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“Free Gifts for Everyone!” / Numbers 11:24-30 / I Corinthians 12:3b-13  

Today we celebrate Pentecost, as well as Mother’s Day.  As many of you know, Pentecost was a 
Jewish festival, beginning on the fiftieth day after Passover. It was called the Feast of Weeks, and in 
the Old Testament was originally an agricultural festival celebrating and giving thanks for the "first 
fruits" of the early spring harvest.  In is discussed in Leviticus 23 and Exodus 23 and 34.  In the 
Christian calendar, it falls on the seventh Sunday after Easter – TODAY!    

Just to refresh our memories, let’s go to the account of Pentecost as found in Acts 2.  There were 
lots of folks gathered in Jerusalem for the festival, meaning Pentecost.  As it says in Scripture, they 
were all gathered together in one place.  Suddenly, there was the sound of the blowing of a violent 
wind - tongues of fire came to rest on each of them, and all of them filled with the Holy Spirit, and 
began to speak in other languages.  I should note that most scholars believe they were actually 
speaking foreign languages, instead of speaking in tongues.  Anyhow, those who were there 
understood them, but thought they were drunk.  In verse 12, it says:  Amazed and perplexed, they 
asked one another, “What does this mean?”   

In response to this, Peter stands up and gives the speech of his life – recall this was only 50 days 
after he was intimidated by a servant girl – that’s the power of the Holy Spirit.  By the end of the 
day, 3,000 folks had received the Holy Spirit that day – we celebrate Pentecost, often called the 
birthday of the church.    

So what about this Holy Spirit? Who is he, and how do we get some of this action?  Again, notice I 
am saying “he” – the Holy Spirit is not an “it” – he is a person, the third person of the Godhead, the 
Trinity.  Next Sunday is Trinity Sunday.    

Two weeks ago, we read from John 14, where Jesus promised to return to heaven, so he could send 
the Holy Spirit to us.  If you are a Christian, if you have professed Christ as Savior and Lord, you 
have received the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity – God himself lives inside you.  

This morning, we want to look at the activity (activities) of the Holy Spirit – specifically, the gifts 
that are given to us in and through the Holy Spirit.  The operative word here is gifts – these are 
things that are given to us – we do not acquire them on our own – and, since it is God who gives 
them to us, we need to use them! Isn’t it true that the greatest gifts we can receive are those that we 
can use?  Instead of putting something in a drawer, or “re-gifting” something, the gifts we like the 
most are the ones we use!  Also, if we receive something from someone we really love, who is close 
to us, we are more likely to use that particular gift, right? Well, if we receive a gift from God, 
shouldn’t we use that gift?  

Spiritual gifts are those things that are given to us by God, for use in and for the Christian 
community, to accomplish God’s work here in the Kingdom.  We have them because we are 
Christian, and we are to use them in the Christian community – as Paul says, “for the common 
good.”    
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I want to take a moment and note the difference between talent and spiritual gifts.  A good example 
I like to use is Adolf Hitler – he had a tremendous talent for public speaking, but obviously, this was 
not a Spiritual gift!  

In addition, Spiritual gifts can be used, and improved upon – maybe we don’t know how to use 
them really well when we first receive them.  I am a good example of the development and 
improvement of a Spiritual gift – when I was growing up, I had a terrible stutter.  And look at me 
now!  I believe my ability to speak in public is a Spiritual gift.    

Another powerful example of a Spiritual gift is that of the author Dale Bruner.  In the preface to his 
Matthew commentary, he says he is a writer, not a speaker.  I had an infilling of the Spirit when I 
was reading his book!  That’s powerful!  

I know a man who is a retired engineer – he has the gift of evangelism.  This guy is rather geeky 
looking, but he will go to a shopping mall and present the gospel to skinheads!  I could never do 
that!    

Also – and this is important – everyone has at least one Spiritual gift – some have more than one.  If 
you are a Christian, you have received a gift or gifts – the key is discovering what those particular 
gifts are.  The particular gifts a person receives are not of his own choosing but are determined by 
the Spirit.  We do not have any gifts that have not been received.  Speaking personally, the ability to 
speak in public was not something I would have chosen for myself, but now I am compelled to use 
it.  The prospect of standing here each week preaching the Word of God is something that I 
approach with as Paul says in Philippians 2:12, with “fear and trembling.”   

Now let’s turn to the passage from I Corinthians.  The letter was written in response to various 
issues raised to Paul by the young church at Corinth.  Again, it’s a good thing they had problems in 
the early church – otherwise, Paul might not have written any letters!  Imagine!  A church with 
problems!    

Paul starts our chapter 12 by saying, “Now concerning Spiritual gifts, brothers and sisters, I do not 
want you to be uninformed.”  It seems the Corinthians were using the gifts as if they were 
manifestations of their own power.  Before they became Christian, they had experienced various 
manifestations of evil Spirits.  Such wild behaviors were not unknown to these folks, and Paul was 
emphasizing the nature and (most importantly) the source of Spiritual gifts.     

Let’s look at verse 3: Therefore I want you to understand that no one speaking by the Spirit of God 
ever says "Let Jesus be cursed!" and no one can say "Jesus is Lord" except by the Holy Spirit. 
No one can say "Jesus is Lord" except by the Holy Spirit.  Again, if we have declared that “Jesus is 
Lord,” it has only been by the power of the Holy Spirit.  This is not something we do on our own.  
We profess Christ not because of something we discern, but because of the grace of God.   

Paul moves next into discussing a variety of Spiritual gifts, but he emphasizes that there is only one 
Spirit that gives them.  Notice what he says in verses 4-6:  

4: Varieties of gifts (charismata) – but the same Spirit  
5: Varieties of services (diakoniai) – but the same Lord 
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6: Varieties of activities (energemata) – but the same God who activates all of them in  
everyone.    

Paul is trying to address the haughty behavior of some members who saw themselves as superior to 
others, depending upon the gifts they had been given.    

And are these gifts for our own particular enjoyment?  No, look at verse 7: To each is given the 
manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.  No one is to put himself of herself above the good 
of the fellowship.  If we have a gift, or gifts, and we already have agreed that we do, we need to 
offer and use our gifts for, as Paul says, “the common good.”  

In verses 8-11,  nine different gifts of the Spirit are enumerated – this is by no means an all-
inclusive list.  Other lists are offered later in this same letter, and in Romans and Ephesians   
I don’t want to discuss whether or not Paul is listing the gifts in order of importance, or value – the 
issue is that there are certain aspects common to them all.    

Let’s go thru the list, very briefly:   

Wisdom vs. knowledge – would you rather be wise, or know a lot?  Both are important!  Wisdom 
has been described as “that deeper insight which can turn knowledge to the best advantage.”  Some 
can see facts, other the bearing of those facts.  I used to talk about experience – simply adding 
mistakes to your portfolio.  Knowledge involves more practical things – what to do in a given 
situation.    

Faith – not just believing that something is true, but betting one’s life on it!  Faith has been called a 
greathearted and unquestioning trust in God, as God is known to us in Jesus Christ.  Christian faith 
should be at its best when things are at their worst.  It’s easy to proclaim faith when things are going 
along fine – it’s quite another when things are not so hot…   

The gift of healing – a special instance of the working and power of Christian faith.    

The working of miracles – “the demonstration of mighty powers” – the difference between this and 
healing is a matter of degree.    

If we look at faith, healing, and miracles, the form a progression of the activity of God.     

Prophesy – recipients of that prophetic revelation that yielded insight into the purposes of God.  The 
commentator William Barclay translates prophesy to preaching.  I recall being on an airplane one 
day with a minister from Buffalo whose title was “prophet” on his business card!  I find that 
somewhat intimidating, calling myself a prophet.  On the other hand, prophesy is not necessarily 
telling the future!  Someone wrote that there are many great preachers, but too few prophets!  The 
prophet is often called to rebuke, warn, advise, or guide.  I suspect I will be called upon to do those 
things before I am gone from here.     
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Discernment of spirits – certain members of the community could sift wheat from chaff.  This is the 
ability to distinguish between different kinds of spirits.  I have already encountered this gift here – 
some of you have been very good at giving me advice and comments on what is happening here.  
Remember, 1st century Corinth – it was necessary to distinguish between what was real and what 
was hysterical.  This gift may not be as striking as oratory or healing, but it is still important!  

Gift of tongues and the ability to interpret them – Paul treats this with caution!  He discusses it later, 
in chapter 14, and he gives guidance and suggests various tests.  As I noted before, the event in Acts 
2 was NOT tongues, but foreign languages.  We need to remember that things were exciting in the 
church, and there were all sorts of manifestations and behaviors.    

Today, in some Pentecostal communities, some insist that a person demonstrate speaking in tongues 
in order to prove the presence of the Holy Spirit.    

Let’s finish our passage, verses 12-13: For just as the body is one and has many members, and all 
the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.  For in the one Spirit we 
were all baptized into one body –Jews or Greeks, slaves or free – and we were all made to drink of 
one Spirit.  

Instead of saying, “so it is with the church” Paul says “Christ.”  This is important – the church is in 
a mystical sense the Body of Christ.  We are the Body of Christ, and all the members have been 
united with him in a living organism.  Paul says all this was the work of the Spirit, who gave to each 
person his gifts to use for all.     

If we are Christian, we have been given at least one Spiritual gift.  Just as all the parts of the Body 
are important, all the Spiritual gifts are important.  Let me give you another example.  In my church 
in Pittsburgh, we had a custodian who cleaned our preschool each night.  As he touched each chair, 
he said a prayer for the child that would be sitting in that chair the next day.  I promise you, the staff 
of that preschool felt those prayers!  That man had the Spiritual gift of prayer, and he used it for the 
good of the community.    

Another important point is that we are not to be jealous of another’s gifts.  This is what happened in 
our other reading for this morning, from Numbers 11.  God’s Spirit fell upon not only the 70 elders 
around the Tabernacle, but also on Eldad and Medad, two elders outside the camp.    

Look at the passage, Numbers 11:26-29: Two men remained in the camp, one named Eldad, and the 
other named Medad, and the spirit rested on them; they were among those registered, but they had 
not gone out to the tent, and so they prophesied in the camp. 27 And a young man ran and told 
Moses, "Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp."  28 And Joshua son of Nun, the assistant of 
Moses, one of his chosen men, said, "My lord Moses, stop them!"  29 But Moses said to him, "Are 
you jealous for my sake? Would that all the LORD's people were prophets, and that the LORD 
would put his spirit on them!"  

Joshua was worried that all this confusion would affect Moses’ reputation – Moses didn’t have a 
problem, did he!  What do you suppose the Book of Order had to say about these two guys using 
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their gifts when they weren’t supposed to?  What if someone objected to the custodian at my former 
church not checking with the prayer ministry team about his praying?   

The issue is not the demonstration of the gifts, but the holding back of the gifts!  Moses is saying to 
Joshua: Wouldn’t it be great if everyone would use their gifts?  Believe me, if you wish you had a 
gift that someone else has, don’t worry!  Someone else does NOT have the gifts you have!    

Do you know what your spiritual gifts are?  Ever taken a spiritual gifts survey?  When you finally 
discover what your gifts are, the best thing is discovering what your spiritual gifts are NOT.  It is 
such a relief when you are allowed to focus on what you are gifted with, instead of forcing the issue.    

My friends, the Spirit has fallen upon each one of us, and tongues of fire are all around us.  Like the 
disciples on that first Christian Pentecost, let us respond to the fire’s urging, and use our gifts so that 
Christ can be known to all the world.   


