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This is the fourth message now in our series on the Holy Spirit. I 
know for a lot of people, the Holy Spirit can seem like a very 
mysterious sort of character—perhaps even spooky or a little 
frightening. Many of us associate the Spirit with fairly boisterous or 
ecstatic types of behavior: loud music, lots of shouting and dancing, 
speaking in unknown tongues, miraculous healing, and so on. And for 
a lot of Mennonites, we approach such events with great unease and 
deep skepticism. We tend to regard these highly visible expressions 
as overly dramatic, emotionally manipulative, or even downright 
dishonest.

Likewise, when we think about biblical stories involving the Holy 
Spirit, we also tend to think about very dramatic occurrences. At 
Pentecost, of course, there are some very dramatic displays: tongues 
of flame and a great wind and the disciples speaking in tongues. So if 
asked to name passages in the Old Testament where the Holy Spirit 
was active, we might think of big, miraculous events that also involve 
wind or fire in some way. Like the time that Elijah calls down fire from
heaven to burn up the sacrifice he’s prepared in his contest with the 
prophets of Baal.(1 Kings 18:20-40) Or when Elijah is later 
transported to heaven in a chariot of fire.(2 Kings 2:9-11) Or when 
the great wind blows the waters aside so the children of Israel can 
walk through the sea on dry ground.(Exodus 14:21-22) Or the text 
that Pastor Barb preached on last week when Ezekiel prophesied to 
the dry bones, and a great wind  gave them new life.(Ezekiel 37:1-
10)

Chances are, however, that if I asked you to name an Old 
Testament character who was filled with the spirit, none of you would 
have named Bezalel, son of Uri. In fact, I’m pretty sure that, unless 
you happened to read the Old Testament text for this morning in 
preparation for worship today, none of you would have even had a 
clue who Bezalel was. Actually, you might still be wondering about 
him. But in this passage, we are told that God has filled Bezalel with 
“divine spirit.” If you were following along in the pew Bible, you may 
have noted that there’s a footnote that “divine spirit” can also be 
translated as “the spirit of God,” which is how it is translated in the 
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New International Version and King James Version and American 
Standard Version and a lot of other English translations. Bezalel son of
Uri son of Hur is filled with the Spirit of God.

And what is the great spiritual work that God’s Spirit has given 
Bezalel to do? To speak in tongues? To raise the dead? To call down 
fire from heaven? No. It is “to devise artistic designs, to work in gold, 
silver, and bronze, in cutting stones for setting, and in carving wood, 
in every kind of craft.”(v. 32-33) In other words, Bezalel is a master 
craftsman who is able to work with a wide variety of materials. Not 
only that, Bezalel is also inspired to teach these same skills to Oholiab
son of Ahisamach. 

In the verses leading up to this introduction of Bezalel and 
Oholiab, Moses has been making preparations to build the tabernacle 
where the Ark of the Covenant will be housed and where the priests 
will offer sacrifices on behalf of the people. He has put out a call to 
the people to gather all the supplies necessary to build the tabernacle 
and all the items in it, as well as everything necessary for the 
vestments for the priests. He asks for “gold, silver, and bronze; blue, 
purple, and crimson yarns, and fine linen; goats' hair, tanned rams' 
skins, and fine leather; acacia wood, oil for the light, spices for the 
anointing oil and for the fragrant incense, and onyx stones and gems 
to be set in the ephod and the breastpiece.(Exodus 35:5-9) 

The Israelites respond very generously to Moses’ call. They bring
their jewelry and animal skins and weaving and whatever else they 
have to be used for the tabernacle. In fact, the people are so 
generous that, in the following chapter, Moses has to go back to them 
and say, “OK, enough already! We can’t use everything you’re 
donating.”(Exodus 36:6-7)

In the midst of this great collection, we are introduced to Bezalel
and Oholiab. They are the artisans who are commissioned and 
entrusted with taking all these raw materials and turning them into 
the items needed for the tabernacle: tables and lamp stands and 
pillars; altars and basins and poles; tent pegs and ephods and 
utensils of all kinds—whatever is necessary to insure that the priests 
can carry on their duties in the tabernacle. And not only are they 
commissioned and charged by Moses for this work, Bezalel and 
Oholiab are gifted and empowered by God’s Holy Spirit to carry it out.

There’s a lot of literature being written these days on the whole 
topic of spiritual gifts. If you go online and search for “spiritual gifts,” 
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you find lots of different lists. Most of them are based on various lists 
that are found in the writings of the apostle Paul. In Romans 12, for 
example, Paul mentions prophecy, serving, teaching, exhortation, 
giving, leadership, and mercy.(Romans 12:7-8) In 1 Corinthians 12, 
he offers a couple of different lists. One of them enumerates qualities 
and actions such as wisdom, knowledge, faith, healing, miracles, 
prophecy, discernment and speaking in or interpreting tongues.(v. 8-
10) The other one includes some items from this list, but also 
mentions offices like apostle, prophet and teacher.(v. 28) You might 
recognize many of these items from the song we sang just a bit ago 
about “many gifts, but the same Spirit.” 

Another passage outside of Paul’s writings that is also often cited
in identifying spiritual gifts is from the prophet Isaiah. In chapter 11, 
Isaiah looks ahead to the Messiah who will embody a variety of gifts 
of the Spirit. These include wisdom, understanding, counsel, fortitude,
knowledge, piety and fear of the Lord.(Isaiah 11:2) 

Because there is such a variety of spiritual gifts listed among 
these various texts, it’s pretty clear that none of them are intended to
be completely exhaustive. So there are some things that are often 
considered spiritual gifts that don’t appear on any of these lists. These
include celibacy and hospitality and martyrdom, among others. 

But in all these common lists of gifts of the Spirit, you are very 
unlikely to find stonemason or wood carver. You’re probably not going 
to come across embroiderer or weaver. Yet these are among the very 
things that we are told Bezalel and Oholiab are gifted in. These are 
what scripture explicitly tells us that at least Bezalal was “filled . . . 
with divine spirit” to do.

We have this tendency, though, to think of “spiritual” things as 
being rather esoteric and mystical. Then there are those things that 
we just do because they need to be done—the “ordinary” things of 
life. So on the one side are spiritual actions like discernment and 
exhortation and wisdom. And on the other side you have practical 
acts like doing laundry and balancing the checkbook and hauling the 
kids around to all their activities. 

There are even stories in the Bible that seem to reflect this 
division between spiritual and ordinary matters. In Acts 6, for 
example, there’s the story of a conflict that arises between different 
groups in the early church over whether the widows in their faction 
are getting their share of food in the daily distribution of meals. The 
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complaint comes to the twelve apostles. But they declare, “It is not 
right that we should neglect the word of God in order to wait on 
tables.”(Acts 6:2) So they appoint a group of seven deacons to take 
over this practical matter while they continue to focus on spiritual 
things.

Or there’s the well-known story of Mary and Martha. Martha 
busies herself with practical matters in the kitchen, while her sister 
Mary chooses the spiritual path of learning from Jesus. And when 
Martha complains to Jesus about Mary not helping her, Jesus tells her 
that “Mary has chosen the better part.”(Luke 10:42)

In both of these instances, however, there is never a suggestion 
that there’s anything wrong with the “practical” activities of feeding 
and caring for other people . There’s never a statement that those 
involved in the more ordinary work are not also engaged in something
spiritual. Indeed, it’s quite clear that the deacons in the book of Acts 
are extremely important. In fact, we know a lot more about some of 
them than we do about some of the twelve apostles. Likewise, Jesus 
never criticizes Martha for her work in the kitchen. He criticizes her 
because she allows that work to distract her from what’s most 
important, and for using the occasion to criticize her sister. In general,
the Bible really doesn’t make the distinction between “ordinary” and 
“spiritual” matters that we often make.

In fact, our New Testament reading for today comes in the 
chapter immediately following Jesus’ visit with Mary and Martha. And 
here he speaks of receiving the Holy Spirit in very ordinary terms. The
chapter actually begins with Jesus’ disciples coming to him with a 
practical request, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his 
disciples.”(Luke 11:1) So Jesus teaches them this prayer that we still 
commonly recite today. We know it as “The Lord’s Prayer.”

After teaching this prayer, Jesus then continues on with more 
practical advice on how to pray. In the passage we read today, he 
compares asking in prayer to a child asking for something to eat. It’s 
unfortunately true that there are a few parents who would actually 
give their kids snakes and scorpions rather than fish and eggs. But 
that’s quite rare. For the most part even truly awful people try to give 
their kids what they need. We don’t always give them what they 
want. But we do our best to give them the practical things they need 
to grow and to thrive.

Jesus’ point, then, is that God, our perfect Parent, will certainly 
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give us what we truly need. God will supply us with our ordinary 
needs. And what we need the most—from a practical perspective—is 
the Holy Spirit. Jesus promises his disciples God’s Spirit not just so 
they engage in the more “flashy” spiritual activities like speaking in 
tongues or casting out demons—though those can also be spiritual 
gifts. Jesus promises the Spirit so that his followers can engage in the
ordinary day-to-day ministries he calls them to do: bringing good 
news to the poor, proclaiming release to the captives and recovery of 
sight to the blind;(Luke 4:18) feeding the hungry, welcoming the 
stranger, caring for the sick and visiting those in prison.(Matthew 
25:36-40)

When it comes right down to it, Jesus is very clear about what he
expects of his followers. The commands that he cites are very 
practical in nature: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and 
with all your soul, and with all your mind,” and “Love your neighbor as
yourself. On these two commandments,” he declares, “hang all the 
law and the prophets.”(Matthew 22:37-40) I’m not suggesting that 
these are always easy things to do. I’m not even saying that it’s easy 
to know how to do them in any given situation. What I’m saying is 
that Jesus’ concerns are essentially very practical. He doesn’t promise
that we’ll all have deep mystical experiences or engage in esoteric 
activities, though we might. What he promises is that we will all be 
empowered by the Holy Spirit to do the very tangible work of loving 
God and loving our neighbors. And such love is expressed in a myriad 
of ways—many of them very ordinary and pragmatic in nature.

Still, there are plenty of folks who insist that “spiritual” gifts are 
somehow different and more special than the “ordinary” and 
“practical” acts that show love for God and ones neighbor. For 
example, one web site I came across distinguishes between “spiritual 
gifts” and mere “talents.” The site acknowledges that both of these 
are given by God. According to their definition, however, talents are 
“the result of genetics and/or training” and “can be possessed by 
anyone.” Spiritual gifts, on the other hand, are “the result of the 
power of the Holy Spirit.” and “are only possessed by Christians.” 
Talents, therefore, can be used for either spiritual or non-spiritual 
purposes. But spiritual gifts are focused solely on glorifying God and 
ministering to others.

By this definition, the unnamed author of the article specifically 
recognizes Bezalel as one endowed by God with great talent. But even
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though the text clearly identifies him as one “filled . . . with divine 
spirit,” the article stops short of saying that Bezalel possesses a 
spiritual gift. Apparently, devising artistic designs, working in gold, 
silver, bronze, and so on aren’t “spiritual” enough, even when those 
talents are employed in creating something that glorifies God and is 
used in ministering to God’s people.

Frankly, however, I don’t see the Bible supporting this division 
between “talents” and “spiritual gifts.” I don’t think our mindset of 
designating certain things as “spiritual” and others as “ordinary” is 
one that Jesus or Paul or Bezalel would have accepted. It seems to 
me that any natural ability that’s used to build up the Kingdom of God
is a spiritual gift. Any talent that’s used in service to others is a 
spiritual gift. Any passion one follows that furthers the work of God in 
the world is a spiritual gift.

We are once again in the midst of completing the ministry 
commitment forms here at Manhattan Mennonite Church. And as we 
do so, I would encourage us all to consider the gifts and talents that 
God has entrusted to each one of us. I would invite us all to pray for 
the Holy Spirit to empower us as we use these God-given and 
faithfully developed abilities for the furthering of our mission as a 
congregation. For when we dedicate our work to the building up of 
God’s Kingdom, any of the roles and responsibilities we take on 
become a means of exercising spiritual gifts. Whether preaching a 
sermon or washing dishes. Whether praying for others or counting the
offering. Whether accompanying songs or mowing the lawn. If we 
seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit; if we offer our services to the 
glory of God; if we act in love to our neighbors, we are doing spiritual 
work.

In a sermon that he delivered several times throughout his 
ministry, the late Martin Luther King, Jr. talked about how we should 
recognize the spiritual dimension in all of our activities, no matter how
common or ordinary they might be. He said, “No matter how small 
one thinks [ones] life’s work is in terms of the norms of the world and
the so-called big jobs, [one] must realize that it has cosmic 
significance if he [or she] is serving humanity and doing the will of 
God.

King continues, “To carry this to one extreme, if it falls your lot 
to be a street sweeper, sweep streets as Raphael painted pictures, 
sweep streets as Michelangelo carved marble, sweep streets as 
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Beethoven composed music, sweep streets as Shakespeare wrote 
poetry. Sweep streets so well that all the hosts of Heaven and Earth 
will have to pause and say, ‘Here lived a great street sweeper who 
swept his job well.’  In the words of Douglas Mallock:

If you can’t be a highway, just be a trail;
If you can’t be the sun, be a star
For it isn’t by size that you win or you fail—
Be the best of whatever you are.”


