The Holy Spirit Comes at Pentecost (Acts 2:1-13)
The Book of Acts, traditionally attributed to Luke, a companion of Paul and author of the Gospel of Luke, is believed by scholars to have been written between 60 - 65 AD. However, some scholars contest this, believing the text could have been written as late as 90AD. The text was written for an early Christian audience, including both Jewish and Gentile believers, detailing the aftermath of Christ’s crucifixion and the founding of the early church. Acts 2:1-13 details the events of the Holy Spirit descending at Pentecost, causing the believers to speak in different languages known as tongues. The symbolism displayed throughout these verses can be likened to texts presented in the Old Testament, the most direct of these being the “tongues of fire” (Acts 2:3). Fire is frequently used in the Old Testament by God to symbolise divine presence and revelation, most notably in passages such as Exodus 3:2-5, Exodus 19: 18, Deuteronomy 4:11-12. This event marks a pivotal moment in Luke’s narrative, empowering the disciples for the global mission of the Church.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Darrell L. Bock, Acts: Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Baker Academic, 2007), p. 92.] 

Acts 2:1 begins following the crucifixion of Jesus. The disciples had gathered together, following the instructions of Jesus, who, before his crucifixion, had told the disciples to remain in the city, to await the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:4-5), then to witness the gospel across the world (Acts 1:8). The time at which the disciples had gathered was during the Jewish festival of Shavuot, described by Steve Werlin as, “an agricultural festival, culminating in a pilgrimage to the Jerusalem temple”[footnoteRef:2], meaning that Jerusalem would have been filled with Jews from across the Roman world. In Acts 2:2, Luke describes the Holy Spirit’s arrival as “a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven”. Lexical resources such as Blue Letter Bible indicate that the Greek word pneuma can mean wind but can also mean breath or spirit [footnoteRef:3], suggesting a theological association between God’s presence and life, fitting with the Old Testament’s use of natural phenomena being used by God to speak to his believers, such as the burning bush in Exodus 3. Acts 2:3-4 continues the manifestation of the Holy Spirit through symbolic imagery. Verse 3 describes “tongues of fire” resting on each disciple, furthering the use of Old Testament imagery where fire is used by God to display divine presence, such as in Exodus 3 and Exodus 19. This suggests a continuity of Israel’s scriptures, while also indicating that God’s presence is no longer restricted to a single location, but is now experienced by each disciple. In Verse 4, the disciples are “filled with the Holy Spirit”, showing that they are each empowered to undertake their mission given by Jesus to witness (Acts 1:8). The disciples’ speaking in tongues has traditionally been interpreted as an intelligible language, although this position is not universally accepted. Scholars such as Jenny Everts highlight how translation choices shape this understanding of whether tongues is understood as human languages or more ecstatic speech[footnoteRef:4], suggesting that the meaning of the text is, to a certain extent, shaped by how the Greek terminology is translated. Overall, the passage displays divine empowerment for preaching across linguistic boundaries. Acts 2:5-13 describes the reaction of the crowd to the disciples speaking in “other tongues". The crowd are bewildered due to each hearing the disciples speaking in their own native language, emphasising the universal nature of the message being proclaimed.[footnoteRef:5] Some scholars, such as Alexander D. Soal and Desmond Henry, interpret this as a reversal of the Babel narrative in Genesis 11, where language functioned as a means of division.[footnoteRef:6] In this passage, however, language has become a means of unity. The crowd’s response to the speaking of tongues is mixed: many are amazed and exclaim, “we hear them declaring the wonders of God”, while others are sceptical and accuse the disciples of being drunk, showing that the same revelation produces both attempts at understanding and outright rejection.[footnoteRef:7] This tension between belief and doubt displays why the Holy Spirit is important in this passage, as without the Spirit, the disciples would not be able to communicate across languages or to carry out the mission given to them by Jesus in Acts 1:8. This event, therefore, is not just a dramatic moment but explains how the early church was empowered to grow beyond Jerusalem. This moment in Acts 2 can be seen as a turning point where Jesus’ message is broadened beyond a single cultural or linguistic group. Acts 2:14-15 marks the beginning of Peter’s response to the crowd. The apostles explain the event to the crowd, shifting the narrative from confusion to understanding. Peter’s defence to the crowd aims to explain that this was a divine event, not an irrational drunken one. Peter’s movement to spokesperson for the group highlights a transition from a passive disciple to one who is actively proclaiming the word of God. [2:  Steve Werlin, ‘Pentecost’, Bible Odyssey, 20 April 2026 <https://www.bibleodyssey.org/articles/pentecost/> [accessed 16 June 2026].]  [3:  Blue Letter Bible, ‘Lexicon G4157’, Blue Letter Bible, 
<https://www.blueletterbible.org/lexicon/g4157/esv/mgnt/0-1/> [accessed 16 June 2026].]  [4:  Jenny Everts, ‘Tongues or Languages? Contextual Consistency in the Translation of Acts 2’, Journal of Pentecostal Theology, 2.4, (1994), pp. 71-80, p. 71.]  [5:  Bock, Acts, p. 102.]  [6:  Alexander D. Soal and Desmond Henry, ‘The Reversal of Babel: Questioning the early church’s understanding of the gift of the Holy Spirit in Acts as a reversal of the curse of Babel’, Verbum et Ecclesia, 39.1, (2018), a1842, (p.1), doi:10.4102/ve.v39i1.1842 ]  [7:  Bock, Acts, p. 105.] 

Overall, Acts 2:1-15 presents Pentecost as a key moment in Luke’s narrative. It marks the beginning of the disciples embarking on their mission after Jesus’ crucifixion, with the Holy Spirit empowering them for this journey both spiritually and practically. The ability to speak to those with a different language allows the disciples to carry out their mission globally, destroying any linguistic or cultural boundary. The passage also highlights a consistent theme throughout the writings of Luke, where an event leads to both understanding and disbelief. This demonstrates that the Holy Spirit does not remove confusion, but allows the public to interpret the message of Jesus. Therefore, through this passage, Pentecost became the starting point for the expansion of Christianity beyond Jerusalem, leading to the early growth of the Church.
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