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The Gifts of the Holy Spirit 

1 Corinthians 12:1-11 Pastor Tom Anderson 

What danger is it to the church if its members do not know about spiritual gifts? Back in 2008, 

Russian Orthodox officials discovered that one of their church buildings near Moscow had completely 

disappeared. It had been closed for some time but growth in the area gave reason to re-open it. When 

they arrived they found a vacant lot with no trace of a building. Turns out a local business man had 

offered 4 cents a brick for building materials. Over the years tens of people visited the church and 

chiseled out brick to be sold until it was gone. The church disappeared one brick at a time. Likewise the 

church is built of living stones—each member is a living stone in the church of Jesus Christ. And some 

churches decline one stone at a time. One by one the members say “I don’t want to be involved.” They 

stay at home and watch a TV preacher. They read the Bible and pray but just don’t want to mess with 

organized religion. Each decision takes away a stone and the church is chiseled away. Conversely one 

who takes his spiritual gifts and uses them builds the church up and glorifies Christ. 

The whole point of spiritual gifts is to equip and motivate organized religion. They were not given to 

be used privately. They were not given to build our personal self-esteem. They were not give for us to 

work on our dreams. They are given to bring us together to organize for mission and ministry. Spiritual 

gifts feed directly into organized religion and without organized religion they are wasted. 

The city of Corinth was full of pagan temples: Asclepius, Poseidon, Aphrodite, Apollo, Octavia-the 

deified sister of Caesar, and the Egyptian gods Isis and Serapis. Some pagan worship involved working 

people into a frenzy through loud music, drums and dancing. This was sustained for hours until some of 

the worshippers went into a trance and began to speak for the gods. The idea was that the idols were 

mute but the worshippers possessed by the gods would begin to speak for them revealing secrets, 

making predictions and uttering curses—particularly curses on Christians. Paul offers a simple diagnostic 

test: if someone curses Jesus Christ you know they are not of God but of the devil.  

The gifts of the Holy Spirit are to be distinguished from pagan spirit-possession. Pagans offered 

themselves as puppets to the gods. But the gifts of the Holy Spirit are about Christians as full 

participants cooperating together with God.  

Note in verses 4-6 that the Holy Trinity administers the gifts of the spirit. The Spirit is the giver. The 

Son Jesus Christ sets the mission of service. And the Father is the one who designed the whole process.  

Special attention must be paid to verse 7, “To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the 

common good.” No Christian is barren of the Spirit or lacking in gifts. Our gifts can be neglected, 

doubted, undiscovered and unemployed but they are never absent. Secondly the gifts are not ours. They 
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belong to the whole church for the common good. Just like Dad used to give me a nickel every Sunday to 

give to the offering. It was only mine to give to the church. So you must think of the gifts of the Spirit.  

Paul has several different lists of gifts in his letters. He didn’t intend these lists to be exhaustive but 

suggestive of the many gifts that the Spirit may give. Let’s look briefly at the gifts mentioned here. 

Wisdom. This comes in many forms. There is natural wisdom we acquire from experience and 

learned wisdom we acquire from study. The scriptures contain God’s wisdom for us. Everybody has a 

capacity for wisdom but some have a special aptitude. Wisdom involves the judgment to apply 

knowledge or give insight to a given situation.  

Knowledge is different from wisdom. Normally knowledge is acquired through disciplined study of 

the scriptures. We can all attain to this knowledge. But thjs gift of knowledge comes directly from the 

Holy Spirit—it is not strictly a human achievement. Jesus promised his disciples not to worry about what 

to say if they should be arrested and put on trial, “say whatever is given you in that hour, for it is not you 

who speak but the Holy Spirit.” (Mark 13:11) The Holy Spirit would spontaneously inspire them to know 

what to say. Some people have a special aptitude for saying the right thing at the right time. 

Faith. Saving faith is assumed to be the property of every Christian, “For by grace we have been 

saved through faith” (Ephesians 2:8) But this gift has to do applying faith to life. As Jesus said it, “If you 

have faith as big as a mustard seed you will say to this mountain, Move…and it will move.” (Mt 17:20). 

We met a man in Mexico named Hector who founded a Christian camp for refugees all on faith. He has 

no regular source of income and he wholly relies upon God to provide for him daily. It is his spiritual gift 

and he has given it fully to the church. 

Healing. All Christians are called to the ministry of healing. We are all called to visit the sick, bind up 

the broken hearted and work for peace. We believe in miracles. We believe in Christian healing. We pray 

for it. We hope for it. Healing is given by God not as a personal favor but as a proof of the Gospel. For 

example Jesus once announced that a man’s sins where forgiven and afterwards healed the man to 

prove he had the authority to forgive sins. Paul healed many people yet he himself was not healed by 

God. Healing shouldn’t ever be sensationalized. It is a God-given sign of the truth of the Gospel. 

Miracles. This is closely related to healing. What’s a miracle? Some would say it is when natural laws 

are broken. But Jesus’ miracles often used natural law. He changed water into wine but this is something 

that happens in every vineyard every summer—Jesus just speeded it up a bit. Miracles are any event 

that causes wonder. We have a miracle worker in our church—her name is Sue Cole. 

Prophecy. Prophecy involves public speaking for God. In the early church it involved exhortation, 

instruction, warning and motivation to believers. To a certain extent we are all called to be prophets. 
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But some people are particularly gifted at it—one thinks here of Martin Luther King, Jr. If you want a 

solid piece of Christian prophecy, try reading his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail.” 

Discernment a.k.a “distinguishing between spirits” Perhaps this is the most needed gift in the church 

today. In our pluralistic world everyone has an opinion and every opinion is treated with equal weight. 

This is when pluralism becomes gullible-ism. John said, “Beloved do not believe every spirit, but test the 

spirits to see whether they are from God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world.” (I John 

1:4) Peter had this gift and he was able to tell when Ananias was lying to him in church. All Christians 

should have some discernment but some are particularly insightful at sorting out lies. 

Tongues. This is the ability to speak in a language that no one but God can understand. Paul said, “If 

I speak in the tongues of men and of angels but have not love, I am a noisy gong…” The “tongues of 

angels” would be what this gift is about. Some churches have built their whole ministry around this 

single gift—requiring all their members to speak in tongues. Paul has placed it last in this list because he 

believes it to be the least important. He is attempting to diminish the controversy about the use of 

tongues in Corinth which he discusses at great length in chapter 14. Most United Methodists have never 

heard someone speaking in tongues and as a practical matter it is pretty rare. The great evangelist A.B. 

Simpson perhaps best summed up the right attitude to this gift, “Seek it not, and forbid it not.” From 

time to time I’ve met people who have this gift and use it frequently in their own private prayers.  

All these gifts are given by the Spirit as he wills. We can’t force them to come out of us nor produce 

them at will. They are given and everyone has received some gift from the Spirit to bring to the team. 

Christians have two main jobs: first to get people onto the bus—that’s evangelism. But it is not 

enough to gather a crowd, we need to get them into the right seats—that is spiritual gifts. So here is 

your assignment: 

Think about your spiritual gifts. Take the online inventory at the United Methodist site. Study the 

scriptures on spiritual gifts. Talk to your family and friends about what they see in you. Pray. 

Think about the service opportunities that already exist in our church. Think about how your gifts 

might be used in any of these areas. 

Make a phone call this week to one of these ministry areas. Find out more about what is needed. 

Step out in faith to try something on for size and see if your gifts might fit. I’m going to be praying that 

God would give to our church every spiritual gift we need to do his will. 


