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Today, our Scripture reading comes from Acts 2:1-21. When we celebrate Christmas and Easter, we have 

different perspectives we can draw on, different gospels, different stories. We hear passages that may be similar, 

but they each have their unique qualities. That's not true for Pentecost. We hear this same passage each year. To 

allow us to experience it in a fresh way, I will be reading it from The VOICE translation. Hear the Word of the 

Lord! 

  

2:1 When the holy day of Pentecost came 50 days after Passover, they [the disciples] were gathered 

together in one place. 

  

2 Picture yourself among the disciples: 

  

A sound roars from the sky without warning, the roar of a violent wind, and the whole house where you 

are gathered reverberates with the sound. 3 Then a flame appears [like tongues of fire], dividing into 

smaller flames and spreading from one person to the next. 4 All the people present are filled with the 

Holy Spirit and begin speaking in languages [other tongues] they’ve never spoken, as the Spirit 

empowers them. 

  

5 Because of the holy festival, there are devout Jews staying as pilgrims in Jerusalem from every nation 

under the sun. 6 They hear the sound, and a crowd gathers. They are amazed because each of them can 

hear the group speaking in their native languages. 7 They are shocked and amazed by this. 

  

Pilgrims: Just a minute. Aren’t all of these people Galileans? 8 How in the world do we all hear our 

native languages being spoken? 9 Look—there are Parthians here, and Medes, Elamites, Mesopotamians, 

and Judeans, residents of Cappadocia, Pontus, and Asia, 10 Phrygians and Pamphylians, Egyptians and 

Libyans from Cyrene, Romans including both Jews by birth and converts, 11 Cretans, and Arabs. We’re 

each, in our own languages [tongues], hearing these people talk about God’s powerful deeds. 

  

12 Their amazement becomes confusion as they wonder, 

  

Pilgrims: What does this mean? 

  

Skeptics: 13 It doesn’t mean anything. They’re all drunk on some fresh wine! 

  

14 As the twelve stood together, Peter shouted to the crowd, 

  

Peter: Men of Judea and all who are staying here in Jerusalem, listen. I want you to understand: 15 these 

people aren’t drunk, as you may think. Look, it’s only nine o’clock in the morning! 16 No, this isn’t 

drunkenness; this is the fulfillment of the prophecy of Joel. 17 Hear what God says! 

  

    In the last days, 

    I will offer My Spirit to humanity as a libation. 

    Your children will boldly speak the word of the Lord. 
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    Young warriors will see visions, 

        and your elders will dream dreams. 

18     Yes, in those days I shall offer My Spirit to all servants, 

        both male and female, and they will boldly speak My word. 

19     And in the heaven above and on the earth below, 

    I shall give signs of impending judgment: blood, fire, and clouds of smoke. 

20     The sun will become a void of darkness, 

        and the moon will become blood. 

    Then the great and dreadful day of the Lord will arrive, 

21     And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord 

        will be liberated into God’s freedom and peace. 

  

The word of life. 

Thanks be to God! 

  

The other day, I was listening to a story of a woman who traveled to Russia for work. It was nerve-wracking 

because she doesn't speak Russian at all. There were interpreters, but mostly she felt that she was in a sea of 

gibberish, surrounded by sounds that she could not connect. Then, one day on a subway platform, she heard 

English coming from the other end of the platform. Not only that. It was American accented English. After a 

week of the stress of being in this unfamiliar environment where she felt lost most of the time, she was able to 

take a deep breath and almost feel like she had come home.  

  

By Jesus' time, the Jewish lands and people had been conquered several times, and many of the Jewish people 

had emigrated and been scattered all around the Mediterranean and as far east as at least Afghanistan.  The 

Jewish people who lived in these different places would have the languages of those places as their native 

tongue. But, they were called to Jerusalem for several festivals each year. When they got there, they might 

speak Aramaic, but they certainly would know Greek as at least their second language. Greek served common 

language much in the way that English does today.  

  

So, on the day of Pentecost, fifty days after Passover, you would have these people from all over. Many of them 

are having to constantly use their Greek, which was fine, but then they're hearing in their native language, their 

mother tongue. What an extraordinary thing that must have been, and so it was.  

  

I'm using the word tongue here deliberately because that's the word that's in the text. We have these idiomatic 

expressions, these metaphors, that are the same in Greek as they are for us. Tongues of flame, tongues of fire, to 

give a visual of what happened when the Holy Spirit came upon the disciples. Speaking in other tongues, other 

languages.  

  

One of the things that we associate with the Holy Spirit are spiritual gifts (abilities) that are for God's purposes. 

The very first gift that we hear about is not for the direct benefit of the disciples or the gathered community. It 

was specifically for people who didn't know anything about Jesus or what happened to him. And God did it so 

these new people could literally hear all about it … And, they didn't have to make some kind of translation in 

their head. They heard it in the language that they thought in. When experts talk about absolute fluency in 

another language, they mean the ability to think in that language.  
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That is what is so wonderful about the different Bible translations that we have. They allow us to listen and 

understand this information about God, about Jesus, in a way that would be impossible otherwise. It's also one 

of the biggest reasons why scholars keep coming out with new translations. English is a living language. Over 

time it changes, meanings of words change. Particular words are used more or less often. We add new words, 

phrases. That's one of the reasons that I used The VOICE translation today. There are lots of people who feel 

very attached to the King James version, for example. It is much beloved. There is a familiarity with it, and it 

has a long tradition. It is a good translation, but because of the changes in the English language since King 

James in the 1500s, for many people today, it might as well be in Greek. For others, and sometimes this 

includes me, we have to do a translation in our heads from the King James to contemporary English. Several 

years ago, I came across a translation that went so far with incorporating slang and things that I had trouble for 

other reasons. It's called The Word on the Street. While I didn't connect with it myself, I love the idea of it. 

  

The thing is that when we hear the words of Scripture in our native tongue or dialect, we become part of that 

crowd that Peter is speaking to. Our different Bible translations allow us to listen and understand this 

proclamation in a way that would be impossible otherwise. Peter and the disciples were given new tongues with 

which to speak to share, to proclaim, the Good News, in the way that the crowd around them could understand. 

Then, we hear the promise from verse 21 that "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be 

liberated into God’s freedom and peace." (Acts 2:21 The VOICE) Or as the NIV puts is, "Everyone who calls 

on the name of the Lord will be saved." 

  

That is a promise that we receive, but it's also a promise that we get to proclaim and share. It's reassuring to us, 

but it is a gift to those outside the Jesus movement. How can we connect this to others in their languages? The 

ways that worked in the past may need to be renewed and refreshed for new people in a new age. The actual 

message that we share, the meaning, doesn't change, but the way that we share it has to, just like our Bible 

translations. 

  

This past year I have been learning the language of technology, I'm still a relative novice, but until God forced 

me, I never thought that we could have worship online be it Facebook, YouTube, or some other method. One 

thing that I have learned over and over is that as soon as I think I know something, it changes. But, that has 

meant that I could continue to connect with so many of you who are physically here when we had to remain 

apart. I can continue to connect and share God's good news of God's love and how Jesus saves us. While I don't 

know the latest slang, it's only though learning the language of technology that I can continue to connect with 

you in this way. It is amazing. 

  

But there's all kinds of languages that resemble English in some way, but may not be the English we're using 

right now. One of the modes, I'm thinking of now is text-speak, the abbreviations and acronyms people use in 

text messaging and online, especially Twitter, when they're limited in the length of message or using a tiny 

keyboard. The funny part of that is that so much of it resembles old radio code. LOL I communicate with people 

all over the world in the language of emoticons. Little cartoon-like pictures, whether they are of a smiley face 

with a particular emotion, hearts, animals. Apparently, some of the fruits and vegetables have become their own 

code for other things, but I'm not going there at the moment. As my old Social Studies teacher, Mr. Khourey 

used to say, "If you don't know, I'm not going to tell you." But, if you really want to know, contact me later. But 

what about the language of music. I know many of you connect strongly with that language. 
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On the day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit gave the followers of Jesus a great gift to be able to communicate 

through other known languages. Some people have the gift of languages today, of being able to speak in other 

tongues that people can understand. Not all of us have that gift, but it is a skill that we can cultivate. It can even 

be something that we pray for. This can allow us to connect with our friends and neighbors in a way that we 

wouldn't be able to otherwise.  

  

What language would you speak to those around you if you were gifted by the Holy Spirit in this way? How 

might people outside our rather insulated community hear their mother tongue and be welcomed home? Think 

of the disciples hidden away in their Upper Room waiting as Jesus instructed, inward focused, until the mighty 

wind blew, the fresh breeze. This in breaking that changed their world forever.  

  

In the coming of the Holy Spirit, God actually gives us a different tongue. It's a tongue that's for God's use and 

God's glory, for spreading the news of God's love in so many ways. It feels weird at first. We resist. We don't 

understand. As God transforms us, in this process, it feels more and more natural. Often the world won't 

understand us. It'll be like the people who thought the disciples were drunk. But, then there will be the ones who 

are ready to hear. They'll hear in their language and realize the amazing love that God has for them. 

  

We, as a part of that group created at Pentecost, have deep within us the desire to make our home in God's life 

and to invite others, in a way that they can understand, to make their home in God's life too. 

  

Glory to God! 

Amen! 

 

 


