The Person and Work of the Holy Spirit #9

“The Gifts of the Holy Spirit (part 1)”

1 Corinthians 12:1-11

Everybody loves gifts.


We love Christmas presents, birthday presents, wedding presents, and the like. Gifts make us feel special, appreciated, and loved. Even a simple, hand-made present can mean much when we realize the love behind the gift.


Yet even something as accepted and as appreciated as gifts can cause problems. When there is more than one child in a family, the children will compare their present with their siblings and probably complain that theirs isn’t as good. A child attends the birthday party of another child and wonders why he or she does not get gifts like the birthday boy or girl does. (This leads to some parents making sure everyone gets a gift on someone’s birthday, which I neither understand nor approve!)


Why bring this up here in church?


In considering the person and work of the Holy Spirit, we invariably arrive at the gifts of the Spirit, also called “spiritual gifts.” These phrases occur in a number of New Testament books, though not always referring to the same thing. But they are called “gifts,” and gifts are good, right?


Yet few concepts have divided Christians from other Christians as much as spiritual gifts. What they are, who has them (and who doesn’t), how they are manifested, whether or not they are active today—these questions and others have split churches and created chaos within the body of Christ. This is nothing new; the apostle Paul had to go into great detail concerning spiritual gifts in his first letter to the Corinthian church, particularly chapters 12-14. The Corinthian church was aware of spiritual gifts and put them into practice, but their comprehension was inaccurate and their conduct was inappropriate. Paul had to set them straight.

Since “God is not the author of confusion but of peace” (1 Corinthians 14:33, nkjv), we can conclude that such division and disorder is not of God. I believe that the division and controversy surrounding spiritual gifts have arisen because people have gotten away from what the Bible says on the subject. Over the next few weeks I would like to get back to the Scriptures and what God says about the gifts He has given through the Holy Spirit.

The Definition of Spiritual Gifts 


Let’s begin with the definition of spiritual gifts. The Greek term used in the New Testament is charismata, coming from the same root word translated “grace” (charis).
 We derive the words “charisma” and “charismatic” from this term. People today often speak of charisma as a certain charm, mag​netism, personality plus, or “it” factor. Some churches and Christians are defined as “charismatic” (the same as “pentecostal”).


Returning to the original meaning of the word, though, charismata means essentially “﻿gift of grace﻿” or “﻿free gift,﻿” and in sixteen of its seventeen New Testament uses is connected to God as the Giver.
 Spiritual gifts, then, are gifts of God’s grace. Charismata are the endowments of charis, that is, of God’s undeserved favour. Consider these texts:
 

“Having gifts (charismata) that differ according to the grace (charis) given to us, let us use them” (Rom. 12:6).
 

“As each has received a gift (charisma), employ it for one another, as good stewards of God’s varied grace (charis)” (1 Pet. 4:10).
Elsewhere in Romans, Paul uses it in reference to the gift of salvation (﻿Rom. 5:15-16﻿; ﻿6:23﻿), and the blessings of God (﻿Rom. 1:1﻿; ﻿11:29﻿). But every other use of the word by Paul, and the one by Peter (﻿1 Pet. 4:10﻿), relates it to the divine enablements for believers to minister in the power of the Holy Spirit.


John Stott points out in his excellent book, Baptism and Fullness,
In order to feel the force of this, it may be helpful to remind ourselves that the word charisma is applied in the New Testa​ment not only to spiritual gifts, but also to salvation. For example, ‘the wages of sin is death, but the free gift (charisma) of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (Rom. 6:23). We are accustomed to ascribing our salvation to God’s sheer and undeserved mercy, and nothing is more con​ducive to humility than this fact. Yet the charismata which are given for service are just as much the free and un​merited bestowal of God as is the charisma of eternal life. So in this area too there is room neither for jealousy nor for boasting.

A spiritual gift has been described as a special qualification granted by the Spirit to every believer to empower him to serve within the framework of the body of Christ. A short, simple definition would be: a gift is a Spirit-given ability for Christian service.
 This past week I was reminded of another definition I heard while growing up under the ministry of Michael A. Vayda,

A spiritual gift is a special attribute given by the Holy Spirit to every member of the body of Christ according to the grace of God to be used within the context and framework of the local fellowship.

We will return to highlight some parts of this definition in a moment.


Let me point out what spiritual gifts are not. Spiritual gifts are not natural talents. Non-Christians have talents through common grace, present from birth. Many unbelievers play the piano well, paint beautifully, sculpture realistically, master languages easily, orate eloquently, write effectively. But these are talents, not gifts. No unbeliever has a spiritual gift. Only believers are gifted spiritually. Leslie Flynn writes,
Talents have to do with techniques and methods; gifts have to do with spiritual abilities. Talents depend on natural power, gifts on spiritual endowment. Speaking of gifts, Peter urges, “If any man speak, let him speak as the oracles of God; if any man minister, let him do it as of the ability which God giveth” (1 Peter 4:11). Talents instruct, inspire, or entertain on a natural level. Gifts relate to the building up of the saints (or to evangelization). Something supernatural happens in the one who is ministering when a gift is exercised. Nothing supernatural happens in one who is performing when a talent is displayed. And though God may minister His grace, because He is sovereign, even through an un​saved person (who sings a song well, for example), that person has still only shown talent, not a gift.


Secondly, the gifts of the Spirit are not the fruit of the Spirit, which was just spent the past month studying. Spiritual gifts define what a Christian does; the fruit of the Spirit defines what a Christian is.
 Spiritual gifts are about Christian conduct; the fruit is about Christian character. As we mentioned in a previous message, the fruit of the Spirit is much more important than the gifts of the Spirit—though both are biblical concepts. The gifts of the Spirit without the fruit of the Spirit are like a tire without air—the ingredients are all there, but they are worthless.


Third, spiritual gifts are over and above the general capacities that are given to all members of the body. We are all to be witnesses, but some have the spiritual gift of evangelist. All Christians are to give, but there are those who have the gift of giving.
 We cannot excuse ourselves from witnessing, giving, or other broad commands of Christ simply because we are not gifted in that particular area. 


We must always remember that these are gifts of the Spirit. He distributes these spiritual gifts as He sees fit. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 12:11, “All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines.”  Hebrews 2:3-4 echoes this same thought: “This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him. God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.”

You see, the Corinthians had evidently regarded the possession of certain gifts as a matter of pride and had set one believer against another on the basis of the possession of this or that gift. They had created division. Paul insists that this is the wrong attitude. There is diversity in the endowments the Spirit gives, but it is the same Spirit, and the Spirit does not fight against himself. All the gifts are to set forward the same great divine purpose.


The same is true today. Some insist that every Christian ought to manifest a certain gift (usually the gift of tongues), or that because they have a certain gift, they are more spiritual or important than other believers who do not share that same gifts. This is simply not how it should be. While a church can and should pray that it be granted the greatest gifts (see 1 Corinthians 14:1), individual believers are never encouraged to request specific gifts.
 (We will touch more on this in a later message.)

One final point regarding the definition of spiritual gifts: every Christian has at least one spiritual gift or capa​city for service, however dormant and unused his gift may be.
 Our gifts are assigned us when we are born by the Holy Spirit into the family of God. At the moment of a believer’s baptism into the body of Christ at regener​ation, he is given a gift which he should exercise for the health of the whole body. Paul emphasized the universality of gifts. “But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it.” (Eph. 4:7). “Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.” (1 Cor. 12:7). Without exception, every new believer receives a gift or gifts.

The Diversity of Spiritual Gifts


While it is true that every Christian is given at least one spiritual gift, and that all gifts come from the same Holy Spirit living within us, the gifts themselves are varied. It is the diversity of spiritual gifts that Paul emphasizes in 1 Corinthians 12-14. 


The various spiritual gifts are named in 1 Corinthians 12:8–10 and 28, and also in Ephesians 4:11 and Romans 12:6–8. When you combine the lists, you end up with nineteen different gifts and offices. Since the listing in Romans is not identical with the listing in 1 Corinthians, we may assume that Paul was not attempting to exhaust the subject in either passage. While the gifts named are adequate for the ministry of the church, God is not limited to these lists. He may give other gifts as He pleases.


Unity is essential for the health of a church body. Paul told the Ephesians, “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:3). But unity is not uniformity. A football team whose players all wanted to play quarterback would have uniformity but not unity. It could not function as a team if everyone played the same position. That is Paul’s point here. God gives His people varieties of gifts just as players on a team have varieties of positions.


Paul goes on in 1 Corinthians 12 to use the analogy of the human body. The body is one entity, but made up of many different members. Eyes, ears, hands, feet—all look and function very differently. Yet the body needs all of them to operate efficiently. In the same way, the mutual ministry of spiritual gifts rules out the lone wolf. No one is gifted enough, wise enough, or strong enough to live apart from others. Flynn quips, “We should [neither] be parasites nor paralyzed members of the body of Christ.”
 We must appreciate the diversity of our personalities and our spiritual gifts while maintaining the unity of spirit and purpose as a body of believers.


Unfortunately, people don’t always see it that way. Our old selfish tendencies come to the forefront more often than not. David Watson observes,

Human nature is naturally inclined towards feelings of inferiority and superiority. When one person has a particular gift which another does not possess, it is easy to forget that every gift comes only by the grace and sovereignty of God. It was because the Corinthians lost sight of this that Paul had to deal with feelings of inferiority and superiority among them.


Inferiority and superiority have one thing in common: both are centered on self. (One thinks too highly of oneself while the other thinks too lowly; either way, there is too much emphasis on self!) This is when gift elevation (meaning that my gift is better than yours and you can’t have it) or gift envy (meaning that my gift is less than yours and I want it) divides and conquers the unity of the church.


How can we overcome this? By focusing on our third and final point.

The Design of Spiritual Gifts


We need to always remember the design of spiritual gifts. Why did the Spirit of God give gifts to Christians, and gifted Christians to the church? Scripture could not be clearer on this matter. We read in 1 Corinthians 12:7, “Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.” Paul expands on this thought in Ephesians 4:11-13,

It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up  until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.


What is the design of spiritual gifts? To benefit the body as a whole. You see, at the time they come to faith in Christ, every believer receives at least one spiritual gift, not merely to encourage and build up their own life of faith, but more particularly to build up the faith of the whole church. 
 While the gifts of the Spirit are given to individual believers, but they are given for the growth of the body.

Not only does the exercise of our spiritual gifts minister to others but it also helps them to better use their own gifts. A pastor, for example, who faithfully preaches and teaches his congregation not only builds them up spiritually but prepares them to be better stewards of their own gifts. God uses him “﻿for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ﻿” (﻿Eph. 4:12﻿). The Christian who ministers his gift of helps not only serves other believers but encourages them to be more helpful. The believer who exercises his gift of mercy helps his fellow believers to be more merciful. As we each minister our own gifts we help others to better minister theirs.

On the other hand, as we fail to minister our own gifts we hinder others in ministering theirs. A Christian who does not exercise his spiritual gifts cripples his own ministry and the ministry of others—to say nothing of forfeiting the blessing and reward that would have come to his own life.


Many churches advocate the concept of “every member ministry.” Each person within the church family has a role—a ministry—through which others benefit and God is glorified. This is, in fact, a biblical idea. The Holy Spirit has given every believer a gift (or gifts) to be used within the context of the local church to benefit all.


John Stott comments on the importance of this:

This fact, that every Christian has a gift and therefore a re​sponsibility, and that no Christian is passed by and left without endowment, is fundamental to the New Testament doctrine of the church. It should also transform the life of Christians and of churches. For the traditional image of the local church is of an overworked pastor, assisted perhaps by a small nucleus of dedicated workers, while the majority of members make little or no contribution to the church’s life and work. It conjures up the picture rather of a bus (one driver, many drowsy passengers) than of a body (all mem​bers active, each contributing a particular activity to the health and effectiveness of the whole).


We often hear of unemployment in our culture, and in this part of our state it is particularly high. Decatur has the highest unemployment rate in the state, and many have been out of work for some time.


We don’t hear of unemployment in the church nearly as often, but I dare say the percentages of church members who are not working is much higher than the rate of unemployment in our community. 


This need not be the case! As we have seen this morning, the Holy Spirit, who indwells every Christian from the moment he or she is brought into the family of God, has given every Christian special spiritual gifts that are to be used within the ministry of the local church!


In the next few weeks we will look more closely at what those gifts are and how they can be used. But we must begin with a commitment that, whatever gifts we may have, we will use them to the glory of God and the benefit of others.


This is where spiritual gifts differ from the birthday or Christmas presents mentioned at the beginning of the message. Those presents are for the benefit of the person receiving them; whereas spiritual gifts are for the benefit of others.


May our prayer be, in the words of the hymn, “Make me a blessing to someone today!”
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