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1 Corinthians 12:1-11  “Spiritual Gifts: Many Gifts, One Spirit” August 10, 2014 

Jeremiah 10 

Psalm 115 

 

Jeremiah 10 warns the people of God, 

 “Learn not the way of the nations” – the goyim (the Gentiles). 

  Do not be afraid of their idols – their customs are “vanity”  

(hebel – the same word used in Ecclesiastes!) 

 Jeremiah contrasts the “customs of the nations” with the living and true God. 

 The center of the contrast is that the idols 

  “are like scarecrows in a cucumber field, 

   and they cannot speak.” (v5) 

 

 In contrast, Jeremiah opens his prophecy by saying, 

  “Hear the word that the LORD speaks to you, O house of Israel.” (v1) 

  “It is he who made the earth by his power, 

   who established the world by his wisdom,  

   and by his understanding stretched out the heavens. 

  When he utters his voice, there is a tumult of waters in the heavens, 

   and he makes the mist rise from the ends of the earth.” (v12-13) 

 

 There is no breath – no ruach – no spirit in the images of the nations (the Gentiles). 

  

At the heart of the contrast between the gods of the nations and the living and true God 

 is that the gods of the nations do not speak – 

  but the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ has spoken. 

 

And we sing of this as well in Psalm 115. 

 If the idols of the nations cannot help you in your time of trouble,  

and the Lord our God is the one who speaks and does all that he pleases, 

 then you need to put your trust in the Lord! 

He is your help and your shield! 

 

Sing Psalm 115 

Read 1 Corinthians 12:1-11 

 

I expect that you can see the connection between Jeremiah 10, Psalm 115, and 1 Cor 12:1-2. 

 

1. No One Can Say “Jesus Is Lord” – the Work of the Holy Spirit (v1-3) 

Now concerning
[a]

 spiritual gifts,
[b]

 brothers,
[c]

 I do not want you to be uninformed. 
2 

You know 

that when you were pagans you were led astray to mute idols, however you were led. 

 

In verse 2, the word translated “pagans” is simply the word “Gentiles” (or “nations”). 

 When you were Gentiles, you were led astray to mute idols. 

  We saw in chapter 9, that Paul no longer considers himself to be a Jew. 

   (To the Jews I became as a Jew). 
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  Now we see that Paul no longer considers converts from the nations to be Gentiles 

 

 There are Jews, there are Gentiles, and then there are those who belong to Jesus – 

those who are Christians. 

 

The thing that characterizes all Gentiles is idolatry. 

 That’s the effect of Paul’s phrase, “however you were led.” 

  “however you were led” – you were led astray to mute idols. 

 It may have been the overwhelming force of the tradition of the Roman gods. 

 It may have been the persuasive power of Greek philosophy. 

 It may have been the alluring rituals of eastern mystery religions. 

 

 But what all Gentiles have in common is mute idols – 

  gods that do not speak. 

 

Jews have the Law. 

Gentiles have mute idols. 

 

Christians have the gospel – 

 the good news that Jesus has come to redeem us from the curse of the Law – 

 the good news that Jesus has come to redeem us from mute idols! 

 

But in Corinth, the divisions in the church are making it harder to figure out who is a Christian. 

 I’m not going to speculate about the details of the divisions. 

 We know that some of them were oriented around personalities  

  (I am of Paul, I am of Apollos, I am of Cephas, I am of Christ); 

 We know that others were about sexual practices and business ethics 

  (one man was sleeping with his father’s wife;  

others were going to law against each other) 

 We know that there were divisions about whether you could eat food sacrificed to idols 

  (Paul spent chapters 8-10 working through the principles for this). 

 

Apparently these divisions also involved  

questions about how the Holy Spirit works in the church. 

  

Look at what he says in verse 3: 

 

 
3 

Therefore I want you to understand that no one speaking in the Spirit of God ever says “Jesus 

is accursed!” and no one can say “Jesus is Lord” except in the Holy Spirit. 

 

Is it possible that some people in Corinth were saying “Jesus is accursed”? 

 (“Jesus is anathema”!) 

Given some of the strange things that happen in the church, it wouldn’t surprise me! 

 

But Paul sets us straight. 

 He says that no one speaking in the Spirit of God ever says “Jesus is accursed.” 



 3

 And no one can say “Jesus is Lord” except in the Holy Spirit. 

 

Now, obviously, an actor on a stage can say the words “Jesus is Lord” –  

so what does Paul mean? 

 

“Jesus is Lord” is the basic Christian confession. 

 Paul is not talking about casual speech. 

 After all, Paul, inspired by the Holy Spirit, wrote the words, “Jesus is accursed”! 

 So it’s not just a matter of saying words. 

 

Rather, Paul is talking about a Christian profession. 

 If a person comes to the church and confesses Jesus as Lord, 

  then you should receive him and welcome him 

  because it is only by the Holy Spirit that anyone can make that profession. 

 

You might say, “But Pastor, there are lots of people who say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ 

  who later fall away! 

To those who say, “Lord, Lord, did we not do signs and wonders in your name” – 

  Jesus replied, ‘Depart from me, I never knew you’!” 

 

It’s true – there are those who make profession of faith – 

 who say, “Jesus is Lord” – 

  who later fall away from the faith – deny the Master who bought them – 

   and are destroyed. 

 

But no one says “Jesus is Lord” except by the Holy Spirit. 

 

So how does this work? 

 Think about what Jesus says in Matthew 13. 

  He talks about the seed that falls on different kinds of soil. 

 “Some fell along the path, and the birds came and devoured them.” 

  Jesus later explains that this refers to those who do not understand the word. 

  The evil one snatches away what was sown in his heart. 

 “Other seed fell on rocky ground,” and the plant quickly sprouted, but withered, 

  “since they had no root” – 

   Jesus says that these are those who respond immediately with joy – 

   but since they have no root in themselves, they endure for a while, 

    and then fall away due to tribulation or persecution. (Mt 13) 

 

 In other words, they said, “Jesus is Lord” – 

  they received the word of God with joy – 

they were prompted by the Holy Spirit, and they believed! 

 But they had no root. 

  The Westminster Confession refers to this  

as one of the “common operations of the Spirit”  

(even quoting Matt 13 as one of the scriptures that demonstrates this). 
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  We get so used to talking about the saving operations of the Spirit, 

   that we forget that the Spirit does many things. 

  And one of those things is to call all people to believe the gospel of Jesus! 

  

 No one can say “Jesus is Lord” except in the Holy Spirit. 

 

So if someone says “Jesus is Lord” – 

 if someone says, “I understand the gospel, I believe the gospel,  

and I desire to live according to the gospel” 

 then the church should welcome that person and participate in their discipleship. 

 

So how does this work? 

 

Let me apply this principle in three case studies: 

 First, when I talk to a Roman Catholic, I always start with their profession. 

  Roman Catholics profess that “Jesus is Lord,” 

   so I take them at their word, and I call them to greater fidelity to Christ. 

  (Incidentally, I do the same thing with Baptists – and Presbyterians!!) 

  All Christians – all who confess “Jesus is Lord” – 

   need to be taught to observe all that Christ commanded. 

 

 Second, what about Mormons? Don’t they confess “Jesus is Lord”? 

  The problem is that their Jesus is not the Jesus of the Bible. 

  Mormons, Muslims, Unitarians, and the like 

   have blended aspects of Christianity with aspects of paganism. 

  They do not confess that the Jesus of the Bible is Lord! 

 

  Now, I can easily imagine that a person might come to faith in the true Jesus 

   through the twisted distortions of these religions – 

   but such people will invariably ‘depart’ from idolatry 

    and come to the true Jesus, 

because, as Jesus said, “My sheep know my voice.” 

 

so Third, what would you do if a practicing homosexual says, “Jesus is Lord”? 

  No one can say “Jesus is Lord” except in the Holy Spirit. 

  So if they are confessing Christ as Lord, 

   then I will welcome them as brothers and sisters in Christ – 

   and call them to greater fidelity to Christ 

    (which will mean repenting  

and turning away from their homosexual practice). 

 

  The presence of sin does not invalidate a Christian profession. 

  Rather, it is the impenitent continuing in sin  

that invalidates a Christian profession. 

   

Remember what Paul said in 1 Corinthians 6:9? 
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 “Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? 

 Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers,  

nor men who practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards,  

 nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God.  

And such were some of you.” 

 

 The fact that you were a thief – or a drunkard – or a reviler  

(someone who is verbally abusive) 

   does not mean that you are doomed! 

 You cannot continue to remain such – 

  but such were some of you. 

 

 “But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified  

in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.” (6:11) 

 Jesus has taken people who were Jews – and people who were Gentiles – 

  and has brought them together into one new man in Jesus. 

 

So Paul starts his discussion of “the things of the Spirit”  

 by focusing on the people of the Spirit – 

  those who confess that Jesus is Lord. 

 

Why is this important? 

 Because the Spirit gives gifts to the church – 

  and the Spirit gives gifts to the whole church! 

 Whoever says “Jesus is Lord” is given gifts by the Spirit for the common good! 

 

 

Over the next few weeks we’ll be looking at the topic of spiritual gifts in detail. 

 Here at the beginning of chapter 12, Paul emphasizes the source of the gifts –  

  the Holy Spirit. 

 In the rest of chapter 12, Paul focuses on the location of the gifts – 

  the diversity of gifts are located in the unity of one body of Christ. 

 In chapter 13, Paul shows us the “more excellent way of love” 

  that is supposed to govern the use of the gifts. 

 And then in chapter 14, Paul talks about the use of the gifts 

  for the purposes of edification and order. 

 

And these three chapters are rooted in chapter 11 – 

 where Paul has just been talking about the Lord’s Supper, 

  and how our communal participation in Christ 

  needs to be expressed in how we relate to one another at the Lord’s table. 

  

Now, Paul continues to apply the principles that he’s been working with ever since chapter 1! 

 “To the church of God that is in Corinth,  

  to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, 

  called to be saints together with all those who in every place  
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call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours”! (1:2)  

 

 In other words, Paul was setting up chapter 12 as early as the second verse of this epistle. 

 

And in chapter 1, verses 4-8, 
4 

I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that was given you in 

Christ Jesus, 
5 

that in every way you were enriched in him in all speech and all knowledge— 
6 

even as the testimony about Christ was confirmed among you— 
7 

so that you are not lacking in 

any gift, as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
8 

who will sustain you to the end, 

guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

 

Chapter 12 is simply the working out of these principles in more detail. 

 

2. Diversity Grounded in Unity – the Spirit and the Common Good (v4-11) 

 a. In Principle: One God, One Lord, One Spirit (v4-7) 
4 

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; 
5 

and there are varieties of service, but the 

same Lord; 
6 

and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who empowers them all 

in everyone. 
7 

To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. 

 

Verses 4-7 of chapter 12 provides the foundational principle  

that Paul will apply throughout the section. 

  There are various gifts – but one Spirit. 

  There are various services – but one Lord. 

  There are various activities – but one God. 

 

You can see Paul’s Trinitarian approach to the gifts! 

 One God, one Lord (Jesus), one Spirit. 

 Just as there is diversity in the unity of God, 

  so also there is diversity in the unity of the church. 

 And what holds everything together in the church 

  is the triune God. 

 

Judaism, Islam, the Unitarianism of the Enlightenment,  

all emphasized the oneness of God, 

  and thus tend to emphasize unity at the expense of diversity. 

Polytheism, Hinduism, and the pluralism of Post-modernity,  

all emphasize the multiplicity of the divine, 

 and thus tend to emphasize diversity and the expense of unity. 

 

Trinitarian Christianity holds the one and the many together, 

 because we believe that neither unity nor diversity is finally ultimate! 

 

The same Spirit graciously gives the various gifts. 

The same Lord administers the various services. 

The same God empowers the various activities. 
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Paul jealously guards both the unity of the church and the diversity of the gifts. 

 

“To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.” 

 There are charismaton – gracious gifts from the Spirit. 

 There are diakonion – ministries/services from Christ. 

 There are energematon – works/activities from God. 

 

We often focus just on the language of “gifts” – 

 but we need to remember that Paul connects this with “ministries” and “activities.” 

 

God is working in history – 

 and the church is empowered to participate in those energies – in those activities. 

  (in v11 Paul says that the Spirit empowers these activities, 

highlighting how God is three and yet one!) 

 

And to each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. 

 The Spirit has given each of you gifts – services – activities –  

  for the common good. 

 

 Sometimes people say, “But no one asked me to serve…” 

  The Spirit of God has given you gifts for the common good. 

 

  I like the way that Mark says it: 

   how do you know what your spiritual gift is? 

  Look around the church for something that is crying out to be done. 

  Probably the reason why you see it is because the Spirit is showing it to you! 

  Since the point of the gifts is the common good – 

   it helps to get confirmation that this something that needs to happen, 

    so talk to the elders.  

  Our desire as elders is to facilitate and coordinate  

the gifts, ministries, and activities of the church for the common good. 

  And as Mark puts it, 

   one of two things will happen: 

    either you’ll find that you’re really good at what you do, 

     and you’ll have found your “gracious gift” from the Spirit  

      for the common good, 

    or else you won’t be very good at it, 

and someone else will say, “Hey, I can do that better” – 

     and so you can hand that off to someone else, 

     and find the next thing that the Spirit gives you to do! 

 

  One young man told us that he thought we needed to grow an urban ministry; 

   we agreed, but we didn’t have much experience in that – 

    so we asked him to get some training and help us. 

   The things that we learned, and the gifts that he brought, 

    greatly benefited us. 
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So the principle that Paul lays out in verses 4-7 

 is that the Triune God – Father, Son and Holy Spirit – 

  gives gracious gifts, ministries, and activities to his people for the common good. 

 

The point of the gifts of the Spirit is not so that you feel good about yourself. 

 The point is that the body of Christ be edified and encouraged. 

 The Corinthians were all about self-affirmation, self-fulfillment, and individual status. 

  (The really sound like modern Americans sometimes!) 

 But your gifts are not for yourself! 

 Your gifts are for others. 

 

Verses 8-11, gives some examples.  

 

 b. In Practice: the Gifts of the Spirit 

 
8 

For to one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of 

knowledge according to the same Spirit, 
9 

to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of 

healing by the one Spirit, 
10 

to another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another 

the ability to distinguish between spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, to another the 

interpretation of tongues. 
11 

All these are empowered by one and the same Spirit, who apportions 

to each one individually as he wills. 

 

In verse 8, the focus is on gifts of speaking (literally, word of wisdom, word of knowledge). 

 In contrast to the mute idols of the Gentiles in verse 2, 

  the church has a God who speaks. 

 And he speaks (and acts) through his Spirit. 

 

One of the challenges in understanding what Paul is saying 

 is the uniqueness of Paul’s vocabulary in 1 Corinthians. 

Much of what he says about spiritual gifts 

 simply has no parallel in the rest of his epistles (or the NT). 

 

Much of the charismatic movement has built itself around a particular interpretation of 1 Cor 

 that ignores the rest of the NT, and makes Corinth the paradigm for the church. 

 

It’s interesting to note that the early church (as early as Clement’s letter to Corinth, 

 from before the year 100), 

  stopped talking about “spiritual gifts” in this way. 

 John Chrysostom (in the fourth century) said that these gifts  

“used to occur but now no longer take place” (quoted in AT 940). 

 

We’ll keep talking about this over the next few weeks. 

 Paul will give us more food for thought in the coming verses and chapters. 

 

For now, let me very briefly explain each gift that Paul mentions in verses 8-10: 

the utterance (or word) of wisdom, and… the utterance (or word) of knowledge  

 These two belong together,  
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because they emphasize the rational communication of information. 

Sometimes people today think that these are spontaneous vocalizations, 

  but there is nothing in the text of 1 Corinthians (or elsewhere in scripture) 

   that would suggest this. 

 Paul has said a lot in Corinthians about wisdom – 

  and for Paul, wisdom and knowledge are centered in the cross of Christ. 

 So a word of wisdom is “Christ-centered gospel wisdom” (AT 940), 

  as one of the early Fathers put it, 

  “the utterance of wisdom means understanding what God has said  

through the prophets and evangelists  

and communicating this to those who are listening” (ACCS, 121) 

 

faith  

 In one sense, all Christians have faith – 

  so when Paul says “to another faith…” 

  he is clearly speaking of some sort of faith that is distinct from “saving faith.” 

 I think that all of us have encountered this. 

 There are some people who have a remarkable faith. 

 It’s not that they do anything different from the rest of us, 

  they may not do anything else in this list! 

 But they believe God – not just in the ordinary sense of “saving faith” – 

  and they have a faith that moves mountains. 

 

gifts of healing  

 1 Corinthians is the only place where Paul talks about gifts of healing, 

  so it’s hard to know what he means. 

 Fortunately, God has given us clear instructions as to what we should do if we are sick. 

 As James says in James 5:14-15 – 

 “Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, 

  and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. 

 And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, 

  and the Lord will raise him up. 

 And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven.” 

 

 Notice that James says nothing about “healers” – but “elders.” 

  The Spirit of God may still heal. 

  But when the word of God gives us direction for what we should do, 

   it says nothing about “gifts of healing” – it says “call for the elders.” 

 

the working of miracles,  

 I must quibble with this translation. 

 It says, “the working of power”. 

Many of the early fathers took this as the mighty deeds against the powers – 

 such as casting out demons or bringing judgments against the impenitent 

  (think of Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5). 
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The language of “miracle” has come to mean situations where God works  

contrary to the natural order. 

 But the language that Paul uses in verse 10 simply speaks of “effective deeds of power.” 

 

 God certainly can work contrary to the natural order! 

 But his mighty deeds – his great judgments – sometimes come through the natural order. 

 God is powerful to act – both in and through creation, as well as apart from creation. 

 

prophecy,  

 Nowadays we tend to think of prophets as “spontaneous” preachers 

  who receive direct inspiration from the Spirit. 

 That’s not the way that scripture talks about prophets. 

 

 When a prophet says, “Thus saith the Lord…” 

  that does not mean that the Spirit is dictating the following words! 

 

 One commentator points out that “the aim of prophecy is to edify, exhort and encourage,  

it coincides therefore to a large extent with what we call a sermon today.”  

(Hering in AT, 960) 

 Prophecy does not need to include predicting the future. 

 It is a “forth-telling” of the word of God to the people of God 

  which both instructs and exhorts them. 

 

the ability to distinguish between spirits 

 In other words, to discern what is of the Holy Spirit – and what is not. 

 In the context of prophecy and tongues, 

  the idea is that the church needs some people  

who can tell what is genuine and what is not. 

  

various kinds of tongues/the interpretation of tongues. 

 If I try to explain this, I’ll wind up covering half of chapter 14 – 

  where Paul explains this – 

   so let’s just wait until we get there!  

 

Verse 11 concludes this section: 
11 

All these are empowered by one and the same Spirit, who apportions to each one individually 

as he wills. 

 

The Spirit is one – but he produces various gifts in various people. 

 The diversity of gifts is held together by the same Spirit – 

  just as diversity of persons in the Godhead remains one God. 

 

Conclusion: The “Common Good” and the Gifts Today 
The gifts of the Spirit are designed for the common good – 

 and not just for one church – 

  but for the whole church (for all who call upon the name of the Lord Jesus). 
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I’ll be arguing over the next few weeks, that some of these gifts do not exist in the 21
st
 century 

 in the same way that they did in the 1
st
 century. 

Indeed, it is clear that by the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 century, many of the more “remarkable” gifts 

 seem to have faded away. 

 

But the Holy Spirit continues to give gifts to the church. 

 He has given each of you gifts, ministries, activities – 

  so that you might contribute to the common good of the whole church. 

 How can you love and serve the body of Christ? 

 


