
 
 
 
 
In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul describes the provision of spiritual gifts, emphasising the personal responsibility and unity with 
which they should be exercised for the mutual benefit of all (the body). In 1 Corinthians 13, the principle by which they 
are exercised is love. Finally, in 1 Corinthians 14, Paul outlines the practice by which they operate in the local assembly. 
 
The spiritual gift of “tongues” is prominent in these three chapters. In fact, the word glōssa occurs 21 times, but 
nowhere else in the epistle. It is possible some of the Corinthian believers regarded the gift of tongues as the principal 
evidence of salvation (being indwelt by the Spirit) and spirituality. “Inevitably, this put everyone under tremendous 
pressure to obtain and experience this particular gift” (Horlock). The gift of tongues, and indeed all sign gifts have long 
since ceased to operate. John Chrysostom, bishop of Constantinople, wrote: “This whole section is very obscure: but the 
obscurity is produced by our ignorance of the facts referred to – being such as then used to occur but now no longer take 
place” (c. 400AD). In this chapter, Paul will show that a person does not need to have the gift of tongues to belong to 
the church, the body of Christ. And those who do have the gift of tongues are in no-way superior, or more essential than 
those who do not. All are responsible to labour together in harmony for the mutual profit of every believer (v.7). 

 
The Declaration of a Spiritual Person [vv.1-3] 
v.1: “Now concerning” is a phrase used six times in the letter and indicates that Paul is returning to various issues which 
the Corinthians had raised in their written correspondence. This phrase often introduces a new section of the epistle (cf. 
7.1, 25; 8.1; 12.1; 16.1, 12). On this occasion the subject is pneumatikos – translated “spiritual gifts” by the AV, though 
the word ‘gifts’ is supplied by the translators in light of the context that follows. The word literally means ‘spirituals’ and 
can be either masculine (‘people of the Spirit’, cf. 14.37) or neuter (‘things of the Spirit’, cf. 14.1). The context suggests 
the latter and likely describes various manifestations of the Spirit through a believer – in words (vv.1-3), work (vv.4-6) 
and witness (vv.7-11). They must not be uninformed or “ignorant” in relation to such critical truth. 
 
v.2: This verse contrasts the Corinthians’ pagan past with their present experience of the Spirit. It is possible that the 
different ‘spiritual’ experiences of a pagan Gentile (v.2), a Jew (v.3a) and a Christian (v.3b) are in view. As far as their 
pre-Christian lives were concerned, they were “Gentiles” (pagans). As such they were under the control of idols and 
false gods, being “carried (dragged) away” like a prisoner in captivity to the worship of these idols – probably by and 
through the deception of evil spirits. The idols themselves were powerless, being “dumb” – unable to speak and 
commune with their adherents (cf. Psalm 115.5; Jeremiah 10.5). In “whatever way ye might be led” (JND) could refer to 
the variety of different idols the pagans worshipped in Corinth, or even the various festival processions when 
participants paraded on a sacred pilgrimage through the streets, often carrying an idol, before worshipping at its shrine. 
 
v.3: Having once been ‘led’ by evil spirits, Paul now explains the proper criterion for the genuine work of the Holy Spirit. 
The statement is a test to establish whether a person is indwelt by the Spirit of God or not. It was not merely those who 
spoke in tongues who were ‘spiritual’, but all who confessed Jesus as Lord. So, no man “speaking by (under the 
controlling influence of) the Spirit of God” says “Jesus is anathema” [RV], that is, devoted to God for destruction as 
under His curse. This was particularly the language of the Jew in relation to Jesus of Nazareth for “cursed is every one 
that hangeth on a tree” (Galatians 3.13). It was likely this very blasphemy Saul of Tarsus compelled Jewish synagogue 
goers to declare (Acts 26.11). But no-one indwelt by the Spirit could ever make such a statement. Paul is not suggesting 
that this was happening at Corinth, but merely declaring the contrast between cursing Jesus and confessing Him as Lord. 
It is only the inspiration of the Spirit that can cause a person to genuinely say “Jesus is the Lord”. Although anyone can 
merely say words, Paul is here describing a person speaking with full conviction, complete personal allegiance and heart 
belief (Romans 10.9). Such a person will soon demonstrate the Lord’s authority (and supremacy) in their life, and act in a 
way that glorifies Him. Garland says, “This confession is not some spontaneous, ecstatic utterance that anyone could 
blurt out. It affirms the majesty of Jesus as the one raised from the dead to become the one universal Lord above all 
other so-called lords. It declares absolute allegiance to him and accepts his absolute authority over every aspect of life.” 
The demon of Mark 1.24 accepted the deity and holiness of Christ but called Him “Jesus of Nazareth”. Recognition of His 
Lordship, that is, willing submission to His authority was another matter. 
 
The Diversity of Spiritual Service [vv.4-6] 
v.4: These three verses introduce a theme which runs through the remainder of the chapter – God loves diversity! After 
all, He has made every snowflake different! We would therefore expect the indwelling Spirit to be manifested in 
different ways amongst His people. This does not mean there is disunity amongst believers. In fact, the opposite is true 
– there is unity in diversity. Though they were all different individuals, God had perfectly blended together (harmonised) 



every believer in Corinth that they might operate as one body, in equality and with mutual love (care) for one another. 
The chapter is full of illustrations of the same: the human body has many different members (diversity), but together 
they form one person (unity); the Godhead has three distinct persons (diversity), but there is one God (unity); believers 
are given different spiritual gifts (diversity), but their source is the same Spirit of God (unity). So, though a local church 
comprises many different people (diversity), they are one spiritual body (unity, cf. v.27). 
 
So, all genuine believers are indwelt by the one and same Holy Spirit, but that does not mean there is no diversity 
amongst them! There are different “gifts” (charisma) given to believers but the “same Spirit” who sovereignly gives 
those gifts. There should not be any overemphasis of the spectacular – this would be to despise other gifts and the Spirit 
of God who gave them. The word “diversities” means ‘varieties’ or ‘distributions’. The word charisma means a free gift 
of grace and is used of eternal life in Romans 6.23. So spiritual gifts are a mark of grace, not a badge of spirituality. v.5: 
“Administrations” is the simple word for ‘ministry’ or ‘service’. Thus, each believer uses their spiritual gift as a tool to 
render a particular service, regulated under the direction of the Lordship of Christ. In Luke 10, seventy disciples were 
sent out two by two in testimony “before his face” (v.1). Every servant should serve as in the presence of Christ. He sent 
them into the towns and villages after which He would visit and take stock of what they had and hadn’t done! We must 
also serve with a deep sense of accountability to Him. v.6: “Operations” (energēma) signifies the divine energy or power 
that makes the use of such gifts effective. Anything accomplished for God in His service is effected by His power. “Men 
rely very largely for the work in souls upon eloquence, moving appeals, music, singing, and other methods that appeal to 
the senses. The Apostle tells us that it is ‘God which works all in all’. It is God who works everything that is divine in 
everyone in whom there is a work.” In summary, every believer has the ability (v.4) and responsibility (v.5) to be active in 
the service of God (v.6). 
 
The Distinction of Spiritual Gifts [vv.7-11] 
Before expounding these verses, it is helpful to summarise the teaching of scripture on the subject of spiritual gifts.  
 

• Definition. Spiritual gift is not natural gift. God gives every human being natural ability and aptitude at birth. This 
can be used for the glory of God, but spiritual gift is a Spirit-given ability, enabled and empowered by the indwelling 
Spirit of God. Thus, only Christians can have spiritual gifts.  

• Spiritual gift is normally described by the word charisma (12.4) which means ‘a free gift of grace’. Spiritual gift is not 
something that is deserved or can be earned. Spiritual gifts are also described as “manifestations” of the Spirit (12.7) 
– evidence in a person’s life of the indwelling Holy Spirit. The root of the word charisma is chairo, meaning ‘joy’ or 
‘rejoicing’ suggesting there is spiritual joy and fulfilment in using and developing one’s spiritual gift. 

 

• Distribution. Every believer has a spiritual gift or gifts (12.7; Ephesians 4.7; 1 Peter 4.10). Spiritual gifts are given by 
the Godhead – the Father (Romans 12.3), the ascended Christ (Ephesians 4.7) and the Holy Spirit (12.8).  

 

• Design. The three main passages in the NT that concern spiritual gifts all have a different but complementary 
emphasis. 1 Corinthians 12-14 emphasises the principles of the practice of gift. To what degree is God glorified (12), 
love exercised (13) and the church edified (14)? Romans 12 focuses on the personal responsibility to exercise one’s 
gift. “Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them” (12.6, ESV). Finally, Ephesians 4 
describes the purpose of spiritual gifts – to equip the saints for service and edify the church. Peter summarises the 
whole matter in 1 Peter 4.10-11 (ESV): “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another [purpose], as good 
stewards of God’s varied grace [personal responsibility]: whoever speaks, as one who speaks oracles of God; 
whoever serves, as one who serves by the strength that God supplies [practice] – in order that in everything God may 
be glorified through Jesus Christ [purpose]”. 

 

• Diversity. There are twenty spiritual gifts given in the various lists of Scripture (see chart). It is not likely these lists 
are exhaustive as gifts are added and/or removed in each list. At its most basic, there are two categories of gifts: 
speaking and serving gifts (1 Peter 4.10-11). More broadly, we could identify three categories: 

 
1. Revelatory. The divine means of communicating God’s word directly through and to His people before the canon of 

Scripture was complete. 
2. Confirmatory. These were sign gifts for the Jews, given to authenticate the new work of God (the church) and the 

gospel of the grace of God. 
3. Contemporary. Those gifts which remain in use today even though the word of God is complete, and the foundation 

of the church has been laid. Of the ten contemporary gifts, three are speaking gifts (teacher; exhorter; evangelist) 
and seven are serving gifts (helps; ministry; rule; governments; giving; showing mercy; shepherd). 


