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Text 
Then the LORD said to Moses, 

2
 "See, I have chosen Bezalel son of Uri, the son of Hur, of the tribe of 

Judah, 
3
 and I have filled him with the Spirit of God, with skill, ability and knowledge in all kinds of crafts-- 

4
 to make artistic designs for work in gold, silver and bronze, 

5
 to cut and set stones, to work in wood, and 

to engage in all kinds of craftsmanship. 
6
 Moreover, I have appointed Oholiab son of Ahisamach, of the 

tribe of Dan, to help him. Also I have given skill to all the craftsmen to make everything I have commanded 

you: 
7
 the Tent of Meeting, the ark of the Testimony with the atonement cover on it, and all the other 

furnishings of the tent-- 
8
 the table and its articles, the pure gold lampstand and all its accessories, the altar 

of incense, 
9
 the altar of burnt offering and all its utensils, the basin with its stand-- 

10
 and also the woven 

garments, both the sacred garments for Aaron the priest and the garments for his sons when they serve as 

priests, 
11

 and the anointing oil and fragrant incense for the Holy Place. They are to make them just as I 

commanded you." 

 

Introduction 
 Has anyone seen, in person or in picture, the Sagrada Família church in 

Barcelona, Spain?  It’s the design of famed Art Nouveau architect Antoni Gaudí.  

Construction began in 1882.  Gaudí died in 1926.  They hope to have it completed by the 

100
th

 anniversary of his death in 2026.  It’s already imposing and impressive, a mixture 

of Gothic with what you might expect from the modernisme Spanish exploration of 

curves.  It’s beautiful, I think.  I’d love to see it in person.  Hearing the passage just read 

which talks of the actual construction of this grand Tabernacle might cause us to reflect 

on the topic of church architecture, and that would be an edifying discussion to have, but 

it’s not what this sermon is about. 

 Some of you upon hearing this passage are immediately set to thinking more 

broadly about the sometimes strained relationship between the church and the arts.  What 

does the Bible have to say about creativity and craftsmanship?   Where are the modern 

day Bezalels and Oholiabs?  I saw an interview recently with opera star Renée Fleming 

explaining her new role with the Lyric Opera of Chicago in which she said that Chicago 

is a cultural Mecca.  From the Steppenwolf to the School of the Art Institute, Chicago is a 

city teeming with artists.  But acclaimed New York artist Makoto Fujimura recently 

wrote in “A Letter to North American Churches” this: “An artist’s relationship with you 

has not been easy; we are often in the margins of your communities.”
1
  So a Christian 

aesthetic – architecture and the arts in general – is something that deserves much more 

attention than it has received… and I’m afraid much more than I can give it today. 
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We will touch on the validity and necessity of Christians as artists some today, 

but the main thing God wants to speak to us about from this text is really the work of his 

Spirit.  That’s what, in the context of the narrative, begs to be explored.  Let’s try to 

understand this ancient art form first on its own terms.  Hermeneutics after all is an artful 

science. 

And the big hermeneutical/interpretive question here is what or who is the rûach 

‘elohim that is said to fill Bezalel for his task of overseeing the construction of the 

Tabernacle?  And what does this filling mean for us?  Where has this term been used 

before in the story and what is the significance of its appearance at this stage?  This is 

where we must start.  And in short, what we’re going to see today is just this: God’s 

Spirit gives life. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Spirit in Creation of World 

 One of the biggest things we have to keep in mind in interpreting Exodus is that it 

is actually volume 2 of a larger work – the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Bible: 

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy.  As we get to Exodus 31, God has 

given Moses all the instructions for the Tabernacle complex.  Verses 7-11 essentially 

recap every item that’s been detailed in the last 5 chapters.  Verses 1-6 are really where 

the action is here and they tell how God has commissioned a man named Bezalel and his 

assistant Oholiab to oversee a team of craftsmen in bringing these designs to reality.  And 

it says in v. 3 – “I have filled him with the Spirit of God, with skill, ability and 

knowledge in all kinds of crafts – to make artistic designs…”  And as I said the most 

fruitful trail to go down in biblical exploration here is the phrase ‘filled with the rûach 

‘elohim’ rather than firstly ‘artistic designs’.  We’ll get there, but we first need to 

understand the filling. 

 Where else in the Pentateuch have we seen the rûach ‘elohim?  That collocation 

or phrase occurs just 5x, 2 of which are in reference to Bezalel (here and 35:31).  The 

very first place we see this is in Genesis 1:2, the second verse of the Bible, where it says, 

“Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and 

the rûach ‘elohim was hovering over the waters.” 

Debate rages over whether this is referring to a mere mighty wind or, as most 

Christian interpreters have understood, the third person of the Trinity.  “The Hebrew 

rûach… can mean, depending on context, ‘wind,’ ‘breath,’ or ‘spirit.’ …In the NT the 

Greek pneuma carries the same three basic connotations.”
2
  But as OT scholar John 

Sailhammer points out, the only other usage of the Hebrew word for ‘hover’ that occurs 

in Gen. 1:2 is at the end of the Pentateuch in Deuteronomy 32:11 and there it is used in a 

poetic picture of God as an eagle hovering over her nest.  And so Sailhammer concludes, 

“The use of the similar image of God both at the beginning of the Pentateuch and at the 

end suggest that it is the picture of the Spirit of God that is intended here.”
3
  There is a 

tender, personal undertone.  This isn’t some cold, harsh wind stirring up the primordial 

pond. 

God the Holy Spirit is intimately involved in the creation of the world.  “Like a 

mommy bird flutters her wings over her eggs to help her babies hatch, God [the Spirit] 

hovered over the deep, silent darkness.  He was making life happen.”
4
  So, interestingly, 
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you have God the Father, speaking the world into being through God the Son, the eternal 

Word, and God the Spirit as the animating power of ordering in which, as Abraham 

Kuyper puts it, “the formless took form, the hidden life emerged, and things created were 

led to their destiny.”  The Holy Spirit’s task in other words was to incubate the “germs of 

life.”
5
  He takes the raw materials and makes them into a lush, verdant environment for 

human flourishing – which is what Genesis ch. 1 is describing and Genesis ch. 2 calls 

Eden.  So the Spirit of God was instrumental in the formation of Eden, that primeval 

place of life. 

 

Excursus on Trinity 

 Let me take a brief excursus to discuss the concept of the Trinity.  Some may take 

issue with the way I am casually referring to the three persons of the Godhead in the 

Hebrew Scriptures.  Isn’t that a bit anachronistic?
6
  Yes, it is.  The one, true God as 

eternally existing in three persons – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – is a doctrine that 

doesn’t come into clear focus until the NT.  That’s true.  But that doesn’t mean that once 

such a reality has been revealed we cannot go back and see hints and glimmers of it in the 

OT.  I think we do. 

 The OT picture of God is not flat.  There are glimmers of plurality amidst 

unmistakable unity, like in the references to the personality of the Spirit of God.  I have 

to admit, I get very nervous when talking about this profound mystery – Three in One!  

No one can say exhaustively who God is (that goes with being God, it seems to me), but 

the church has made pronouncements on who he is not and there are many heresies 

attached to this topic that I fear falling into, so I tread lightly, as we should. 

 But let me just share with you one philosophical syllogism that has always helped 

me in thinking about these deep things of God
7
 and that is: to have a relational quality 

(such as love) be at the essence of a non-contingent being (non-contingent means he does 

not need anything or anyone else in order to be) requires plurality within unity.  So if God 

is love and we are not necessary in order for God to exist, it must mean that God has 

always existed as an eternal community of love within himself.  And he has revealed to 

us that this community consists of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

We ended last week talking about the anointing of the Holy Spirit and we’re 

spending today going deeper into who he is; the Spirit of God.  We seem to be better 

acquainted with God the Father and we talk a lot about Jesus here (even anachronistically 

in the OT).  But the Holy Spirit has been called by some ‘the forgotten God’.
8
  Part of 

that is a tragic mistake; part of that, though, is by divine design because the Holy Spirit 

delights to take a kind of behind the scenes role and direct the spotlight elsewhere, 

namely on Christ.  J.I. Packer, taking into consideration the whole witness of Scripture, 

describes the Holy Spirit’s ministry like this: 

 

It is as if the Spirit stands behind us, throwing light over on Jesus, who 

stands facing us.  The Spirit’s message to us is never, “Look at me; listen 

to me; come to me; get to know me,” but always, “Look at him and see 

him, and see his glory; get to know him, and hear his word; go to him, and 

have life.
9
 

 

Spirit in Creation of Tabernacle 



4 

Well, let’s get back to trying to piece together the meaning of our text today in the 

context of the Pentateuch.  The ‘Spirit of God’, the third person of the Trinity, is found at 

the Creation as this enlivening power bringing fullness and beauty to the world, 

culminating in Adam and Eve’s formation to enjoy this cornucopia of life and expand it 

over the earth.  But in Gen. 3 they rebel and are banished from the Garden, to the east.  

Thus commences the history of redemption.  And here we are at a major stop in that 

journey of redemption at Sinai, the Israelites having just become recipients of God’s 

liberating grace as the bearers of the promise that through them the whole world would 

one day be blessed.  And what is happening?  They are getting instructions for this 

Tabernacle that we have shown on several occasions to be a microcosm of Eden, an 

eastward facing, presence of God containing, symbolic structure that portrays salvation as 

getting back. 

It is a type of re-creation which links it already with Genesis 1 and 2.  But then we 

get the added connection that just as the rûach ‘elohim, the Spirit of God, was there at the 

creation of the world, so he is prominent here at the creation of the Tabernacle.  

Hmmm…  The Spirit of God filled Bezalel to equip him to bring to order this Eden-like 

complex, this lavish place that portrays forgiveness of sins; worship, communion, and 

enjoyment of God; and the restoration of life.  Sailhammer says, “Although many lines of 

comparison [between the Creation account and the account of the construction of the 

Tabernacle] can be drawn…, showing that the writer had intended a thematic identity 

between the two narratives, [one has to note] that in both accounts the work of God… is 

to be accomplished by the ‘Spirit of God’.  As God did his ‘work’… of creation by means 

of the ‘Spirit of God’…, so Israel was to do their ‘work’… by means of the ‘Spirit of 

God.’”
10

 

So it seems that the Spirit works in creation and re-creation to give life.  And in 

the latter endeavor he now works through human beings.  He comes upon them and fills 

them to enable them to work not in their own strength for their own glory in ways that 

further disintegrate and bring destruction, but in God’s strength for God’s glory in ways 

that bring life and salvation and human flourishing.  God’s Spirit is involved in giving 

life. 

 

Spirit and Jesus 

 We’ve been seeing all along how this Tabernacle was really just a visual aide in 

preparation for the coming of Christ.  Jesus is ultimately the High Priest the hilasterion, 

the Light, the Bread, the whole locus of salvation.  One great Christmas text that we’ve 

been quoting a lot lately is John 1:14 – “The Word became flesh and tabernacled among 

us.”  Jesus is the true tabernacle.  Well, another great Christmas text is Luke 1:35 when 

the angel has just announced to the virgin, Mary, that she will be with child and give birth 

to the Christ and she doesn’t understand how this can be and “the angel answered, ‘The 

Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.’”  

There is the Spirit of God again involved in the miracle of the Incarnation. 

 And his heightened prominence in the pages of the New Testament are primarily 

explaining his role in bringing people to Jesus so that they find life in him, testifying to 

him (cf. Jn. 15:26), bringing glory to him (cf. Jn. 16:14).  Jesus famously says in John 3 

that no one can be saved unless he be born again, given a new life, regenerated, and he 

says that this is being “born of the Spirit” (Jn. 3:8).  Paul reminds believers in Titus 3 that 



5 

“[God] saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.  

He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he 

poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been 

justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life” (Tit. 3:5-7).  

Elsewhere he says, “No one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1Cor. 

12:3).  God’s Spirit gives life (cf. Jn. 6:63, 2 Cor. 3:6).  It’s the role of the Holy Spirit to 

vivify, to bring people alive to God and give them faith whereby they are united to Christ.  

Apart from the work of the Holy Spirit, we are left cold, dead, and unfeeling. 

 But the Spirit does this work through human beings.  Just like he came upon and 

filled Bezalel to enable him to build the typological Tabernacle, so all through the NT we 

see him coming upon people and filling them to enable them to witness to Christ in such 

a way that people are supernaturally born again and believe in Jesus.  That’s what 

Pentecost and the whole book of Acts is about.  As far as I can tell, we have no reason to 

believe that the Holy Spirit just randomly zaps people and brings them to life apart from 

another human being in some form or fashion sharing the message of Jesus.  God’s 

Spirit gives life through us!  1 Thessalonians 1:5 – “Our gospel came to you not simply 

with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction.”  1 

Corinthians 2:4 – “My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive 

words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power.” 

 As I prayed earlier, this is what I desire to see happen now – as I preach it would 

not just be polished arguments or researched information, but a clear presentation of the 

truth of God that the Spirit of God supernaturally drives home to people and just like 

Ezekiel and the vision of the Valley of Dry Bones (Ezek. 37), through my feeble 

speaking, the Holy Spirit would bring spiritual life and vitality to others.  But even more 

than that, I pray that the Spirit so fills and empowers you that your witness to Christ is 

characterized by power.  That many people in this city, not due to our clever wisdom or 

strategies, not because of an appeal to shame or innate moral impulses, but because of the 

power of the Holy Spirit would come to truly perceive the superlative beauty of Christ 

that we are otherwise blind to.  Oh, that the Lord would fill many of you with his Spirit 

so that people are brought into life in Christ, the perfect Tabernacle. 

 

Spiritual Gifts 

 Regeneration of the Holy Spirit and empowerment in evangelism are big, but 

there’s so much more to the Holy Spirit’s role in the NT.  We could talk about the 

indwelling of the Holy Spirit.  We could talk a lot about spiritual gifts.  We could talk 

about so much more.  Let me just address these topics briefly.  Scripture teaches that all 

who are born of the Spirit/regenerated are indwelt by the Spirit.  NT believers have the 

Holy Spirit residing in us as a guide, teacher, comforter, convicter, encourager, and 

deposit guaranteeing what’s to come.  Every Christian is also given one or more gifts of 

the Spirit – divine enablement to use to strengthen the church. 

 

To each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.  

To one there is given through the Spirit the message of wisdom, to another 

the message of knowledge by means of the same Spirit, to another faith by 

the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by that one Spirit, to another 

miraculous powers, to another prophecy, to another distinguishing 
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between spirits, to another speaking in different kinds of tongues, and to 

still another the interpretation of tongues.  All these are the work of one 

and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines. 

(1Cor. 12:7-11) 

  

In all of the spiritual gifts (and there are more listed other places) the Spirit of God gives 

gifts that give life.  He taps different people to play different roles in the building up of 

the church (1Cor. 14:12), by in various ways making Christ more vivid to one another, 

fertilizing the fruit of the Spirit in one another, “so that the body of Christ may be built 

up” (Eph 4:12).  It’s kind of a Tabernacle/Temple image there.  NT spiritual gifts 

correspond well to the OT gifting of Bezalel. 

 In light of all this, what should Christians do?  Well, Paul says, “Eagerly desire 

spiritual gifts.”  Paul commands us elsewhere – “Be filled with the Spirit.”  How do I do 

that?  Well, Jesus tells us that if an evil father will give good gifts to his children (like at 

Christmas), “how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those 

who ask him” (Lk. 1:13)!  So if you’re a Christian, you have the Spirit, but you can have 

him more, more operative in your life.  Are you praying and asking God to fill you with 

the Holy Spirit, to show you your gifts and empower you to use them for his glory and 

others’ good?  Ask him to send his Spirit upon you in greater measure to enable you in 

unique ways to be an agent of life, through evangelism, through teaching, through 

encouragement, through healing, through leadership, through giving, through mercy, 

through service.  Especially in the book of Acts we see that prayer is the precursor to the 

pouring out of the Spirit.  Are you praying regularly to be a person who’s a conduit 

through whom the Holy Spirit is moving to give life? 

 

Art 

Now I want to come finally and briefly to the topic of art.  Why?  Because 

Bezalel’s filling here was in order to do art.  Some say it wasn’t really art because he was 

just following a pre-set pattern, God’s design.  Yes (and there may be a lesson in here for 

the artist), but there’s a lot left up to artistic license.  What does a cherubim look like?  

What should the font be on Aaron’s forehead and a thousand other details like that.  This 

was an artistic task. 

Another reason to talk about art in this setting, now that we’ve established that 

God’s Spirit gives life, is because what is (good) art but a life-giving enterprise?  Art is 

what keeps this world from being a lifeless, drab grey.  Art is what gives the world its 

zest, spruces things up, puts expression to the ornate intricacies of human existence.   

The primary work of the Spirit of God is to bring spiritual life to people through 

evangelism and give spiritual gifts to believers to serve and edify the church, furthering 

their growth in Christ.  Let’s not miss that.  God’s Spirit is primarily concerned with 

giving eternal life.  But remember how I said that rûach ‘elohim occurred 5x in the 

Pentateuch; we’ve looked at three of them (creation and construction of Tabernacle [2x]).  

The two other times the Spirit of God is mentioned he is said to come upon Joseph (Gen. 

41:38) and Balaam (Nu. 24:2).  For Joseph it’s in conjunction with his secular service in 

the Egyptian government and his wise policy planning in response to the upcoming 

famine.  With Balaam we see that the Spirit of God, apart from regeneration or 

indwelling, can come upon an unbeliever and enable him to speak truth. 
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Art is part of the public domain, part of the enterprise of all humanity.  And I 

believe that the Spirit of God inspires even non-believers to create things that are life-

giving.  Granted some of what is called art is grotesque, violent, or merely absurd.  But 

much of it has redemptive qualities and is provocatively beautiful.  This is the Holy 

Spirit’s work in common grace.  And as Jonathan Edwards said, “All the beauty to be 

found throughout the whole creation, is but the reflection of the diffused beams of that 

Being who hath an infinite fullness of brightness and glory; God… is the foundation and 

fountain of all being and all beauty.”
11

 

But Christians especially should find motivation for making good art.  In our 

Sunday gatherings we may be a bit minimalistic.  Our music is led by volunteers 

(although they do a good job).  The main focus is on the Word (although I try to in some 

way unpack it skillfully), but the work of the Spirit to shine light on the many contours of 

Jesus’ face I pray draws many of the artists who live in this city and they feel revived to 

continue their craft with excellence and affirmation.  I think the various word pictures 

associated with the Spirit’s name (wind, breath, spirit) reveals his artistic playfulness.  I 

know that Trinitarian thinking has proven to be just the kind of complexity that inspires 

many Christians in the arts.  I hope that we can be a greenhouse for many creative types 

living and working in this city that sends them out to continue to improve the quality of 

life in this city. 

But I would also want to extend it beyond just what we narrowly call art and the 

crafts of theater and dance and music and literature and visual art.  I think this extends to 

everyone’s vocations in this world.  The Spirit of God can fill you with skill, ability, and 

knowledge to do things that are life-giving.  It may not always be eternal life giving, but 

actions that contribute in some small way to beautify our fallen world.  Are you praying 

for God to fill you with his Spirit everyday and in every way as you wake up – your 

religious tasks as well as your ‘secular’ ones?  In the church and in the world?  Or are 

you just punching in and punching out in a monochrome monotony that is life-sucking? 

Teachers: are you asking the Holy Spirit every day before school to fill you for 

the task of teaching in a way that does not just cover the material, but creatively engages 

students and results in bringing a touch more of the good life to the community plagued 

by so many ills.  Homemakers: are you creating a space that’s warm and inviting and not 

just a Spartan barrack.  Be thoughtful and purposeful in the way you create holiday 

traditions with crafts and practices that spark the imagination of kids and adults alike.  

Medical professionals use their hands gracefully and skillfully to literally give life.  

Project managers can creatively think up systems and solutions that make the office a 

fertile place.  Programmers can write code that is a thing of beauty.  Mathematicians 

speak of elegant proofs.  Even secretaries can type documents in ways that are 

aesthetically pleasing and have desks that are orderly.  Are you asking the Spirit to fill 

you so that you live life with verve and in ways that serve? 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Let’s spend some time in prayer in preparation for the Lord’s Table.  Ask the 

Father to give you more of the Holy Spirit to convict you of your sin and ugliness and 

give you a perception of the beauty of the sacrifice of Christ on your behalf, for the 

emblems of his body and blood to stir you.  I pray that “the Spirit himself [would testify] 

with our spirit[s] that we are God’s children” (Rom. 8:16) during this time.  And may that 
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encounter with the living Christ, inspire you to live a life that is filled with the Spirit, 

bold in your witness to Christ and empowered to give life to others.  

 

Benediction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, December 12, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel Baptist Church is to be a multiplying 

community that enjoys and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 http://www.makotofujimura.com/writings/a-letter-to-north-american-churches/ 

2
 Charles H.H. Scobie, The Ways of Our God: An Approach to Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2003), 269. 
3
 John H. Sailhamer, Genesis, Expositor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 25. 

4
 Sally Lloyd-Jones, The Jesus Storybook Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 18. 

5
 Abraham Kuyper, The Work of the Holy Spirit, trans. Henri De Vries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 

29-20. 
6
 How’s this for anachronistic: Paul Blackham calls Moses “that most brilliant and careful Trinitarian 

theologian” in Paul Blackham, “The Trinity in the Hebrew Scriptures,” in Paul Louis Metzger, ed., 

Trinitarian Soundings in Systematic Theology (London: T.&T. Clark, 2003), 46; yet there are ways in 

which this is true. 
7
 I have heard good things about Fred Sanders’ Deep Things of God: How the Trinity Changes Everything 

(Wheaton: Crossway, 2010). 
8
 Francis Chan and Danae Yankoski, Forgotten God: Reversing Our Tragic Neglect of the Holy Spirit 

(David C. Cook, 2009). 
9
 J.I. Packer, Keep in Step with the Spirit: Finding Fullness in Our Walk With God, revised and enlarged 

edition (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008 [2005, 1984]), 57. 
10

 Sailhammer, 25. 
11

 Jonathan Edwards, The Nature of True Virtue, quoted in Philip Graham Ryken, Exodus: Saved for God’s 

Glory, Preaching the Word (Wheaton: Crossway, 2005), 954. 


