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The purpose of the book of Acts is to continue the expressed purpose of the Gospel of 

Luke, namely, to expound “all that Jesus began to do and teach” (Acts 1:1). The author’s first 

attempt to this end is his inclusion of Jesus’ command for his disciples to wait in Jerusalem for 

the coming Spirit (1:4). When the Spirit arrives on the day of Pentecost, Peter represents the 

apostles as he addresses the crowd and explains the phenomenon. Peter locates the Pentecost 

event in the category of prophetic fulfillment, and, for Peter, this has profound implications for 

the identity of Jesus of Nazareth. Peter’s sermon is particularly significant because it is, 

presumably, the earliest public declaration about the nature of Christ made by the apostolic 

church.  If Luke’s narrative is reliable—something that Luke evidently intends for his readers to 

believe (Bruce 82)—then it provides a glimpse into what the infant church believed about the 

person of Jesus. It seems that, for Luke, Christology at its inception is high Christology. 

In response to the confusion and accusation regarding the tongues-speech, Peter stands 

to address the crowd. The reference to the other eleven apostles is not incidental; the apostolic 

team consists of eyewitnesses to the resurrection (Polhill 108). Indeed, the Pentecost narrative 

is immediately preceded by the choosing of Matthias as a replacement for Judas. The necessary 

qualifications for this office include accompanying Jesus for the entirety of his earthly ministry 

as well as witnessing his resurrection (Acts 1:21-22; Bauckham 115). The resurrection subject 

will be a key feature in Peter’s sermon. 

Peter’s answer to the proposed explanation of drunkenness is common sense: no one 

gets drunk during the hour of prayer on a solemn feast day like Pentecost (Polhill 108). Rather, 
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he declares, what is happening represents fulfillment of prophecy. Adjusting the Septuagint 

translation of the Joel 2 text—changing “afterward” to “in the last days” (Metzger 256; Marshall 

534)—Peter enforces his point that the coming of the Spirit indicates the dawning of a new age 

and the final epoch of redemptive history (Fee, Paul, the Spirit 54). “The gift of the Spirit signals 

the arrival of the Eschaton” (Schreiner 103). What happens on the day of Pentecost is a 

declarative culmination of all that God has previously accomplished toward the salvation of his 

people. The long-awaited hope of Israel has been realized, although, as Peter will maintain, 

many have not recognized it.  

 In the original context, Joel describes a plague of locusts and the coming of the day of 

the Lord, mingling the concepts of judgment and blessing in a manner characteristic of the 

Minor Prophets. Part of the promised blessing is the future outpouring of the Spirit as the 

demonstration of God’s presence; the revelatory content accompanying God’s manifest 

presence will extend in a universal way, unhindered by the barricades of common social 

distinctions (Garret 368). It is precisely this, Peter claims, that is happening on Pentecost, and 

the accompanying attestations of tongues-speech confirm the appearance of the Spirit of 

Prophecy. The apocalyptic, comos-destroying language of Joel 2 does not necessarily imply that 

Peter believes the end of the world to be near (Beale 214). More accurately, with the arrival of 

the Spirit age, the future and the present have intersected. The manifestations on the day of 

Pentecost are indications that elements of the future have intruded into the present. The Spirit 

“means the breaking in of the future into the present, so that the powers, privileges, and 

blessings of the future age are already available…through the Spirit” (Hoekema 58). The 

“present age” has transformed into the “last days,” and the benefits of the eschaton have 

evidently become a present reality.  
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Peter’s commentary on the Pentecost occurrence, however, gives way to his main point: 

the outpouring of the Spirit demonstrates that the crucified and risen Jesus is God’s reigning 

Messiah and Lord. He connects Pentecost to the person of Jesus by arguing that the Spirit’s 

arrival signifies Jesus’ agency in the distribution of God’s eschatological blessings. Throughout 

the life of Jesus, Peter asserts, God did signs and wonders through him—indications of his 

Messianic role (2:22). However, by the plan of God, those in the crowd did not honor Jesus as 

Messiah but instead had him crucified “by the hands of lawless men” (v. 23). Peter’s accusation 

of lawlessness is ironic when applied to law-abiding Jews (Bock 121), and it signifies a 

covenantal indictment. The crucifixion, nevertheless, set the stage for God to raise Jesus from 

the dead, “loosing the pangs [wjdi:naV] of death, because it was not possible for him to be held 

by it” (v. 24). The mixed-metaphor of death and child-birth pains emphasizes the inability of 

death to “encircle Jesus and hold him in its painful grip” (Bock 122). Christ’s resurrection 

involves a cosmic reversal as death itself is buried under the eschatological pressure of the 

Messiah’s work.   

Resurrection is a prominent feature of the theology of Acts and of the content of the 

apostolic kerygma. Luke “places the resurrection of Jesus at centre stage” (Wright 453) of the 

theology of his narrative. Luke records Peter preaching a sermon in Acts 4 that is mostly parallel 

to the structure of the present one. When taken before the Jerusalem city council after healing 

the lame beggar, Peter asserts, “…by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, 

whom God raised from the dead—by him this man has been healed” (4:9). The message is the 

same: God has raised the crucified Jesus and continues to bestow his eschatological blessings 

through him; it is the risen Jesus who makes available the privileges of the future. The 

resurrection of Jesus is, once again, the intrusion of the future upon the present. The final 
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eschatological resurrection, an element of future restoration, bursts into current redemptive 

history when the Messiah is raised from the dead. The resurrection of Christ is the “first fruits” 

(a Pentecostal category; 1 Cor. 15:20) of the end-times resurrection to come. “A new moment 

has opened in the divine plan for Israel and the world, because the long-promised, long-

awaited event has occurred: ‘the resurrection of the dead’ has in a sense already happened 

with the resurrection of Jesus” (Wright 452). Both resurrection and Pentecost draw from the 

well of the “last days” and spill over into the present age. The “eschatological clock is ticking” 

(Bock 117), and the beginning of the end has arrived in the person and work of Jesus of 

Nazareth. 

This resurrection, according to Peter, is the direct fulfillment of David’s prayer in Psalm 

16. However, Peter does not incorporate this text as evidence for the resurrection event; 

neither is the resurrection the conclusion to some elaborate theological syllogism. Both Peter 

and Luke assume that their respective audiences accept the resurrection occurrence as a truth 

of history, and the fact of resurrection is the governing presupposition for a larger implication 

concerning the identity of Jesus (Marshall 539). The purpose of the Psalm 16 citation is not to 

prove that Jesus rose (indeed, Peter implies that such is not disputed), but to connect his 

known resurrection with messianic prophecy. David is not speaking of himself in Psalm 16, 

Peter claims, because David is long dead and buried and has not risen since (v. 29). Rather, 

David was speaking prophetically in the first person on behalf of the Messiah, and the 

resurrection of Jesus is the fulfillment of this prophecy.  

Furthermore, God has exalted the Christ whom he raised and has given him the 

authority to dispense the promised Spirit (v 33). “…Peter’s point is that the exercise of 

messianic authority is on display now in the Spirit’s present distribution…” (Bock 128). It is this 
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proposition that ties Peter’s sermon to the occasion of Pentecost. “This fact—that Jesus 

baptized his church on that occasion—provides the hermeneutical paradigm for understanding 

the event of Pentecost” (Reymond 285). The bearer of the Spirit has become the bestower of 

the Spirit (Cole 179), and in Christ’s exaltation Psalm 110 is also fulfilled (v. 34). The exalted 

Jesus who gives the Spirit is the reigning ‘Lord’ of whom David spoke. “The argument here is not 

simply that the oracle in Ps. 110 applies to Jesus, but also that the title ‘lord,’ used in the psalm, 

must be applied to him; since it refers to a person of higher rank than David, it is a superlative 

title” (Marshall 542).  

“Assuredly therefore” (ajσφαλw:ς ou\n), in the resurrection-exaltation of Jesus and in the 

distribution of the Spirit, God has demonstrated that Jesus is both “Lord [the divine name] and 

Christ [the messianic king]” (v. 36). This ‘Lord’ designation bookends the sermon; Jesus is the 

very ‘Lord’ of Joel 2 who provides salvation to those who call on his name (Acts 2:21). 

Elsewhere, Paul writes, “no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:3). 

Apparently, Peter would agree. While Paul is speaking of a subjective awareness of Jesus’ 

lordship in the heart of the believer, Peter implies that in an objective sense Jesus’ ‘Lord’ title is 

justified by the Spirit on the day of Pentecost. This title is Christology at its height because it not 

only implies that Jesus is the promised Messiah but also asserts that he enjoys a divine status. 

The word for ‘Lord’ (v. 36; Greek: kuvrioV) is the same word that is used to translate Yahweh in 

the Greek Septuagint of the Old Testament (Fee, Pauline 397), including the Septuagint of the 

Joel text. The ‘Yahweh’ of Joel 2 and Jesus of Nazareth are, according to Peter, identical. Not 

only is Jesus the instrument of Yahweh’s eschatological salvation, Jesus is Yahweh himself who 

accomplishes redemption.  

Connected to the exaltation of the Messiah is the subjugating of his enemies (“until I 
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make your enemies your footstool,” v. 35). Who are God’s enemies other than those who 

rejected and crucified his Messiah? Consequently, the verdict of the Jewish and Roman courts 

has been reversed (Wright 576), and those who crucified Jesus are the guilty ones. Pentecost is 

an “eschatological covenant lawsuit” (Tipton 48) in which the Spirit operates simultaneously as 

the defense attorney and the prosecutor; Jesus has been vindicated and his accusers have been 

indicted. The ‘good news’ of Peter’s gospel sermon is that forgiveness is available by 

repentance and baptism in the name of Jesus. Those who call on the name of ‘the Lord,’ namely 

Jesus the kuvrioV, shall be saved. On top of forgiveness, those who repent also receive the 

promised Spirit (v. 38-39) and participate in the eschatological blessings that Christ has 

inaugurated.  

While Luke’s Pentecost is a significant advance in a theology of the work of the Holy 

Spirit, it is preeminently a Christological event. “Thus for Peter the meaning of the event was 

not primarily the fact that the Holy Spirit had been manifested in a unique and striking fashion, 

but rather in the fact that Jesus, the exalted Lord and Messiah, by this further display of his 

authority, had attested once again to his divine lordship and messiahship by ‘breathing upon’ 

(‘baptizing’) his disciples” (Reymond 286). According to Peter, Pentecost is God’s crowning 

evidence (along with the resurrection) of Jesus’ Messianic investiture and divine identification. 

Peter’s sermon represents a very high Christology, one which Luke presents as characterizing 

the early church from its inception.  
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