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Sermon for Sunday 13 July 2008

The Holy Spirit 9
“The Gifts of the Holy Spirit”
Text: 1 Corinthians 14 verse 1a
“Pursue love and strive for the spiritual gifts”

Between now and next Sunday, we shall conclude our series of studies into what the Bible has to say about the Holy Spirit. When we think about the Holy Spirit in the Bible, our minds go to one of two things – the day of Pentecost and the Gifts of the Holy Spirit as described by Paul in 1 Corinthians 12. That is as it should be since the Day of Pentecost was the moment when the Holy Spirit of god was given in its fullness and the gifts of the Holy Spirit described in 1 Corinthians 12 provides Paul’s main teaching about the Holy Spirit.  

We have looked at the first of these already. Before we plunge into the second, let’s pause for a moment to remember some of the other things we have learned about the Holy Spirit – for example, that he is active throughout scripture, consistently from beginning to end. That work of revelation and glorification is mysterious and beautiful. There are many detectable signs of the Spirit’s presence among us but we must be careful to test the spirits because there can be misuse and abuse. Finally, the Holy Spirit is in us and we are in the Spirit making Jesus’ saving work effective in our lives and in the lives of others.

As well as being a blessing to the church, the gifts of the Spirit have also been something of a challenge. The Protestant reformer, john Calvin, sidestepped the issue altogether by concluding that the gifts of the Spirit were only given to the first apostles and their New Testament church. Many Christians, consciously or unconsciously, have taken the same approach. That view has been very thoroughly challenged in the past 100 years, first by the emergence of the Pentecostal movement in the United States of America in the early 1990s and then by the Charismatic movement in many parts of the world in the latter half of the 20th century. Simply insisting that they do not exist will not make them go away. Rather, it means that if we deny them, they will be given to others.

The first thing that we should not about the gifts of the Spirit is that they do not appear only in 1 Corinthians 12 verses 1 to 11. There is a second list at the end of the same chapter, in 1 Corinthians 12 verses 27 to 31. There is another list provided by Paul in Romans 2 verses 6 to 8. There is also a list in the Old Testament, in Isaiah 11 verses 1 to 3, part of our responsive reading earlier in the service.
It is with that list that we must begin. The simple reason is that it reminds us that these gifts of the Spirit are Messianic gifts. They belong to the Messiah. They are signs of the kingdom of God. They do not belong to the Christian or to the church. They belong to the Messiah, the Anointed one, the King. Isaiah tells us here of six gifts – they are wisdom and understanding, counsel and might, knowledge and fear. Some translations of the Bible also include piety since this appears in what is called the Septuagint, an early Latin translation of the Hebrew Old Testament.   

In the New Testament, in Romans 12 and in 1 Corinthians 12, the Greek word being used for the gifts of the Spirit is charismata. The root of this word is charis meaning grace or undeserved favour. This confirms that they are not something which the church holds or the Christian enjoys by write. They are gifts, given by God at his discretion but also in his abounding grace. So it is that when we look at Romans 12 verses 6 to 8, we are told that “We have gifts that differ according to the grace that is given to us”. Not everyone has the same gift and all of the gifts are not given to one person alone. They are gifts to the church, the Christian community. If only one person in the church has these gifts then there is something wrong! Paul lists seven gifts here – prophecy, ministry, teaching, exhortation, giving, leading, compassion.

When we come to look at 1 Corinthians 12, we find 9 gifts listed both in verses 4 to 11 and 27 to 28 but they are not the same gifts. I have listed all the gifts in all the places in which they are mentioned. You might like to do your own comparing and contrasting later. In verses 4 to 11, we find wisdom, knowledge, faith, healing, miracles, prophecy, discernment, tongues and interpretation. In verses 27 and 28, we find apostleship, prophecy, teaching, power, healing assistance, leadership, tongues and interpretation. Only 3 gifts are common to the two lists – healing, tongues and interpretation. None of these 3 appear in Paul’s other list in Romans 12 or Isaiah’s list in Isaiah 1l! We must conclude that different gifts may be required in different situations and none of these lists is definitive or prescriptive.

What is true elsewhere is true here in 1 Corinthians 12 verses 4 to 11. Every text must be understood in its context. We must understand Paul’s teaching in the context in which it was given. What we discover is that the church in Corinth was one of Paul’s problem congregations. It was not the only one. It was affluent, self indulgent and divisive. In 1 Corinthians, he seeks to establish his authority (chapters 1 to 3), to emphasize the importance of living in community (chapters 5 and 6) and to teach them how to look after each other (chapters 7 to 14). Although this is called 1 Corinthians, it was not his first letter to them on these matters. Another earlier letter is referred to at 1 Corinthians 5 verses 9 to 11. Sadly, it has been lost to the church – or perhaps it was destroyed after it was first received since it seeks to address sexual misconduct amongst the members of the church! 
Central to their life in community is their worship. He has particular concerns about the appropriateness of their dress, their selfish behaviour at Holy Communion and their use and abuse of the gifts of the Holy Spirit. This is worth a study series on its own! We must give our attention only to the first 11 verses of 1 Corinthians 12. At verse 3, he identifies the essential gift of the Spirit and that is being able to confess that Jesus is Lord. He says “no one speaking by the Spirit of God ever says ‘Let Jesus be cursed’ and no one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit.” This agrees exactly with what we found last week in 1 John 4.

He goes on to say at verse 4 and 5 that the source of all our gifts, our services, our activities must be the Holy Spirit. In this lie our power and our unity. At verse 7, he tells us why the gifts are given: “To each is given the manifestation of the spirit for the common good.”  The gifts of the Holy Spirit of God are not given for our pleasure, although there may be some pleasure in them. They are not given for our amusement even though others might find some amusement in them. They are not given for encouragement as individual Christians. They are given for our encouragement as a community of Christian believers. They must be a unifying and strengthening experience for all. Paul says at verse 7: “All of these are activated by one and the same Spirit, who allocates to each one individually just as the Spirit chooses.”

So what do we conclude? I think it is to identify when we ought to be anxious. Let me try to identify three worrying scenarios. The first is this – where there is no evidence of the gifts of the Spirit in a church – no healing, no prophecy, no tongues, no interpretation and so on. The second is this – where all of the gifts of the Spirit are being manifest in only one person – one person has all the wisdom knowledge, faith, miracle working power and discernment. And the third is this - where everyone is expected to speak in tongues and if you do not speak in tongues, you are regarded as some inferior, second-class Christian.
In the surrounding chapters, Paul has many other things to say about the Spirit and the spiritual gifts. I offer two in conclusion. In Chapter 13, Paul tells the Christians in Corinth that none of the spiritual gifts is of any value without the all important ingredient of love (verses 1 to 3). Why is this so? The reason is simple. The spiritual gifts are temporary, for this life alone. They will not be required in heaven. He concludes at chapter 13 verse 13 that only three things are eternal: faith, hope and love and that the greatest of these is love. Therefore, we must hold two great truths in balance:  “Pursue love and strive for the spiritual gifts”.
