Spiritual Gifts

Reading: 1 Corinthians 12 & 14
Introduction

In recent weeks, Sir Richard Dannatt has been in the news pleading for more resources to help British troops defeat the Taliban in Afghanistan.  The Government, he says, has not provided enough helicopters and other equipment for the military mission and has thereby put British lives at risk.

In a week that commemorates the declaration of war on Germany 70 years ago, we are reminded that the defeat of Hitler took commitment, resolve and adequate resources. In a BBC broadcast in 1941, the British prime minister Winston Churchill, describing the reply he would give to President Roosevelt of the United States, spoke these words, 

"Put your confidence in us. Give us your faith and your blessing, and under Providence all will be well. We shall not fail or falter. We shall not weaken or tire. Neither the sudden shock of battle nor the long-drawn trials of vigilance and exertion will wear us down. Give us the tools and we will finish the job." 
We find ourselves in a spiritual warfare. Too often we reduce Christianity to life-style choices and matters of personal preference. This is not what it’s about. We find ourselves engaged in a “Holy War”. This is the message of a number of texts of Scripture – Eph 6:10-20, 2 Cor 10:3-6.
And yet so often the people of God find themselves unprepared. We are under-resourced, ill-prepared and poorly-briefed. This is why Paul briefs the church in Corinth on the matter of spiritual gifts.
If we don’t discover our gifts and our place in the body then we have maximum weariness with minimum efficiency. To help us in our understanding, let’s look at the scriptural text.
1 Corinthians 12

Verse 1

Now about spiritual gifts, brothers, I do not want you to be ignorant.
The apostle Paul did not want these believers to be ignorant of the details of the Lord’s return (1 Thess 4:13), of the hardships suffered by other Christians (2 Cor:1-8), of the inclusion of the Gentiles in God’s plan (Romans 11:25), and the lessons to be learned from Old Testament history (1 Cor 10:1). But he also didn’t want them to be ignorant about spiritual gifts.
Verse 2

You know that when you were pagans, somehow or other you were influenced and led astray to mute idols.
There are spiritual forces in the world and behind paganism with its idolatry there are demons. Therefore, not every spiritual manifestation is from God. The slave girl of Acts 16 was possessed by a spirit whereby she could predict the future. This spirit was certainly not of God and the girl needed deliverance.

Not all spiritual manifestations are from God. We need to know that.
Verse 3

Therefore I tell you that no one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says, "Jesus be cursed," and no one can say, "Jesus is Lord," except by the Holy Spirit.
The key test which distinguishes between the Spirit of God and other spirits is Christological. Paul here gives two extremes.

“What think ye of Christ? This is the test. Go wrong on this and go wrong on the rest.”

James Denney

There is a similar test in John’s first letter.

1Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. 2This is how you can recognise the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 3but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world.

1 John 4:1-3

Service, Gifts and Ministries

Verses 4-6

4There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit. 5There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. 6There are different kinds of working, but the same God works all of them in all men.
This passage distinguishes between supernatural gifts or abilities, basic functional areas (workings) and ministries within the church (service), and the ways in which the various gifts and ministries function. Even within the same general areas of calling and ministry and use of spiritual gifts there is variety.

Workings or Functional Areas of Ministry – Rom 12:6-8 (HAVE)
6We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith. 7If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; 8if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.

To identify our basic gift, evaluate each ministry in turn and select the one(s) with which we identify. This will involve seeking God in prayer, studying the Scriptures, trial and error, and discussion with other Christians.
Verse 7

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

Here we have the reason for these manifestations of the Spirit – whether gifts or callings – for the good of the church. They are not a personal affair.

The Spirit works through every believer. The gifts of the Spirit are given (at least potentially) to for the benefit of the whole church and not for the individual. They are to help us be effective in mission.

Gifts of the Spirit – 1 Corinthians 12:8-10 (SEEK)
Verses 8-10

8To one there is given through the Spirit the message of wisdom, to another the message of knowledge by means of the same Spirit, 9to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by that one Spirit, 10to another miraculous powers, to another prophecy, to another distinguishing between spirits, to another speaking in different kinds of tongues, and to still another the interpretation of tongues.
Paul provides a list of nine Charismata or spiritual gifts. A number of points need noting.

· The list need not be seen as exhaustive.

· The gifts are varied 

· The gifts mentioned here are supernatural

· Different gifts are given to different people

· The Spirit is the one who allocates and enables

When we discover our basic gift and function within the body of Christ, then the best gift is that which helps us in this area of ministry so we can function to maximum potential.
Word of wisdom – insight into God’s understanding for pastoral and evangelistic counselling and for godly decision-making.  The qualification of the first deacons was that they were to be full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom. So, as the need arose, the Spirit would enable them to make wise decisions and give wise advice.

Word of knowledge – Unlearned facts which relate to pastoral situations. Could this have been behind Peter’s challenge to Ananias in Acts 5:3-4?

Faith – Not saving faith, but a special gift that moves mountains in Jesus’ name. I think of George Muller and Rees Howells in this context.

Gifts of healing – The special ability to pray for the sick. Evangelist Stephen Jeffries who prayed for Freda’s mother possessed such a gift. I’ve personally witnessed the ministries of Richard Bolt and Trevor Dearing who have exercised a healing ministry. 

Miraculous powers – The special ability that God gives to certain members of the body of Christ to serve as human intermediaries through whom it pleases God to perform powerful acts that are perceived by observers to have altered the ordinary course of nature. One example is confronting the demonic. Watchman Nee who describes a preaching mission to an island off the South China coast in his book Sit, Walk, Stand where God intervened miraculously in response to prayer.
Prophecy – The special ability that God gives to certain members of the body of Christ to receive and communicate an immediate message from God to His people through divinely anointed words. Bringing the now word of God to people.  verses ‘. I trust that my own teaching is prophetic as well as didactic. Prophecy is God speaking to us, in our own language to strengthen, comfort and encourage us. On several occasions I have been given prophetic words that have been very helpful to me.
Distinguishing between spirits – The special ability that God gives to certain members of the body of Christ to know with assurance whether certain behaviour or utterance is in reality divine, human or satanic. Arthur Neil and Vernon Higham.

Speaking in tongues –  A wonderful gift of God and a special aid in intercessory prayer. Jackie Pullinger who ministers to drug addicts in Hong Kong has found daily intercessions in tongues a most valuable part of her prayer ministry.  Why tongues? 

· A reversal of Babel and a constant reminder of the Great Commission.

· A sign of Spirit filling

· An expression of praise

· An invaluable tool for intercessory prayer

· A sign for the unbelieving church

· Combined with interpretation a way for God to speak

Interpretation of tongues – the ability to discern what the Holy Spirit is saying through a tongue.
I know that these gifts and their use may be very strange to some of us. But they form part of the equipment that God gives to His people in order to protect and grow the church. They fall into two general categories in line with 1 Peter 4:10-11– speaking and serving.

The Body Metaphor - Unity and Diversity

Verse 11

All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines.
The distribution of gifts is part of God’s sovereign action. 

Verse 12

The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ.

The church is likened to a body with many parts – all different. Each part is needed. Each part is important. Each part has its own role.

Verse 13

For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink.

A key aspect is unity amidst diversity. But it is a Spirit-generated unity. The emphasis is on spiritual gifts rather than sanctified natural gifts and talents.
Starting with the Spirit in our conversion, we must continue to be anointed by the Spirit and continually seek fresh experiences of empowering and anointing.
The bestowal of spiritual gifts are part of our renewing, ongoing and extending experiences of the Holy Spirit.

Verses 14-26

These verses speak of the unity of the church, the diversity within it. No part is superior or inferior to another. We are all needed. Without one part of the body functioning as it should we are all impoverished.
Verse 27
Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.

We are all involved.
Ministry – Eph 4:11-12 & 1 Cor 12:28 (BECOME)
Verse 28
And in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then workers of miracles, also those having gifts of healing, those able to help others, those with gifts of administration, and those speaking in different kinds of tongues.
As we grow in our areas of ministry, then we develop ministries. A similar idea is expressed in Ephesians 4:11-12.
11It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, 12to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up
When we exercise our gifts in step with the Spirit, God will determine the final outcome of our ministry. We concentrate on the quality of our ministry –  and let God deal with its  growth. 

Verses 29-30

29Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? 30Do all have gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret?

It is clear that not all have the same gifts and ministries.

Seeking the Gifts of the Spirit

Verse 31

But eagerly desire the greater gifts. And now I will show you the most excellent way.

We have an encouragement to seek the greater gifts. Although some see an indicative rather than an imperative with the meaning of attaining through love rather than striving, this view is not supported by the majority of scholars.
· Those which do the most good rather than those which make the most show. 

· Gifts that make maximum contribution to the life of the church

· Gifts at the head of the list.
· Gifts God determines the most necessary.

· Spiritual utterances.

Verse 14:1

Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy.

Christians are to desire spiritual gifts.

Prophecy in New Testament terms is bringing the now word of God to people.  verses ‘. It will inevitably have an aspect of being revelatory. It can occur in personal work and public ministry, in evangelistic and church contexts. I trust that my own preaching is prophetic as well as didactic.
Christians receive spiritual gifts for use in the life and ministry of the church. 
Part of our continuing conversation over the next year.

We are encouraged to seek spiritual gifts. In 1 Cor 14:1, after emphasizing the necessity of love, the apostle Paul writes,

Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy.

And having received spiritual gifts we are to faithfully use them within the church for strengthening, encouragement and comfort ( 1 Cor 14:6). Sometimes we need to stir up the gift of God within us. 2 Tim 1:6. 

For this reason I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of my hands.

The fire analogy is also found in 1 Thess 5:19-20.

19Do not put out the Spirit's fire; 20do not treat prophecies with contempt.
We mustn’t let our spiritual fire go out. Paul says in Romans 12:11, Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervour, serving the Lord.

We need to be people who are passionate for the cause of Christ and His kingdom. 
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