GIFTS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

What’s the greatest gift you ever received? One that you still remember with joy when you got it – every detail? One that you still cherish even if you got it a long time ago? Talk to your neighbour! Even gifts that are not the “greatest ever” for the initial receiver can bring joy to others. We played a Christmas game in our house group last year, when everyone brought along a present they had received in the past that….well….didn’t really fit with the décor? Was not quite in line with their lifestyle? (Taking care it wasn’t someone else in the house group who gave it!) Well, the unwanted gifts went in a pool and everyone got a number. If you had a low number you got first choice – but if you were later you could either choose a gift in the pool, or one that someone already had! It’s surprising how passionate it got as people were deprived of things they knew and cared nothing for five minutes earlier! And here’s the greatest news. The Holy Spirit wants to give us all gifts! Gifts we can freely share! And Paul fills us in in the passage we’re about to hear on all the details.

Reading: 1 Corinthians 12:1-13, 24-13:3; “Now about spiritual gifts, brothers, I do not want you to be ignorant. You know that when you were pagans, somehow or other you were influenced and led astray to mute idols. Therefore I tell you that no one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says, “Jesus be cursed,” and no one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit. There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit. There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are different kinds of working, but the same God works all of them in all men. Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good. To one there is given through the Spirit the message of wisdom, to another the message of knowledge by means of the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by that one Spirit, to another miraculous powers, to another prophecy, to another distinguishing between spirits, to another speaking in different kinds of tongues, and to still another the interpretation of tongues. All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines. 

The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink……..God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honour to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honoured, every part rejoices with it. Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. And in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then workers of miracles, also those having gifts of healing, those able to help others, those with gifts of administration, and those speaking in different kinds of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all have gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues ? Do all interpret? But eagerly desire the greater gifts. 

And now I will show you the most excellent way. If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.” 

I want to divide this time into three parts. Receiving the gifts. Opening the gifts. And sharing the gifts. 

Receiving the gifts

As I start, here’s Paul’s definition of what Spiritual gifts in 12:7 are: “to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good” so they are forms of empowerment of the Holy Spirit given to all believers to strengthen the community. We’ll unpack that as we go through. But note immediately that Paul emphasises that the gifts are not for a privileged few. They are for all, as Paul says, the Holy Spirit “gives them to each one”. So, there’s no room for people to feel “I have a gift and I’m superior” nor “I’m not good enough to have a gift”. We all can have them! It doesn’t depend on being spiritually mature or having personally deserving - it’s just grace! This is a cornerstone of how we see the church as Baptists. It’s “all member ministry”, no one is superior to anyone else because we all have spiritual gifts.

When do we receive the gifts? Paul says in 12:13 it begins when we become Christians, and at baptism “we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink”. When people get baptised, have you noticed how the pastors pray for people as the band plays the song? That’s for filling with the Holy Spirit, which gives a special empowerment for receiving Holy Spirit gifts. But it needn’t just be on that occasion that we receive “one Spirit to drink”. I recall a time a few years ago when I was just starting to lead my first Alpha course, and I was pretty nervous about it. Derek Hills had been preaching and he encouraged us to come forward for prayer. It was actually David Chaput who prayed for me, very powerfully to receive the Spirit. I was “resting in God’s arms” on my back for about half an hour after that. But I felt really empowered to run that Alpha and subsequent ones, the prayer was a kind of anointing. And if you are facing challenges, I encourage you to ask for similar prayer to be filled with the Spirit. The Holy Spirit will give you just the right gift for the occasion.

Because another key point is that the gifts are diverse – because our God is creative! See how Paul tells us the whole Trinity is involved in that diversity in this wonderful passage 12:4-6 “There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit. There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are different kinds of working, but the same God works all of them in all men.” Diverse gifts are given but from the same Holy Spirit. That is foundational. But see too how they also involve different kinds of service to the Lord (that’s Jesus). And there are different forms of work they involve, but God the father is always the source. We call them Holy Spirit gifts, but the whole Godhead is involved in their diversity!

And finally we don’t choose what gifts we finally receive. “All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines”. It is his sovereign choice what gifts to give us. We can’t have all of them, but equally no one should expect to have none. And he might give us a gift temporarily rather than permanently.

We can still ask God for gifts, or at least to discern what gifts we might already have. I can think of at least three ways to do this. One is to pray that God will reveal to us what our gifts are, and ask for the ones we want. For as Paul says later “eagerly desire the greater gifts”. A second is to follow prompting. We don’t know whether we have the gift of healing until we follow prompting and pray for someone. We don’t know we have gifts of ministry till we ask to preach. The reason I’m here today is because I heard at Detling in 2001 a great preacher called James Ryle whose key message was “who told you you couldn’t do it?”. And the Holy Spirit said to me – ask David Graham if you can preach! And one thing led to another….. A third way is to try an inventory of gifts – there’s one on the website. The only comment I have on it is that it is are not complete in that it focuses on gifts of ministry and service…..we must not leave out the possibility we have supernatural gifts!

· Talk to your neighbour about if, when and how you have received spiritual gifts

Opening the gifts

Let me start with a sad note. Some people have wonderful gifts but they never open them! This might be due to low self-esteem, the devil telling them that they are useless Christians…..if you feel you could never have gifts, I do urge you to pray and be prayed for. Remember what Paul says “he gives them to each one”. Not just a few!

You’ll see two lists of gifts here and they are certainly diverse! There’s the message of wisdom, the message of knowledge, faith, gifts of healing, miraculous powers, prophecy, distinguishing between spirits, speaking in different kinds of tongues, interpretation of tongues, apostles, prophets, teachers, helping others…and administration. And there are more in Romans and Ephesians! 

I think a helpful way to think of them is in 3 categories. Supernatural gifts, gifts of service and gifts of ministry. Although I have to spend more time on them, just because they are unfamiliar to many, It’s really important that we don’t focus solely on the supernatural ones, even if they are in a sense the most “visible”. That’s why Paul talks about gifts as all being essential to the body of the church, as we’ll discuss in a few minutes.

In terms of the supernatural gifts, like healing, miracles, prophecy and tongues, these are clearly means whereby God works through us in ways we couldn’t possibly do ourselves. I believe the Spirit wants these gifts to be powerfully manifested in our church. Not for our glory but for God’s glory and the sake of the lost. I just want to whet your appetite by telling you things I have experienced. I personally witness to you that these gifts are still freely available to us, today, in PBC!

I witnessed healing powerfully when some of us attended a conference at the River Centre from Bill Johnson. What I love is how he didn’t come as a guru in white suit to heal people, he sought to empower God’s people. His colleagues from the “school of prophecy” would receive words from God that a certain ailment was present in the room, and then everyone around those who had that ailment would pray for their healing. There were about 70 healings on the first day, and more later too. The ones that struck me most were a man who acknowledged he was the one who the prophetic word said had twisted his ankle descending from a tube train. As he was stumbling to the front, I heard the click as his bone reset – and his disability was gone. And the man who was wheeled in with his oxygen cylinders, dying of emphysema. But once prayed for by the congregation he suddenly picked himself up and started running round the room! You could hear the lungs clearing as he spoke! The gift of healing. There have been healings here not just in the River Centre. I know of people whose cancers have been healed, crippling fears removed, and even legs extended!

The gift of prophecy, words of wisdom or knowledge – words from the Lord to edify God’s people. A prophet speaks to God’s people under the influence of the Holy Spirit. You’ve heard words from some of our friends here from time to time. Words of encouragement and words of challenge. But they are not uniquely gifted – the Holy Spirit wants his people to prophesy! Again, I have had powerful encouragement from prophecy. One that encourages me and Claire at present is a picture we received in Coventry – there was a trench with a ladder in it. I was climbing up the ladder, almost out, and Claire was at the top. She was looking into the distance at beautiful scenery in the middle distance. And I was wearing white shoes but one came off and I was to leave it in the trench. I have found this is very encouraging as we wait for God to find us the right church, that it is out there in the distance. And that leaving the university – which I see as the trench – was in God’s will, and I will leave something valuable to God – maybe spiritual influence?  - behind.

The gift of tongues. This scares some people. They see it as crazy. Disorderly. And certainly Paul in Chapter 14 is saying  - don’t all talk at once. But I just want to play you a recording I made in this church about 7 years ago, which shows how beautifully a tongue can fit in with worship. It still sends shivers up my spine when I hear it. And afterwards an interpretation was forthcoming. This last point is important. Particularly for supernatural gifts there is a need for interpretation and discernment – not just for tongues. We can’t even be sure of healing unless a doctor verifies it. And prophecies too need interpreting, testing against scripture, and whether they actually build up the church. Interpretation is important for intelligibility, so that outsiders are built up and not repelled – and also so that we discern that the manifestation is truly from the Holy Spirit. Scripture warns Satan can mimic the gifts.

The gifts of service – helping others and administration in this chapter. Elsewhere there is mention of giving. These are gifts that could be undertaken in our own strength, unlike the supernatural ones, but not in the way or to the degree that we can when God empowers us. I believe that when we administer in God’s name we are going to act differently. We will be forbearing with people who, if we were uncaring but efficient bureaucrats we would brush off in the interests of our own work. This is why our friends in the office often find they needed extra time – despite being efficient at their work, God wants them to administer in his name and give time! They also recognise that they are “on kingdom duty” even outside office hours. Kingdom maximisation is not the same as profit maximisation - the goal of business.

And helping others was just what the Social Action Saturday was all about. Not just digging gardens but relating to the villagers with Jesus’ love! At least one person said later “I’ve never met Christians before”. Only the gift of the Holy Spirit in those Christians could lead to such a reaction. And this wonderful Holy Spirit gift of helping others in love is manifest every week at the Day Centre, the Mix, Little Rascals and the mission for the homeless….perhaps you could help there too?

And finally the gifts of ministry – apostles, prophets and teachers. An apostle, is sent to found or build up churches. Paul is implying that all ministry is Spirit-given and Spirit-empowered. It’s a question of the function that is vital in the church and not necessarily a role of a particular individual. As I mentioned earlier, in 2005 the Holy Spirit gave me a gift of ministry to run Alpha. This gift is also linked to the form of anointing that we give to a minister at ordination. I believe ministry gifts are a combination of a number of the other gifts in one person.

· Talk to your neighbour about the gifts you have exercised yourself or seen exercised.

Sharing the gifts

Who are these gifts for? Paul’s definition tells us the answer already. It’s “for the common good” – not for ourselves! Or try this – they are “gracious bestowments of the Spirit in the gathered community for building up the people of God”. They are made for sharing, unlike the gifts in our house group game! 

Paul explains this powerfully by talking about the congregation as the body “the body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ”. The point is that the church is the body of Christ. It is created perfect even as Christ, the second Adam was. It must be unified in love as is the Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Like the body the church has many parts and God has arranged them. The body can’t work as just one organ, indeed some are most essential but invisible. In the body all the organs cooperate together. As Paul says “its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honoured, every part rejoices with it”. So in the same way with spiritual gifts, they are all essential and complement one another. In the body of the church 2+2=5! 

There cannot be one organ which says “I don’t need the rest”, so in the same way no one spiritual gift can be exalted and the others considered as nothing. This was the problem the Corinthians were facing with tongues, which Paul tries to correct A good way to think about it is an orchestra. The violins often think of themselves as the most important instruments, and indeed they often lead the playing and are most prominent. But reflection shows immediately that without humbler instruments like the tuba or triangle, great classical pieces wouldn’t be played right. As in the body, and as with the diverse spiritual gifts in the church, all are essential.

· Talk to your neighbour about how you have been blessed when you shared a gift?

Paul warns about the traps that we can fall into in our selfishness with Spiritual gifts. These traps can prevent the gifts being used in the way God intends. One is indeed that we exalt our gift and say it’s superior to others. Unlike the servant we are called to be, we may use the church as an arena to demonstrate our talents. As Paul says, “God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honor to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other” In other words it’s actually the more humble gifts that are most honourable, even as the less visible parts of the body are essential. We can do without an eye but not without a stomach. 

Then there is using spirituality selfishly as a form of personal growth. Paul warns the Corinthians in verse 2 that “you know that when you were pagans, somehow or other you were influenced and led astray to mute idols”. He is indeed warning us that spirituality is not identical to Christianity. You can get spiritual worshipping an idol. And then we can follow our own (or Satan’s) lead into counterfeit spirituality. New age and other faiths are common examples today. A test is that the goal of such spirituality is “self fulfilment” and not the needs of others. Or, as Paul says, whether its aim is to worship Jesus. As he puts it in verse 3 “no one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says, “Jesus be cursed,” and no one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit”.

We can selfishly refuse to use the gift God has given us when he prompts us to do so – with a word of knowledge for someone for example – for fear of embarrassment. Or the church as a whole can reject the use of gifts as Paul warns in 1 Thessalonians 5:19-20 “Do not put out the Spirit’s fire; do not treat prophecies with contempt.” We are often guilty of this in the West – but Spiritual gifting flourishes in poor countries, especially where the church is persecuted.

And finally there is the trap of just focusing on ourselves and not others. Paul is saying, spiritual gifts need to be used in a loving manner that goes even beyond normal human capability. That’s why he says that we can be super spiritual but if we lack love, it is useless. Look at the start of Chapter 13. Tongues? “If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.” Prophecy and miraculous faith? “If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.” “If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.”

Let’s conclude by reading together what such love really is what Paul calls the most excellent way, and let it inspire us to seek and exercise spiritual gifts so we can show others this holy, perfect love for the needy among us and those we meet, and for God’s glory. Indeed I urge you to learn it be heart, so you can be prompted to act differently in a certain situation, so it can transform your life as you exercise God’s gracious spiritual gifts: “Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.” Let’s pray!

Pray for being filled with the Spirit and discerning our spiritual gifts. Free not to do so. But note Jesus is Lord implies Holy Spirit already present in us. We are asking for more, for his glory and for people’s needs to be met. Choose “This is my way of life, please come and share it Lord” or “I am yours Lord, I belong to you, I will live in the way you please and do whatever you want”

