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Spiritual Gifts: The Power Tools of Ministry 
 
 
An Overview: I Corinthians 12:4—7 
In chapters 12—14 the context is the assembling of God’s people (cf. 14:26). Paul is more 
concerned with the way these gifts are expressed and exercised than he is to explain the gifts 
individually. 
 

1 Corinthians 12:4-7: 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. 

 
A. Varieties of Gifts (v. 4) 
 
1. Different kinds (NIV) — The Greek word “diaireseis” literally means “distributions.” In 

classical Greek it sometimes referred to “the dancing hand of the gods” who would 
sprinkle good things upon their people. The image here is not simply variety but rich 
variety given as opposed to a rich selection to choose from. It is fair to assume that the 
list of gifts listed here in I Cor. 12—14 is not exhaustive. For example, there are more in 
vs. 8—10 yet in v. 28 Paul adds teachers, helpers and administrators. See also the other 
lists (incomplete sample lists?) in Rom. 12, Eph. 4, and I Peter 4. 

 
2. Gifts (Gr. charismata, lit, a gift given out of goodwill) — “Gift” (charisma) is a technical 

term for Paul and it is to be understood “as a particular expression of charis (Gk. for 
grace).” (James Dunn). Therefore we can describe spiritual gifts as “gifts (charismata) of 
God’s grace (charis).” They are an experience of God’s grace given — an “experience of 
something being accomplished through me.” (Dunn). For Paul “charisma-- is not to be 
confused with human talent and ability — it is always God acting, always the Holy Spirit 
manifesting Himself. With this understanding, it is my perspective that it is unhelpful to 
distinguish between those gifts that are “supernatural” and those that are “natural”. With 
a kingdom worldview all are natural. With a popular scientific worldview all are 
supernatural. 

 
E.g. During the great Welsh revivals under Evan Roberts there was a 16—year old girl 
whose singing ministry brought incredible results. The Holy Spirit seemed to be singing 
and moving through her yielded expression. After she would sing all Roberts had to do 
was to quote a few Scriptures and give an invitation. People were ready to come to 
Christ! This fruitfulness was not confined to one town or county — wherever she went 
the results were the same. Natural or supernatural?! (It is interesting to note that I have 
heard of this young woman's ministry on several occasions but her name nor the quality 
of her voice are never mentioned —only the fruitfulness of the Spirit of God through 
her.) 
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B. Varieties of service (v.5) 
 
1. Different kinds (Gk. Diaireseis) — see notes on A.l. Here again although variety is 

implied the emphasis again falls on services rendered. Paul knows nothing of service that 
is theoretical, hypothetical or abstract. 

 
2. Service — Here again we find a “technical” Greek word; “diakonia” from which we 

derive the English “deacon.” It literally referred to acts of service and later came to mean 
“ministry”. Gifts are for service. They are not given to inflate egos, stimulate personal 
pleasure, or to reward us for a holy life. Gifts are not a box of fireworks — they are more 
analogous to a “tool kit.” The Corinthian church was puffed up, prideful and 
domineering. It is no small wonder that Paul here must remind them that gifts are for 
service. These gifts of service emanate from the heart of the “same Lord” who served. 

 
Mark 10:45: For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give 
his life as a ransom for many. 

 
3. Workings (Gk. energamaton) From this Greek word we derive our English word 

“energy” which aptly conveys a crucial dimension of this Greek word. This word is not 
used for the mundane labors of man; instead we find that it is normally employed to 
describe the operations of God. Gifts of the Holy Spirit are an event, an action enabled by 
divine power. A gift is “divine energy accomplishing a particular result through the 
individual” (James Dunn). Spiritual gifts are the living movements of Christ’s body. It 
should be noted that “working” refers not only to the act but to the effect as well  
(cf 12:6b). Thus we should be wary of pressing a distinction too far. 

 
C. Manifestation of the Spirit (v. 7) 
 
1. To each one — i.e. to every individual present. Therefore every Christian who gathers to 

worship with God’s people is indispensable. 
 
2. A manifestation of the Spirit — The Holy Spirit reveals Himself in spiritual gifts — in 

other words, they make visible the invisible God. There are certain actions and utterances 
(see the “gifts” list) which demonstrate the Spirits s presence and activity. Therefore 
according to this verse a “manifestation” is not simply a gift some have, rather each gift 
is a manifestation of the Holy Spirit. The New English Bible translates this verse: “In 
each of us the Spirit is manifested in one particular way.” 

 
3. Is given — The verb in the Greek text is a present passive which denotes a habitual and 

repeated action. Gifts are not static possessions but dynamic movements of the Holy 
Spirit. Thus people may expect to exercise different gifts at different times. 

 
4. For the common good — The Greek word here (sumpheron) paints a picture that carries a 

deeper understanding than our English versions convey. Its lexical definition is “to bring 
together; to confirm a benefit; to be advantageous and profitable for all.” (Bauer, A 
Greek—English Lexicon of the New Testament). Therefore to say “gifts are divisive” is a 
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contradiction in terms according to Paul’s understanding. Gifts do not divide churches, 
people do. 

 
 
Summary 
Paul uses four different phrases to describe the distribution and diversity (diareseis) of gifts 
mentioned in 1 Cor. 12—14; gifts of grace (charismata); acts of service (diakonia); workings 
(energamata); and the manifestation of the Spirit (phanerosis tou pneumatos). These are all 
alternative ways of describing the full range of spiritual gifts. All gifts are acts of service, all are 
wrought by God, and all are manifestations of the Holy Spirit for the common good. Thus we 
have three basic tests for spiritual gifts. 
 
1. Does it reflect the servant-heart of our Lord Jesus Christ? 
 
2. Does the exercise/expression of the gift seem to exalt and reflect God or showcase the 
individual? 
 
3. Does it edify the body of Christ? 
 
 
Conclusion: 5 Don’ts… 
 
A. Don’t resist the Holy Spirit 
 

Acts 7:51: You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like 
your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit! 

 
God’s ways are not our ways (Is. 55:8) — we can neither tame Him nor domesticate Him. The 
history of the Church is replete with examples of Christians resisting the sovereign work of God 
because it defied present trends in theology and ecclesiastical practice. We must be honest and 
admit that too often our functional 'canon’ is a triumvirate of human trends, tradition and 
sensibilities rather than the Word of God. At the very least we should reflect the attitude of Rabbi 
Gamaliel: 
 

Acts 5:38,39: Therefore, in the present case I advise you: Leave these men alone! Let 
them go! For if their purpose or activity is of human origin, it will fail. But if it is from 
God, you will not be able to stop these men; you will only find yourselves fighting against 
God. 

 
B. Don’t quench the Holy Spirit 
 

1 Thessalonians 5:19—22: Do not put out the Spirit’s fire; do not treat prophecies with 
contempt. Test everything. Hold on to the good. Avoid every kind of evil. 

 
“For our fundamentalist Christian circles in general, I fear that there is an alarming lack of 
spiritual discernment. Because we have shut out the Holy Spirit in so many ways, we are 
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stumbling along as though we are spiritually blindfolded. Ruling out the discernment and 
leadership of the Holy Spirit is the only possible explanation for the manner in which Christian 
churches have yielded to temptation. There is no other explanation for the move of rationalism 
that now marks the life of many congregations... It is not because leaders and men and women in 
the Church are bad — it is only because the Holy Spirit of God has been so forcefully shut out 
and the needful gifts are no longer present.” (A.W. Tozer, Tragedy In the Church, p. 28) 
  
 
C. Don’t fear the Holy Spirit 
 

2 Tim. 1:6—7: For this reason I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God, which is in 
you through the laying on of my hands. For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a 
spirit of power, of love and of self—discipline. 

 
 
The Holy Spirit is the spirit of Jesus (Acts 16:7; Rom. 8:9) therefore He is a Spirit of power, a 
Spirit of love, and a Spirit of self-discipline, He is not the author of abuse. Therefore our 
response to abuse is not “dis-use” but “right-use.” 
 

“One of the most telling blows which the Enemy ever struck at the life of the Church was 
to create in her a fear of the Holy Spirit. No one who mingles with Christians in these 
times will deny that such a fear exists. He has been and is so widely misunderstood that 
the very mention of His name in some circles is enough to frighten many people into 
resistance.” (A.W. Tozer) 

 
“Do not suppose that abuses are eliminated by destroying the object which is abused. 
Men can go wrong with wine and women. Shall we then prohibit wine and abolish 
women? The sun, moon, and stars have been worshipped. Shall we pluck them out of the 
sky? Such haste and violence betray a lack of confidence in God.” (Martin Luther) 

 
When the wind blows through a house it highlights the cracks and thus we hear the “creaks.” The 
cracks are always there — the wind simply exposes them. So it is with the Holy Spirit. He blows 
through our congregations and exposes our frailty — lie does not split us. Likewise when a river 
flows through a dry river bed it fills the channel but it washes debris up on the side. Rather than 
remain preoccupied with the debris we should rejoice that the riverbed is no longer dry. 
 
D. Don’t grieve the Holy Spirit 
 

Ephesians 4:30—32: And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were 
sealed for the day of redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and 
slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, 
forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. 

 
We must be careful not to allow divisions to develop over the work of the Holy Spirit — always 
be on the lookout for destructive attitudes, pride, jealousy, competition, and spiritual one-
upmanship. 
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“The causes of this [spiritual gifts] decline was not as has been previously vulgarly supposed 
because there was no more need for them, because all the world were become Christians... The 
real cause was: the love of many, almost all Christians so called, was waxed cold.. This was the 
real cause why the extraordinary gifts of the Holy Spirit were no longer to be found in the 
Christian Church; because the Christians were turned heathen again and had only a dead form 
left.” (John Wesley) 
 
E. Don’t be ignorant 
 

1 Corinthians 12:1: Now about spiritual gifts, brothers, I do not want you to be ignorant. 
 

 
“Why is it that Pentecostal churches are growing so fast? Is it possible that they have the gifts of 
the Holy Spirit which we do not?” (Dr. Donald Coggan, former Archbishop of Canterbury) 
 
“The Christian Church cannot rise to its true stature in accomplishing the purposes of God when 
its members operate largely through the gifts of nature, neglecting the true gifts and graces of the 
Spirit of God.” (A.W. Tozer) 


