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 “The Very Breath of God”  
John 20:19-23 

Acts 2:1-12 
  
 
In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, 

 the earth was a formless void  

  and darkness covered the face of the deep,  

   while a wind from God  

    swept over the face of the waters. 

 

A wind from God! 

 Did you hear it in that text from the very beginning of the Bible, 

  the first words from Genesis? 

   A wind from God. 

  That’s the very breath of God; 

   the very breath of God sweeping over the formless void. 

 

We cannot even begin to imagine the bleakness, 

 the utter lifelessness of that formless void; 

  the confining, constricting, crushing darkness. 

 

But then God breathed upon the earth, 

 breathed upon the formless void, 

  and with God’s breath came life. 

   Life! 

    Bleakness transformed to life. 

 

“Let there be light!” 

 And God breathed light! 

  “Let there by dry land” 

   and God breathed dry land. 
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  “Let there be mountains and rivers” 

   and God breathed mountains and rivers. 

  “Let there be plants, trees,  

    birds in the sky, 

     fish in the sea, 

      animals of every shape and size.” 

And God breathed them all into life. 

 

Finally, God said, “let there be humankind 

 made in our image, male and female.” 

  And God breathed life into you and me. 

 

Now, this is no creationist story. 

 No, we can be firmly grounded in the latest science, 

  embracing comfortably Darwin and evolution. 

   In fact, science doesn’t diminish God’s role as Creator, 

     it enhances it; 

      our knowledge of science helps us to see 

       God’s creation, God’s universe 

        as that much more awesome,  

         that much more incredible. 

 

Science and faith, woven together 

 help us to see the universe and its billions and billions of stars 

  all of them, each of them  

   filled with the breath of God. 

Billions of stars, 

 billions of planets, 

  billions and billions of miles across the universe; 

   billions of years across time, 

    And the Lord our God, the Creator, 

     never short of breath.  
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“Breath” 

 The word is “ruach” in the Hebrew, 

  “pneuma” in the Greek. 

   The word also means... Spirit 

    God’s breath is God’s Spirit, 

     God’s Holy Spirit is God’s breath 

      giving life to all God’s creation.  

 

Not Holy Ghost, by the way.  

 “Ghost” is an unfortunate translating error from centuries ago; 

  the word deserves to vanish like a specter. 

   The word is Spirit…  breath…  life.  

    God’s Spirit that fills all God’s creatures, 

     all God’s creation. 

   God’s Spirit that fills you and me, 

    that calls us here, 

     that binds us as community,  

      the Body of Christ. 

 

The Spirit, as our Brief Statement of Faith from 1983 tells us, 

 is “the giver and renewer of life.  

  This Spirit 

   “sets us free to accept ourselves  

    and to love God and neighbor. .. 

 

“This is the same Spirit who inspired the prophets and apostles; 

 [This Spirit] rules our faith and life in Christ through Scripture,  

  engages us through the Word proclaimed,  

   claims us in the waters of baptism,  

    feeds us with the bread of life and the cup of salvation,  

     and calls women and men to all ministries of the church.” 
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The Confession goes on: 

 “In a broken and fearful world the Spirit gives us courage  

  to pray without ceasing,  

   to witness among all peoples to Christ as Lord and Savior,  

    to unmask idolatries in church and culture,  

     to hear the voices of peoples long silenced,  

      and to work with others for justice, freedom, and peace.” 

 

This is the Spirit of God, 

 the very breath of God; 

  the Spirit that the gospel of John tells us 

   Jesus gave his disciples 

    on that first Easter evening, 

     when our resurrected Lord appeared to them, 

appeared to the disciples gathered— 

 hiding, really— 

  behind a locked door, 

   still afraid for their own lives, 

    and utterly confused  

     by the morning’s news of the empty tomb 

      and Mary Magdalene’s claim she had seen Jesus alive, 

       alive. 

 

A smoky pall from the oil lamps hung over that room  

 as our risen Lord appeared to the group in the dusk. 

  Listen to John’s Gospel: 
 When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week,  

 and the doors of the house where the disciples had met  

  were locked for fear of the Jews,  

   Jesus came and stood among them and said,  

    “Peace be with you.”  
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After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side.  

 Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord.  

Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you.  

 As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”  

When he had said this,  

 he breathed on them and said to them,  

  “Receive the Holy Spirit.  

   If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them;  

    if you retain the sins of any, they are retained. 

 

“Receive the Holy Spirit” 

 those were Jesus’ words to his disciples, 

  his followers, his friends, 

   a group that was probably more than just the 11, 

    women as well as men.  

    

And then what did Jesus do? 

 Did you catch it? 

  He breathed on them, 

   he filled them with the breath of God. 

    his breath: 

     the breath of God the Creator 

      God the Son, 

       God the Spirit 

        all in one.  

 

Jesus filled them with the Spirit and then,  

 he commissioned them for service, 

  commissioned them that first Easter evening, 

   “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” 
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The time for hiding was over, 

 the time for inaction was over, 

  the time of fear, over. 

   Empowered by the breath of God, 

    it was time for the disciples to go to work, 

     time to carry on with Jesus’ ministry, 

      time to take it back out into the world. 

 

It is this same Spirit that Luke tells us of in our lesson from Acts, 

 that dramatic tale we never tire of hearing, 

  of the Spirit coming with “a sound like the rush of a violent wind;” 

   and then “tongues as of fire” alighting on each disciple, 

     giving each the power to speak in a language not his own 

      to speak in the languages of all those people 

       who were there with them: 

   Parthians, Medes, Elamites,  

    residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia,  

     Pontus and Asia, 

      and still more,  

every one of them  

 hearing the disciples speak in their own language 

  hearing them, 

   “ speaking about God’s deeds of power.” 

    Hearing the good news, the gospel. 

 

The Spirit took God’s word that had been 

 confined to Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek,  

  and set the Word loose,  

   sent the Word out into the world, 

    in the same way the Spirit would send  

     the disciples on their way. 
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Luke and John may take different paths, 

 but they get to the same end: 

  Given the gift of the Holy Spirit,  

   empowered and enabled by the very breath of God, 

    the disciples – all the disciples –  

     are then called to service, 

      sent out, out to carry on with Christ’s ministry.  

 

This very same Spirit of God fills you, fills me, 

 fills each of us,  

  a gift from God, 

   empowering us, enabling us, 

    calling us,  

     and, then, yes, sending us; 

      out into the world, each of us called in the same way 

       to carry on with the ministry of Jesus Christ.  

 

Sometimes the Spirit needs to nudge us, 

 even push us,  

  to move us out of our comfort zone 

   to embrace things we’d never otherwise consider 

    such as Passing the Peace  

     or even, as we did last Sunday, 

      joining hands for the benediction.  

 

As the great 20th century theologian Karl Barth put it, 

 there is nothing ordinary about the coming of the Holy Spirit upon us, 

  for this breath of God that fills us 

   calls us to nothing less than new life, transformed life, 

    a life grounded in Christ, 

     which means a life grounded in love 

      grounded in grace, 
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   grounded in care and concern for others, 

    for all God’s children,  

     for all God’s creation.  

 

This new life, this spiritual life, 

  is a life built on our Lord’s words to us,  

  what he called his new commandment, 

   that we are to love one another,  

    … by this everyone will know that you are my disciples,  

     if you have love for one another.” 

(John 13:35) 

 

This Spirit fills us and then sends us out, 

 as children of God and disciples of Christ, 

  in the same way that first group was sent out 

   from that smoky, dusky room 2000 years ago, 

    out to serve not just when we are engaged  

     under the banner of Westminster Presbyterian Church 

      but in all times, all places. 

 

And this Spirit of God,  

 this breath of God 

  calls us to see this same Spirit in all creation,  

   all God’s creation 

    in all the plants, all the animals, 

     the fish, the birds,  

      the mountains, the stars in the sky.  
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The poet William Wordsworth 

 understood this when he wrote  

From Nature and her overflowing soul  

 I had receiv'd so much that all my thoughts  

  Were steep'd in feeling;  

   I was only then Contented when with bliss ineffable  

    I felt the sentiment of Being  

     spread O'er all that moves,  

      and all that seemeth still,  

O'er all, that, lost beyond the reach of thought  

 And human knowledge,  

  to the human eye Invisible,  

   yet liveth to the heart,  

O'er all that leaps, and runs, and shouts, and sings,  

 Or beats the gladsome air,  

  o'er all that glides Beneath the wave,  

   yea, in the wave itself  

    And mighty depth of waters.  

Wonder not If such my transports were;  

 for in all things I saw one life,  

  and felt that it was joy.  

One song they sang, and it was audible,  

 Most audible then when the fleshly ear,  

  O'ercome by grosser prelude of that strain,  

   Forgot its functions, and slept undisturb'd. 

 

I think Wordsworth truly understood why,  

 as the book of Job recounts, 

  the morning stars sang together with joy  

   at God’s creation. 

Let the sea roar, and all that fills it; 

    let the field exult, and everything in it. 
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Then shall the trees of the forest sing for joy, 

the mountains and the hills before you 

shall burst into song, 

and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands. 

1 Chronicles 16:32, Isaiah 55:12,  

 

All God’s creation 

 filled with God’s Spirit  

  praising God, 

   praising God’s creating, 

    praising God’s creation.  

 

The Spirit calls us to join the choir of all God’s creation  

 to sing in praise of God’s creation, 

  even as we work to care for God’s creation, 

   every one of us called to be a faithful steward 

    so that generations after us  

     can also sing in joy and adoration, 

      with the trees of the field clapping their hands.   

 

The Spirit given us by God allows us,  

 as the Franciscan priest Richard Rohr has written,  

  to look into the faces of any other person,  

   as well as a flower, a honeybee, a mountain  

    – anything –  

     and see the incarnation of God’s love  

      for you,  

       the face you are looking at, 

        and all the universe.” (Rohr 52) 

 

Rohr goes on to say  

 “God keeps creating things from the inside out,  
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  so they are forever yearning, developing,  

   growing, and changing for the good.  

    This is the fire he has cast upon the earth, 

      the generative force implanted in all living things…” 95 

      This is the Spirit of God, 

       the breath of God. 

 

The Spirit that gives us the courage to stand up,  

 speak out, 

  join hands,  

   reach out, 

    carry on; 

  offer forgiveness, 

   work for peace, 

    embrace with love; 

  build God’s kingdom, 

   care for God’s creation, 

    look into the face of a stranger 

     and see the image of God, 

      the reflection of Christ.  

 

Do you feel it – even now? 

 Can you hear the sound?  

  The very breath of God is blowing through this place 

   renewing us,  

    refreshing us  

     energizing us, 

      empowering us, 

       calling us 

     sending us.  

 

AMEN 
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When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the 
house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews,  
Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you.”  
20 After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side.  
Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord.  
21 Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you.  
As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”  
22 When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them,  
“Receive the Holy Spirit.  
23 If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them;  
if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” 

 

Later on that day, the disciples had gathered together,  
but, fearful of the Jews, had locked all the doors in the house.  
Jesus entered, stood among them, and said, “Peace to you.”  
Then he showed them his hands and side. 
20-21 The disciples, seeing the Master with their own eyes, were exuberant.  
Jesus repeated his greeting: “Peace to you.  
Just as the Father sent me, I send you.” 
22-23 Then he took a deep breath and breathed into them.  
“Receive the Holy Spirit,” he said.  
“If you forgive someone’s sins, they’re gone for good.  
If you don’t forgive sins, what are you going to do with them?”  
The Message 
 

 
 

Acts2:1-12 
When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 2 And 
suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it 
filled the entire house where they were sitting. 3 Divided tongues, as of fire, 
appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. 4 All of them were 
filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave 
them ability. 
5 Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. 
6 And at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one 
heard them speaking in the native language of each. 7 Amazed and astonished, they 
asked, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? 8 And how is it that we hear, 
each of us, in our own native language? 9 Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents 
of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 10 Phrygia and Pamphylia, 
Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both 
Jews and proselytes, 11 Cretans and Arabs—in our own languages we hear them 
speaking about God’s deeds of power.” 12 All were amazed and perplexed, saying to 
one another, “What does this mean?”  
 
1-4 When the Feast of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place.  
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Without warning there was a sound like a strong wind, gale force— 
no one could tell where it came from.  
It filled the whole building.  
Then, like a wildfire, the Holy Spirit spread through their ranks,  
and they started speaking in a number of different languages  
as the Spirit prompted them. 
5-11 There were many Jews staying in Jerusalem just then, devout pilgrims from all 
over the world. When they heard the sound, they came on the run. Then when they 
heard, one after another, their own mother tongues being spoken, they were 
thunderstruck. They couldn’t for the life of them figure out what was going on, and 
kept saying, “Aren’t these all Galileans? How come we’re hearing them talk in our 
various mother tongues? 
Parthians, Medes, and Elamites; 
Visitors from Mesopotamia, Judea, and Cappadocia, 
    Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, 
    Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene; 
Immigrants from Rome, both Jews and proselytes; 
Even Cretans and Arabs! 
“They’re speaking our languages, describing God’s mighty works!” 
12 Their heads were spinning; they couldn’t make head or tail of any of it.  
They talked back and forth, confused:  
“What’s going on here?” 
 

 
Wordsworth poem: 

From Nature and her overflowing soul  
I had receiv'd so much that all my thoughts  
Were steep'd in feeling; I was only then  
Contented when with bliss ineffable  
I felt the sentiment of Being spread  
O'er all that moves, and all that seemeth still,  
O'er all, that, lost beyond the reach of thought  
And human knowledge, to the human eye  
Invisible, yet liveth to the heart,  
O'er all that leaps, and runs, and shouts, and sings,  
Or beats the gladsome air, o'er all that glides  
Beneath the wave, yea, in the wave itself  
And mighty depth of waters. Wonder not  
If such my transports were; for in all things  
I saw one life, and felt that it was joy.  
One song they sang, and it was audible,  
Most audible then when the fleshly ear,  
O'ercome by grosser prelude of that strain,  
Forgot its functions, and slept undisturb'd.  
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From Tom’s notes: “here he describes perceiving in Nature “blessings spread 
around me like the sea”  
 
 


