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Natalie W. Bell 
June 8, 2025 
Pentecost 

The Power of Language 
Acts 2:1-21 

 
When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 2 And 
suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it 
filled the entire house where they were sitting. 3 Divided tongues, as of fire, 
appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. 4 All of them were 
filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit 
gave them ability. 
5 Now there were devout Jews from every people under heaven living in 
Jerusalem. 6 And at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because 
each one heard them speaking in the native language of each. 7 Amazed and 
astonished, they asked, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? 8 And how 
is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? 9 Parthians, Medes, 
Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and 
Asia, 10 Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, 
and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, 11 Cretans and Arabs—in our 
own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.” 12 All were 
amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, “What does this mean?” 13 But 
others sneered and said, “They are filled with new wine.” 
But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them, “Fellow 
Jews[a] and all who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I 
say. 15 Indeed, these are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the 
morning. 16 No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel: 
17 ‘In the last days it will be, God declares, 
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, 
    and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
and your young men shall see visions, 
    and your old men shall dream dreams. 
18 Even upon my slaves, both men and women, 
    in those days I will pour out my Spirit, and they shall prophesy. 
19 And I will show portents in the heaven above and signs on the earth below, 
        blood, and fire, and smoky mist. 
20 The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, 
        before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. 
21 Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.’ 
 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts%202&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-26953a
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I’ve been reading an incredible book  
mentioned in a sermon on Pentecost— 
a sermon by Anna Traynham, called “The Miracle of Pentecost”. 
She mentions a book by comedian Trevor Noah.  
The book is called Born a Crime: Stories from a South African Childhood.  
I’ve been devouring this great book all week. 
 
The title is the story.  
Noah was born to a black native South African mother,  
and a white European father,  
in the time of apartheid—which didn’t end until 1994.  
He was born, a crime.  
A crime punishable, by imprisonment.  
He grew up a light-skinned biracial boy, in the dark-skinned township of Soweto. 
He had a foot in the English-speaking world of Afrikaners,  
and the native world of black South Africans— 
who spoke 11 different native languages.  
 
In the book, Noah talks a lot about his mother,  
who was a deeply religious Christian— 
often taking him to multiple church services each Sunday,  
one white, one mixed one black! 
And his religious grandmother—who always wanted to hear him pray in English.  
 
At home the family spoke Xhosa, and Trevor was fluent in English. 
That combined with his light skin,  
always seemed to get him out of trouble in the neighborhoods,  
and he could get a pass when it came to playing with his darker cousins.  
Trevor learned at an early age that he was considered white,  
because of his light skin. 
He could go places they could not.  
And knowing English—opened doors for him everywhere. 
 
But leaving the all-black South African area he grew up in— 
Was dangerous for he and his mother.  
Black South Africans had curfews and couldn’t use public transportation.  
They had to rely upon their own bus system,  
which was difficult because it was controlled by different tribes,  
each with their own language and territory! 
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Thankfully, his mother was fearless.  
She took Trevor all over,  
she worked as a secretary in a time when Black South African women were not 
allowed to be anything other than maids. 
She taught her son strength and independence. 
 
Trevor’s grandmother always wanted to hear him pray ONLY in English.  
Why?  
Because she said, “The Bible is in English, so English prayers get answered first”. 
Trevor Noah, Born A Crime: Stories from a South African Childhood, Random House: NY, 2016, pg. 148. 
 
Which sounds kind of quaint. 
But when I read that, I thought—isn’t that like US? 
How often are WE the same way?  
How often do we think that English prayers are answered first?  
How often do we think that our own language is understood first?  
That our country is above all others?  
That our sex, gender identity or orientation are the right ones? 
 
We live in a world and a country full of diversity,  
but we have started to act like that is a terrible thing! 
We worship in a land of immigrants,  
But at times we act like only SOME belong.  
This church is made up of people from 22 countries— 
But do we secretly believe that only people from this country are faithful?  
That only those born in America belong?  
Have we spent so much time saying God Bless America,  
that we have forgotten that God blesses other nations, too?  
Rev. Anna Traynham, “The Miracle of Pentecost”, Day1.org, May 23, 2021.  
 
You know, there were a few reasons I chose this church  
when interviewing with different congregations.  
One was the kindness of the people on the PNC. 
The other was the music program. 
And another big reason was the diversity. People from all over the world.  
 
It’s an amazing and beautiful gift—a gift from God— 
Unfortunately, we live in a time that does not see diversity as a gift.  
But we are Christ-followers, we’re not of the world, thank goodness! 
For us, people are people, all beloved children of God, 
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regardless of where they are born, where they’re from,  
what color or gender or orientation they are! 
 
For us who follow Jesus, we see diversity as a true, God-given gift.  
As Paul describes in 1 Corinthians 12,  
we are each a different and essential part of the body.  
Every person is different, and every person is needed. 
And the Holy Spirit gives power to every single member of the body of Christ. 
 
And here in the story of Pentecost, we see diversity as a gift. 
120 followers of Jesus are gathered together after the resurrection,  
after Jesus appears several times to believers,  
and after he ascends to heaven.  
But before that—in Acts 1:8, he promises that the Holy Spirit will come upon them 
and give them power.  
 
And that’s exactly what happens at the Jewish feast of Pentecost— 
a mighty rushing wind blows into the room where they are praying, 
And then little tongues of fire rest on each of their heads. 
And what happens next? 
Next all of those Christ followers start talking about God’s power, 
In the native languages of all the Jews in Jerusalem, from every nation! 
Each person gathered from all different places,  
suddenly hears the news of God’s goodness--in their own native tongue.  
 
And it’s not all Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek! 
It is the different languages of the incredibly diverse crowd.  
It’s so shocking that some in the crowd think that these believers are drunk! 
But Peter reminds them that it’s only 9am,  
and this is to fulfil Joel’s prophecy about all God’s children  
being given a Spirit of prophecy! 
 
You know what Pentecost was all about?  
It was about the coming of the Holy Spirit,  
And the birthday of the church. 
But it was also about the power of language, the power of communication.  
It could have been a different miracle of the Holy Spirit.  
It could have been healings, or a loaves and fishes type feeding.  
But instead it was about understanding, and being understood.  
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Anna Traynham mentions this in her sermon.  
She quotes Trevor Noah from his book, when he says:  
“When you make the effort to speak someone else’s language… 
you are saying to them…I see you as a human being.”  
Trevor Noah, Born a Crime: Stories from a South African Childhood, NY: Random House, 2016, pg. 148.  
 
Isn’t that the truth?  
Speaking someone’s language—shows true care and compassion. 
It shows that you care enough to reach out—on the other person’s terms.  
It shows our common humanity, right?  
It shows the gift of diversity—because we don’t all speak the same language! 
 
Today’s passages are BOTH about the power of language.  
Some have said that Acts 2 is the reversal of the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11—
but I’m not so sure about that.  
I think that the Tower of Babel, as we also heard today,  
is a tower built on pride, and fear.  
In verse 4 the people say, “Come, let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its 
top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be 
scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.” 
 
Then God comes and confuses their language and scatters them— 
but what if that was done to keep them from their pride, and fear?  
 
In Acts 2, the believers do NOT start speaking one language again.  
It’s not really the reversal of Babel,  
it’s the embrace of diversity-- 
Diversity of culture, of language, and understanding.  
 
It’s fascinating that the Holy Spirit comes in wind (like breath)— 
And TONGUES of fire.  
Tongues, the symbol of language in the Bible 
And fire, the symbol of God, and of power in the Bible. 
 
Do you know that the Tower of Babel story was used in South Africa in apartheid 
and during the American Civil Rights Struggle,  
to “prove” that blacks were qualitatively different and inferior to white people. 
That the two races should not mix, and separation is divinely inspired.  
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The late South African Archbishop Desmond Tutu said no, absolutely not.  
God’s intention is harmony and unity among all people.  
 
Tutu wrote great books about the apartheid struggle in South Africa. 
He was part of Mandela’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, 
which worked to bring black and white people together in repentance, 
reconciliation and community.  
In his book, God Has a Dream, Tutu writes about a native South African concept 
that is so powerful, and so meaningful to us as Christ-followers.  
 
It’s the concept of Ubuntu— 
a concept rooted in the Bantu languages of Zulu and Xhosa,  
the language that Trevor Noah’s family spoke.  
The concept is simple.  
Ubuntu means that I AM BECAUSE WE ARE. 
It’s about community, respect, and interconnectedness.  
It lifts up diversity—and how diversity CREATES community.  
Desmond Tutu, God Has A Dream: A Vision of Hope For Our Time, Doubleday: NY, 2004, Pg. 26-27 
 
Sound familiar?  
Jesus created community from 12 diverse apostles.  
Jesus brought people back into community who had been excluded,  
every single time he preached, healed, and taught.  
 
And the Holy Spirit was poured out upon a diverse community of believers,  
to reach out to even more people— 
and a more diverse crowd— 
to bring people into the body of Christ.  
On the day of Pentecost 3,000 people were baptized!  
That’s why we call it the Birthday of the church.  
 
In Tutu’s book God Has a Dream, he says that we need each other.  
We need diversity, because we are all connected, 
And that IS GOD’S DREAM for us.  
 
Pentecost was about the power of language and communication— 
to bring people together.  
Language can be used for ill.  
Words can hurt.  
But they can also heal, and open doors, and create opportunities.  
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And speaking someone else’s language— 
expands the circle of community.  
Speaking someone else’s language— 
has the power to expand the body of Christ.  
If we are willing to take the time, to see people as people,  
As beloved children of God. 
 
Anna Traynham in her sermon says,  
“Our God speaks every language and understands every prayer. The miracle 
happens when we understand EACH OTHER.” 
Rev. Anna Traynham, “The Miracle of Pentecost”, Day1.org, May 23, 2021.  
 
That is the gift of Pentecost.  
Understanding one another.  
Hearing one another.  
Breaking down walls and barriers.  
 
How might we ALL DO THAT, this week?  
How can you speak someone else’s language this week— 
whether that is their native tongue,  
or maybe just taking the time to understand their background,  
their culture, their orientation or their understanding of the world.  
 
We spend so much time being afraid and suspicious of the ‘other’,  
Whoever that ‘other’ might be.  
We make a lot of assumptions about people who are not like ourselves.  
 
But in the body of Christ, diversity is beautiful,  
It is a gift of God. 
And it is the SOURCE of true unity.  
That is the Good News of the Gospel.  
May we embrace the diversity around us,  
and embrace the power of the Holy Spirit,  
to help us speak one another’s languages.  
And for the gift of Pentecost, all God’s people can say together, Amen.  
 
 
 
 
  


