
 
 

  
Sermon for Sunday, May 20, 2018 

 

THE LANGUAGE OF THE SPIRIT 
 

 Do you know what the official language is of the United States?  That’s right.  We don’t have one.  
Despite that fact that most of us speak English, The United States has no official language.  Just as we are a melting 
pot of peoples and cultures, we are also a melting pot of languages. 

 That The United States does not have one official language is a real advantage.  If you have ever 
studied another language you know how it opens up new perspectives on reality.  There are things we say in 
English that can’t be said in other languages, and there are phrases in other tongues that simply do not translate well 
into English.  Take our word “love” for instance.  We use it to describe the affection in families, the relationship 
between friends, the attraction between romantic partners, and the unconditional acceptance that God has for us.  
But the Greek language has different words for each of these types of love which helps them differentiate the kind 
of love they are talking about, as in storge, philia, eros, and agape  We understand love more fully, when we know 
the language of the Greeks.  Or when that white fluffy stuff falls from the sky in the dead of winter, we call it 
“snow.”  But the Eskimos, who live with that white fluffy stuff all the time, have seven different words for snow 
which help them describe the subtle differences in snow that our English language can’t communicate effectively.  
So allowing for different languages in our society provides us with a fuller, more nuanced understanding of reality 
than if we limited ourselves to one language alone, as many countries have. 

 Of course, on the other hand, having a multiplicity of languages can be a real disadvantage.  
Sometimes it makes communication very difficult.  Bible translators are painfully aware of the problem as they 
attempt to translate the Scriptures into the world’s vast array of languages.  For instance, how do you translate the 
twenty-third Psalm into a language that has no word for shepherd because the people only raise pigs?  The Lord is 
my pig herder?   Another translator reports that the closest he could come to translating the phrase “an everlasting 
crown” was as “a hat that will never wear out.”  And translating poetry is virtually impossible.  All the artistry of 
the poet’s use of rhyme and meter is sacrificed when the original language is left behind.  In Hebrew, for instance, 
the Psalms are poetry: rhythmic, subtle, clever, elegant, even sometimes playful in their use of words.  In some 
Psalms, called acrostics, each line begins with the next letter of the Hebrew alphabet, to remind the hearer that 
God’s truth is from A to Z, from beginning to end.  But that richness is all lost in translation. 

 We are particularly sensitive to the problems of language in the church today.  Trying to 
communicate the gospel with words that date back more than two-thousand years is increasingly difficult.  Words 
like “redemption,” sanctification,” and “expiation,” while rich to those who understand them, tend to confuse the 
uninitiated.  And since the 1970’s we have diligently tried to replace the sexist language in the church by using 
more inclusive language where appropriate, in our translations of Scripture, in our hymns, in our liturgies, in our 
theology, and in our preaching.  We don’t want our words to close people’s ears and hearts to the word of God. 

 It was highly appropriate then, that the Holy Spirit’s first gift to the church was a new language.  
The Acts of the Apostles tells us that when the Spirit birthed the church, the first thing the Spirit did was to 
empower Christ’s disciples to proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ with power and with clarity.  Parthians, 
Medes, Elamites, and Jews from all over the world, heard the gospel in their own language, understood it, and 
responded by being baptized.1 

 In fact, Acts goes to great lengths to emphasize the diversity of languages spoken on that first 
Pentecost.  The author lists at least thirteen different places representing all the peoples of the world, who were able 
to hear the mighty works of God.  He wanted to say that no one—no country, no race, no people—was excluded 
from the promise and possibility of enjoying new life in Christ.  The miracle though, was not so much that the 
gospel was heard in the native tongue of each, but that it was understood.  Philip helped the Ethiopian eunuch to 
understand the proclamation of the text from Isaiah that he was reading.  It takes something extra to promote 

1 J. Barry Vaughn, Pulpit Digest, May/June 1986, p. 28. 
                                                 



 
 
understanding, no matter what language is spoken.  The messenger needs a special empathy for the other, a special 
insight into the world of the listener, and a special sensitivity to the life of the person being addressed.  That special 
something is the language of the Spirit. 

 The Apostle Paul, in his letter to the Corinthians, named the language of the Spirit.  “And I will 
show you a still more excellent way.  If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but have not love, I am a 
noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.”  The language of the Spirit is love.  It is a language in which the needs of the 
listener outweigh the needs of the messenger.  Its vocabulary is less in the words we use and more in the way we 
use words.  Its goal is not the glorification of the messenger, but the transformation of the listener.  Its rhythm is the 
praise of God.  Without love empowering our words, we are simply noise-makers, people who only add to the mess 
of wasted words that clutter our religious, cultural, social, and political landscape.  Without love, we speak but 
people do not hear, and we proclaim but people do not understand.   

 Today the tongues of Pentecost, which inflamed the spirits of those first disciples to shout out the 
good news of Jesus Christ, have become mere flickers.  We have forgotten the language of the Spirit, because we 
just haven’t used it enough.  I used to be able to read Greek and Hebrew.  Not anymore!  Don’t use a language 
regularly, and it’s quickly forgotten.  So too is the language of the Spirit forgotten if its power is left idle in our 
hearts.  An observer of the early Christians exclaimed, “How these Christian love one another!”  If an observer said 
the same thing about us today, I fear there would be more than a little sarcasm in his or her voice.  In fact one of my 
friends is fond of saying that “Christians are the only ones who shoot their wounded,” and sadly, you and I know 
exactly what he means. 

 The problem, of course, is that the language of the Spirit, the language of love, is emotional, and 
we are uncomfortable with emotions.  We are Presbyterians after all, who think, therefore we are!  We’d just as 
soon leave the emotional side of faith to the Pentecostals and Evangelicals.  Madelein L’Engle calls the Spirit the 
“darkside” of the Christian faith.  It’s the non-intellectual, emotive, passionate part of us, that we know least and 
fear the most.  Its vocabulary includes dreams and visions.  Its voice speaks in poetry more than in prose, and 
louder in the breaking of bread and the sharing of the cup than in the preaching of ministers.  When the Spirit 
descends upon us, there is ecstasy as well as understanding, as there was on that first Pentecost when the bystanders 
mockingly said, “They are filled with new wine!”2 

 The truth, in which we live, move, and have our being is that God remains actively engaged with 
the world, and the Holy Spirit does too.  Pentecost continues.  We just need to relearn, and begin using again, the 
loving language that communicates the gospel with transforming power.  We need to open ourselves to the Spirit 
and allow God to speak through us.  At first, we may speak the Spirit’s language awkwardly and with a hesitant and 
peculiar accent.  But with practice and regular use we will speak the Spirit’s language of love with ease and grace 
and to powerful effect.  Using that language we become transparent to God’s love just as Jesus was, and God is 
revealed anew through us who are called to serve and speak as ambassadors of Christ’s love. 

 The church came into being on Pentecost when the Spirit gave the disciples the ability to 
communicate to everyone.  On that day, the Spirit formed of a new nation, a holy people, a royal priesthood, who 
would spread the good news of the gospel of Jesus Christ and work for the reconciliation of the world.  Unlike the 
United States, the kingdom of God does have an official language.  It’s the language of the Spirit, the language of 
unconditional love.  Where the Spirit is, there is the church.  Which means we are the church when we learn, and 
speak the language of the Spirit, when we set aside the language of mortals and of angels, stop the clatter, and 
speak in the heavenly tone and with the distinctive accent of God’s eternal love. 

 
PRAYER: Almighty and most gracious God, renew our ability to speak the language of your Spirit, to 

proclaim with ease and grace the good news of your redeeming love, and to be the church of Jesus Christ you called 
us to be, not for our sakes, but for the sake of your kingdom come.  We ask it in Jesus’ name.  Amen. 

 
Rev. Dr. Mark P. Thomas 
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Acts 2:1-21 Pentecost 
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