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2When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 2And 
suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled 
the entire house where they were sitting. 3Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among 
them, and a tongue rested on each of them. 4All 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. 6And 
at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them 
speaking in the native language of each. 7Amazed and astonished, they asked, ‘Are not 
all these who are speaking Galileans? 8And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own 
native language? 9Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and 
Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 10Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya 
belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, 11Cretans and 
Arabs—in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.’ 12All 
were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, ‘What does this mean?’ 13But others 
sneered and said, ‘They are filled with new wine.’  

14 But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them: ‘Men of 
Judea and all who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. 
15Indeed, these are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. 
16No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel: 
17 “In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, 
and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, 
and your old men shall dream dreams. 18 Even upon my slaves, both men and women, 
in those days I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall prophesy. 19 And I will show 
portents in the heaven above and signs on the earth below, blood, and fire, and smoky 
mist. 20 The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, before the coming 
of the Lord’s great and glorious day. 21 Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord 
shall be saved.” 

 

 
 

On the social spectrum that defines “coolness” in Junior High and High School, it was a 

toss up as to what pushed me further to the dork end: Boy Scouts or Orchestra. Yet, it was 
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orchestra that introduced me to one of the most memorable characters of my adolescence: 

my high school orchestra director, Dr. Wilson. 

Dr. Wilson was just what you would expect of an orchestra director. He was a mix 

between mad scientist and creative genius. He was incredibly smart; incredibly well read; 

incredibly gifted. His thinking, creativity, and ability were at a different level than the average 

person. As such, he wasn’t always the greatest teacher. He could easily talk over our heads. 

But, I always liked Dr. Wilson. He was always amazing me. 

I remember going to hear him play a Carillon concert one summer evening. We were 

sitting on the lawn underneath the bell tower with several others. At one point as we were 

listening to Dr. Wilson play, I recall his wife, a professional musician herself, suddenly 

looked up with a puzzled look on her face. Then she shook her head. “Roy is making this 

up.” 

After the concert was over, Dr. Wilson descended from the carillon tower and greeted 

some of the folks who had gathered to listen. As he made his way over to where we were 

standing, he was met with accolades from most of us. His wife, however, had a different 

comment. “You did an interesting thing with the Bach piece.” Dr. Wilson smiled sheepishly, 

knowing he had been caught. “I left the music at home, so I played what I could from 

memory and improvised the rest.” That was Dr. Wilson – amazing. 

But perhaps the most intriguing thing about Dr. Wilson was his grasp of language. He 

was fluent in 10 different languages. Among those languages were Italian, Latin, Russian, 

Portuguese, and German, and he was working on mastering an 11th language - American 

Sign Language - during my senior year. But, he was most fluent in English and Spanish. In 

fact, even though English was his native tongue, from their birth, he spoke to his kids only 

in Spanish, while his wife spoke to them in English. It wasn’t just about educating them in 

another language, he once told me. “There is a bond that comes with language.” 

Today is Pentecost – a day on the church calendar that marks the descent of the Holy 

Spirit upon the disciples. And, I suspect that language is one of the things that stands out to 

us on Pentecost. After all, if I were to ask you to describe Pentecost, chances are you would 
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mention a mighty rushing wind, tongues of fire, and the fact that everyone there that day 

started speaking in a new language. You probably feel like you know this story pretty well. 

The truth is, the familiarity of Pentecost, like Christmas and Easter, creates a problem. 

Frank Crouch points out that “Familiarity leads toward the domestication of scripture’s most 

unruly, norm-busting stories. Incarnation, resurrection, and the outpouring of God’s Holy 

Spirit upon all flesh find themselves toned down into quiet images of a baby in a manger, a 

bunny with a basket, and a burning breeze that swept through some distant place in a distant 

age, leaving perhaps only a trace of its passage among our own people in our own time.”i 

And most of us are content to make Pentecost an annual observance, quickly forgotten, 

instead of realizing what Pentecost asks of us every day. 

The observance of Pentecost began as a feast day known as the Feast of Weeks or First 

Fruits. This agricultural festival was celebrated seven weeks after the beginning of the grain 

harvest. In later Judaism, it was celebrated fifty days after Passover. That’s where it got the 

name Pentecost, which in Hebrew means “fiftieth.” However, as the years passed, the 

agricultural associations faded away and it became a festival celebrating a key moment in 

Israel’s history. As Passover was the celebration of the exodus from Egypt, Pentecost 

became the celebration of the giving of the Law at Mount Sinai.ii It became one of the three 

pilgrimage feasts when the entire household of Israel gathered in Jerusalem to celebrate 

God’s goodness towards the nation. But on this Pentecost, just 10 days after Jesus had 

ascended into heaven, the observance of Pentecost took on a whole new meaning. 

Biblical scholar Robert Wall suggests that no episode in the book of Acts receives more 

attention than our scripture lesson.iii The dispirited disciples were in Jerusalem waiting as 

Jesus had instructed. Then, in four evocative verses featuring a sound like the rush of violent 

wind and the appearance of divided tongues, as of fire, the Holy Spirit rested upon them. 

They will filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability 

(2:4). 

What’s interesting is that Luke, the gospel writer and author of Acts, then moves on. The 

account of this major event in the church’s history is quite slim. Perhaps this was intentional. 
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Perhaps Luke wanted to move the reader more quickly to the story of Spirit’s powerful 

effect on the church’s mission. But those who heard the sound gathered around those 

disciples that now numbered 120. This gathered crowd wasn’t quite so ready to move on. 

Those who observed this Pentecost visitation are described as “bewildered” (v. 6), 

“amazed and astonished” (v. 7), and “amazed and perplexed” (v. 12). The Greek terms 

describing their reactions could be appropriately rendered as confused, in an uproar, beside 

themselves, undone, blown away, thoroughly disoriented, completely uncomprehending.iv 

For them, what had happened was a little like watching a Tik-Tok video. You couldn’t 

just say, “That was weird” and move on…especially since what astonished and confused the 

crowd was not the fact that they couldn’t understand what these Galileans were saying, but 

because they could.v They were speaking in the native language of each of the devout Jews 

who had gathered from the corners of the known world for the Pentecost festival. And so to 

understand Pentecost, we have to start where the others started – with the question of the 

day: What does this mean? 

Most of us are familiar with a little clause in our insurance policies that allows for an 

exclusion due to an “act of God.” An act of God is an event outside of human control or 

activity, like a hurricane, tornado, earthquake, tsunami, or volcanic eruption. Yet, no one 

believes that these events come directly from God anymore. We know that a hurricane 

occurs when a low-pressure system hits warm water and starts spinning around. We know 

that a tornado is the product of warm air hitting cold air.  And so on… We can generally 

explain the natural causes of all these “acts of God” so that they don’t seem so mysterious or 

miraculous anymore. We now have a completely rational and natural explanation. 

This shift in thinking has also affected our practice of faith. For our Catholic brothers 

and sisters, the whole point of the service is the mass, the miracle by which the material 

elements become Jesus’ own body and blood. It is a great mystery, not to be explained, but 

to be experienced. However, our movement, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), has 

been described as reasonable, empirical, and pragmatic.vi As Disciples, we want to explain all 

things spiritual in terms that everyone can understand and grasp. This isn’t unique to us. It’s 
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a trait that comes from our Reformed roots. In the Reformed churches, the sermon has 

become central to worship, because the point of worship is to explain all things related to 

faith.vii 

That’s what makes us kindred spirits with the cynics in the crowd that Pentecost day. We 

want to have a clear explanation for what this act of God means. And so, upon seeing the 

exuberance and lack of inhibition in the disciples, the first attempt at rationalizing what this 

means was the conclusion that they had been drinking. 

But Peter had a different conclusion: 
 

These people are not drunk, as some of you are assuming. Nine o’clock in the morning is much too 
early for that. No, what you see was predicted long ago by the prophet Joel: 

 
In the last days, God says, 

I will pour out my Spirit upon all people. 
Your sons and daughters will prophesy. 

Your young men will see visions, 
And your old men will dream dreams. (2:15-17) 

 
What Peter did on the Day of Pentecost was preach a sermon from the book of the 

prophet Joel. Joel was the Old Testament prophet of the Day of the Lord. In the Hebrew 

mindset, the Day of the Lord referred to that moment in time when God was going to act 

decisively on behalf of God’s people through God’s special representative, the Messiah. 

That’s what Peter suggested had just happened. 

In first-century Judaism, many Jews believed that the Spirit of God had been active in 

previous generations, but was no longer present and would return only at the end of time. 

Therefore, Peter’s claim that the Holy Spirit was again present was just as blasphemous to 

some as the claim that Jesus was the Messiah. But what Peter was signaling were not the last 

days of history, but a kind of transition…a transition to a new age – the time of the church’s 

mission to all nations.viii The coming of the Holy Spirit marked a kind of fulfillment – a 

transition. 
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Language is often the measure of fulfillment. Couples in love transition into a new way of 

being when they say the words, “I do.” Offices transition into new ways of working when 

the boss says, “I’m retiring.” And this week, when six of our high school seniors hear the 

words, “I present the graduating class of 2020,” they will transition into college students. 

Language marks transitions and makes things happen for all of us.ix That’s what happened 

on Pentecost. The variety of languages spoken and the word proclaimed by Peter marked the 

fact that times had changed. A new era had begun. What this meant – what we witness in 

Acts 2 is not merely the birthday of the church, but the renewal, as Joel announces it, of the 

realm and rule of God in the whole world.x 

Peter’s interpretation of Joel was the first Christian sermon of the New Testament. It was 

also the first proof of what all of the New Testament writers affirm – that a spirit-

empowered witness to the risen Jesus is the means by which God’s purposes are realized.xi 

But that doesn’t mean that God’s purposes for humanity have been fully realized. In fact, as 

Stan Mast suggests, the church today: 

…looks like a mirror image of the early church.  Instead of spilling out into the world speaking the 
Gospel in many languages so that people from all over the world are gathered into one body, various 
segments are speaking to each other in closed little groups, each with its own secret, coded, special 
interest, politically charged language.xii 

 
And it’s a lot more than language divides us. It’s hard to think of God’s purposes being 

realized today when civil unrest defines the nighttime hours in our major cities. It’s hard to 

talk about the reality of Pentecost when the death of George Floyd sparks such division 

among people who, just a few weeks ago, were united together in quarantine. It’s hard to 

think that times have changed when now, like throughout much of human history, our 

inability to communicate with each other has divided us. 

Yet, Pentecost is just what we need. We need the Historical Pentecost that we read about 

this morning – the one that says that the Holy Spirit has been given to us; to all people. But 

with that, we also need Personal Pentecost – the one that, through the Holy Spirit, takes 



7 

what Jesus did for us long ago and applies it personally and powerfully to each of our hearts 

here and now; the one that makes the Holy Spirit active in every one of us.xiii 

In recent years, David Lose has become one of my favorite biblical interpreters. A former 

preaching professor, Lose wrote a note to ministers about our scripture this morning. In it, 

he suggested that we’ve “misnamed the Holy Spirit.” He pointed out that the word Jesus 

uses for the Spirit in John’s gospel is the word Paraclete, a word sometimes translated as 

“Advocate” or “Comforter.” It’s that second word that Lose takes issue with. And it’s not 

because the Holy Spirit doesn’t ease our distress, encourage us, and come to us in times of 

trouble reminding us of Jesus’ presence and promises. Lose is quick to say that’s what the 

Spirit does. 

But, his concern is that we sometimes think that the word Comforter means the Holy 

Spirit’s job is to make us feel better. And if we look at the Pentecost text, the Holy Spirit 

isn’t comforting anyone or anything but instead shaking things up. The Holy Spirit came to 

“prompt the disciples to make the same disturbing, disrupting, and world changing 

testimony, that calls into question the values of the world” – the testimony that got Jesus 

into trouble. The Holy Spirit is as much agitator as advocate, as much provocateur as 

comforter. xiv 

In the face of division and boundaries along social, political, and racial lines, we need the 

Holy Spirit to push us into action, not make us comfortable with what we see around us. 

That’s what happened on the first Pentecost. Each was speaking their own language. What 

scripture tells us is the multitude of diverse language was preserved. But the Holy Spirit 

transcended those differences. The Spirit translated the Gospel instantly into myriad 

languages. And, as a result, they understood one another. No other force could unite a group 

this diverse as the Holy Spirit did that day of Pentecost.xv No other force could push such a 

diverse group forward in the same direction; toward the same goal; in service to the same 

mission. 

That force is still at work in the world today. That force is still in every Christian, dwelling 

in our hearts. And on this Pentecost Sunday, we rejoice that there is a “bond that comes 
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with language” apparent as the Spirit speaks to us – whispering, prompting, pushing, 

agitating. A bond with the Spirit and a bond with each other. Nothing else can accomplish 

this like this act of God - the Spirit. Not the will and power of empires, not the will and 

power of rulers, not the will and power of laws and regulations. Nothing but the mysterious 

Spirit of Christ, poured out like life-giving rain on the drought-ridden earth, can unify the 

separated families of humanity. 

That’s why we need Pentecost. A historical Pentecost…and a personal Pentecost. A 

Pentecost in our hearts.  Come, Holy Spirit, Come. 
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