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“Basic Principles of Spiritual Gifts”

1 Corinthians 12:1-31

The Word of God speaks to every heart. Do you feel like you’re nothing special: that you have nothing really to contribute, that the world could get on perfectly well without you—and without even noticing you? This word of God speaks to you. Or (on the other hand), do you feel like you’re “all that”: that the world revolves around you, that you’re “better than the average bear” and should get special recognition? Well, this word of God speaks to you, too.

Scripture (ESV) and prayer.


We have dealt thus far with “women in worship” and “the Lord’s Supper.” The final subject in this section on worship is Paul’s extended treatment on “spiritual gifts” (chapters 12-14), in response to their question or contention (flagged by “now concerning,” 12:1). And these chapters exhibit a distinctive structure (which we’ve seen most recently in chapters 8-10, where there is an opening and closing discussion “interrupted” by a central “hinge”—there, it was “all for the gospel”). Here, chapter 12 deals with the subject as general introduction, chapter 14 addresses a couple of troublesome particulars, and chapter 13 is, again, the central “hinge”—here, it will be “all in love.” Now, as we will see more clearly as we go along, “tongues” was their favorite and flashy gift, the sign of being “really spiritual” (hmm, we see this still)—when the greatest expression of the Spirit is . . . love (but that’s for next week).
With the advent of the charismatic movement, there has been a flurry of writing and discussion and disagreement on this matter of “spiritual gifts,” but the basic principles are these (and we must not lose sight of or get distracted from them—notably all three elements are found in that theme verse, 12:7):
First: They are given by the Spirit. This speaks of the common source.

A couple of introductory notes (but by no means insignificant!). First and foremost: the Spirit’s focus is on Christ. What characterizes the presence of the Spirit is not “spirituality,” per se (that is, in this case: the presence of great gifts and powers), but the exaltation of Christ: the proclamation—believed and lived and expressed—that “Jesus is Lord” (12:3b). That’s what contrasts Christian spirituality most pointedly from that of (their former, and our continuing) paganism (12:2), which enjoys spirituality for its own sake (and with no real focus, other than self). And the “diversity in unity” that Paul will go on to propound is founded on the very nature or being of God: the Trinity (“the same Spirit/Lord/God,” 12:4-6). Though not stated in creedal form (it sort of just rolls off his tongue), we find here a clear declaration of “God in three Persons, blessed Trinity.” Second: the source, specifically, is the Spirit. Notice, especially, the repetition: first they are characterized as manifestations “of the Spirit” (12:7), then “through the Spirit, the same Spirit (2x), the one Spirit (12:8-9) . . . one and the same Spirit” (12:11). The gifts of the Spirit are given by the Spirit. But not only this: they are given at the Spirit’s discretion—“as He wills” (12:11). It is not something we conjure up (like, often, tongues still in our day). Later, we see this reinforced: it is God who has arranged (the people and gifts in) each body—this particular body—according to His choice (12:18, 24, 28).
So (response question), how should I approach the issue? First, I should approach this issue of spiritual gifts with humility (not with grasping again, or jockeying/quarreling). It is and must be (to echo Christ): “not as I will, but as He wills.” There is the sense where we are to exercise an informed desire (12:31); but ultimately, it is up to the Spirit to do as He wills in and through me—and to be content with, and flourish in, that. Have you come to this point? Are we content to always stay at this point? And second, I should approach this issue with a mind on exalting Christ. Too often, the clamor over spiritual gifts is one that seeks to lift up self, rather than to lift up Christ. In all things, this is the focus of the Spirit’s work (see John 16:14, “He will glorify Me”). Even when it comes to such manifestations—both the simple and the spectacular—it is all with this one thing in view: “Jesus is Lord.”

Second: They are given to each Christian. This speaks of the common gifting.

Again, a couple of introductory notes. 

Notice first: the character of the gifts is “grace.” They posed the question regarding “spiritual things” (pneumatikw`n, 12:1). As part of his answer, Paul prefers to rephrase the subject as “grace-things” (carismavtwn, 12:4, 31), so that we might come to understand that any such things are to be principally seen, not as indications of spiritual place, but as manifestations of the Spirit’s grace. The gifts of the Spirit are of all types: ordinary and extraordinary, mundane and miraculous. And all are equally expressive of His presence and power in and through us (for example, toilet-cleaning is equal to tongues-speaking). And the gift lists are representative: even the two in this passage are not the same (12:8-10, 28; rather, they are probably those gifts that were most prominent then and which came most readily to mind). 

And notice second: the Scripture says, “To each” (12:7). This means that no Christian is “giftless”—or let me rephrase: no Christian is without a gifted avenue of service (in fact, this is what Peter centers on—for the good of others and the glory of God—in 1 Pet 4:10-11). Our attitude should not be, “I can’t do anything well”; but rather, “What can I do to help?” What this also means is: (1) To each one differently (initially underscored in 12:8-10; and again in 12:28-30). We tend to cater toward lopsided monstrosities: for example, theology vs. outreach—bodies with huge brains and tiny hands, or huge hands and tiny brains. Rather, we need to welcome and honor all whom the Lord brings into His body, here; and then live as His body, here. (2) And each one important (this comes out prominently in the “body” metaphor): that is, all gifts present are needed. There is a joke of several years back, in which the different parts of the body got into an argument about which of them was the most important: the brain, the eye, the mouth, the limbs, and . . . a lower, less presentable part. Well, this (unnamed) decided to show them, and stopped working. It did not take long at all before the health of the whole body began to suffer. Though a little off-color, it illustrates the point. In a body, each part is (in its own way) equally important.
So, what is my gift? How do I know my gift? Although they were in vogue a number of years ago, I don’t think we need to have everyone go through a “spiritual gifts inventory” or class. Again, the gifts here are representative, and are simply “manifestations” of the Spirit’s grace in our lives that can be used for the good of the church as a whole. Thus, it is enough to ask a few simple questions: (1) What can I do (or, what do I like to do, or what is the burden on my heart)? (2) What is needed? (3) And what do others see and say? Thus, your “gifting” might be something as specific as “teaching children” or something as general “helping” (12:28). The key is to become an active part of the body—for Christ.

Third: They are given for the church (that is, for the good of the church). This speaks of the common purpose.

Let us always remember: the principle purpose of the spiritual gifts is to “better the body,” to build up the church (12:7). It’s not “mostly me”; it’s “ministry.” As we see depicted here, we are to use our gifts to help one another grow, to care for one another (12:25), to show off Christ (12:12). When the church does this (even this little church), then the world sees something different, something truly wonderful; it sees the beauty of Christ. So, whether your “spiritual gift” is something simple or spectacular, your mindset must be “ministry”: seek the common good, the benefit of the whole. If our attraction to certain “showy” gifts (and that is often our temptation—whether in charismatic or non-charismatic circles; we each have them) is motivated by something other than service (for example, a desire for prominence, attention, or recognition as “super-spiritual”), then our attitude is all wrong. But if ministry is our motive, then open the flood-gates and let the gifts thrive!
So, what am I doing with my gift? First, am I using it at all? Now, I must commend you first of all; for this church is a church whose members are highly involved in various ministries. But as a broad exhortation, I must also say: Everybody here should be in some form of regular ministry. If you are not, then seek to be. For it is your responsibility—all together, individually doing your part as a “body part”—to see this body thrive. The service of God’s manifold grace is the work of the whole body—not just the head or the mouth or the hand (as Paul describes, this includes the innards and the private parts, 12:22-23). And second, am I using it for myself, or for the better good of the church? Our culture is so self- and “idol”-focused, and this has seeped into the church as well—both in making “church” somehow secondary (when it is integral to our life), and in elevating certain personalities (when it is Christ that must be seen). Have we lost sight of the importance of the church—what it means to Christ, and what it must mean to us? It is the church that is His body, His bride, whom He loves, and for whom He died. So ask: How does my gifting help this body better grow, better flourish, better reflect the grace and honor of Christ?
As we see again, by the key verse (12:7), spiritual gifts are simply manifestations of the Spirit’s grace, in each of our lives, that can be used for the good of this church. They have a common source: by the Spirit; it is a common gifting: to each Christian; and for a common purpose: for the church. These are the basic principles—and which open up three basic questions. How do I approach the subject (this is the key starting point)? How do I know my gift (what usually gets all the attention)? And (and this is the clincher), what am I doing with it? Then, so, let us seek to live the Spirit’s varied grace . . . together: for this is the body of Christ.

