
THE GIFT AND THE GIFTS 

In the Asian city of Ephesus, on the coast of the 
Aegean Sea, Paul discovered some disciples who had 

known only the message of John the Baptist. He 

asked them a pointed question, “Did you receive the 
Holy Spirit when you believed?” (Ac. 19:2). John, of 

course, had preached that the one coming after him 
would baptize with the Holy Spirit (Mk. 1:8), but 

these disciples were not aware that the Holy Spirit 

had been given. Paul explained to them the story of 
Jesus, and after they were baptized in water as a 

response to this new dimension of faith in Christ, the 
Holy Spirit came upon them (Ac.19:3-7). 

The theme of the gift of the Holy Spirit is so central in 
the Book of Acts that some have even referred to it 

as the “Gospel of the Holy Spirit.” At the time of his 

ascension, Jesus promised his disciples that, in a few 
days, they would be baptized with the Holy Spirit (Ac. 

1:5). On the Jewish feast of Pentecost, which was the 
celebration of the firstfruits of harvest, about 120 disciples were gathered in Jerusalem at the temple (Lk. 

24:53; Ac. 1:15). Abruptly, they heard a sound like a strong wind blowing, and they observed what 

seemed to be tongues of fire resting upon each of them. Each began to speak in a foreign language, and 
all of them were filled with the Holy Spirit, just as Jesus had said (Ac. 2:1-4). This event, according to 

Peter, was a fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy that they were even then living in the final period of history 
(Ac. 2:14-18). The Jesus who had been crucified, buried and raised by the Father, had poured out upon 

his followers the heavenly gift (Ac. 2:22-24, 33). Because the predicted baptism with the Spirit had been 
fulfilled, all believers everywhere could now expect to receive the promised gift (Ac. 2:38-39). 

The remainder of Acts is filled with the Spirit’s activities as it motivated the followers of Jesus. It enabled 

them to defend their cause (Ac. 4:8; 6:9-10), to boldly proclaim the gospel (Ac. 4:31), to serve each 
other in love (Ac. 6:3), and to face the future with courage (Ac. 9:31). Christian leaders received 

direction from the Holy Spirit (Ac. 10:19-20; 11:11-12), and the church was made aware of international 
needs so that they might respond in solidarity to their fellow brothers and sisters (Ac. 11:27-30). The 

Holy Spirit guided the church into making sound theological decisions (Ac. 15:28). The Spirit initiated the 

Gentile mission into Asia (Ac. 13:1-2), and later, further missions into Macedonia and Greece (Ac. 16:6-
10). Paul was surely correct when he said that the Christian church, which is built upon the apostles, 

prophets and Jesus Christ himself, rises to become a spiritual temple in which God lives by his Spirit (Ep. 
2:20-22). While the gift of the Spirit is central to the life of the church, it is well to remember that the 

work of the Spirit began in the Old Testament. As long ago as the time of Moses, the Holy Spirit infilled 
people for leadership (Nu. 11:16-17, 24-25; 27:18; Dt. 34:9) and service (Ex. 31:1-3; 35:30-31). During 

the early period of Israel’s national history, the Spirit enabled her leaders to successfully fight their 

enemies (11:6-8; 16:13). Later, in the time of the writing prophets, the Holy Spirit inspired them to 
preach to the desperate ethical and political needs of the times (Ne. 9:30; 2 Pe. 1:21). 

After the period of the writing prophets, however, it was generally concluded that the Holy Spirit’s work 
of inspiration had ceased. The promise was held forth, however, that near the end of the ages God would 

freely give the gift of his Spirit to all his people (Is. 32:14-15; 44:3; Eze. 36:25-27; Joel 2:28-29). In 

particular, the Spirit of God would rest upon a specially chosen Leader, variously called the Branch (Is. 
11:1-2) and the Servant (Is. 42:1). Though he had not appeared yet, this future figure would be anointed 

with the Spirit so that he might preach good news (Is. 61:1-3). 

In the birth of Jesus, the witness of the New Testament is that the quenched Holy Spirit had returned. In 

a flurry of divine activity, Elizabeth, Zechariah, John, Simeon and Mary were all filled with the Holy Spirit 

so that they might speak the words of God and fulfill major roles in God’s redemptive purpose (Lk. 1:15, 



35, 41, 67; 2:26-27; Mt. 1:18, 20). When he reached adulthood, Jesus was himself anointed with the 

Holy Spirit to perform his messianic ministry (Mk. 1:10; Jn. 1:33-34; Lk. 4:1, 14-21). The apostles would 
later testify that, just as Isaiah had predicted, “God had anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit 

and power” (Ac. 10:38). Jesus, as the bearer of the Holy Spirit, extended the promise of the gift of the 
Spirit to all his disciples (Jn. 7:38-39; 14:16-17, 26; 15:26; 16:7-15). In his final earthly words to his 

followers, he told them to wait for the Father’s promise (Lk. 24:49). 

Thus, ever since the Day of Pentecost, when the promise of the baptism with the Spirit was fulfilled, all 
who believe in Jesus Christ are filled with the Spirit when they come to faith (1 Co. 12:13; Ep. 1:13-14; 

Ga. 3:2, 14). Every believer can be certain that he or she possesses the gift of the Spirit by an inner 
assurance which the Spirit himself gives (Ro. 8:16; 1 Jn. 3:24; 4:13), by the motivation to confess and 

affirm the Christian faith (1 Co. 2:14; 1 Jn. 4:2-3, 15-16), and by the inner urging of the Spirit to live the 
Christian life (Ro. 8:5, 14; Ga. 5:22-23). This gift of the Spirit is the guarantee of eternal life in the 

resurrection (Ro. 8:11; 2 Co. 1:21-22; 5:5). 

In addition to the inner motivation and power to live the Christian life, the Holy Spirit also enables each 
believer to serve others in ways that do not come within his or her natural capacities. These promptings 

from God are called the gifts of the Holy Spirit (1 Co. 12:4-6). They are motivated by love (Ro. 5:5; 1 Co. 
13), and they are given by God at his own discretion (1 Co. 12:11; He. 2:4) for the common good of the 

church (1 Co. 12:7; 14:12; 1 Pe. 4:8-11). 

There are various kinds of these gifts, and Paul’s letters provide several suggestive lists of them (Ro. 
12:6-8; 1 Co. 12:8-10, 28-30; Ep. 4:11). Some are for leadership, some are for service, some seem 

rather spectacular, and others are performed in a quiet and unassuming way. Nevertheless, all gifts, of 
whatever sort, are important for the church as a body (1 Co. 12:12-27). No gift is universal in the sense 

that every Christian has it (1 Co. 12:29-31), but all gifts are worthy. 

Paul’s instruction, then, is appropriate for every believer: “Be filled with the Spirit” (Ep. 5:17b)! Again he 

says, “Do not put out the Spirit’s fire; do not treat prophecies with contempt. Test everything. Hold on to 

the good” (1 Th. 5:19-21). For as Paul also says, “The kingdom of God is a matter of … righteousness, 
peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Ro. 

14:17). 

We have not received the spirit of the world 

but the Spirit who is from God, and it is by 

the Spirit that we truly understand what 
God has done for us (1 Co. 2:12). 


