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“Your Gift is Served - Now Serve!” 			Study #17


(1 Corinthians 12:1-7)








	Throughout Paul’s first letter to the Corinthian church, he has served them well by answering questions they had put to him in a previous correspondence.  And, as he served the first century church, Paul has served us well, as well.





	He answered their question about male/female relationships in chapter 7, and spoke at length about sexual sin, celibacy and marriage.  That was helpful.





	He answered their question about whether to eat meat that had sacrificed to idols.  The broad topic there was whether or not to engage in practices where Scripture was silent (questionable things), and that took up chapters 8-10.  That was very helpful!





	Then, he answered questions they had about taking the Lord’s Supper in chapter 11, and exposure to the content of that chapter has resulted in some changes in the way we do things on the first Sunday of the month at Northwest.





	This morning, we come to the next major section in the book - and Paul answers another set of questions the Corinthians had put before him.  In responding to their question, he tackles a subject that holds our interest every bit as much as it did the interest of the first century audience.





	Beginning in chapter 12, Paul addresses himself to the theme of spiritual gifts, and the exercise of those gifts in the church.





	Those of you who have been around a while at Northwest may recognize that I haven’t talked much about spiritual gifts in the past.  I have talked a good bit about ministry and the need to be involved in it.  But not about spiritual gifts.





	The reason I haven’t talked about them much is certainly not that I don’t believe in them.  I do.  The reason is that it is difficult to talk about them and not get pulled into a discussion (read “argument”) about the controversial gifts, missing the point of the gifts - which is ministry!





	So, I have typically  skipped the discussion of spiritual gifts altogether.� and just talked about ministry.  Today, though, God’s Spirit wants every one of us here to consider spiritual gifts.





	How important is this topic for the church?  The fact that Paul took three chapters (12-14) to develop his teaching about it shows something of its importance!





	The Corinthian church had questions for Paul about spiritual gifts.  So do we.  And the answers he supplied them are very helpful - to them and to us.  Granted, he might not give us all the answers we might want in exactly the form we would choose.  But, that’s OK.





	We need to learn to shape our questions in such a way that they conform to biblical answers.  The Bible gives us the answers to the questions that God thinks are important.  This morning, we’ll try and pay attention to the answers Scripture gives, believing that THOSE answers are the answers we need.





	I plan to camp out in these chapters for a few weeks.  We will look at chapter 12 this Sunday and next, and listen as Paul describes the nature and the purpose of the spiritual gifts.  Then, we’ll spend three Sundays on chapter 13 to give serious attention to the theme of love.  Paul says that the way of love is superior to the way of gifts, and we’ll explore what a church that possesses and is possessed by love might look like.  Finally, we will invest a week or two in studying chapter 14, where Paul details how the spiritual gifts should be regulated in the assembly.





	We notice right off the bat that Paul considers the whole matter of spiritual gifts to be an important one.  In verse 1, He expresses his interest that Christians be well-informed on the subject.





Spiritual Gifts - The Basis Of Our Receiving Them Is Our Belief That Jesus Is Lord! (12:1-3)





Idolatry vs. Christianity (vv. 1-2)





	“[12:1] Now concerning spiritual gifts,� brethren, I do not want you to be unaware.”


	Many scholars suppose that there were rivalries within the Corinthian church over the possession of certain spiritual gifts.  These rivalries were causing great conflict and were destroying unity in that church.





	Paul knew that if those rivalries were ever to subside in Corinth, there would have to be a growing mutual appreciation for the gifts that individual Christians in the church had received from God.





	In the same way, I will say that if our church is to enjoy unity, a unity that is expressed in love and in “one purpose,” we will need to learn to appreciate the gifts that God has given to each one of us, too.  So, God’s Word this morning is incredibly practical.





	Now, to orient to the spiritual gifts, Paul highlights what it means to be under the control of the Spirit of God.  So, he reminded the Corinthians of what life had been like for them prior to coming to faith in Christ.





	“[2] You know that when you were pagans, you were led astray� to the dumb idols, however you were led.”





	There is something pathetic about idolatry.  And remember, idolatry is not only found in primitive cultures, practiced by shamans bowing down to wooden statues.  Idolatry is seeking ultimate meaning in anything other than the one true God - and idolatry is alive and well in the USA!  We drive our idols.  We live in them.  We homeschool them.  We take them to doctors.  Anything we substitute for the place of God is an idol.





	What is pathetic about idolatry?  It is that the worshipper of idols is never free.  He never reaches the dignity of being a son of God.  He is continually being “led about” by the nose.  And no matter how long or how torturous the trail he is following, he will never, by following idols, be brought to anything but the worship of dumb, false deities!





	The “leading” that the idolator experiences, too, is not a friendly leading.  It is coercive and forced.  There is nothing charming about idolatry.  In fact, in other places the word used here for “led astray” is used in conjunction with people being led away to prison, to trial or to punishment.  That is a picture of life prior to becoming a Christian.





	However, everything changes when a person comes to faith in Christ.  Genuine worship of the one, true God is worship “in spirit and in truth” (John 4), is not forced or coerced, is freely given and is energizing to the worshipper.





	The Corinthians understood this.  That is why Paul can confidently say what he does in verse 3.  He gives a “test” to judge whether a person has passed out of the darkness of paganism into the light of Christ.





Testing, Testing, Testing..... (v. 3)





	“[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.”  





	Now, clearly, any person who can talk can say the words, “Jesus is Lord.”  And, as I, a man who believes in Jesus, just read the verse that Paul, an apostle, wrote, it is also obvious that a true Christian can say, “Jesus is accursed.”





	But, the words “Jesus is Lord” can only be said freely and with full meaning by a person under the influence of the Spirit of God.  That phrase is absolutely pregnant with meaning.





	In the first century, the Roman slogan of the day was “Caesar is Lord.”  So, today, while most anyone can flippantly say, “Lord Jesus,” in the first century to do so was to place your life in jeopardy as an enemy of the state.





	As well, when in the Hebrew language of the Old Testament God is referred to by His proper name “YHWH,” it is translated “Lord” (kurios) in Greek, the same word used for “Lord” here in 1 Corinthians 12:3!





	Thus, the confession of verse 3 is not only that Jesus, not Caesar, is the Master/Lord, but that Jesus, not Zeus/Jupiter, is God/Lord!





	That is the positive. The only one who can bless Jesus is the one who is speaking by the Holy Spirit.  The negative thought is that no one speaking by God’s Spirit can curse Jesus.





	Does Paul’s comment here imply that there were some in the church at Corinth who had called Jesus “accursed”?  Evidently so.  Why would someone do that?  We don’t know.





	We do know that Paul said in Galatians 3:13 that Christ “became a curse for us.”   So, it is not beyond the bounds of the possible that some excitable and imperfectly instructed Corinthian had distorted that thought, and said that Jesus was - and continues to be - rejected by God.





	Paul says that the Spirit of God doesn’t lead in this direction.  Such a statement would be to deny the Lordship of Christ.





	ONLY believers and ALL believers, speaking by the Holy Spirit, affirm that Jesus is Lord.  ALL nonbelievers deny Jesus’ sovereign lordship.





	So, this is how the lines are drawn between believer and non-believer.  Every Christian can shout out, “Jesus is Lord!” and mean it!  And every person who can shout that ages-old slogan is ONE with every other person who can shout it out!





	To highlight that oneness, Paul speaks directly to the theme of spiritual gifts.  In verses 4-6, he makes it clear that spiritual giftedness is a “God thing.”  First, it is a Holy Spirit of God thing.











Spiritual Gifts - It Is a God-Thing (12:4-6)�





The Spirit Gives Variety of Ministries (v. 4)





	“[4] Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit.”�





	Not every Christian has the same spiritual gift.  There are varieties of gifts given.  And the third member of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, is responsible for apportioning out the spiritual gifts that the people of God receive.





	Evidently, the Corinthians, some of whom had received one gift and others another, used their differences to stir up division in the church.  But, the emphasis of this verse is on UNITY.





	It is the same Spirit who gives one Christian this gift and another Christian that gift.  Where then is rivalry?  Where can there be discontent?  Where can there be feelings of superiority or inferiority?  Every ability or talent to serve God we possess we have received from the Spirit of God!





	You have been given a spiritual gift by God the Holy Spirit and your gift may not be the same one that I have.  That’s OK.  It may not even be the same KIND of gift that I have.  That’s OK, too.





	I have a teaching and a pastoral gift.  Maybe you have a gift for administration and leadership.





	The source for your giftedness and the source for mine is the same.  The Holy Spirit of God gave both of us our gifts.  Verse 4 highlights the unity that comes from knowing that we have all received our varying gifts from the same Spirit.  Verse 5 carries the thought of unity forward.

















The Lord Gives Varieties of Ministries (v. 5)





	“[5] And there are varieties of ministries, and the same Lord.”





	Just as the same Spirit hands out the varieties of gifts to Christians, so the Lord (and Paul is talking about Jesus here) determines in what ministry context that spiritual gift is to be exercised.





	Now, Paul doesn’t mean “ministry” in the formal or technical sense.  What he means is that there may be ten Christians who all have the same gift from the Holy Spirit.  They will all have unique spheres in which they exercise their gifts.





	Let’s say that they are all gifted evangelists.  One may preach open air crusades.  Another may lead neighborhood Bible studies.  A third may work at USAA and a fourth may be a flight surgeon in the Air Force!





	Or say that ten Christians are gifted by the Spirit to teach.  One Christian may exercise that spiritual gift in a seminary classroom.  Another in a Sunday School class, another in one-on-one discipleship.  One will teach 4 year olds and another High Schoolers and a third a Sunday afternoon Bible study at a Nursing Home.





	There are an infinite number of settings in which a Christian might put his or her gift to use for the Lord.  Verse 5 affirms that (without taking choice away from a believer as to where he serves) the Lord Jesus is the One who is directing, guiding, leading each Christian to serve in a specific locale, in THIS context, in THAT setting.





	You and I have each been given a spiritual gift by the Holy Spirit to serve the church AND you and I have each been given a situation in which we can exercise that gift by the Lord Jesus.  Again, the theme is unity, and verse 6 goes on to reiterate that unity, while maintaining the reality of distinctiveness/diversity.

















God the Father Gives a Variety of Effects (v. 6)





	“[6] And there are varieties of effects, but the same God who works all things in all persons.”





	God (the Father) is the One who gives the results.  What a freeing thought!  Effects are up to God.





	Take two equally gifted Christians, both of them having received the gift of teaching.  One may teach thousands of people through seminars whose lives are all changed forever.  The other may use flannelgraphs to teach three first grade children.  Both will be used by God to touch lives, but the extent of that touch is determined by God.





	One evangelist travels to Guatemala or Costa Rica and sees hundreds or even thousands turn to Christ in a few short years.  Another goes to China or Pakistan or Morocco and spends twenty years to see four people won to faith.  Again, God is in charge of results.





	The definition of evangelism I learned as a High Schooler when I was being trained by Campus Crusade for Christ comes to mind at this point.  I was taught that successful evangelism is “sharing the Gospel of Jesus Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit - and leaving the results to God.” 





	That definition, with a few modifications, could work to describe any service for the Lord.  Without taking away the importance of our planning, strategizing or preparation, the most important determiner of results for the exercise of any spiritual gift is NOT our planning, strategy, skill or training.  It is the sovereign pleasure of God.





	Every Christian, then, has received a giftedness from the Holy Spirit of God, a special enablement.  Every Christian has also been given a ministry context in which to exercise that gift.  And, every Christian will see results - of some kind and to some degree - through the exercise of that gift from the hand of God.





	Why?  Paul tells us the underlying purpose behind God’s having given spiritual gifts in verse 7.


Summary:  The Purpose of Spiritual Gifts (v. 7)





	“[7] But to each one is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.”





	The proper exercise of a spiritual gift will bring blessing to the church.  Christians are not gifted by the Holy Spirit for their own comfort and enjoyment, but for “the common good.”





	Now, there IS great enjoyment in exercising one’s gift.  But that is not the point.  You (the verse says “each one”) have been blessed by the Spirit with a special enablement, some uniquely “you” kind of gift, that will benefit the cause of Christ AND that will bring blessing to your brothers and sisters in the church.





	The New Testament (Romans 12:3-8 in particular) emphasizes that it is really important for a Christian to determine and then faithfully use his or her spiritual gift.  So, a crucial question for believers in this and every age and culture is how to determine what their individual gift(s) is(are).





	Recently (and I mean within the past generation or two), various diagnostic tools have been developed to help believers determine their gift, or their “gift set” or their “ministry match” or their “motivating gift.”  Some of these tools are relatively simple and some are quite sophisticated.  All of them can be helpful in confirming suspicions and suggesting new possibilities.  





	BUT, throughout the history of the church, most Christians have not had access to these tools, and the church has somehow muddled along.  What you and I need to serve FAITHFULLY and to serve WELL and to serve IN OUR AREA OF GIFTEDNESS is what has been available to Christians for 2,000 years.





WE NEED TO PRAY FOR WISDOM FROM GOD.  After all, He wants us to serve in our area of giftedness!


WE NEED TO LISTEN TO OUR OWN HEARTS’ DESIRE FOR WHAT WE WANT TO DO.  My own experience and the experience of those I know best convince me that we serve most effectively when we are doing what we love to do.  I believe that the Spirit of God places that delight within us.


WE NEED TO TRY OUR HAND AT DIFFERENT THINGS.  A spirit of adventure and willingness to experiment doesn’t hurt!


WE NEED TO SEEK OUT LOVING, TRUTHFUL FEEDBACK FROM MATURE BELIEVERS REGARDING WHERE THEY SEE US SERVING MOST EFFECTIVELY.  Where I have a blind spot in seeing where I am being most effective (or least effective) a trusted friend might shed helpful light.  If I really want to know, I’ll ask them.





	Once we have a good idea how God the Holy Spirit has gifted us, we need to look for and find outlets for using that gift to serve others and to further the cause of Christ in the church.





	All of Paul’s emphasis on unity within diversity calls into question the behavior of many Christians who claim orthodoxy yet drop out of organized church life, or fade to its periphery.





	The necessary starting point for life in Christ is a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.  But, that must lead to intimate inter-personal relationships with other Christians and strategic ministry for Jesus’ sake.





	Let’s review.  Verse 7 says that your gift was given to you “for the common good.”  Let’s think about what it means, then, if you are not actively serving in the arena in which you have been gifted.





It means that YOU are not receiving the joy that would come your way if you were exercising your gift, because joy does accompany service.


It means that THIS CHURCH is not benefiting from your service and is therefore not all that it could be if you were contributing your gift.


It means that the whole CAUSE OF CHRIST is not being furthered as it would be if you were putting your gifts to use.


And, it means that GOD HIMSELF is grieved, just as you would be grieved if you gave your son or daughter a brand new PT Cruiser for their 16th birthday and they received it with a yawn, walked out the door, and got on their bicycle and rode away, never touching the gift you gave them.





	There are opportunities for service and involvement at this and every church.  So picture this:





A congregation filled with believers who realize that they have been gifted by the Holy Spirit to serve, and who also realize that the Lord Jesus wants to put them into a vital, vibrant ministry context, and who also realize that their Heavenly Father wants to produce results through their service.





	That congregation will change their world.





	I challenge you to seek out those opportunities.  Discover and use your gifts HERE at Northwest.  The opportunities abound.  And you, with your unique, powerful, Spirit of God-given gift, can jump in and make a difference “for the common good.”





�  As we have seen so often in 1 Corinthians, part of the beauty of expositional preaching is that you are protected from my hobby horses and I am forced to preach things I might not naturally gravitate toward.


� Grosheide argues that not all Christians have “spiritual gifts” as is seen from the exhortation of 12:31b, where Paul points to a way which is better than the longing for “spiritual gifts.”  This implies that if the special gifts are lacking, love must not be lacking. I disagree.  In fact, I believe that verse 7 contradicts that idea.


� Barrett suggests that this verse is a reference to that moment of ecstasy when one is possessed by the supernatural occult power of demons.


� It may be surprising today to realize that the earliest Christological heresy (Docetism) denied Jesus’ humanity, not His deity. (cf. 1 John 4:1-3)  Such a cry as, “Jesus is accursed” could be behind that denial of His humanity.


� This is one of the most distinctly Trinitarian passages in the New Testament. 


� Except for one usage in 1 Peter 4:10, “spiritual gifts” is exclusively Pauline.
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