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Listening for the Promise
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      Pentecost Sunday — May 23, 2021

“What does this mean?” (Acts 2:12)

It’s the day of Pentecost. A loud sound fills the room and tongues of fire 
hover over the heads of the people. Filled with the Holy Spirit, they all begin 
to speak in languages that were not their own. It’s a surreal experience, 
almost psychedelic.

The crowd agreed it was surreal for they were slack-jawed, gawking 
as people spoke with each other in different languages. The people were 
Galileans and should be speaking the same language, yet somehow 
everyone is speaking a different language. And even though they know it’s 
a different language, they hear it as their own. Surreal, indeed!

It might be worthwhile to think about the question that Martin Luther 
in his Small Catechism made famous, “What does this mean?” Perhaps an 
“easy” answer may be, and not the only one of course, is that the Holy Spirit 
has done something powerful and wonderful. We could debate about what 
all of this means or how this odd event actually happened. Some people 
argue that each one suddenly learned a new language, as if you suddenly 
had the ability to speak Albanian. Others would argue the people were 
speaking in tongues, like today’s Pentecostals. Some in the crowd do what 
we always do when we encounter the work of the living God: rationalize it 
as bad behavior. You know, like the crowd says, “They’re just drunk.”

But Peter takes a stand. He refuses to rationalize the work of God. Unfazed, 
Peter points to the Old Testament prophet Joel and starts preaching to all 
who witnessed this “incident.” Peter speaks dangerous words about last 
days and prophecy, of blood, fire, and smoke, the sun turning dark, and the 
moon to blood. His sermon is not exactly a crowd-pleaser. He ends his fiery 
sermon, “everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.”

You could spend a lot of time rationalizing this irrational passage. We 
could debate whether or not the people were suddenly speaking in tongues, 
or were drunk, or simply acting out with shockingly bad behavior. But 
Peter wants us to focus on scripture. What’s Peter’s message? God is up to 
something here, and you probably want to be a part of it. Peter’s message 
still holds for us in today’s fiery and turbulent world: God is up to something 
wonderful and powerful, come and be a part of it.
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