
Lesson 18: Pentecost: Through the Spirit He becomes Flesh  

Ascension and Pentecost Fulfilled  

The Gospel of John recounts that, during the Last Supper, Jesus promised to send the Holy Spirit. St. 

Luke reveals that Jesus continued to speak of the coming of the Holy Spirit even after his Resurrection.  

“While meeting with them, he enjoined them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for ‘the promise of the 

Father about which you have heard me speak; for John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized 

with the Holy Spirit.’” (Acts 1:4-5) 

Just before he ascended to the Father, Jesus repeated this promise: “You will receive power when the 

Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, throughout Judea and Samaria, 

and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 18).  

Read Acts 1:6-12 

As Jesus is taken up from them, the Apostles look up intently at the sky until they could see him no 

more. The Apostles then awaited the coming of the Holy Spirit, the promise of the Father through which 

they would become witnesses to Jesus’ continued presence. While Jesus is ascending from their sight, 

two mysterious men stand beside the Apostles and address them, “Men of Galilee, why are you standing 

there looking at the sky? This Jesus who has been taken up from you into heaven will return in the same 

way as you have seen him going into heaven” (Acts 1:11). As he ascends now, so he will descend. As the 

Holy Spirit descended upon Mary and Jesus took flesh in her womb, so the Holy Spirit will descend upon 

the Apostles and Jesus will take flesh through them.  

In fact, Mary was there at Pentecost. She was there when the driving wind filled the house and the Holy 

Spirit filled the Apostles and enabled them to proclaim Jesus to the diverse crowd that had gathered. All 

but one of these Apostles had been too fearful to accompany Jesus to the cross. All of these Apostles 

had questioned him and were tempted to resist him when he made it clear that he would be handed 

over in Jerusalem. But when the Holy Spirit came upon them, they preached without fear. They 

proclaimed Jesus with the same authority with which Jesus had proclaimed the Father. As Jesus not only 

spoke about the Father but bore his very presence, so the Apostles, filled with the Holy Spirit, bore in 

their words and in their very persons the presence of Christ.  

It is important to note that the presence of Christ manifested through the Apostles is not generic. “Then 

there appeared to them tongues as of fire, which parted and came to rest on each of them” (Acts 2:3). A 

flame came to rest on each one. Christ’s presence is brought forth in a unique and personal way through 

each person who receives the Spirit.  

When must have Pentecost been like for Mary? She who was the first to be overshadowed by the Holy 

Spirit, who accepted her Yes and made Jesus present in her. She had become the Mother of God, and at 

the cross her Son called her to become the Mother of his beloved disciple. She must have pondered the 

meaning of that in her heart; and perhaps on Pentecost, after waiting for the Spirit with the Apostles, 

her pondering received a response. She saw all of the Apostles witnessing in a new way.  That was John, 

but he had the life, the energy, the spirit of her Son. It was still Peter, but she recognized in him the 

living authority of Jesus.  



As we are sometimes amazed when we suddenly recognize the mannerisms of our parents or 

grandparents in our children or nephews and nieces, how much more profoundly must Mary have 

recognized her Risen Son in each of the Apostles, and begun to understand what it meant that she was 

the Mother of the Church. For the one born from her womb was being born again in the world through 

the flesh of the Apostles. They would be the foundations of his Church, which would not be a merely 

human organization, but a sacrament of his Person, alive and present in the world. The Mother of the 

Son of God, human and divine, was now the Mother of the Church, human and divine. The Incarnation 

was not only an event of the past; it was happening in the present. Jesus would dwell among us through 

the Church, and the Acts of the Apostles clearly traces the life of Christ. 

The Descent of the Spirit Upon Jesus, the Descent of the Spirit Upon the Apostles  

Jesus did not publicly preach or perform a miracle or a healing until the day of his baptism, when the 

Holy Spirit descended upon him and the voice of the Father affirmed, “You are my beloved Son; with 

you I am well pleased” (Mk 1:11). All that Jesus did was an expression of his belonging to the Father, an 

overflowing of the love the Father gave and that Jesus welcomed and returned. Saint Augustine teaches 

us that the Holy Spirit is the love between the Father and the Son.  The Father’s love overflowed through 

Jesus like a fount of living water and brought life to all who welcomed him. The Father is at the core of 

Jesus’ authority, his words, his deeds, and his love. Jesus’ identity is that of a beloved Son. This is so true 

that when the devil tried to tempt Jesus, the first phrase of the temptations is “If you are the Son of 

God” (Mt 4:3). The devil tries to place doubt in the relationship which is the essence of who Jesus is. If 

you recall, the original sin occurred after the devil placed doubt in the relationship between out first 

parents and God. Jesus, when offered all the kingdoms of the world, knows the devil’s promise is empty 

because reality has no meaning without God. Without love, which originates from the Father, all of 

reality, every word and deed, is a meaningless and clanging cymbal.  

This is why Jesus tells the disciples to wait in Jerusalem until they are baptized with the Holy Spirit (Acts 

1:4-5). He does not want them to preach of heal until they are generated by his presence in the Spirit, as 

he is always generated by the Father in the unity of the Holy Spirit. Recall that Jesus told the Apostles, 

“without me you can do nothing” (Jn 15:5). The teaching of the Apostles would be fruitless without the 

Spirit. They would just be men recounting facts of the past. The world needs the living presence of 

Christ, words are not enough. When the Spirit comes upon the Apostles at Pentecost, Jesus is with them 

and within them even more than he was before. All of the words and deeds of the Apostles will flow 

from the presence of Christ, who generates them with the love of the Father.  

As Jesus’ public ministry begins only after the Spirit descended and the Father affirms his love, so the 

ministry of the Church begins only after the descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, making Jesus 

incarnate in the Church.  

The Ministry of Jesus, the Ministry of Peter   

On the day of Pentecost itself, Peter, who had betrayed Jesus out of fear, stood up with the rest of the 

Eleven and preached to the people with the same authority as Jesus. His fearless authority comes 

through the Spirit who has filled him, and who also encourages him through the other Apostles, who are 

with him. About 3,000 people were so moved by Peter’s preaching and by the Apostles that they 

became disciples, not unlike the thousands who followed Jesus, for whom he multiplied loaves.  



Not long after Pentecost, Peter healed a man who had been crippled from birth.  

Read Acts 3:3-10 

Is this Peter? Yes, it is Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit; it is Peter, who has become another Christ.  

Later, Luke tells is the following thing:  

Read Acts 5:15 

They are bringing the sick to the fisherman from Galilee; they are seeking healing from the shadow of a 

sinner. Later on, Peter will raise a woman named Tabitha from death.  Peter has become the presence of 

Christ. And it is not only Peter; Luke tells that all of the Apostles did signs and wonders among the 

people.  

Jesus’ public ministry continues through the Apostles, because Jesus himself is ministering through the 

Apostles.  

The Arrest of Jesus, the Arrest of Peter and John  

Very early in Jesus’ ministry, the religious authorities opposed him. After the first healing that Peter 

performs in the name of Jesus, the authorities come to confront him and arrest him along with John, 

who was with him.  

The next day Peter and John were brought before the high priest and the Sanhedrin. This is the same 

Sanhedrin that had Jesus arrested and interrogated. The fear of being brought before the assembly may 

have been the reason that Peter had denied Jesus.  

Now, that same Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, answers the Sanhedrin’s interrogation directly and 

strongly.  

Read Acts 4:9-12 

The Sanhedrin through they had solved the problem of Jesus. But before they condemned him they 

must have been surprised by the authority of the Galilean carpenter who would not be bullied by their 

power. They had never seen anything like it. Until this day, when two Galilean fishermen were just as 

unshakable before their show of power. The religious authority of Peter and John, and they cannot help 

but notice.  

Read Acts 4:13 

They thought they had taken care of Jesus, and now there were two more of him standing before them. 

And note the way in which they recognize Peter and John the be Jesus’ companions. It was not because 

they remembered their faces as men who had followed Jesus. Not that they had recognized their 

accents, as happened to Peter on the night of Jesus’ trial. They recognize them as companions of Jesus 

because if their boldness.  

Recall that even those who were not followers of Jesus, like Pilate and the rich young man, could 

recognize his exceptionality. The Sanhedrin, who handed Jesus over to Pilate, could not deny his 



exceptionality. And that same exceptionality was before him again, living in Peter and John. The 

Sanhedrin recognized them not by their physical looks, but by their impossibly authoritative demeanor.  

The Death of Jesus, the Death of Stephen  

Stephen was one of the deacons that were chosen and brought before the Apostles to have their hands 

laid on them. He was a “man filled with faith and the Holy Spirit” (Acts 6:5). Stephen, like the Apostles, 

was working great signs among the people, and, like Peter and John, he quickly ran into opposition. His 

opponents “could not withstand the wisdom and the spirit with which he spoke” (Acts 6:10), and so they 

brought false accusations against him and brought him before the Sanhedrin, just as had been done to 

Jesus.  

He, too, spoke without fear before the Sanhedrin. Those who heard him were so incensed by his 

boldness that they threw him out of the city and began to stone him. Recall that Jesus was crucified 

outside of the city (Jn 19:20; Heb 13:13). Stephen suffers his martyrdom in a way remarkably similar to 

the way Jesus suffered his crucifixion.  

See the ways in which Jesus and Stephen’s suffering and death was similar:  

Read Luke 23:34 (Jesus) 

Read Acts 7:60 (Stephen) 

Read Luke 23:46 (Jesus) 

Read Acts 7:59 (Stephen) 

Recall the Roman soldier who was so amazed when he saw the way Jesus died, and declared, “Truly this 

man was the Son of God” (Mk 15:39). Stephen died praying to the Lord and begging forgiveness for his 

persecutors, just as Jesus did. He was filled with the Holy Spirit as they led him away to his death, an 

ordinary man dying in an extraordinary way, because his Lord was living in him even as he was dying.  

The Risen Jesus on the Road, Philip on the Road  

Stephen’s martyrdom was the beginning of a persecution of the Church in Jerusalem that caused many 

disciples to scatter throughout Judea and Samaria, including Philip, one of the deacons originally chosen 

with Stephen. Sometime after he preached in the city of Samaria, “the angel of the Lord spoke to Philip, 

“Get up and head south on the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza” (Acts 8:26). An Ethiopian 

who had gone to Jerusalem to worship was returning home on that road.  

Read Acts 8:29-33 

The Ethiopian is reading from Isaiah 53, which refers to a man who will suffer and dies for the people. 

He cannot understand what the Scripture means, and recognizes that the written words are not enough; 

he needs a person to instruct him. In explaining the passage to him, Philip proclaims Jesus. His 

proclamation is so convincing that when they pass by a body of water the Ethiopian has the chariot 

stopped and asks Philip to baptize him.  



After Philip baptized the Ethiopian, “the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away, and the Ethiopian saw 

him no more, but continued on his way rejoicing” (Acts 8:39).  

Does this seem familiar? It is like a scene-by-scene reenactment of the Risen Jesus walking on the road 

away from Jerusalem with the disciples who were on their way to Emmaus. Jesus recounted to those 

disciples the Scriptures that referred to the suffering Messiah. Those scriptures almost surely included 

Isaiah 53, which Philip explained in the chariot. In both cases, after Scripture is cited and explained a 

sacrament is celebrated. On the way to Emmaus it was the Eucharist. On the road toward Gaza it is 

baptism. After the sacrament was confected, Jesus, and later Philip, acting in the person of Jesus, 

disappeared from sight.  

Both scenes resemble a liturgy, and in each encounter the disappearance foes not cause 

disappointment, because the presence of Christ remains. The Ethiopian goes on his way rejoicing, 

because just as Christ was so obviously present through Philip, he now remains present with the 

Ethiopian through his baptism. The inspired words that the Ethiopian was reading were fulfilled in the 

Word made flesh: first in the Incarnation of Christ, and then sacramentally in Philip, and then in the 

Ethiopian himself. 

The Church so truly continues the presence of Christ that the earthly life of Jesus is relived in the 

Church’s earliest members. The baptism of the Lord re-occurs when the Apostles are baptized with the 

Holy Spirit. The public ministry of Jesus lives on in the ministry of Peter and the Apostles. The arrest of 

Jesus is seen again in the arrest of Peter and John. The exceptional way that Stephen dies is a clear echo 

of the way that Jesus died. Philip on the road is a step-by-step continuation of the road that Jesus took 

with two disciples in need of his presence.  

Through the Church Jesus is really and tangibly with us. We all have reason, like the Ethiopian, to 

continue on our way rejoicing. For he accompanies us along our way.  

The Mission to Jews, Samaritans, and Gentiles  

Read Matthew 10:5-6 

Read Acts 1:8 

The Church even follows the same missionary path as Jesus. As Jesus went first to Jews, and then to 

Samaritans and Gentiles, the Acts of the Apostles shows that the early disciples do the same.  

At Pentecost the Apostles are preaching to Jews who had come to Jerusalem to worship. When the 

deacon Philip leaves Jerusalem after Stephen’s martyrdom, he goes to the city of Samaria and proclaims 

Jesus, while performing signs and curing the sick. When the Apostles heard that the Samaritans had 

received Philip and thus accepted Jesus, they sent Peter and John to them to pray with them and lay 

hands on them, that they might receive the Holy Spirit.  

 

 

 



 


