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Reading: Acts 2:1 – 21 

Praising God in all languages   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

“You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come on you, and you will be my witnesses in 

Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth”.  And the first manifestation of 

the Spirit in the disciples is languages so that their praise of God is understood by people from 

Persia to Rome and from Egypt to Macedonia.  The ministry of Jesus to bring people back to God 

explosively continues in bringing people from all around the then known world back to God.  The 

confusion of languages of the Tower of Babel becomes the amazement of understanding.  The 

burning bush that proclaimed the name of God is now burning hearts proclaiming the grace and 

power of God.  The celebration of God making the covenant on Mt Sinai is now the celebration of 

the new covenant flowing out into the world. 

 

Successive invasions and persecutions of the people of Israel and Judea by the Assyrians, the 

Babylonians, the Egyptians, the Greeks and the Romans meant that there were Jewish communities 

throughout the Eastern Roman empire.  In our modern geography that would be Iran through to 

Egypt and Libya, including Jordan and northern Saudi Arabia to the south and to Turkey and 

Macedonia in the north, including Crete as well.  And Luke rather casually includes Rome in his list.  

Communities of people who held to their faith and their culture even though they assimilated into 

their diaspora nations enough to take on the local languages.  Jewish communities that had 

members who were wealthy enough or zealous enough to come to Jerusalem, either to partake in 

the festivals of Passover and Pentecost, or to ‘come home’ as many modern Jews have done since 

the founding of the state of Israel.  Jerusalem in Jesus time would have had this split personality of 

being both multicultural and monocultural.  What a wonderful point in time for God to do 

something new and get the message out to the ends of the earth!   

And not just through the acts of the apostles as Luke tells the story.  That little mention of Rome is 

intriguing, because no one knows how the gospel got to Rome.  The church existed in Rome long 

before Paul or Peter got there.  There is no tradition of any other named apostle going to Rome; the 

only explanation we have is here in the account of the Spirit coming during that celebration of 
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Pentecost.  People from the Jewish community in Rome, attending the celebrations of Passover and 

Pentecost, witnessed the Spirit coming down and heard Peter preach and were captured by the 

grace of God and carried the gospel back to their community.  They heard the gospel in their own 

language, and it took them over! 

 

Pentecost is a great celebration, with songs and images of wind and fire, and talk of the Spirit as the 

source of inspiration and ability.  Many will be talking today about gifts of the Spirit, particularly 

gifts that carry on Christ’s mission.  However, it’s too easy to jump across from Pentecost to Paul’s 

teaching about gifts of the Spirit and the body of Christ and miss Peter’s sermon.  The heart of the 

Pentecost message is reconciliation; the great gift of the Spirit is to reunite people with God and 

with each other.  Language is the dominant image of the Pentecost story, and the idea of spreading 

the message of God’s great love in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.  However, that isn’t the 

main message; the barrier of language is broken down by the Spirit to allow the message to be 

heard – the image of reconciliation.  Look closely at the rest of Peter’s sermon, the bit we didn’t 

read today, but you are welcome to read yourself.  He accuses those he is addressing of being the 

cause of Jesus death – “you used lawless people to nail him to a cross and kill him” – but that 

accusation doesn’t carry through to punishment and rejection.  The prime message on that day was 

– know with certainty that Jesus is Lord and Messiah.  Not condemnation, but a wonderful message 

of reconciliation and reunion.  The image of language could imply that God was rejecting the Jews 

and taking the gospel to the world, but the message was one of uniting all those differences of 

culture and nation into one message of love and welcome and reunion.  The Tower of Babel really 

undone.  Not just unified in understanding but unified in task; this time not trying to challenge God 

but joining with God’s mission to the world. 

 

They say that the best missionaries are the ones who take the time to learn the language and the 

culture of the people they are sharing with before they preach the gospel.  Find the words and the 

images and the cultural connections so that the gospel will be understood.  Then the gospel is set 

free to be about reconciliation and not dominance or cultural imperialism.  And how much that 

applies to us here and now.  To reapply a quote from George Bernard Shaw, in this society the 

church and the world are two peoples separated by a common language.  The words we use in 

church are foreign in the world.  The images and metaphors and parables, mostly based in an 

agricultural society, have no connection with a culture based in technology and consumption.  The 

appeal to stories of the past does not resonate with a culture of ‘now’.  But the Pentecost story says 

to us, don’t despair, all is not lost, in the Spirit we have the resources to breach the barriers of 

language and make the gospel known.  Through the inspiration of the Spirit, we can find the words 

and the images and the parables and the stories to allow people to say, “in our own language, we 

hear them speaking about God’s power.”   

Instead of talking about salvation and forgiveness, let’s talk about inclusion and acceptance.  

Instead of the parable of the vine and the branches, how about the parable of the hard disk and the 

files.  Instead of ‘the Lord is my shepherd’ we might have to write ‘God is my tour guide’.  Not as 

permanent changes to scripture and theology, but as ways to make connection and bring about 

reconciliation.  A lot of us complain about little changes to language in the hymns, but consider that 
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those changes are not for us, they are changes to enable the hymn to speak to a new generation, so 

that we can be united in singing across generations. 

 

All that we know about Passover gets taken up and transformed and rewritten in the Easter story; 

Jesus becomes the way that death passes over us.  In the same way all that we know about 

Pentecost gets taken up and transformed and rewritten through the distribution of the Spirit to all 

believers; the seal of the covenant between us and God is now in our hearts.  We are reunited with 

God, reconciled through faith to God and to each other, and joined in mission to bring the gospel of 

God’s love in Jesus Christ to all the world.  The vast changes in our culture and our society over the 

past century mean that ‘all the world’ begins right outside our doors.  We have people from all the 

cultures of the world in our community and we have people from our own culture who know 

nothing about our faith; here is our Pentecost mission field, our people of many languages who 

need to hear the Gospel.  May the Spirit fill us with the inspiration, the drive, and the fire to make 

God’s message of reconciliation come alive so that it is known and understood. 
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