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The Spirit Grows the Church

Dear Friends in Christ,

Happy Harvest Festival! Did you all bring part of your grain harvest to church this morning? 
That is what this day of Pentecost was all about in the Old Testament. The crops of their fields 
were harvested in spring. Then the people would bring the first part of that grain harvest to 
Jerusalem as a thank offering to the Lord who provides their daily bread. So where is your 
freshly harvested grain? You might object that we harvest grain in the fall in this area of the 
world. You might object that not many in our congregation farm grain in the fields anymore. And
you might object that since Jesus lived, died, rose and ascended into heaven, the Day of 
Pentecost has been upgraded. Since the Holy Spirit made an appearance at the Harvest Festival 
after Jesus’ ascension, Pentecost has been all about the growth and harvest of the church instead 
of the growth and harvest of grain. 

As we consider the account of the Holy Spirit’s arrival on Pentecost, we see how the church 
grows. The Spirit grows the church. He grows the church through the Word which is spoken by 
God’s people. 

When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. 2 Suddenly a sound like the
blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. 
3 They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. 4 
All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit 
enabled them.

The Holy Spirit arrived on this day in a way that was hard to miss. Your ears heard the sound. 
Your eyes saw the tongues of flame on the others in the room. Again your ears heard languages 
being spoken by people you knew had never spoken those languages before. Of course the 
church grew after such an amazing display of the Spirit’s power. But how many people saw and 
heard all of this miraculous display of the Holy Spirit? Probably only twelve. 

The eleven disciples had recently added Matthias to the group to again have twelve apostles to 
testify to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The Christian church was a group of 
about 120 believers in Jerusalem at this time. Those who were all together on Pentecost could be 
the 120 believers but the group immediately preceding the Pentecost account is the restored 
twelve apostles. These twelve would also be the ones who preached the gospel to the crowds on 
and after Pentecost. Whether it is twelve or 120, it was certainly only believers who saw the 
tongues of fire on the heads of the apostles. 

The miracle that accompanied the arrival of the Spirit did not grow the church. But the church 
did grow. Perhaps I should take a moment to define the church. The church is all who believe in 
Christ and are saved. So to grow the church is to have more people believe in Christ as their 
Savior from sin and death. The church grew from about 120 on the morning of Pentecost to over 
3,000 by the end of the day. That is amazing growth. But it did not happen because some people 
saw a miracle. The Spirit grows the church through the Word. 



Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven. 6 When
they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard them 

speaking in his own language. 7 Utterly amazed, they asked: “Are not all these men who are 

speaking Galileans? 8 Then how is it that each of us hears them in his own native language? 9 
Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and 

Asia, 10 Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome 
11 (both Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs—we hear them declaring the 
wonders of God in our own tongues!”

The miraculous sound like wind and/or the sound of lots of languages being spoken 
simultaneously drew a crowd. The Spirit used miracles to draw the crowd but then it was 
ordinary human language that conveyed the beautiful message of salvation through Jesus Christ. 
The apostles declared the wonders of God to those who gathered. The apostles did not have to 
think far back to remember the wonders of God. They saw Jesus ascend into heaven just over a 
week before this. They saw and talked with Jesus for forty days before the ascension. They saw 
Jesus alive on Easter Sunday after Christ was crucified and buried on Good Friday. The wonders 
of God are all about Jesus. 

That is who these people needed to hear about. They were Jews and converts to Judaism. They 
knew God’s law. They knew God promised a Savior. They needed to know that Jesus is the 
Savior God promised, the Savior who died in their place to forgive them, the Savior who rose 
from the dead to give them eternal life. And the Holy Spirit brought some 3,000 to faith in Christ
on Pentecost Day through the Word of God in their own languages. The Spirit grows the church 
through the Word and the Word is spoken by God’s people. 

From the time of Christ’s crucifixion until the day of Pentecost, there was not much evangelism 
being done by the apostles. They gathered in their small group in the upper room. Jesus appeared
to them in various places. But they were not yet preaching in the temple courts. They were not 
yet boldly declaring the wonders of God to any who would listen. On Pentecost, the Holy Spirit 
empowered them to proclaim Christ to the world. You see, the Holy Spirit does not speak 
directly to the crowds or speak directly into someone’s head to bring them to faith in Jesus. He 
speaks the Word of God through believers. After Pentecost there was no stopping the apostles 
from telling the wonders of God in Christ.

What is your role in telling the wonders of God to those who do not yet believe? There are all 
kinds of objections we might have to being involved in evangelism. Some might be waiting for 
an obvious sign like a flame appearing on their head to start talking about Jesus. But every 
believer has the gift of the Holy Spirit. Peter tells us this in his sermon on this Pentecost Day. 
The Holy Spirit came to us when we were baptized and brought us to faith in Christ. The Spirit 
has not left us even though there is no flame on my head. 

Some believers might not feel qualified to be evangelists. Only trained pastors and missionaries 
should talk about Jesus. I might mess it up. But the Holy Spirit has equipped every believer with 
the Word of God. That is the tool we use to tell the wonders of God in Christ. We can each tell 
what we know about our Savior and how he has forgiven us. 

In some ways those who are not pastors and missionaries might be even better evangelists. For 
you speak the same language as the people you know. Sure, it might be a world language like 



English. But moms can speak the language of other moms. You know the struggles, stresses, 
fears and joys of being a mom much better than I do. This is the comfort I find from Jesus when 
being a mom is tough. I can say something like that in general, but a mom who has been through 
it can say it with authority when speaking about the wonders of Jesus. Teachers can talk in 
teacher language to each other as they work through issues in the classroom and curriculum. 
Teens can talk teen language or message on snapchat with each other much better than I can. As 
a side note – I find it amusing to misuse teen slang because when dad uses the phrase it is ruined 
for the kids. I can stand up here and talk for 15 minutes and your friend will probably never hear 
the gospel from me. But you can message someone before church - “Going to church for my 
forgiveness from Jesus. TTYL.”

The Holy Spirit grows the church through the Word of God spoken by God’s people. What a 
privilege and responsibility to be one of God’s people. As we all declare the wonders of God in 
our own languages, we ask the Holy Spirit to work through that Word of God to grow the church.
And just a reminder – Lincoln Heights Lutheran Church is one gathering of believers in this 
world, not the only one. Our speaking about Jesus may or may not grow the numbers at this 
congregation. That is not our goal. Our goal lines up with the goal of the Spirit, to grow the 
church of all believers so that more people will have eternal life through faith in Christ. 

I will accept your excuses for not bringing your newly harvested grain for this Pentecost 
celebration. Now we celebrate the harvest of souls into God’s Holy Christian Church. The Spirit 
grows this church through the Word of God spoken by God’s people. 

Amen.


