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Welcome back to the Sunday Mass notes for Pentecost Sunday. We open with the first reading from 
Acts that chronicled the Day of Pentecost when God sent the Holy Spirit to indwell the believers in the 
early church. Then we move onto the second reading from Saint Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians 
and discuss the gifts of the Spirit. We conclude with the Gospel lesson from Saint John where we will 
examine what it means when Jesus said, “If you forgive the sins of any, their sins have been forgiven 
them; if you retain the sins of any, they have been retained” (John 20:23).  
 
Introduction to the First Reading: 
The theme of the readings this week goes like this: In the first reading, we see God’s sending of the Holy 
Spirit to the church. In the second reading, we see the revelation of the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Finally, in 
the Gospel lesson we find the commissioning by the Holy Spirit for all believers to spread the Gospel 
message. Let’s begin with the first reading from the Book of Acts. This is the record of the momentous 
day on which God sent the Holy Spirit to indwell the believers in fulfillment of Jesus’ promise (John 
14:17). This event occurred fifty days after Jesus had risen from the dead and ten days after Jesus 
returned to heaven.  
 
First Reading: 
 

1 When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 2 And suddenly 
there came from heaven a noise like a violent rushing wind, and it filled the whole house where 
they were sitting. 3 And there appeared to them tongues as of fire distributing themselves, and 
they rested on each one of them. 4 And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to 
speak with other tongues, as the Spirit was giving them utterance. 5 Now there were Jews living 
in Jerusalem, devout men from every nation under heaven. 6 And when this sound occurred, the 
crowd came together, and were bewildered because each one of them was hearing them speak 
in his own language. 7 They were amazed and astonished, saying, "Why, are not all these who 
are speaking Galileans? 8 And how is it that we each hear them in our own language to which 
we were born? 9 Parthians and Medes and Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and 
Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 10 Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the districts of Libya around 
Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, 11 Cretans and Arabs--we hear them 
in our own tongues speaking of the mighty deeds of God." (Acts 2:1-11) 

 
God’s sending of the Holy Spirit fulfilled what Jesus had predicted when He said that he wouldn’t leave 
the believers as orphans (John 14:18). The Holy Spirit is the Person who empowered the disciples to turn 
from hiding in the upper room to being bold speakers in the name of Jesus. Notice how the first ministry 
of the Holy Spirit was to cause the disciples to speak in various languages in such a way that the Jews 
from around the world heard them in their own language (v. 6). It’s not known whether each of the 
disciples spoke a different foreign language or if they spoke some sort of holy tongue that the foreigners 
were able to understand. Jesus had earlier told the disciples, “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the 
Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I said 
to you” (John 14:26). This first ministry of the Spirit was to spread the Gospel to the foreign Jews 
gathered for Pentecost by allowing them to hear the Gospel message in their own language. Their 
testimony was that “we hear them in our own tongues speaking of the mighty deeds of God” (v. 11).   
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Introduction to the Second Reading: 
We cannot overstate the importance of the ministry of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers. His 
ministry through the believers in whom He dwells is important not only for spreading the Gospel around 
the world but also for empowering us to accomplish all of the purposes of God in our lives.  As we move 
to the second reading from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians we see some of the gifts sent to us by 
the Holy Spirit. Note that the reading this week skipped verses 8 -11, these are included in order to 
provide the proper clarity of Saint Paul’s instruction.   
 
Second Reading: 
 

3 Therefore I make known to you that no one speaking by the Spirit of God says, "Jesus is 
accursed"; and no one can say, "Jesus is Lord," except by the Holy Spirit. 4 Now there are 
varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit. 5 And there are varieties of ministries, and the same Lord. 6 
There are varieties of effects, but the same God who works all things in all persons. 7 But to each 
one is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. 8 For to one is given the word 
of wisdom through the Spirit, and to another the word of knowledge according to the same 
Spirit; 9 to another faith by the same Spirit, and to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, 10 
and to another the effecting of miracles, and to another prophecy, and to another the 
distinguishing of spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, and to another the interpretation of 
tongues. 11 But one and the same Spirit works all these things, distributing to each one 
individually just as He wills. 12 For even as the body is one and yet has many members, and all 
the members of the body, though they are many, are one body, so also is Christ. 13 For by one 
Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free, and 
we were all made to drink of one Spirit. (1 Corinthians 12:3-13) 

 
In this reading, Paul cataloged some of the gifts of the Spirit and said that the purpose of the gifts was 
“for the common good” (v.7). Although this was not an exhaustive list of the gifts (see also Ephesians 
4:7-13 and Romans 12:3-8) they included wisdom and knowledge (v.8), faith (v.9a), healing (v.9b), 
miracles (v.10a), prophecy (v.10b), discernment of spirits (v.10c), speaking in tongues (v.10d), and 
interpretation of those speaking in tongues (v.10e). Later in the reading, Paul stated that although the 
gifts of the Spirit were diverse with everyone having a different gift, they were delivered by God in such 
a way as to work perfectly together in the whole body of the church (vv. 11-13). Even though not 
everyone would have the same gift, the diversity of gifts among the believers would accomplish God’s 
purposes through the unity of the believers (v.13). For example, only certain people were given the gift 
of prophecy, meaning either the ability to foretell future events or more prominently in the New 
Testament context to forth tell through the preaching of the Scriptures. In today’s age, some of the gifts 
that Paul listed are more prevalent than other ones. During the early church immediately after God sent 
the Holy Spirit certain gifts such as tongues and healing were very important as “sign gifts” that greatly 
increased the spread of the Gospel to a culture thoroughly immersed in the worship of idols. God used 
these sign gifts in a powerful way as we can see in the first reading with the empowerment of the 
disciples to speak in various languages.  
 
Introduction to the Gospel Reading: 
As we move onto the Gospel lesson we will see how God the Holy Spirit commission the believers in the 
early church to spread the Gospel. The context of the reading from John Chapter 20 is the evening of the 
first Easter Sunday when Jesus’ first appeared to the disciples who were gathered together in the upper 
room with the doors locked. This didn’t stop Jesus, who was able to walk right through the wall or door 
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by exercising His divine power with His new glorified body. Only ten of the disciples were present as 
Thomas “The Twin” didn’t see Jesus until the next time the whole group was gathered together (John 
20:26) and Judas had already given up hope and killed himself. 
 
Before we read the text, since the central focus of the lesson will be on the concept of the forgiveness of 
sin let’s review what God’s Holy Word says about this crucially important subject. First, God says that 
everyone, except for Jesus, is a sinner. Paul said in Romans, “for all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God” (Romans 3:23). Second, God says that because of our sin, we deserve the penalty of death; 
having sinned against a Holy God Who is completely separate from sin. Paul said, “for the wages of sin is 
death” (Romans 6:23a). We can never enter into the presence of our Holy God because we are sinful. 
The only way that we can enter into a relationship with God and be in His presence when we die is to 
have our sin forgiven by God. Third, there is good news. Paul continued in Romans 6:23, “but the free 
gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 6:23b-ff). Finally, only God can forgive sin. In 
Luke’s Gospel Jesus was confronted by the Pharisees after he proclaimed the forgiveness of a paralyzed 
man’s sins and they challenged Jesus authority to forgive sin. In response Jesus said, “Which is easier, to 
say, 'Your sins have been forgiven you,' or to say, 'Get up and walk'? But, so that you may know that the 
Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins, --He said to the paralytic—‘I say to you, get up, and 
pick up your stretcher and go home’” (Luke 5:23-24). Though Scripture tells us to “confess our sins one 
to another” (James 5:16), only God can forgive sin. Jesus came to the earth as God in the flesh for the 
express purpose of dying on the cross for our sin (Romans 4:25). “And there is salvation in no one else; 
for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men by which we must be saved” 
(Acts 4:12).  
 
Paul explained later in Romans Chapter 10 how to receive the free gift of eternal life through the 
forgiveness of our sin: 
 

that if you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him 
from the dead, you will be saved; 10 for with the heart a person believes, resulting in 
righteousness, and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation. 11 For the Scripture says, 
"WHOEVER BELIEVES IN HIM WILL NOT BE DISAPPOINTED." 12 For there is no distinction 
between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of all, abounding in riches for all who call on 
Him; 13 for "WHOEVER WILL CALL ON THE NAME OF THE LORD WILL BE SAVED." Romans 10:9-
13 

 
We see that the forgiveness of our sin is free gift of God that comes by believing the good news of the 
Gospel. Jesus gave the disciples, and by application every Christian, what is called the Great Commission 
to preach this message about the forgiveness of sin. Jesus said, “Go therefore and make disciples of all 
the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 
observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age” (Matthew 
28:19-20). This is the Gospel, meaning good news, that Jesus instructed his believers to preach to the 
world for the forgiveness of sin.  
 
Now, with these things in mind let’s read what happened that Sunday evening when Jesus made a 
surprise visit to the disciples gathered in the upper room.  
 
Gospel Reading: 
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19 So when it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and when the doors were shut 
where the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood in their midst and said to 
them, "Peace be with you." 20 And when He had said this, He showed them both His hands and 
His side. The disciples then rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 21 So Jesus said to them again, 
"Peace be with you; as the Father has sent Me, I also send you." 22 And when He had said this, 
He breathed on them and said to them, "Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive the sins of any, 
their sins have been forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they have been retained." (John 
20:19-23) 

 
What did Jesus mean when he said in verse 23, “If you forgive the sins of any, their sins have been 
forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they have been retained”? The key to understanding Jesus’ 
teaching in verse 23 is found in the previous two verses. Jesus said “as the Father has sent Me, I also 
send you” (v.21b). Next in verse 22 He promised that God would send the Holy Spirit. This “sending” or 
“commissioning” of the disciples (and all believers) is one of the main purposes of the church as 
expounded in the Great Commission. “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them 
in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I 
commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:19-20). The 
binding and unbinding of sin is found in the gift of faith (Ephesians 2:8-9) when a person comes to the 
knowledge of Jesus Christ as their Savior. Jesus said, “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but 
whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on him” (John 3:36). Jesus instructed 
these ten men that anyone who believes in Him through the preaching of the Gospel will be saved, just 
as we saw in Romans Chapter 10. The interpretation of Scripture must always be consistent with the 
whole counsel of God’s Word. 
 
What do the three themes we discovered in the readings today mean in our lives? First, God sent the 
Holy Spirit to indwell His believers in order to accomplish His purposes. He sent a diversity of gifts to a 
diversity of people in such a way that it forces the Church to work together as the Body of Christ. 
Second, God commissioned all believers, not just the ten disciples that were gathered in the room at 
Pentecost, to fulfil His Great Commission. This means that everyone that believes is to work to spread 
the Gospel message and to disciple believers, recognizing that not everyone will be gifted in either of 
these two particular areas. Some will be called to teach, and some to evangelize. You can rest assured 
that if you truly commit your heart to the Lord that you won’t automatically be called by Him as a 
missionary in Africa. But you can be assured that God will call you to use whatever spiritual gift(s) that 
He has given you to your fullest ability.  
 
Earlier this week I was driving home from the local lake after spending three hours windsurfing, which is 
one of my favorite pastimes. As I turned the corner on the road leading up to our house at around 7:00 
pm, I recognized my neighbor as he drove by me on the way back to work at our local Christian college. 
Although he goes into work at 8:00 in the morning with his wife and returns with her sometime after 
5:00 pm, he usually returns after dinner. Although God has gifted this man in a variety of ways, through 
it all is one of his preeminent qualities: faithfulness. This really inspired me to be faithful as well. 
Although God doesn’t call everyone to work 10 plus hours each day on a fixed salary as my neighbor 
does, He does call us to be faithful in using the gifts that He has given us.  
 

Reflection Questions 
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1. The full list of spiritual gifts can be found in three passages: Romans 12:6-8, 1 Corinthians 12:8-10; 28-
30, and Ephesians 4:11. We looked at part of the list from First Corinthians today. Read each of the 
other passages and see if you can locate the full list of spiritual gifts: Administration, Knowledge, 
Apostleship, Leadership, Discernment, Mercy, Evangelism, Miracles, Exhortation, Pastor/Shepherd, 
Faith, Prophecy, Giving, Serving/Ministering, Healing, Teaching, Interpretation of Tongues, Tongues, 
Wisdom 
 

Romans 12:6-8 NAS95 6 Since we have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, each 
of us is to exercise them accordingly: if prophecy, according to the proportion of his faith; 7 if 
service, in his serving; or he who teaches, in his teaching; 8 or he who exhorts, in his exhortation; 
he who gives, with liberality; he who leads, with diligence; he who shows mercy, with 
cheerfulness. 

 
1 Corinthians 12:28-30 NAS95 28 And God has appointed in the church, first apostles, second 
prophets, third teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, administrations, various 
kinds of tongues. 29 All are not apostles, are they? All are not prophets, are they? All are not 
teachers, are they? All are not workers of miracles, are they? 30 All do not have gifts of healings, 
do they? All do not speak with tongues, do they? All do not interpret, do they? 

 
Ephesians 4:11 NAS95 11 And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as 
evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, 

 
 
2. What is your spiritual gift? One of the best ways to understand your gifting is to ask other believers. 
Another way it to use one of the variety of spiritual gift tests available online. See for example: 
http://www.churchgrowth.org/cgi-cg/gifts.cgi?intro=1  
 
In what ways are you using your particular gift to serve God?  
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