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Introduction 
 Back in my university days, I took two years of German classes.  Then, after my third year, I spent a 

month at a German language institute in Germany.  One of my classmates there was a beautiful Brazilian woman 

named Paula who was married to a member of the Canadian Forces.   

 One of the field trips our language institute took was to an amusement park, and at the end of the day Paula 

had a great story to share with us.  She was in line alone waiting to go on a roller coaster.  Behind her were three 

young men from Portugal.  They started speaking to one another in Portuguese about who would sit with whom 

on the roller coaster.  Since there were three of them and only 2 people could sit together in the roller coaster cars, 

they started to tease one of the guys about maybe the pretty girl in front of them, Paula, would ride with him if he 

asked nicely!   

 Remember, we were in Germany.  These three guys were speaking Portuguese.  They were confident 

that none of the Germans around them could understand them.  What they didn’t realize, though, is that the pretty 

girl in front of them was from Brazil, where they also speak Portuguese!  After listening to them for a few 

moments, Paula turned around and said in Portuguese, “I’m sorry, I’m married,” and held up her hand with her 

wedding ring.  Imagine their shock!  Imagine the looks on their faces when they heard the woman they were 

talking about speak their own language!  Of all the thousands of people in the park that day, they managed to be 

talking about the one other person who spoke Portuguese!  They quickly shut up and left Paula alone after that. 

 Now that’s a funny story about being surprised to hear somebody speaking your own language in a place 

in which you’d never expect it.  In this case, Paula just told them that she was married so there was no need to 

bother flirting with her.  In our text, today, though, we are going to see something similar, only on a much larger 

scale and with a much more important message. 

Context 
 Before we dive into our text, I want to give a bit of context.  This passage is about the day of Pentecost.  

What was Pentecost to the Jews?  For Christians, it is the day that the Holy Spirit came in power on the disciples 

and is seen as the beginning of the Christian Church.  But what was it before Christ? 

 Pentecost marks 50 days after Passover, the most important Jewish holiday.  In the OT Pentecost is called 

the Feast of Weeks and it was initially a harvest festival, marking the offering of the first fruits of the harvest to 

God.  During the time between the events of the Old Testament and the New Testament, the Jews began to 

celebrate Pentecost as the anniversary of the giving of the Law to Moses on Mt Sinai as well. [John Stott, Message 

of Acts, p. 62] By the time of Jesus, the festival of Pentecost was associated with a renewal of the covenants 

made with Noah and with Moses. [I Howard Marshall, “Acts” in G K Beale and DA Carson, Commentary on 

the New Testament’s use of the Old Testament, p. 531] 

 This means that Pentecost was a very important holiday for Jews.  The Covenant was central to their 

identity as God’s people. As such, Jewish pilgrims from all over the known world came to Jerusalem each year to 

celebrate Pentecost.  [F F Bruce, Acts, p.59]  Many of these pilgrims spoke Greek. Some spoke Hebrew, but 

they were in the minority.  No matter where they came from, though, they brought with them the language of 

their home.  So Jerusalem was the location of the events we are reading about, but the setting is one of a huge 

festival with guests visiting from all over the Roman Empire. 

 Two other things I want to remind us all of in terms of context. These have to do with the Old Testament 

and would have been easy connections for Jews to make in Jesus’ time, but are not obvious to us non-Jews today. 

First, remember from our series on the Holy Spirit that the word for spirit is the same word for breath or wind.  

That’s important.  There are numerous passages in the Old Testament in which God’s presence comes as 

wind which we would now attribute to the Holy Spirit. [Ezek 37:9-14 for example] 

 Second, remember that God often appeared to his people in the form of fire. That is, he used fire to 
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mark his special presence.  Moses had his encounter with the burning bush in which God spoke to him out of the 

fire in the bush. Once Moses lead the Israelites out of Egypt, God lead them on their journey with a pillar of cloud 

by day and a pillar of fire by night.  God sent fire down when the Tabernacle was consecrated and sent fire again, 

centuries later, when the prophet Elija had his famous duel with the prophets of Baal and Ashera on Mt Carmel. 

 So remember as we read, that a Jew in Jesus’ day easily associated both wind and fire with the presence of 

God. Let’s read the text together. 

*** Read Text 

Observations 
 What do we see here?  What observations can we make from this passage?  Remember, we are using our 

COIN acronym tool each Sunday in order to model for each of us how to responsibly approach the Bible when we 

read it ourselves.  Certainly when you read it on your own you likely won’t have access to the library resources I 

have, so we don’t expect you to see all the things on your own that we would see together on a Sunday, but you 

can still ask yourself questions about Context, Observations, Interpretation and Now Apply It when you read the 

Bible on your own.  We’ve looked at context, so what observations can we make? 

 The passage begins by saying it was the day of Pentecost.  We spoke about the importance of Pentecost in 

our context section.  It says, “they were all together in one place.”  Who is they?  They refers to the apostles.  

At this point, it was 11 apostles because Judas, the betrayer, had hung himself. Verse 12, which we did not read, 

says Peter stood up with the Eleven, meaning the eleven remaining apostles. 

 In verses 1-4 we read about some spectacular events.  The Eleven were all together in a house and the 

sound of a rushing wind came and filled the whole house, not just the room they were in. In fact, the sound may 

have also filled the whole street because other people came to see what was happening, having heard the sound. 

(v. 6) 

 In addition to the sound like a wind, fire came too.  Tongues of fire came to rest on each of the apostles’ 

heads.  So the sound was accompanied by sight- a visual indication as well as audible. 

 Remember, in our context section we pointed out that both wind and fire were signs God had used in the 

OT to mark his special presence.  Here we have both a sound like wind and the presence of fire marking the 

special presence of God. 

 But what was the third sign of God’s presence?  Each of the disciples started to speak in another 

language!  Verse 4 says, “All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues [or 

languages] as the Spirit enabled them.”  The word often translated “tongues” is the normal word for 

languages.  It is the influence of the KJV in English that leads us to speak of the gift of “tongues” or the apostles 

speaking in “tongues.”  But it really means speaking in other languages.  The gift of speaking in tongues was the 

first spiritual gift demonstrated on the day of Pentecost. 

 What is the significance of this? Why is it that the first gift given was the gift of tongues, or the gift of 

other languages?  As the passage continues, the purpose becomes clear.  Remember, we talked about how 

important the festival of Pentecost was and how Jews from all over came to celebrate.  We read as we continue 

that there were Jews staying in Jerusalem “from every nation under heaven.”  Each person who came to 

investigate the sound they heard saw the disciples with flames over their heads and heard a disciple speaking in 

the visitor’s own native language! 

 How do we know this was a miraculous gift of the Spirit?  Because the visitors could tell the disciples 

were from the backwater region of Galilee.  Likely it was because of their accent.  Galilee was a rural area, not 

well educated at all.  John twice references this in his Gospel (John 1:46; 7:52).  The apostle Peter was likely 

given away by his accent when he followed Jesus to the high priest’s house when Jesus was arrested.  So it is not 

possible that the disciples naturally knew all of these languages.  Nor was this a group of men from all over 

different places who happened to be together. This was a group of men from the same region who were suddenly 

speaking all kinds of diverse languages. 

 The second key to knowing this was a gift of the Holy Spirit is to examine the message the Eleven were 

delivering. Look at the content of what they were saying.  Verse 11 tells us each one heard “them declaring the 

wonders of God in [their] own languages!”  The true test of the source of the gift is the content of the 

message. These men, the Eleven, were using their gifts to declare the wonders of God.   
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 Now, verses 9-11 are verses many of us skip over, or our eyes glaze over as we read them.  These verses 

list a host of different places from which the visitors to Jerusalem had come.  It lists all the places these Jews 

called home. Let’s take a look at these places. [map] I found a handy map that will help us make some sense of 

this “list of nations.” Luke moves roughly from East to West as he names these different regions. 

 In the East we see Parthians, Medes (remember the magi may have been Medes!), Elamites and residents 

of Mesopotamia.  Those regions are in the blue-grey colour on the map.  The importance of these places is that 

this is where many if not most of the exiles from the fall of Israel were taken in the 8
th

 c. BC by the Assyrians.  

Then in the 6
th

 century BC the exiles from Judah were taken into this region too. [Stott, p. 63]  That is, this is 

where most of the lost tribes of Israel went.  In one of the books written between the Old and New Testaments, 1 

Enoch, the Parthians and Medes are said to play a leading part in the last war of the gentiles against Israel.” [F F 

Bruce, p. 61]  So the Jews coming to Jerusalem from these regions were the descendants of the exiled Jews, some 

had moved there intentionally in the centuries after.  Initially these regions were hostile to the Jews. 

 Cappadocia, Pontus, Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia are in the northern region in green.  This is modern 

day Turkey.  There is lots of evidence that there were many Jews living in this region during the time of Christ.  

When Paul travelled through here on his missionary journeys, he frequently found synagogues in the cities where 

he stayed. 

 The next region Luke talks about is North Africa.  Egypt, and Libya near Cyrene are at the bottom of the 

map, below the water, along the northern coast of Africa.  There had been large Jewish settlements in Egypt since 

the 6
th

 C BC.  Remember, when Joseph and Mary fled from Herod after Jesus was born, they went to Egypt.  

There were more Jews in Alexandria, Egypt, than in Jerusalem itself! 

 The last three groups named are visitors from Rome, Jews from Cretans and Arabs.  Rome is the only 

European location named and we must remember that in Acts Rome is the climactic goal.  Luke’s narrative in 

Acts ends in Rome and much of the discussion is about how Paul got to Rome.  Paul’s letter to the Romans is the 

only letter he wrote to a church that he or one of his co-workers did not plant.  It is possible that the church in 

Rome was planted by men Luke identifies here as the visitors from Rome. [Bruce, p. 63]  Crete is an island in the 

Mediterranean and that is where Titus went to oversee the churches years later. 

 Arabia refers to a region closer to Jerusalem, the kingdom that was at its peak during these years.  Herod 

Antipas’ first wife was a daughter of the king of this kingdom, which shows its close ties to Palestine. [Bruce, p. 

64] 

 So you can see that this is not just a list of place names included in Acts to bore us.  No! Luke is being 

intentional to show the amazing breadth of diversity present on that day.  He is also showing the amazing 

breadth of the gift of tongues given by the Spirit because each person there, representing such diversity, heard the 

praises of God in his or her own native language!  People from near and far, from east to west, in a giant circle 

around the Mediterranean heard God being praised in his or her own language. 

 Now, it’s interesting that in those days the religious leaders in Jerusalem recognized the diversity of the 

pilgrims who came to the city to worship.  They allowed worshippers to say certain prayers in their own language 

instead of having to learn them in Hebrew.  This meant that it was common to hear God being praised in a variety 

of languages during the high feasts in Jerusalem.  The amazing thing, here, though is that a group of relatively 

uneducated men from the backwoods region of Galilee were the ones proclaiming God’s praise in all these 

languages!  The pilgrims were used to being the ones speaking the foreign language, they were used to hearing 

God’s praise in languages other than their own. They were not used to hearing God being praised in Jerusalem like 

they heard it back home.  Imagine their surprise!   

We talked earlier about the Portuguese boys being caught by the Brazilian woman speaking their native 

language.  This is something altogether different!  This is on a much grander scale and it wasn’t that they found 

other visitors who spoke their language. They found locals who spoke their language! 

Interpretation 
So what does this mean?  That’s the question the visitors to Jerusalem were asking that day.  It’s a good 

question for us to ask too.  What does this mean? 

First, this was clearly an act of God marking his presence. It may not be as obvious to us, but to the 

Jews present that day it was perfectly clear.  First was the sound of rushing wind.  Second was the appearance of 
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fire.  Both of these were important references to God’s activity in Israel in the OT.  Remember last week we 

talked about the magi and the fact that God adapts his revelation to fit the recipients.  Here his revelation is for 

people with a Jewish heritage and he used tools or signs that would be clear to them, even if they’re not clear to us. 

Third was the content of the message being proclaimed- the praise of God.  Speaking in tongues was not 

unique to the early church. There were other pagan religions in which people spoke in other languages, but usually 

it was not so that visitors present could understand them. Usually it sounded like babbling.  But here the speech 

had a particular purpose and content. It was recognized by the hearers, it wasn’t gobbly-gook, and the message 

was the glory of God.  Later in the NT this the key Paul uses to determine the proper use of speaking in other 

languages in a worship service- somebody has to be there who can translate the message and the message has to be 

glorifying to God and Christ Jesus. 

 Second, Pentecost brought the apostles the special equipment they needed for their new role as 

ambassadors of Christ. [Stott, p. 60]  Jesus sent them out to preach the gospel to the whole world.  Here we see 

them being equipped to do just that!  The message of the gospel cannot be stopped by a barrier as simple as 

language.  It is a difficult barrier for us to cross, but not the Spirit. 

 Third, Pentecost marks a special beginning of a new era of the Holy Spirit. [Stott, p. 61]  Remember, 

the Jews celebrated Pentecost as the anniversary of the giving of the Law to Moses on Mt. Sinai and a celebration 

of the covenant. In the OT, the Law was the way in which God related to his people and vice versa.  Now, with 

the death and resurrection of Christ, God can relate to his people in a new, more direct and more powerful way!  

That is what is being marked at Pentecost with the coming of the Spirit.  Now God, through the Spirit, transforms 

his people’s hearts, writing his law on the hearts instead of on tablets of stone.  The fire and wind demonstrated 

God’s presence. The speaking in tongues demonstrated the universal nature of the message the disciples were 

bringing. [Stott, p. 63] The gift of speaking in other languages “symbolized a new unity in the Spirit transcending 

racial, national and linguistic barriers.” [Stott, p. 68] 

 Fourth, and finally, I want to make another connection back to the OT.  If you grew up going to Sunday 

School, you probably heard about the tower of Babel.  In Genesis 11, the nations of the world got together to 

build a tower to heaven. Their goal was “to make a name for ourselves.” (Gen 11:4)  That is, they wanted to 

make a mark in history that would last, they wanted to be famous.  They wanted to reach God and show that 

under their own power and ingenuity they could rival God. 

 Well, God was having none of that!  So he sent his angels to confuse their language.  That is, he worked 

in the different people groups so that their languages were different and they couldn’t speak to one another or 

work together.  But the interesting thing is that God says, “If as one people speaking the same language they have 

begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them.”  God recognized the powerful barrier 

to unity that different languages presents. 

 Here in Acts, we see God reversing the curse of Babel. [Stott, p. 68; Bruce, p. 64] Here we see God 

himself overcoming the barrier of language.  Nothing is impossible for God, including breaking through the 

language barrier.  In Genesis, with the tower of Babel, the people were trying to ascend to heaven.  In Acts, 

Heaven descends to earth! [Stott, p. 68]  In Genesis, the people are trying to reach God in order to surpass God, 

so God sends the disunity of language.  Now, in Acts, with the coming of the Spirit, God bring unity in spite of 

diversity in language.  The people of Babel wanted to make a name for themselves. The apostles in Acts wanted 

to praise the name of God. 

 The coming of the Holy Spirit marks an end to the disunity of language and culture.  No longer is 

God’s blessing reserved for a few, for a narrow section of humanity. Now God’s blessing is for all nations, just as 

he promised Abraham two thousand years earlier. 

Now Apply It 
 So if that is what this passage means, why does it matter?  How do we apply this message?  Furthermore, 

I thought this was an Advent sermon. Isn’t that supposed to be about Christmas?!? 

 Yes, Advent celebrates the arrival of Christ.  But what does the arrival of Christ matter without the arrival 

of the Holy Spirit?  “Without the Holy Spirit, Christian discipleship would be inconceivable, even impossible.” 

[Stott, p. 60]  The birth of Christ marks the beginning of the end of the problem of sin.  The birth of Christ is the 

beginning of the solution to the problem of sin. The crucifixion and resurrection mark the end of death, the 
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consequences of sin.  But it is the Spirit that applies the work of Christ to us for our salvation.  Without 

Pentecost, Christmas really doesn’t make much of a difference. 
 Building on that, even in the Christmas story itself there is a universal appeal to salvation.  The magi were 

representatives of the “world” who came to worship Jesus.  His message has been international or cross-cultural 

since the beginning.   

 Why do we celebrate Christmas?  And I don’t mean what is the meaning of Christmas. I mean why do we 

celebrate Christmas?  None of us here are Jews.  We are, by definition, Gentiles.  That means we are part of 

“the world” compared to Israel at the time of Christ.  We are the outsiders in their eyes. So why do we celebrate 

Christmas?  We don’t celebrate Russia’s independence day. We’re not Russian. We don’t celebrate Passover.  

We’re not Jewish.  We don’t celebrate the birthday of the Norwegian king.  We’re not Norwegian.  So why do 

we celebrate Christmas? 

 We celebrate Christmas because the coming of Christ is a blessing to the whole world, as 

demonstrated by the coming of the Spirit.  It is the work of the Spirit to forge all of us, from different cultures, 

countries and languages, into one body of Christ.  In Christ there is no Greek or Jew, slave or free, male or 

female.  That is the effect of Christ’s salvation. That effect is applied to each of us by the Spirit. 

 As we celebrate Christmas, we need to remember that we are the outsiders who have been welcomed into 

God’s family.  As we celebrate Christmas, we need to remember that Jesus is the Jewish Messiah whose 

salvation is made available to all.  As we celebrate Christmas, we need to remember that we are the specially 

invited guests, and those who are here with us today from other cultures are also specially invited guests. 

 This is one way we can appreciate Christmas.  This is one way we can be truly thankful to Jesus for 

coming. His coming opened the door to salvation, included our salvation.  The coming of Jesus, Christmas, 

marks the fulfilment of God’s promise to Abraham to bless all the nations through him.  This is why we celebrate 

Christmas in English, Portuguese, Mandarin, Tagalog, French, Swahili and a whole host of other languages.  The 

coming of Christ is good news for the whole world, which includes us, something we frequently take for granted. 

 We are blessed as a church to have so many different nations represented.  The diversity we see around 

us here is a little taste of heaven.  As John describes it in Revelation 7:9-10, “After this I looked, and there 

before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing 

before the throne and before the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their 

hands.  And they cried out in a loud voice: 

“Salvation belongs to our God, 

who sits on the throne, 

and to the Lamb.” 

 The message of Jesus is a multicultural message. It is a message to the nations that his followers are called 

to declare to the nations.  It is good news with earth shattering consequences that send ripples around the globe. 

 So as you go Christmas shopping, as you wrap presents and open presents, as you eat a robust meal with 

friends and family, remember that you are the special guest at this celebration. Remember that you are the outsider 

who has been invited in and made welcome!  You are the orphan who has been adopted and made a prince or 

princess, a royal heir. As our culture’s celebrations of Christmas bombard your senses, let the Spirit cut through 

the noise to speak to you in your language about the goodness and grace of God.  Look for and listen for the Spirit 

to be speaking the praises of God in your own tongue and look for opportunities to praise God yourself in ways 

that those around you will understand too. 


