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+ In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

The festival of Pentecost is a great celebration of the church. It is rich and full 

of the signs and presence of the Holy Spirit. Even today we can sense 

something of the power of that event so long ago and yet so tangibly present.  

On the day of Pentecost, the bereaved disciples of Jesus gathered. They were 

apostles now that they had received the breath of Jesus, commissioning them 

for ministry in the world after he had gone to the Father. They were all 

together in one place, in a house. In Jewish tradition Pentecost was a festival 

that commenced the harvest season. And so many people made the journey to 

Jerusalem to celebrate. They came from far and wide, bringing a variety of 

cultures and languages into the holy city. They were of course all Jews because 

this was a Jewish festival.  

For the apostles it marked the fiftieth day since their friend Jesus had risen 

from the dead. It was also ten days since he had left them again, ascended 

bodily from Earth to a place they could not yet go.  

The apostles had with them the promise of Jesus, who said that he would send 

an advocate to them, one who would act in the presence of his absent self. 

They no doubt had any idea what the coming of that advocate would be like. 

Harvest festivals were colourful and noisy, with lots of worship, prayer for 

good crops and good fortune, and many public activities, but they were 

nothing like what happened on that day. 

On the day of Pentecost, they were all together in a house. Houses in the 

ancient Mediterranean were shaped around a central atrium, or garden area, 

where plants were grown, perhaps a fountain and some mosaics decorated the 

floor, and animals were put inside for the night. The climate was quite warm 

compared to this very late autumn day here. The houses were designed for the 

breeze to blow comfortably through, cooling the building and blowing through 
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the accumulation of the many odours of human living in a city environment 

without the convenience of modern sanitation and rubbish disposal. 

On the day of Pentecost, they were all together in a house. And the skies 

released a violent wind. In Australia we equate violent winds with the disaster 

of cyclones. Cyclones tear through crops, livestock, homes and towns, 

wreaking terrible destruction as they cross the coast.  

The violent Pentecostal wind filled the entire house where they were sitting. 

Perhaps they were at prayer or in council, pondering the words of Jesus and 

what they might mean. Suddenly fire appeared in the house, and the licking 

flames rested on the apostles. In Australia fire means terror – bushfire, house 

fire – ours is such a dry and susceptible environment. This fire of the Holy Spirit 

gave them the ability to speak in other languages. 

The sound of the wind and the burble of many languages drew people to the 

house. What was going on? Were they really filled with wine early in the 

morning? Yet these simple people from Galilee were communicating to people 

of many different languages about God and what God had done in Jesus. And 

all could understand. 

The mystery of how they could understand is accounted for by Peter as an act 

of the Holy Spirit, and he communicated it to the people through the words of 

the prophet Joel – the men and women will prophesy, the young men will see 

visions and the old men dream dreams. 

From this event we say that the Holy Spirit birthed the church. Fire and wind 

and many languages was the catalyst for gathering people from across the 

world and Christian community was made possible. All could understand the 

language of Jesus Christ, everything that he taught his friends and followers, 

the lessons in love and humility, grace and compassion. All could understand. 
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The phenomenon of glossolalia, speaking in tongues, is claimed to have 

originated at Pentecost. Have you ever heard someone speak in tongues? It is 

very weird, I have to say, and I’m not convinced of its authenticity. I do think 

people might be moved by the Spirit in the act of so speaking, but I do not 

really think the tongues they speak are a Spirit language. The difference 

between speaking in tongues and the Pentecost event is that at Pentecost all 

the people who gathered from all kinds of backgrounds could understand. 

When a person speaks in tongues others do not know what they are saying – 

unless someone else has a gift of interpretation of tongues. But even then, 

only the interpreter knows what is being said, the speech is not clear for 

everyone to hear. 

Paul addresses the issue of glossolalia in his correspondence to the Corinthian 

church. Yet he places prophecy far above tongues. Paul viewed the speaking of 

tongues as an exclusive act that denied the participation of most people in the 

community. 

In the church today we speak in a kind of tongue. We use words and patterns 

of speech that people in the wider community do not understand. Or if they do 

understand then the words and speech might have become associated with 

something they no longer want to hear. Perhaps it is like Latin or Ancient 

Greek which are no longer spoken and are called dead languages. 

Is the language of the church dead? Do people understand anymore about 

forgiveness, love and grace, or have these things become inward focussed acts 

of worship, expressed only in the church. The language of Jesus is spoken 

through forgiveness, love and grace. These are profoundly important for 

people, whether they are Christian or not. The opportunity to speak a word of 

God is so often hopelessly lost because the tongue we speak is alien to people 

who have become disconnected from the church. 

Many people outside of the church long to hear the language of Jesus. We 

know the message is sound. It is God given. It is indeed about forgiveness, love, 
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grace, salvation, and it is for us to work out how to interpret it for those 

beyond this building, to those who are waiting to hear of the hope that faith in 

God brings, to be built up, nurtured, and then sent out like the first apostles 

when Jesus breathed the Spirit on them.  

We cannot repeat the event of that Pentecost when the Holy Spirit came down 

upon the apostles. There is no point in speaking a language that only we 

understand. Those on the outside will not hear or understand and we will not 

be faithful to the Pentecostal mission. We can still capture the languages that 

the apostles spoke in and all understood. It is the language that binds 

Christians around the world, no matter what tongue they speak, what their 

cultures and customs are. The language that binds us is the language of Jesus 

Christ, uttered through the Spirit. It is about forgiveness of sins, it is about love, 

it is about grace and salvation. And it is a universal message. Let us recapture 

the language and not get lost in the tongues.  

  


