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T
he G

ospel of Luke and the book of Acts record that after Jesus 
ascended to heaven, H

is followers rem
ained in Jerusalem

, w
ith 

the tem
ple at the heart of their activities (Luke 24:52; Acts 3:1). 

Luke recounts that on “the day of Pentecost” (the biblical feast of weeks, 
Shavuot, see Ex. 34:22; Lev. 23:15–16; N

um
. 28:26), the followers of 

Jesus gathered together (Acts 2:1), but he never specified the location 
of their gathering. C

hristian tradition cam
e to identify the location for 

the disciples’ gathering on the day of Pentecost as the sam
e place where 

Jesus celebrated the Passover m
eal w

ith H
is disciples, w

ithin the upper 
city of Jerusalem

. Th
ese traditions, however, do not predate the fifth 

century AD
 during the Byzantine period. Luke and M

ark describe the 
location of the Last Supper as “a large upper room

” (ἀνάγαιον; anagaion: 
Luke 22:12; M

ark 14:15), which seem
s sim

ilar to Luke’s description of 
the place where the disciples gathered after Jesus’ ascension, an “upper 
room

” (ὑπερῷον; hyperoon: Acts 1:13).
In spite of the general sim

ilarity between these locations, the 
G

reek term
s used by Luke to describe both are different, w

hich 
doesn’t assum

e they were the sam
e place. Th

e Latin translation of the 
N

ew Testam
ent, however, translated the different G

reek words w
ith 

the sam
e Latin word cenaculum

. 33 Based, then, upon the Latin transla-
tion, C

hristians, beginning in the fifth century, identified the location 

33 
 R

. Steven N
otley pointed this out to m

e.
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74 of the Last Supper as the sam
e place as the upper room

 in Acts 1. 
Even if the room

 of the Last Supper was the sam
e “upper room

” in 
Acts 1 w

here the disciples m
et, the narrative of Acts doesn’t suggest 

that the followers of Jesus rem
ained in the upper room

 for the events 
recounted in Acts 2. In fact, the G

reek syntax at the beginning of the 
second chapter of Acts preserves a H

ebraic-styled narrative break, 
“And w

hen the day of Pentecost cam
e,” w

hich separates w
hat follow

s 
from

 everything that had previously occurred. 34 In other words, the 
narrative of Acts 2 indicates that the followers of Jesus had m

oved in 
tim

e and location from
 the first chapter of Acts. So, w

here, then, did 
the events in Acts 2 take place?

34 
F. Blass and A

. D
ebrunner, A G

reek G
ram

m
ar of the N

ew Testam
ent and O

ther Early  
  

  Christian Literature (C
hicago: C

hicago U
niversity Press, 1975), 208.

FIG
U

RE 17  T
he m

odel of the Second Tem
ple at the Israel M

useum
—

the H
ouse of the 

Lord, w
hich hosted Jew

ish pilgrim
s from

 all over the Rom
an w

orld on the day of Pentecost.
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Luke’s m
ention of “the house w

here they were sitting” has suggested 
to m

any that the disciples gathered in the upper room
 m

entioned 
in Acts 1:13. It seem

s m
ore probable that Luke’s language reflects a 

m
anner of speaking w

ithin Judaism
 about the tem

ple of Jerusalem
, 

i.e., “house (בית; bayit) of the Lord.” 35 W
ithin ancient Jew

ish sources, 
and even until today, the Tem

ple M
ount in Jerusalem

 is referred to 
in H

ebrew as הר הבית (har habayit; lit. “the m
ountain of the house”; 

see m
. Bikkurim

 3:4). Pilgrim
s in the first century entered the Tem

ple 
M

ount from
 the south. Rem

ains of the southern gates used by pil-
grim

s can still be seen in Jerusalem
, outlined today by a D

ouble and 
Triple G

ate. Th
e Triple G

ate lies approxim
ately 100 m

eters to the east 
of the D

ouble G
ate. Th

e M
ishnah described pilgrim

s entering and 
exiting the Tem

ple M
ount through these gates; it’s im

portant to note 
how it speaks about the Tem

ple M
ount and the tem

ple:

W
hosoever it was that entered the Tem

ple M
ount (להר הבית; l’har 

habayit) cam
e in on the right and went and cam

e out on the left, 
save any w

hom
 aught befell, for he went round to the left. “W

hat 
ails you that you go to the left?” “Because I am

 a m
ourner.” “M

ay 
H

e that dwells in this H
ouse (בבית הזה; b’bayit hazeh) give you 

com
fort!” “Because I am

 under a ban.” “M
ay H

e that dwells in 
this H

ouse (בבית הזה; b’bayit hazeh) put it into their hearts to 
bring you near again!” (m

. M
iddot 2.2)

In the first part of the book of Acts, Luke’s G
reek narrative fre-

quently preserves H
ebraic-styled syntax and idiom

; thus, the m
ention 

of the “house” in Acts 2:2 likely reflects his preservation of the H
ebrew 

idiom
 that identified the tem

ple as “the house.” Th
e location of the 

35 
See D

eut. 23:19; 1 Sam
. 1:24; 3:15; 1 Kings 3:1; 6:37; 7:12; 9:1; Isa. 2:2; 37:1; 66:20; Jer.  

  
  7:2; 17:26; 19:14. U

sually the Jerusalem
 tem

ple is identified throughout the O
ld Testam

ent  
  

  as the “house of the Lord.”
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76 events in Acts 2 upon the Tem
ple M

ount in Jerusalem
 seem

s certain in 
light of the festival of Pentecost, the crowds encountered by the disci-
ples, and the ritual im

m
ersion of the large crowd that repented. 

TH
E FESTIVA

L O
F PEN

TEC
O

ST

“Pentecost,” w
hich m

eans “the fiftieth day,” was the nam
e used by 

G
reek-speaking Jew

s for the harvest festival know
n in H

ebrew as 
Shavu’ot, the Feast of W

eeks (Ex. 23:16; 34:22; D
eut. 16:9–10, 16;  

2 C
hron. 8:13). O

riginally, Shavu’ot was a “day of the firstfruits” (N
um

. 
28:26) of the w

heat harvest (Ex. 34:22). Th
e festival occurred fifty 

days (hence Pentecost) after Passover. In the first century, the Saddu-
cees, Pharisees, and Essenes all differed in how they determ

ined the 
fifty days, and thus, w

hen the festival should be celebrated.
After Jesus ascended to heaven, H

is disciples rem
ained in Jerusa-

lem
 and “were continually in the tem

ple blessing G
od” (Luke 24:52–

53). C
learly, Jesus’ followers didn’t interpret any of H

is actions prior 
to and including H

is crucifixion as either rejecting the tem
ple or 

rendering it obsolete. W
e should assum

e, then, that Jesus’ followers 
would have participated in the pilgrim

 festival of Pentecost in accor-
dance w

ith the com
m

andm
ent of G

od: “Th
ree tim

es a year all your 
m

ales shall appear before the Lord your G
od at the place w

hich he 
w

ill choose: at the feast of unleavened bread (Passover), at the feast of 
weeks (Pentecost), and at the feast of booths (Sukkot)” (D

eut. 16:16; 
see Ex. 23:17; 34:23; Philo, Spec. Laws 1.69–70; and Acts 20:16). 

D
uring the first century, the yearly requirem

ent to appear in 
Jerusalem

 for the festivals only applied to those living in the land of 
Israel (Josephus, Ant. 4.203) due to practical issues; however, m

any 
Jew

s living outside the land of Israel m
ade the festival pilgrim

ages to 
Jerusalem

 (Josephus, W
ar 5.199). Th

e first-century Jew
ish historian 

Josephus m
entions that the population of Jerusalem

 swelled at Pen-
tecost as Jew

ish pilgrim
s cam

e from
 all over the countryside (W

ar 
1.253; cf. 2 M

acc. 12:31–32; W
ar 2.42; Ant. 3.252–254; 13.252; and 
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17.254). Luke also attests to the m
ultitudes of Jew

ish pilgrim
s gath-

ered in Jerusalem
 for the festival of Pentecost: “Parthians and M

edes 
and Elam

ites and residents of M
esopotam

ia, Judea and C
appadocia, 

Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pam
phylia, Egypt and parts of Libya 

belonging to C
yrene, and visitors from

 Rom
e” (Acts 2:9–11). Peter 

addressed these crowds of pilgrim
s w

ho were participating in the fes-
tival, w

hich took place in the tem
ple. 36 

In later Jew
ish tradition, Jew

s identified the festival of Pentecost 
as the tim

e w
hen G

od gave the Torah to Israel on M
ount Sinai (see Ex. 

19:1; 2 C
hron. 15:10–12). W

hile it is unclear how w
idespread this 

tradition was in the first century, som
e Jew

ish com
m

unities identi-
fied Pentecost as a date for the renewal of the Sinai covenant (Jubilees 
1:1; 6:17–19; 14:20; 22:1–6; 1Q

S 1:8–2:25; 4Q
280; 4Q

86; 4Q
287). 

W
ithin Luke’s description of the phenom

ena that occurred am
ong 

Jesus’ disciples on the day of Pentecost, he drew strong connections 
w

ith G
od’s appearance on Sinai (Ex. 19): noise, w

ind, and fire. Th
e 

first-century Jew
ish w

riter Philo of Alexandria describes the event at 
Sinai as follow

s: 

I should suppose that G
od wrought on this occasion a m

iracle of a 
truly holy kind by bidding an invisible sound to be created in the 
air m

ore m
arvelous than all instrum

ents and fitted w
ith perfect 

harm
onies, not soulless, nor yet com

posed of body and soul like a 
living creature, but a rational soul full of clearness and distinctness, 
which giving shape and tension to the air and changing it to flam

ing 
fire, sounded forth like the breath through a trum

pet an articulate 
voice so loud that it appeared to be equally audible to the farthest as 
well as the nearest. . . .Th

en from
 the m

idst of the fire that stream
ed 

from
 heaven there sounded forth to their utter am

azem
ent a voice, 

for the flam
e becam

e articulate speech in the language fam
iliar to 

36 
Shm

uel Safrai, “Religion in Everyday Life,” in Th
e Jewish People in the First Century: H

istorical  
  

 G
eography, Political H

istory, Social, Cultural and Religious Life and Institutions (Com
pendia  

  
  Rerum

 Iudaicarum
 ad N

ovum
 Testam

entum
; vol. 2; Van G

orcum
: Assen, 1976), 810.
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the audience, and so clearly and distinctly were the words form
ed 

by it that they seem
ed to see rather than hear them

. W
hat I say is 

vouched for by the law in which it is written, “All the people saw 
the voice.” [Ex. 20:18] (O

n the D
ecalogue 33, 46–47)

Philo’s description of G
od’s appearance on M

ount Sinai shares 
further sim

ilarities w
ith Luke’s account of the day of Pentecost, par-

ticularly the language and tongues of fire. Luke sought to m
ake a con-

nection between the event he described in Acts 2 and G
od’s appear-

ance on M
ount Sinai, and as Peter’s serm

on to the crowd show
s, the 

outpouring of the Spirit fulfilled M
oses’ w

ish, “W
ould that all the 

Lord’s people were prophets, and that the Lord would put H
is spirit 

on them
” (N

um
. 11:29), as well as testifying that Jesus of N

azareth 
was the M

essiah prom
ised by G

od.
So w

hy did Luke draw a connection between the day of Pente-
cost and the theophany on Sinai? It was assum

ed w
ithin Jew

ish tradi-
tion that the first redem

ption, the Exodus from
 Egypt, prefigured the 

future redem
ption G

od would bring about for H
is people. Luke tied 

the events that happened on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2) w
ith G

od’s 
appearance on Sinai (the first redem

ption) to signal that w
ith the 

m
inistry, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus, G

od had begun 
the final redem

ption as proven through the outpouring of H
is Spirit, 

w
hich testifies to the M

essiahship of Jesus.  
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Th
e crowds of Jew

ish pilgrim
s from

 all over the Rom
an world heard 

the disciples speaking in their ow
n languages and were am

azed (Acts 
2:4–8). In response to their am

azem
ent, Peter stood and addressed 

the crowd (vv. 14–39) proclaim
ing Jesus of N

azareth as the M
essiah 

of Israel and identifying w
hat the pilgrim

s saw and heard as the “pour-
ing out” of the H

oly Spirit. Th
is signified the advent of the M

essianic 
era, so Peter called upon the people “to repent and be baptized in the 
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nam
e of Jesus” (v. 38). Peter’s 

discourse and the events that 
precipitated it suggest a public 
location; m

oreover, the only 
place in Jerusalem

 w
here such 

crowds would have gathered 
on the day of Pentecost would 
be the Tem

ple M
ount. 37  
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According 
to 

the 
book 

of 
Acts, those w

ho responded to 
Peter’s call “to repent and be 
baptized” were about 3,000 
people 

(v. 
41). 

Th
e 

ritual 
im

m
ersion 

pools 
(m

iqva’ot) 
located around the southern and southwestern portions of the Tem

-
ple M

ount offer the only place in Jerusalem
 able to accom

m
odate the 

ritual im
m

ersion of so m
any people. 38 Th

ese ritual pools serviced the 
pilgrim

s entering the tem
ple (see Luke 2:22; Acts 21:24), and could 

accom
m

odate the swollen m
asses of pilgrim

s w
ho converged on the 

tem
ple during the festivals. Th

e m
ost practical setting for such a series 

37 
 See Rainey and N

otley, Th
e Sacred Bridge, 370.

38 
In recent years, a large num

ber of Jew
ish ritual im

m
ersion pools have been uncovered in  

  
  excavations around the Tem

ple M
ount in Jerusalem

; see H
illel G

eva, “Jerusalem
. Th

e Tem
ple  

  
  M

ount and Its Environs,” in Th
e N

ew Encyclopedia of Archaeological Excavations in the H
oly  

  
  Land (ed. E. Stern; vol. 2; Th

e Israel Exploration Society: Jerusalem
1993), 739–40. In 2004,  

  
  the Pool of Siloam

 (John 9:7) was uncovered south of the Tem
ple M

ount. Th
is large pool  

  
  served as a ritual im

m
ersion pool for pilgrim

s during the Jew
ish festivals; see Ronny Reich,  

  
  Excavating the City of D

avid: W
here Jerusalem

’s H
istory Began (Israel Exploration Society:  

  
  Jerusalem

, 2011), 225–44, 328–33.

FIG
U

RE 18  T
he steps used by pilgrim

s as 
they approached the tem

ple from
 the south
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80 of events on the festival of Pentecost would be in the vicinity of the 
tem

ple in Jerusalem
. 

W
hen the tem

ple stood, the Jew
ish people identified it as the 

dwelling place of G
od’s presence, i.e., H

is H
oly Spirit, w

hat rabbinic 
tradition called the Shekhinah. It m

akes perfect sense that the m
ani-

festation of the H
oly Spirit on the day of Pentecost would occur in 

relationship w
ith the tem

ple in Jerusalem
 (see Joel 3:5). M

oreover, 
Jew

ish tradition believed that the H
oly Spirit m

anifested itself am
ong 

those sitting together (Acts 2:2) studying Torah (see m
. Avot 3:2; and 

b. Berachot 6a). D
uring the days of the Second Tem

ple, the Tem
ple 

M
ount served as a center for the study of the Torah (see Antiquities 

17:140–163; Luke 2:48–49, 21:37; t. Sanhedrin 7:1; t. H
agigah 2:9; 

m
. Yom

a 7:1; m
. Sotah 7:7–8; and b. Pesahim

 26a). Th
at the disciples 

were seated indicates that they were studying the Torah, and possi-
bly the words of Jesus (M

att. 18:20), as they gathered “together in 
one place” w

hen they received the H
oly Spirit (see m

. Bikkurim
 1:6; 

t. Sotah 15:12). 39 According to Jew
ish tradition, G

od gave M
oses the 

Torah on the festival of Pentecost 40 (Jubilees 1:1), 41 w
hich explains 

the appearance of m
any of the Sinai m

otifs, e.g., fire, w
ind, and lan-

guages, 42 in Luke’s description of the m
anifestation of the H

oly Spirit 
on the day of Pentecost. All the events of Acts 2 occurred in a pub-
lic setting; given the date of Pentecost, the only natural location for 
these events to take place was the tem

ple in Jerusalem
—

the H
ouse 

of the Lord. 

39 
Th

e disciples would not have been praying as Jews prayed standing, not sitting. Sitting was  
  

  the posture for Torah study.
40 

Jew
ish tradition also identifies Pentecost as the day upon which D

avid was born and died  
  

  (Ruth Rabbah 1:17; y. Bezah 2, 61b; see Acts 2:29).
41 

Th
e book of Jubilees also connects the festival of Pentecost w

ith the covenant G
od m

ade w
ith  

  
  N

oah in G
enesis 9 (Jub. 6:17–19). Th

e Q
um

ran com
m

unity annually renewed the covenant,  
  

  in which they brought into the com
m

unity new initiates, at the festival of Pentecost.
42 

Th
e school of Rabbi Ishm

ael interpreted the verse, “And like a ham
m

er that breaks the rock  
  

  in pieces” (Jer. 23:29) as, “Just as a ham
m

er is divided into m
any sparks, so every single word  

  
 that went forth from

 the H
oly O

ne (i.e., at Sinai), blessed be H
e, split up into seventy  

  
  languages (i.e., the languages of the nations of the world; see Acts 2:5–11)” (b. Shabbath 88b).


