1 Corinthians (16): 12.1-11 

Unity with Variety

The relationship between an orchestra's conductor and the instrumentalists bears comparison with these verses in which Paul talks of the framework for the life of the local church and the various roles of its different members.

The One Lord


12.1-3

Paul is picking up one further issue the Corinthians have raised: 'gifts' are not specifically mentioned in v1 and it might be translated more generally, 'about what comes from the Spirit'; it will be concerned with the the work of the Holy Spirit and some of the ways in which He works.

The key test is, 'Is Jesus Christ Lord?' That is the vital question for every church member, every professing Christian. A good orchestra can have only one conductor.

Paul takes us to a world where the name Jesus was not used casually as swearword: Jesus was either acclaimed as The One or regarded as anathema: those who did acclaim Him faced hostility and opprobrium; they acknowledged total allegiance/loyalty/obedience to Him and expressed unqualified trust and dependence. From time to time we all do well to ask ourselves if this is how we think of Jesus Christ in relation to own lives? If it is not, should we claim the name Christian?

v3 is difficult: rather than Jesus be cursed an alternative translation suggested is Jesus grants a curse: we know from archaeology in Corinth of appeals to pagan deities to curse rivals in business, love, litigation or sport: it may be that some Christians were taking a similar approach, wanting Jesus to curse their rivals. Paul declares this is totally out of order – faith is always to be pursued because it is true, never as a route to self-advantage. (It is said that when Idi Amin became president of Uganda some Ugandan 'Christians' became 'Moslems' and when he was overthrown the reverse took place. In this country it has been known that in some areas where there are good church schools some parents have started attending a local church shortly before applications for school places are due.)

The One Source

12.4-6

The source of all different gifts is the One God: (note how, almost en passant, in talking of Spirit, Lord and God Paul speaks in a Trinitarian way).

Since all the different gifts come from one God they are not rivals in competition with each other (think of the chaos if two different instruments in the orchestra such as the trumpet and the clarinet try to outshine each other!) Indeed, the range of different gifts is vital for the well-being of whole: the full range is only to be found in Christ/the whole church (this is one of the reasons why the individual needs the church)

Given the rivalry in Corinth, Paul may at the very least be hinting, 'If God is in harmony, so should you be!

The One Purpose

12.7

This is absolutely crucial. There is nothing about gradation of gifts, no-one is left out.

There is no personal benefit; gifts are given for the common good of the whole church: all the different gifts are vital for the well-being/life of the whole church – in an orchestra strings, brass, woodwind, etc are all essential and complementary: without all of them the piece will not sound as intended. Jealousy and rivalry are inappropriate.

The Rich Variety                   12.8-10

These verses give a sample list, not an exhaustive one: (in other places the New Testament gives other sample lists). The list is given to illustrate the variety and common source of the gifts, details of them are not given. This means that we do not always know exactly what Paul has in mind because we do not have first hand experience of the worship in Corinth; so although possibilities are suggested we should not be dogmatic in claiming a particular interpretation. 

For instance, it is difficult to be clear of the precise meaning or the difference between wisdom and knowledge: possibly wisdom refers more specifically to pastoral application and knowledge to teaching   

Wisdom = wise speech coming from from openness to the Spirit: perhaps the ability to see to the heart of the matter, to weigh issues and see the right way ahead.

Knowledge = possibly what comes out of a deep awareness of the Scriptures that leads to true spiritual awareness.

Faith – obviously not the faith in Christ that saves, because this is vital for all Christians. So there may be meant a more particular gift of faith that is marvellously encouraging because of its strong, optimistic confidence in God and His promises.

Healing – the means are not specified: 'normal' medicine may be included just as much as the 'miraculous'.

Miraculous powers – 'miraculous' is not in the Greek and it could be translated 'effective deeds of power'. It has been suggested that this could refer to effective leadership.  

Prophecy – Paul will say more about this in chapter 14 (as he will about speaking in tongues). The prophets  took what God had said and applied it to their hearers. So those who apply Scripture today – whether in a formal church setting or a less formal context may be fulfilling a role similar to that of the historical prophets.

Distinguishing between spirits – discernment when the Holy Spirit is at work: there is nothing said about how this discernment may come, whether it results from a sudden flash of insight or from patient reflection – or from both!

Speaking in different kinds of tongues: In the New Testament it seems that more than one phenomenon can be called a 'tongue': whatever is described is addressed to God and is unintelligible unless transposed into articulate speech.

Interpretation of tongues  This articulation/interpretation may possibly be by the person who has spoken in a tongue.

Verse 11 rounds off the section, emphasizing that there is One Source, the gifts are varied and the allocation according to God's will. We should note that:

· All gifts come from the Holy Spirit. 

· We are to accept what He gives us with gratitude and to appreciate what He gives to others. 

· Gifts are opportunities for service not for personal advantage or standing. 

· To envy/covet others' gifts is to question the sovereign/gracious will of the Spirit of God!

****************************************************************************

1. Jesus Christ is Lord:

           a) How would you try to explain to someone exploring the Christian faith what it means in practical

                terms to affirm that Jesus Christ is Lord:

           b) What are the ways in which you find it most difficult to apply what this means to your own life? 

2. Are there advantages in being a Christian? If so, what do you think these are? Are these a good enough reason for being a Christian?

3. Why do you think that some gifts are valued more than others and what can we do about this? 

4. What would you say to the person who felt that they had no gift from God that could be of value to the church?

5. The gifts are given to people but sometimes the focus can mistakenly be on the gift rather than the person. What can we do to help church members genuinely value every other church member as the person he/she is?

6. Much in the media today fuels the cult of personality and the church is not immune to this influence. What will help to protect the church from this?

7. Some are by temperament more attracted to what they think of as the more unusual or spectacular gifts and others equally to what they regard as the 'safer' and more 'everyday' ones. What will help us cultivate the openness to the rich variety of the ways in which the Holy Spirit works and the mutual appreciation that will really build up the church fellowship?

8. Spend some time thanking God for the different gifts that Paul mentions here and praying that they may be rightly used in our own church.

