
GIFTS ALL AROUND
Acts 2:1-21 David B. Keller
1 Corinthians 12:3b-13 May 31, 2020 Pentecost Sunday
TEXT: 1 Corinthians 12:7 “To each is given a manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.”  
PURPOSE: To challenge us to recognize the gifts each of us has received from God’s Spirit, and
to invite us to exercise the gifts we’ve received in collaboration with other gifted followers of
Jesus. 
______________________________________________________________________________

Happy birthday, Church!  Today is the church’s special day!  It’s not too
late for a COVID drive-by birthday happening–the people living near the church
who are worshiping with us on Facebook could put red and orange streamers on
your cars, and then, right after the service concludes, drive into our parking lot
honking your horns. 

Today is the festival of Pentecost, which for Christians commemorates the
birth of Christ’s Church through an outpouring of the Holy Spirit.  We just heard
the story about this event as it was recorded in the Book of Acts.  Pentecost was a
Jewish harvest festival, which evolved into a festival celebrating the gift of the
Law. In Bible days, Jews presented the first fruits of the harvest in the temple as a
way of honoring God who made the harvest possible.  The followers of Jesus were
planning to celebrate the holiday in the traditional way, but the Holy Spirit had
other plans for them.  

There they were, all together in one place, when a sound like a tornado tore
through the room.  You could say that they were “blown away.”  Before they could
figure out what was happening, something they could only describe as little flames
of fire perched on each of their heads.  These folks had witnessed some astounding
things when Jesus was with them, but this was altogether new and completely
unexpected.  Turns out that all this was the work of the Holy Spirit, and it resulted
in a preaching frenzy, with all the flame-topped disciples proclaiming God’s deeds
of power in the languages of the many foreigners visiting Jerusalem for the
festival.  Only Peter’s sermon was recorded, but the text clearly says that there
were lots of speakers speaking lots of languages.  The church ever since has
regarded this as the event which birthed the church of Jesus Christ.  Birthdays
usually involve gifts.  The Holy Spirit certainly lavished gifts of wind, fire, and
speech on those followers of Jesus the day when the church was born.  Those
disciples had no idea what was happening to them, on that day or during the
amazing days and weeks that followed.  But God knew.  God knew that the new
thing which had begun with Jesus would continue through his followers.  God
knew that they would need the anointing of the Holy Spirit if they were to
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accomplish what God knew needed to be done to set things right in the world.  So,
even after that stupendous birth event, the Holy Spirit continued to give gifts to
the people who bore Christ’s name and shared his life.  

In his first letter to the church in the Greek city of Corinth, Paul wrote that
the Spirit gives gifts to every person in the church.  He offered a list which he
certainly did not think of as a complete list, but they included wisdom, faith, the
ability to heal, and deep insight. The gifts may not be as stupendous as the wind,
the fire, and the languages that the Spirit gave on the first Pentecost, but one thing
is the same: there’s gifts all around, gifts for everyone.  There is no such thing as a
follower of Jesus who hasn’t received a spiritual gift.  If you are watching this
worship service, and you have made a decision to follow Jesus, then you have
received a spiritual gift.  No exceptions.  The question isn’t whether; the question
is, what gift have you been given.  

And then, there’s this: Paul wrote that the gifts are given “for the common
good.”  The gifts we get are not for ourselves; they are for the purpose of building
up the church, which is the body of Christ, so that it can do what God needs it to
do. In the verses that follow today’s passage from First Corinthians, Paul made
two crucial points about the gifts:  First, the gifts are different– we don’t all have
the same gift.  Second, the gifts function interdependently– they work together,
and every gift is an essential contributor to the shared mission.  But here’s the
thing about this that’s important for us: we’re talking about gifts, not about skills
or abilities.  A church benefits from people’s skills and abilities.  Various ones of
us are good at various things, but what of what we have to offer counts as spiritual
gifts?  In his letter to the Corinthians, Paul’s point was to help the Corinthians
realize that the essential qualities involved in being the Church of Jesus Christ are
gifts that the Holy Spirit has bestowed on the members of the church. 

Here’s an article of faith regarding this which I fervently believe:  the Holy
Spirit has bestowed every gift that every church needs to do its part in God’s
redemptive work in the world.  In the churches of Jesus Christ, there is no such
thing as an inadequately gifted church.  Every person who is part of this
community of faith, the South Newbury Union Church, has received a gift which
is essential for this church to accomplish its God-given mission.  The problem, if
there is a problem, is not that we don’t have the gifts we need.  The problem is that
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we aren’t making use of the gifts the Spirit has given.  It’s easy to imagine that we
don’t have a gift, or that the gift we have is not important, or that what we’ve been
given won’t be missed if we don’t share it for the common good.  Nothing could
be further from God’s plan.  You can’t say, I’m too old, or I’m not smart enough,
or I’m too busy, or I have problems of my own that take up all my energy.  Maybe
someone’s circumstances are such that it’s not appropriate to serve on a board or
help out with a fundraiser.  But as long as you are alive, the Holy Spirit sees to it
that you have a gift that’s important for the mission of the church.  

People who aren’t able to attend church regularly may be endowed with the
gift of faith, or the gift of unceasing prayer.  God knows the church needs those
gifts.  People whose lives are over-scheduled may have the gift of compassion,
enabling them to make connections with similarly busy people who know deep
down that something really important is missing from their lives.  People who are
totally confused about the new technology that churches have come to depend on
in these days of COVID may have the gift of wisdom which enables them to
remind the tech-savvy among us of the core values which should be informing
everything we do.  Gifts such as these are as essential for the church to be the
church God has in mind as are the gifts of administration, or preaching, or
organizing.  

This is a Pentecost celebration unlike any other.  We are not “all together in
one place,” as that first little band of disciples were.  The picture we have of the
church is of a scattered community, or, at best, a collection of faces looking at you 
from their boxes in a zoom video conference. You can drive by the building, but
not being together has taught us for sure that the church is not the building, the
church is its people.  Right now, it may seem like the church is operating at a
significant deficit.  Our most important assets, which involve physical connection
with each other, are all but completely unavailable.  So we may be picturing the
church as stalled, waiting for something, we don’t know what, as those first
disciples were waiting.  

Instead of that picture, imagine this possibility: the Holy Spirit has planned
a surprise birthday party for the church in the age of COVID.  Like it did with
those first followers, the Spirit intends to extravagantly endow us with the precise
gifts we need to be Christ’s church right now.  So picture yourself as among a
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bunch of people celebrating our shared birthday.  Because, if it’s the church’s
birthday, that makes it our birthday, because we are the church.  Picture us just
finishing opening up a slew of presents, extraordinary spiritual gifts all around. 
One of us has opened a box, and with sheer delight, shouted, “Look! I got the gift
of faith!”  Another has opened her box, and unwrapped the gift of finding ways to
connect people who are physically separated from each other.  Someone else has
discovered that she received the gift of sharing the good news with outsiders.  Yet
another has received the gift of insistent zeal for justice for every person.  Another
has received the gift of an open heart, capable of welcoming and including people
who don’t think they deserve a place in Christ’s church.  

It’s a bit messy right now, sort of like Christmas after the gifts have been
opened and before the wrapping paper has been bagged.  Various ones of us are
figuring out how to use whatever gift we’ve been given.  The mood is a mood of
gratitude for abundant gifts.  That’s the church God wants us to see on this
peculiar Pentecost.  It’s a church the Holy Spirit once again is surprising.  It’s a
church extravagantly gifted to address the deepest needs of our neighbors.  It’s a
church capable of calling out the gifts of its participants, of each of us recognizing
and naming the gifts we perceive in others of us, a church which abounds in the
confidence that we have received every spiritual gift that is needed for us to be the
church God needs right here, right now.  We are that church, together.  We are that
church, together with all who follow Jesus, all around the world, yes indeed, we
are the abundantly gifted church, all together.  


