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Numbers 11:24-30, 1 Corinthians 12:1-13,  John 7:37-39 
 

How are we to understand the Spirit of God? What is this Holy Spirit? How do we know if we 
have received the Holy Spirit? Our three Bible readings today give us three snapshots of the 
Spirit, with some fascinating differences between them, and so they give us positive 
learnings to increase our own understanding and our own living “in the Spirit”. 

The brief event told in our reading from the book of Numbers is intriguing, to say the least. 
Four learnings for today: 

• First, note that Moses, who has carried an enormous load of leadership as the people of 
Israel travel through the wilderness on the way to their promised land, is to receive help 
from 70 elders chosen from the people. God teaches Moses, and us, that responsibility 
for leadership is to be shared.  

• Second, note how God’s Spirit is here understood as something tangible, something 
material, something akin to clothing or perfume or ointment. We are told that God comes 
down in a cloud, speaks to Moses, then takes some of the Spirit that is on Moses and 
divides it among the 70 elders!  

• Third, the result is that the elders suddenly are able to prophesy, at least once! 
Prophecy is the gift of being able to perceive God’s will in a particular situation, and 
speaking out and following the will of God. 

• Fourth, while Moses and the elders encounter God and God’s Spirit in the “tent”, in the 
sanctuary, the place set aside for worship, we discover that two others who are some 
distance away, back in the camp , have received a portion of God’s Spirit too. That can’t 
be right, surely, is the conclusion drawn by two of Moses’ companions, they’ve got to be 
stopped, we must control this Spirit, we can’t have it lobbing on anyone and everyone. 
And Moses’ response is to say no worries, trust God, I’d love it if everybody had 
received God’s Spirit.  

So bear in mind these ancient understandings of the Spirit, from the 13th century BC, as we 
turn to the Christian Scriptures. 

John chapter 7 gives us a very brief snapshot about the Spirit. There are three things to note 
here: 

• First, there’s the extraordinary statement by John, the gospel writer, that “as yet there is 
no Spirit”. That is the literal translation of what John writes, yet the Spirit appears 
hundreds of times in the Old Testament, given to prophets and leaders like Moses and 
the 70, and in the New Testament we’re told that the Spirit comes upon Mary as she 
conceives Jesus and on Jesus at his baptism, and that’s just for starters. Earlier in 
John’s gospel, in chapter 3, Jesus and Nicodemus even have a substantial conversation 
about the Spirit, about being born of the Spirit and the Spirit blowing where it wills. Yet 
here in chapter 7 John implies that the Spirit does not yet exist. Little wonder there’s an 
alternative reading given in the margin of our Bibles, from other old manuscripts of the 
gospel purporting to correct John’s error, explaining that “as yet, the Spirit had not been 
given”.  
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• Second, the Spirit is here equated with the living water, the water of life, that Jesus has 
promised to every believer. Remember the encounter between Jesus and the Samaritan 
woman at Jacob’s well, back in chapter 4. And note this water, or spirit, is to be passed 
on – “out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water”. It’s not to be kept for 
oneself, it’s to be passed on, communicated, shared.  

• And third, the reason given for why there is no Spirit yet, is that Jesus has not yet been 
glorified. In John’s gospel, the glorification of Jesus is his crucifixion and his 
resurrection. These events at the end of Jesus’ life physically on earth are seen as 
crucial requirements before the Spirit is given.  

Which brings us to our Corinthians passage. There’s lots of learnings here, but let me 
highlight just two: 

• First is the statement that every Christian, everyone who confesses Jesus as Lord, does 
so by the Holy Spirit, and that’s then backed up strongly by the declaration that every 
Christian receives at least one gift of the Spirit which they are to use in service to God. 

• And second is the emphasis on it being the one and the same Spirit of God who deals 
with each one of us, and who therefore binds the followers of Christ together inextricably 
as part of the same body, the same family of Christ. Christian unity is one of the effects 
of the Spirit. If everyone has at least one gift from the Spirit, then we have no option but 
to treat them with respect and love, all of us members of the one family, none regarded 
as inherently any better than any others, all children of God, all recipients of God’s 
Spirit. 

So where does all this leave us? How are we to understand the Spirit of God?  

My understanding is that the Spirit of God is God with us, here and now. Jesus is no longer 
physically here on earth, but God has sent the Spirit, as promised by Jesus, and the Spirit is 
available to be received by all of us who believe. And we receive the Spirit in two related but 
slightly different ways - in the general sense of perceiving God to be present in our lives, and 
in the specific sense of recognising that God has given us something particular, some gift, a 
personality trait or an ability or talent that is given to us by God for us to use in the service of 
God, which usually means in the service of others.  

So, for me, the Spirit is intangible, not a substance from which lumps can be divided out as 
implied in Numbers; intangible, but knowable as God with us. It’s almost impossible to define 
or explain the gift and gifts of the Holy Spirit, which is why we speak of the Spirit mostly in 
images, in analogies, such as air, breath, fire, living water, dove, go-between, comforter, 
counsellor, advocate.  

Two last things. One is the beautiful symmetry in today’s readings about the Spirit. Back in 
the 13th century BC Moses exclaims that he wishes all people could receive God’s Spirit. On 
that day of Pentecost, around 30 AD, the followers of Jesus gathered in Jerusalem, men and 
women, younger and older, educated and uneducated, and all received the Spirit; and 25 or 
so years later Paul writes that every Christian has received at least one gift from the Holy 
Spirit. Moses’ hope has been fulfilled. 

And the other is the strong reminder that the Spirit of God can never be controlled by us 
religious people. God’s Spirit is not limited to activity only in a place set aside for the worship 
of God, not restricted only to those who’ve expressed faith in God. God’s Spirit may also 
have been received by people outside the tent, outside the family of believers. The Spirit 
blows where it wills, as Jesus said to Nicodemus. So we need to be open to what’s going on 
in the world around us, God’s Spirit may be at work.  

The Spirit of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit. God with us, now, and always. 

 

To the glory of God, Amen.  


