.  On a basic level, I want to challenge myself and you to start 
taking Pentecost as seriously as we take Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter. I 
am urging us to open ourselves to the strange and awesome Lord of Power and 
Light that Christian tradition calls, “God the Holy Spirit.” I am encouraging us 
to pray, “COME IN THIRD Person of the Trinity and do your work in me.” I want 
to help us to become “Truly Trinitarian” in our theology and experience.

But before we go further, I want to clarify my intentions, just in case you’re 
starting to get worried. I am aware that from the church at Corinth to many in 
this country, debates over the nature and work of the Holy Spirit have often 
divided churches and Christians and I would not like to see such splits happen 
here. I’m not trying to turn Christ Church into a Pentecostal church. I love the 



way we worship here, ‘though I do pray for our increasing spiritual vitalization. 
I simply want to deal honestly with this provocative passage of biblical 
testimony. I want to provoke in you and me a passion to know more of the 
God who transformed a band of burnt-out disciples into the Jerusalem Power 
& Light Company… the God who took an ordinary meeting of men and 
woman and transformed it into nothing less than a sub-station of the very glory 
of heaven. I believe that if Peter and Mary and the rest of the disciples were 
standing in our midst today – speaking in our language the way all those 
Parthians and Medes and other peoples heard them speaking in theirs -- they 
would tell us that it is not only possible, it is important, for the church of the 
Twenty-First Century to be the same sort of incandescent powerhouse that the 
church of the First Century was.

We have been left amidst a world that is drawing on very limited or corrupt 
power-sources. Our job is to humbly help the world to discover the one 
dependable and pure Power that can restore souls, regenerate relationships, 
and renew culture. We are charged with the responsibility of helping people 
understand what God meant when he said through the prophet Zechariah that 
it is “not by might nor by [human] power, but by my Spirit” that life is 
lived to the fullest (Zech 4:6). 

To find that fullness requires that we overcome the anxiety and the 
misunderstandings some of us have about the nature and working of the Holy 
Spirit. FIRST of all, the blowing wind of Pentecost is not like a tornado. If we 
open ourselves to Him, the only house God is going to blow away is the 
blasphemously tiny box in which we often try to contain Him. SECONDLY, the 
fire of the Holy Spirit is nothing like the breath of a dragon. The Holy Spirit is 
awesome and terrific; yet his breath is life not death. And FINALLY, you don’t 
need to fear that the God we meet in Acts chapter 2 or by the power of the 
Holy Spirit today wants to possess your body and soul. He doesn’t want to 
erase your identity and control your life. In fact, if you meet a religious person 
with glazed eyes, who seems to have no personal identity, beware. It isn’t GOD 
at work in that soul. The entrance of the Holy Spirit into a human life never 
electrocutes anyone’s identity; God’s aim is to electrify our being in a way that 
turns our unique personalities into bulbs through which His life-blessing power 
and light shines into the world.

In coming weeks, I’m going to develop those ideas in depth with you by 
looking at what the Bible specifically says about the nature and work of the 
Holy Spirit. My prayer is that each of us is going to come to know more of who 
the Spirit is, how the Spirit operates, and what practical steps we can take to let 
the Spirit of God work more fully through us. Let me just leave you today with 
a simple definition that I hope you’ll reflect on as you go. A mentor of mine, 
Dr. John Lavender, once told me: “The Holy Spirit is to us what Jesus Christ 
would be if He were here with us now, so that we can be to the world what 
Jesus would be if He were here in the flesh.” Commit to thinking about that 



idea and its implications, will you? For Jesus himself said: “As the Father has 
sent me, so I send you” (John 20:21) ”And you shall be given” – what? 
– “POWER to become my witnesses” (Acts 1:8).

Let’s ponder that call and promise this week, as we pray together now…

Great God, we know that whatever time we have left is grace indeed and there’s 
not a person among us who doesn’t want to make the very best of it. If there is 
more to knowing and serving you than we’ve thought before, help us to see 
and experience it in the days to come. Just as you filled the believers who 
gathered together long ago in that Upper Room, fill us with your power and 
your light, we pray. As we go to our homes, our workplaces, and our 
recreations, fill us with the warming light and the energizing power of your very 
Presence. For this we pray in your holy name, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
Amen.
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