
 

 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?  A Sermon on Acts 2:1–21 
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INTRO There are some questions when you hear them, you 
think, “This is an obvious and good question that I was over-
looking.  For example, we always ask youngsters, “What do you 
want to be when you grow up?”   Then someone asks, “How do 
you want to be when you grow up?” You then think, “That’s a 
very good and very important question.”  We come to a text on 
this Pentecost Sunday  where we get an obvious but very im-
portant question that we should all be asking.  Let us worship 
God together. 
 
SERMON  The text itself asks the question I want to look at 
with you today. It is the question a crowd shouted in the 
streets of Jerusalem on a specific morning two thousand years 
ago — people who had just witnessed something they had no 
category for.  What does this mean? 
 
That is still the question. It may be the most important ques-
tion you bring to church on any given Sunday.  What does this 
mean?  
 
Let us pray.   
 
THE SCENE  Let me set it for you. 
 
Pentecost was one of the three great pilgrimage feasts of Isra-
el. Every Jewish man was required to appear in Jerusalem. So 
the city was full — shoulder to shoulder, every region, every 
tongue, every accent of the Jewish diaspora crowded into one 
ancient city. 
 
In that ancient city, the disciples — one hundred and twenty of 
them — had been in an upper room for ten days. Ten days 
since the Ascension. Ten days of prayer. Ten days of waiting for 
something Jesus had promised but not really described. 
 



 

 

 

He had said: wait for the gift my Father promised. He had said: 
you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you. 
What that would look like — He had not said.  So they waited. 
And prayed. And waited some more. 
 
Have you ever prayed for something for ten days?  Have you ev-
er prayed for something for ten days with no visible result?  If 
you have, you know something of  that upper room. 
 

2 When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in 
one place. 2 Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind 
came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were 
sitting. 3 They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that sepa-
rated and came to rest on each of them. 4 All of them were 
filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues
[a] as the Spirit enabled them. 
5 Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from 
every nation under heaven. 6 When they heard this sound, a 
crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one 
heard their own language being spoken. 7 Utterly amazed, they 
asked: “Aren’t all these who are speaking Galileans? 8 Then 
how is it that each of us hears them in our native lan-
guage? 9 Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopo-
tamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia,[b] 10 Phrygia and 
Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors 
from Rome 11 (both Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and 
Arabs—we hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own 
tongues!” 12 Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, 
“What does this mean?” 
 

13 Some, however, made fun of them and said, “They have had 
too much wine.” 
 
Peter Addresses the Crowd 
 
14 Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and ad-
dressed the crowd: “Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jeru-
salem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I 
say. 15 These people are not drunk, as you suppose. It’s only nine 
in the morning! 16 No, this is what was spoken by the prophet 
Joel: 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts%202%3A1-21&version=NIV#fen-NIV-26954a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts%202%3A1-21&version=NIV#fen-NIV-26959b


 

 

 17 “‘In the last days, God says, 
    I will pour out my Spirit on all people. 
Your sons and daughters will prophesy, 
    your young men will see visions, 
    your old men will dream dreams. 
18 Even on my servants, both men and women, 
    I will pour out my Spirit in those days, 
    and they will prophesy. 
19 I will show wonders in the heavens above 
    and signs on the earth below, 
    blood and fire and billows of smoke. 
20 The sun will be turned to darkness 
    and the moon to blood 
    before the coming of the great and glorious day of the Lord. 
21 And everyone who calls 
    on the name of the Lord will be saved.’ 
 
Suddenly.  That is Luke's word. Suddenly. 
 
A sound like a rushing violent wind filled the entire house. Some-
thing that looked like tongues of fire appeared and rested on 
each one of them. And they began to speak in languages they 
had never studied, never practiced, never heard in their own 
mouths before. 
 
And the city heard it.   
 
There are times when, like when you’re getting out of bed in the 
morning early and you don’t want to wake up others in the 
house, when the last thing you want is a bunch of noise. Regard-
less of whether those in the prayer meeting felt that way, that’s 
not what they got. They got noise. Conspicuous-making noise. 
 
I have been thinking about if there was a newspaper, let’s say, 
The Jerusalem Gazette, and they sent a reporter because of the 
noise. The headline might have read, WIND & FIRE REPORTED IN 
JERUSALEM UPPER ROOM — No Structure Damage, No Injuries, 
No Explanation. 
 



 

 

Fire that burned but did not consume. Wind that blew but left no 
debris. What the headline didn’t capture - - languages spoken by 
people who had no business speaking them. 
 
All indicating — something happened here. And no one who was 
present could pretend otherwise.  Then what does this mean? 
There is what happened and there is what does what happened 
mean? 
 
THE CROWD  Here is what is interesting about the crowd's re-
sponse. 
 
Luke tells us they were bewildered. He tells us they were 
amazed. He tells us they were astonished. And then he tells us 
they were divided. 
 
Some asked honestly: What does this mean?  And some just re-
actively and easily and quickly, sneered: They are drunk. New 
wine. Nothing to see here. 
 
Same event. Same wind. Same fire. Same languages. Same morn-
ing. And the crowd divided right down the middle — between 
the ones who asked a genuine question and the ones who 
reached for the nearest explanation that would let them go 
home unchanged. 
 
I want to stay with that division for a moment because it is still 
happening. 
 
Every time God does something that doesn't fit our categories — 
every time the Spirit moves in a way we didn't plan for or didn't 
expect — we divide. Some of us lean in and ask what is happen-
ing. And some lean out and jeer about wine or whatever is the 
nearest explanation that’s easy and keeps us comfortable. 
 
But Peter does not really address the mockers.  Peter stands up 
— this is the same man who was hiding behind a locked door 
two weeks ago, the same man who told a servant girl he didn't 
know Jesus, three times, by a charcoal fire in a courtyard — Pe-
ter stands up and addresses himself to the people who asked the 
honest question:  What does this mean? 



 

 

And everything he says from that point forward is the answer.   
 
 
THE FIRST ANSWER: CLEAR THE GROUND  Peter's first move is 
to eliminate the wrong answer.  These people are not drunk. 
 
I would love to start a sermon that way.  
 
It was nine in the morning. Even by the most generous interpre-
tation of what new wine can do to a person — and I want to 
point out that new wine is the weakest possible vintage, the 
least fermented, the most dilute form of alcohol available — 
even so, fluency in sixteen languages simultaneously before nine 
in the morning requires more than a drinking problem. 
Peter's point is simple: you have the wrong explanation. 
 
 
There is a scene in the film The Shawshank Redemption with 
Andy Dufresne — Who had been wrongly convicted, imprisoned 
for life — where he locks himself in the warden's office one 
afternoon and puts a record on the prison's PA system.  Mozart. 
The Marriage of Figaro. Two soprano voices filling every corner 
of that gray prison yard. 
 
And every prisoner stops.  Another prisoner, named Red, nar-
rates: I have no idea to this day what those two Italian ladies 
were singing about. But I like to think it was something so beauti-
ful it can't be expressed in words, and makes your heart ache be-
cause of it. 
 
Meanwhile the warden banged on the door. The guards threat-
ened Andy. They had reached immediately for the nearest expla-
nation — this is a disruption, this is a violation— and they missed 
the only thing that actually mattered in that moment.  Some-
thing beautiful had just filled the air. And the men who stopped 
and let it reach them were the ones who were, for one moment, 
no longer in prison. 
 



 

 

The mockers at Pentecost were the wardens.  Peter says: put 
down your explanation. Something is happening.  Ask what does 
this mean? 
 
 
THE SECOND ANSWER: THIS IS WHAT GOD PROMISED 
 
Then Peter does something extraordinary.  He Brings up the 
scroll of Joel. And he says 3 words that change everything:  This 
is that.  
 
When my mother was staying with us in San Antonio when we 
lived there. We had a black Labrador that was a runner, mean-
ing if he could get out and roam the neighborhood, he would. 
Which would trigger all of us to be on foot and in the car look-
ing. On this one occasion my mother was staying with us and 
took the car. She came back a while later saying that she had 
the dog.  But this one we were looking for is not that one that 
you have, mom. 
 
However, what Joel was looking for is what we have.  This — 
what you are seeing right now, what you cannot explain, what 
made you stop in the street and ask what was happening — this 
is what Joel saw eight hundred years ago when he wrote:  In the 
last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh. 
 
This is that.  Feel the weight of what Peter is claiming. 
 
He is saying: the thing Joel was pointing toward — the thing that 
was always coming, the thing Israel waited for across eight cen-
turies — it just arrived. In this upper room. On this morning. In 
this city. In your hearing. 
 
There are numerous immigrant stories in our history in which a 
husband and a father Goes ahead America. And works for years 
waiting for the day when his wife and child can join him. Finally 
the finances have accumulated and the stars align and the boat 
arrives. For years they had only hoped but now it had arrived. 
 



 

 

That’s Joel and Peter and the last days have begun. 
 
 
On the morning of June 6, 1944, a young soldier named John 
Robert Slaughter stepped off a landing craft onto Omaha Beach.  
On this Memorial Day weekend, he would have been 101 years 
old. When he was nineteen years old. He had never seen com-
bat. The doors of the landing vessel dropped and everything 
became chaos — smoke and noise and men falling and the terri-
ble certainty that the world had been waiting for this moment 
for a very long time. 
 
Years later Slaughter said: We knew when we hit that beach 
that something had changed. We didn't know yet what it would 
cost. But we knew the war had turned. 
 
The outcome was not yet visible. The fighting was not yet over. 
Men were still dying on that beach. But something irreversible 
had happened — a threshold had been crossed — and everyone 
present felt it in their bones even before they could name it. 
 
Peter's declaration on the day of Pentecost has exactly that 
quality.  This is that. The thing everyone has been waiting for — 
the decisive moment, the turn of the age — has arrived.  The 
last days are not coming. They are here. We are living inside the 
fulfillment of the Messiah’s redemption and the outpouring of 
his Spirit. 
 
 
Some of you are thinking: if these are the last days — if the Spir-
it has been poured out on all flesh — why does today feel like 
just today?  Where is the wind? Where is the fire?   
 
Look the last days are not a single dramatic moment. They are a 
long season — the entire stretch of time between Christ's first 
coming and His second. 
 
The soldiers who landed on Normandy on June 6, 1944 did not 
spend the next eleven months feeling like they were living in-
side a turning point. They felt cold and tired and afraid. They 



 

 

watched their friends die. They kept moving forward anyway.  
The outcome was decided on the beach. The living of it out felt 
ordinary almost all the time. 
 
The Spirit's primary work in this long season is not wind and fire 
visible to everyone. It is the slow, patient, interior work of form-
ing Christ in human lives. 
 
And the wind that came suddenly once will come suddenly 
again.  In between — keep your knees down and your sails… for 
suddenly His wind will come. 
 
 
THE THIRD ANSWER: IT IS FOR ALL FLESH 
 
Now watch what the Joel quotation actually says.  Your sons and 
daughters will prophesy. Your young men will see visions. Your 
old men will dream dreams. Even on my servants, both men and 
women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days. 
 
Sons. Daughters. Old men. Young men. Male servants. Female 
servants. 
 
Every barrier we erect to decide who qualifies for God's particu-
lar attention — age, gender, social status, accomplishment, the-
ological credential — Joel lists them and then pours the Spirit 
over all of them simultaneously.  Democratized. Egalitarian … for 
whosoever will. 
 
The Spirit is poured out on all flesh. 
 
 
In 1906 a revival broke out in Los Angeles in a converted stable 
on Azusa Street. 
 



 

 

It was led by William Seymour — a one-eyed son of former 
slaves who had been born into poverty in Louisiana thirty-six 
years earlier. 
 
The Los Angeles Times sent a reporter to investigate.  The head-
line the next morning read: Weird Babel of Tongues. The report-
er described the scene with barely concealed contempt — black 
and white worshippers together, men and women together, 
educated and uneducated together. 
 
Within months people were traveling from around the world to 
a converted stable in Los Angeles to witness what God was do-
ing through a one-eyed son of slaves. The Spirit, it turns out, did 
not consult the Los Angeles Times about who was a suitable 
vessel. 
 
Joel said all flesh. He meant all flesh.  There is no one in this 
room who is too ordinary for the Spirit of God.   If you are flesh 
— and it looks like you are — the promise is for you. 
 
 
THE FOURTH ANSWER: GOD SPEAKS YOUR LANGUAGE 
 
Next Luke is careful to tell us what the crowd heard the disci-
ples saying.   
 
They were declaring — in Parthian and Mede and Elamite, in 
the dialects of Mesopotamia and Judea and Cappadocia, in the 
languages of Pontus and Asia and Phrygia, in Egyptian and Liby-
an and Roman and Cretan and Arabian — the mighty works of 
God. 
 
Not a royal decree. Not an administrative announcement. Not a 
theological proposition.  The mighty works of God.  A little bit 
like the beauty of Figuero by Mozart.   Only much, much, much 
more so. 



 

 

And every person in that crowd heard it in the language their 
mother sang to them, in the dialect of their childhood, in the 
tongue that carries the particular texture of their own life and 
history. 
 
On October 13, 2010, a rescue capsule broke the surface of the 
Atacama Desert in northern Chile.  Sixty-nine days earlier thirty-
three miners had been trapped two thousand feet underground 
when the mine collapsed around them. For seventeen days no 
one on the surface knew if they were alive. 
 
And then a drill broke through, and attached to the drill when 
they pulled it back was a note. 
 
Eight words -- We are well in the shelter, the 33.  They were 
alive. 
 
When days later the first miner emerged — Florencio Ávalos, 
blinking into the light of the Atacama sky — the crowd erupted.   
That crowd was from everywhere. Journalists from forty coun-
tries. Rescue workers from across South America. Engineers 
from the United States and Canada and Australia. Family mem-
bers who had camped in the desert for sixty-nine days, speak-
ing Spanish and English and Portuguese and French. 
 
And when Florencio Ávalos came up through that capsule and 
stood blinking in the light — every one of them in their own lan-
guage said the same thing.  They declared the mighty joy at the 
mighty works of the people who had brought him up and the 
joy they were alive and out. 
 
Every language. One declaration. The great thing that had just 
been done. 
 
That is Acts 2:11.  Parthians and Medes and Elamites and the 
rest of that long list of nations each hearing, in their own 
tongue, the mighty works of God. 
 



 

 

God did not ask them to learn a new language to receive this 
news.  He went to where they already were — into the particular 
dialect of their own life— and H e declared His mighty works in 
the language they already knew. 
 
This is what the Spirit does.  He does not stand at a distance and 
ask you to cross to where He is.  He enters the language of your 
life and He speaks there. 
 
 
THE FIFTH ANSWER: THERE IS A NAME 
 
And then Peter — and Joel — bring everything to a point.  A sin-
gle verse. The hinge of the whole passage.  Everyone who calls 
on the name of the Lord will be saved.  Everyone. 
 
The Greek word for call means to call upon, to invoke, to cry out 
to. It is a desperate word. It is the word you use when you are in 
over your head and you know it and you reach for the only name 
that can do anything about it. 
 
Robert Robinson wrote in 1758.  Come Thou Fount of every 
blessing, tune my heart to sing Thy grace.  He wrote it when he 
was twenty-two years old, newly converted, full of fire.  And 
then he drifted. 
 
Years later Robinson was traveling by coach and found himself 
seated next to a woman who was reading a hymnal.  She was 
moved by one of the hymns and turned to her fellow traveler 
and asked what he thought of it.  Robinson looked at the page.  
It was his own hymn. He broke down.  He told her: I am the man 
who wrote that hymn. And I would give anything to experience 
today what I felt when I wrote it. 
 
The last stanza of his own hymn was the word he needed to hear 
to call upon the name of the Lord.  Prone to wander, Lord, I feel 
it, Prone to leave the God I love; Here's my heart, O take and seal 
it, Seal it for Thy courts above. 
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Robinson knew what “call upon” felt like.  He knew what it 
meant to call — not beautifully, not confidently -- but to call 
from the middle of the middle of where he exactly was, forlorn 
in a stage coach. 
 
That everyone in Joel's promise is also for you and me.  Everyone 
who calls.  The only requirement is that you call.  And the prom-
ise — the ancient promise brought to the fore on that Pentecost 
is still —that the call upon will be received. 
 
 
CONCLUSION  So What does this mean? 
 
It means the waiting is over. The age of the Spirit has arrived. 
The promise is fulfilled. The name is available. The invitation is 
open.  The same Spirit is still finding the upper rooms and the 
people in the crowds and you and me. 
 
Amen. 
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