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Introduction:





	I consider this past week at Vacation Bible School one of the highlight VBS experiences in the eighteen year history of Northwest.





	Goodwill prevailed throughout the week.  The children who came were eager to learn and cooperated beautifully with the program.  With only minor exceptions, no children got hurt.  The workers (youth and adult) were simply heroic in their service.  The snacks were great as the Esther Class outdid themselves (AGAIN!) in preparing food for the workers.  Crafts were a hit, games were exciting, the skits were fabulous, music was energetic, and the Bible stories were powerful.  It wasn’t a perfect week, but it was very, very positive.





	VBS provides our church an annual opportunity to see a living, breathing illustration of 1 Corinthians 12 in action.  God worked through the various “gifts” that each person brought to the week.  There were teams of people serving together, but all the teams didn’t do the same things.  Games people didn’t teach the Bible stories.  Bible teachers didn’t do crafts.  Crafty people didn’t lead songs.  Song leaders didn’t fix snacks.





	The week that just was gives a tremendous picture of how the church is to work, week in and week out.  The whole week worked because each one contributed his or her unique gift to the overall effort - and THAT is what the exercise of spiritual gifts is all about.





	Last Sunday we began exploring the topic of spiritual gifts, as that subject is the theme of 1 Corinthians 12-14.�  We saw that every Christian has received a special ability from God to serve in some way.  This morning we will continue on that theme, looking at the list of gifts that is before us in 1 Corinthians 12.





	You’ll remember that in the first seven verses of this chapter, Paul spoke about the UNIFYING work of God in the whole matter of spiritual gifts.  Specifically, 





the Holy Spirit gives gifts to Christians;


the Lord Jesus gives ministry contexts and settings in which those gifts are to be exercised; and


the Father produces results from the exercise of the gifts (1 Cor. 12:4-6).





	The passage before us this morning gives us a list of nine different gifts that the Holy Spirit had given to Christians in the church in Corinth.  And, in these verses, rather than highlighting UNITY, Paul emphasizes the DIVERSITY of the gifts the Spirit gives.





	Some of the gifts that are mentioned here require obvious supernatural empowering.  Others give to individuals an extra measure of some virtue that is expected, to one degree or another, of all Christians.  Still others are closely tied with leadership roles that certain Christians fulfill in the church.  And others are more generally to be exercised by every Christian, in some way.  And we will look at all nine of these gifts this morning.





	Now, before looking at the particular gifts Paul mentions, I want to back away from the trees and make a few comments about the forest called “spiritual gifts.”





Spiritual Gifts - A (Partial) Catalogue (12:8-10)





Introduction to Spiritual Gifts:





	A simple counting reveals that there are nine spiritual gifts listed here in 1 Corinthians 12:8-10.  There are other listings of spiritual gifts in the New Testament, and we find these lists at Romans 12, Ephesians 4 and 1 Peter 4.





	All four of these passages list different gifts and they list gifts according to different categories.  That is, none of the passages dealing with spiritual gifts in the New Testament are identical.





	In Romans 12, Paul mentions prophecy, faith, service, teaching, exhortation, giving, leadership and showing mercy.  In Ephesians 4, the list includes apostles, prophets, evangelists and pastor-teachers.  Peter divides Christians into two camps, listing those who are gifted to speak and those who are gifted to serve. (1 Peter 4:10-11)





	Now, this diversity of listing means, at the very least, that none of the lists, separately, should be taken as a comprehensive list.  I will go one step further and say that this means that EVEN TAKEN TOGETHER, we don’t have a comprehensive list of the gifts the Holy Spirit might give to the church!





	In other words, what we have are listings of ways in which the Holy Spirit has gifted His people, but they are listed as examples.  I believe there are likely other gifts beyond the ones listed in the four major passages as “for instances.”�





	I personally believe that any combination of talents or abilities, whether suddenly bestowed or carefully cultivated over years can qualify as a spiritual gift if the Christian exercising that talent uses it for God’s glory and His work in the world.�


	I broaden the list of the kinds of things Paul might have been talking about to include musical gifts, talents in fixing plumbing or electricity and skill in counseling.





	I really think that what Paul has done in the list before us (and in the other lists he and the apostle Peter give us) is to generally affirm that there are special ways in which individual Christians have been gifted to bless the Church and forward the purposes of Christ in the world.





	But strict classification of the gifts he lists risks imposing artificial categories that Paul himself likely would not have endorsed.  In fact, he is SO vague in his description of the gifts here that we can’t even give very strict definitions for some of the gifts themselves!





	Given those caveats, we’ll proceed now to look at the gifts Paul does mention and make a comment or two about each of them as we move through the list.





Gifts of Wisdom and Knowledge (v. 8)





	“[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”





	I’ll assume that to the Corinthians, Paul’s meaning here was clear enough.  Unfortunately, it sure isn’t clear to me! (Maybe you’ll suggest that if I had a word of wisdom or knowledge I would know what he meant.)





	One commentator says that “the word of wisdom” is the ability to apply Christian doctrine to everyday life and that “the word of knowledge” is theoretical insight into Christian doctrine.





	Another Bible scholar reverses that and says that “the word of knowledge” is the ability to apply doctrinal truth to life while “the word of wisdom” is insight into doctrinal truth.  Go figure!  Questions arise as we read verse 8.





Does “word of knowledge” mean that a Christian with this gift has received a special revelation from God?


Does “word of knowledge” mean that a Christian with this gift has a special capacity to assimilate Christian doctrine?


Does “word of knowledge” mean that a Christian with this gift can readily apply Christian doctrine to a real-life situation?





	The problem is that all we are given to define these two gifts are their simple appearance in this list.  The phrase doesn’t occur anywhere else in the Bible.  So, I don’t know exactly what Paul meant by the phrase, “word of knowledge” or “work of wisdom” - and I would further say that neither can anyone else know - because the Bible doesn’t explain what it means by “word of knowledge.”





	I am pressing for some sanctified agnosticism here.  There has to be a certain humility about us as we consider this topic that moves us to say, “I don’t know” about what some of these gifts mean.





	Here is my opinion, though.  Between these two gifts there seems to be the sense that some Christians have been given a greater capacity by the Holy Spirit to learn and assimilate truth and to communicate its relevance to others.





	Next, Paul lists the gift of faith.





The Gift of Great Faith (v. 9a)





	“[9a] to another faith by the same Spirit”





	We know that all Christians have faith.  That is what makes them Christians in the first place.  Evidently some Christians have FAITH!  The assumption of most who study the Bible on this subject is that the Spirit blesses some believers with the capacity to trust God in ways and to degrees that other Christians cannot.  And, it may be that what Paul means here is that God the Holy Spirit gifts some of His children with wonder-working faith.





	He may mean, though, that some Christians are specially gifted to be FAITHFUL in challenging situations.





	Unfortunately, again, there is little to guide us here, except to say that some Christians have the gift of faith and some Christians don’t.





	Now, there are six gifts left in this list.  Several of these gifts are what are usually referred to as the more spectacular gifts, sometimes as the “sign” gifts.  And it is true that they are, at least potentially, more “showy” than the others.  Let’s consider them now.





Spectacular Gifts (vv. 9b-10)





	“[9b] .....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.”�





	When Paul mentions the “gifts of healing”� we are left with as many questions as answers.  Clearly, it means that some Christians in Corinth had the ability to heal some people sometimes.





	But, as it sometimes was with Jesus, was the healing dependent on the faith of the sick person?  Did it work every time the healer wanted to heal?  It didn’t for Jesus.  Matthew 13:58 tells us that in His hometown of Nazareth, “He did not do many miracles there because of their unbelief.”





	Those gifted with the ability to heal in Corinth clearly were limited and did not heal absolutely, for everybody from the first century has, by now, died.  Everybody dies of something sometime, so any healing in this life is temporary.  Yet, just as clearly, God did  give to some in that church in Corinth the ability to perform miracles of healing.





	Paul next lists the ability to “effect miracles.”  What kind of miracles?  Well, evidently, miracles other than healings.








	Perhaps some had the ability to exorcise demons, or the ability to bring about ailment or even physical death, as in the case of Ananias and Sapphira who lied to the Holy Spirit and died, seemingly, at Peter’s word (Acts 5).  Or, perhaps what is in view are nature miracles, as when Jesus turned water into wine or calmed the storm on the sea or multiplied fish and loaves.  Again, we don’t really know.





	We have a better grasp of what Paul means when he lists “prophecy.”  Prophecy is a theme that occurs many times in Scripture.  In a nutshell, “to prophesy” means to speak God’s message.





	In the Old Testament, prophecy might come by way of predicting the future OR it might come by way of bringing a strong message about the need to obey God in a certain situation.





	Sometimes a prophet would bring a predictive message as in Jonah’s, “Yet forty days and Nineveh will be destroyed” or Elijah’s, “As the LORD, the God of Israel lives, before whom I stand, surely there shall be neither dew nor rain these years, except by my word.”





	Far more often, though, prophecy consisted of messages brought by the prophet to the people of God telling them what they should do in obedience to God.  Essentially, these prophecies were sermons, but with the added strength of the prophet KNOWING that he was speaking under inspiration of God, indicated by the words, “Thus saith the Lord.....” (a phrase which occurs some 400+ times in the Old Testament!)





	Some Christians in the church at Corinth were especially gifted by God to bring a prophetic word.  And we should probably leave it at the level of specificity that says that some of them were gifted to bring God’s message to the people.





	Then, we read about “the distinguishing of spirits.”  Especially in the early church, before there was a complete, written record of truth (the New Testament), a congregation would need to have men and women with gifts of discernment present to validate (or not) the message that was being brought by a speaker to the church, to say whether he was speaking truth or heresy.�  Scholars are pretty much universally agreed that this gift consisted of those in a given congregation who had the ability to sniff out heresy and identify it publicly.





	The last two gifts mentioned are “various kinds of tongues” and “the interpretation of tongues.”





	Obviously, we could spend hours thinking about these gifts alone, and numerous questions arise from its mere mention.  Among them are these:





What kind of “tongues” is Paul talking about?  Is he talking about a known language, such as was spoken at Pentecost?


Does the Holy Spirit give this gift today?





	And there might be other questions, besides these.  To be frank, the answer to either of these questions is not 100% clear.  I wish it were because I like clear answers.





	What should we say with respect to the question about whether the “tongues” referred to in 1 Corinthians 12 is the same as that mentioned in Acts, chapter 2, on the day of Pentecost?  In other words were the tongues being spoken in the church at Corinth real languages that were spoken somewhere in the world, or was it a phenomenon we sometimes refer to by the word “glossalalia” (babbling)?





SOME SAY that they must be different gifts because at Pentecost, the disciples spoke to men (Acts 2:6) but at Corinth the speaking was to God, according to 1 Cor. 14:2, 9....  HOWEVER, in Corinth, even though the speaking in tongues was to God, it was also a speaking to men, as is evidenced by the fact that there had to be someone present to interpret. (1 Cor. 14:26, 27)





SOME SAY that they must be different because at Pentecost tongues were a sign to believers but at Corinth they were a sign to unbelievers (1 Cor. 14:22).... HOWEVER, at Pentecost at the time when the crowds of people in Jerusalem heard the tongues-speaking they were unbelievers (Acts 2:12, 13).  It was only when they heard the message in Peter’s sermon that many of them believed (Acts 2:41).





SOME SAY that they must be different because at Pentecost the unbelievers were filled with awe and marveled (Acts 2:7, 8), but at Corinth the unbelievers thought the Christians were mad (1 Cor. 14:23)....  HOWEVER, a careful reading of Acts 2 reveals that the unbelievers also were bewildered (v. 6), amazed, and perplexed (v. 12).  Some even thought the believers were intoxicated and made fun of them (v. 13).





SOME SAY that the tongues at Pentecost must have been different from tongues at Corinth because at Pentecost there was harmony (Acts 2:1), while at Corinth there was confusion (1 Cor. 14:23)....  HOWEVER, I wouldn’t press this one too hard.  In point of fact, the confusion in the church at Corinth mostly testifies to the general immaturity of the church and its lack of spirituality.





	Just so that you will know, I believe that the tongues mentioned in 1 Corinthians 12 were real languages.  I believe that just as the citizens of Jerusalem heard the first disciples “speaking of the mighty deeds of God” in their own languages (Acts 2:8), so, when a believer in the church at Corinth spoke “in tongues,” it was in a language that was known and spoken at that time in the world, but it was a language that the speaker had never learned.  The Holy Spirit gifted that believer to speak in an unknown tongue, just as He had done on the day of Pentecost.





	And what should we say with respect to the question about whether the gift of tongues is available today?  Some of you here today might wish it were clear that tongues IS NOT a gift that the Holy Spirit ever gives today, and others of you might wish it were clear that tongues IS a gift that the Holy Spirit regularly gives to Christians today.





	I’ll give you my opinion.  Just as I lean strongly in the direction of saying that the tongues mentioned here in 1 Corinthians 12 was a known language (but many respected scholars disagree with me), so I also lean strongly in the direction of saying that the Spirit is not giving this gift to His church today.  But I say that cautiously.  I argue for this position on the basis of some evidence I find in Scripture and reason, but I do not find a “thus saith the Lord” on this.








	My first point applies to all of the more spectacular gifts of the Spirit, including gifts of healings, miracles, discerning of spirits and tongues and the interpretation of tongues.  In all of the New Testament, tongues (and the other sign gifts) are only mentioned here in 1 Corinthians 12.  Now, it is recorded several times in the book of Acts that people did speak in tongues (exactly 4 times!�), but nowhere else in the whole New Testament are they mentioned as a gift that the Holy Spirit gives to the church.





	This absence AT LEAST argues for the relative lack of importance of this gift to the other churches.  I personally believe that the scarcity of references to tongues speaking in the New Testament letters argues for the lack of importance of the gift for the church at large - maybe even for its absence.  The very fact that Paul placed tongues at the end of his listing of gifts was one way he had to signify that it is the least important spiritual gift.  And that is completely consistent with what he has to say in 1 Corinthians 14 about tongues being relatively unimportant in the grand scheme of things (he says the same thing as at the end of 1 Corinthians 12).�





	Second, both at Pentecost and in the early church, generally, these “sign” gifts performed a vital function of validating the new message of Christianity to the world.  Frankly, that function is not needed in much of the western world, leading me to question the necessity of tongues-speaking, especially in the “churched” world today.





	Third, where gifts like tongues and the like would be very helpful, for instance in taking the Gospel to foreign lands, the Holy Spirit seems committed to using the normal process of having missionaries learn the language of the culture to which they are traveling.  I have spoken with many missionaries who have endured language school and would have loved to have been gifted with tongues!





	Fourth, we know that by the time of John Chrysostom (a gifted pastor and preacher who lived around the year 350 AD), and probably much sooner, there was so much perplexity about the tongues-speaking to which Paul refers here that there was confusion as to what he meant in 1 Corinthians 12:8-11.





	Chrysostom remarks, “The whole of the passage is very obscure, because of our defective information respecting facts, which took place then, but which take place no longer.”  That is, tongues-speaking and effecting miracles and gifts of healings were no longer being exercised in the church.  My point is that by mid-way into the second century AD, we have almost no record of Christians engaging in the more spectacular “sign” gifts, or what are called in our own day the “charismatic” gifts.�





	I am not in any way suggesting that God could not give someone the ability to speak in a foreign language he has never learned.  I am certainly not saying that God does not heal or perform miracles today.  Clearly God is free to do whatever He wishes to do and He certainly does, on occasion, perform miracles and effect healings!





	I am simply saying that both the weight of Scripture and the weight of history indicate that the Holy Spirit is not using these more “showy” means as His main method to build the church and to reach a lost world today.





	Rather, the main means He is using these days are Christians, who are GIFTED TO SERVE in a variety of ways, and who ACTUALLY SERVE LOVINGLY.  In other words, the change agents in the church and in the world today are gifted Christians who exercise the FRUIT of the Spirit.�





	As much as I said last week about the importance of knowing your gift, it is possible to become neurotic over discovering your area of giftedness!  A five year old develops the grace of balance AS HE PEDALS, and so, in most cases, a Christian learns his spiritual gift AS HE SERVES.





	My counsel is to trust God, seek to obey God and look for opportunities to bless those around you.  In time, you will begin to notice the unique contributions that you are making in people’s lives indicating the way in which the Holy Spirit has gifted you.  But again, any discussion of spiritual gifts has to revert to the point of the gifts, which is ministry!





	This is not to contradict what we have read earlier about each Christian being specially gifted for service by the Holy Spirit.  Not at all.  In fact, this passage wraps up with a re-affirmation of that fact.





	The Father determines exactly what should be the results from the ministry efforts of each Christian.  The Son determines the specific ministry context in which each Christian should serve.  And, as verse 11 tells us, the Holy Spirit gives each Christian a gift that is perfect for them.





Summary:  The Person Behind the Spiritual Gifts (v. 11)





	“[11] But one and the same Spirit works all these things, distributing to each one individually just as He� wills.”  





	No believer chooses his own gifts.  Each one of our gifts has been sovereignly bestowed on us by the Spirit of God.  And God’s Spirit does not dole out His gifts indiscriminately, but through the gifts He gives meets our needs and capacities.





	Your gift is different from mine, as mine is different from yours.  But our divergent gifts don’t mean that we can’t “mesh.”  Far from it.  Since God is the One who gives gifts to each Christian, we can trust Him to bring about unity amidst diversity.  And that will be our theme when we come together next Sunday.





	For now, let’s rejoice in the truths that we have seen thus far in our consideration of spiritual gifts.























Conclusion: 





You, who confess with every other Christian who has ever walked planet earth that “Jesus is Lord”, have received a special enablement to serve the Lord and His church.


You, who believe in Jesus, have the privilege and responsibility to put that gift to work!


You, who have been gifted by the Holy Spirit to serve, can discover a setting tailor-made by the Lord Jesus for the exercise of that gift.


You, who are involved in ministry and are investing your life in serving your Lord and His people are guaranteed results by God.  I don’t know what the results of your service will be, and you don’t either.  But the promise of 1 Corinthians 12:6 is that God produces effects through the gifted service of His people.





	The point really isn’t whether or not God is still giving certain more charismatic gifts to His church.  The point is that you and I have each been given a divine enablement to minister the life of Jesus to those around us.  My enablement “fits” me perfectly and yours “fits” you perfectly.





	I know it is July, but pretend for a moment that it is Christmas (The thought might even cool you off!)  Your gift is waiting under the tree.  The kickstand is down, but it is ready for you to wheel it out to the street and ride.  Now, all that is needed is for you to swing your leg over the bar, put yourself on the seat, push down on the pedal - and go.





	The bike was not given to you to be admired or wondered at.  It was given to you so that you could feel the exhilaration of the wind blowing in your face, so that you could travel fast, so that you could experience the wildness and the freedom and the challenge of riding.





	Likewise, God has given you a gift and it is waiting under the tree.  It was not given to be admired, either, but to be put to use on the street (or the trail).  Pushing down on the pedal, in this case, means, taking a giant step toward SERVICE.  Who knows in what directions you will travel when you have started pedaling?  Only God knows.





	It will probably be a wild ride.  There will be challenging uphill rides that will leave you exhausted and thrilling downhill rides that will leave you breathless.





	The one guarantee you have from God is that as you pedal/serve, He will use you in some way to bring blessing to others for Jesus’ sake.





	When you consider the promise of God and the need of the hour, don’t you want to put your gifts to use as quickly and as effectively as you are able?  Don’t let another day go by with one of God’s gifts left untouched.  As Paul writes later in this same letter, 





	“Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your toil is not in vain in the Lord.” (1 Cor. 15:58)


� This subject should also be considered under the broader topic of Christian freedom which Paul had been qualifying and regulating by the principle of love, beginning at 8:1.  The need for such regulation was certainly evident.  A self-indulgent spirit, which debauched the principle of freedom in other areas, found similar expression in the area of spiritual gifts, and produced selfishness and disunity and apparent chaos in the assembly  (12:31b--13:13).  As in other areas, so with regard to using gifts in the church, believers should promote the glory of God and the good of others instead of self-satisfaction.


� Paul’s use of the term “spiritual gift” (charisma) elsewhere, as in celibacy and marriage in 7:7, like his use of a variety of terms for spiritual gifts in 12:1-6, suggests that the concept is not as fixed or technical an expression as some have made it out to be.


� A master communicator who becomes a Christian may very well become a “gifted” Christian communicator.  Then again, the Holy Spirit might choose to confound the wisdom of the world and “gift” this master communicator with the special ability to give generously to the Lord’s work.


� Some believe that Paul listed the gifts in descending order of importance.  Maybe.  And, if so, it would fit well with Paul’s thoughts in chapter 14 about the relative value of tongues.  However, it would also put healing and miracles ahead of prophecy, something which most non-tongues speakers would not appreciate.


� See Acts 3:7; 9:40; 19:12; 20:9-10


� We might say that the gift of prophecy made the gift of discernment necessary.


� Examples of tongues-speaking in Acts: chapter 2, maybe 8:14-17; 10:44-48; 19:1-7.  Significantly, these are all settings in which the Gospel makes an inroad into a new portion of humanity.  Acts 2 - Jews; Acts 8 - Samaritans; Acts 10 - Gentiles; Acts 19 - disciples of John the Baptist.


� I further believe that they were mentioned in 1 Corinthians primarily because, being a problem church, they caused problems at Corinth.


�  The exception to this “rule” is that certain of the charismatic gifts were exercised from time to time by heretical sects of the church like the Montanists.


�  Galatians 5:22-23, “Now the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness, self-control.  Against such things there is no law.”


� The personality of the Spirit is brought out with the concluding “as He wills.”  The New Testament presents the Spirit as a Person, not an “it.”
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