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Getting the Most Out of


Spiritual Gifts




Since the 1960s there has been a groundswell of interest in spiritual gifts. Some of this is associated with the charismatic renewal, the one truly global renewal movement I have witnessed in my own lifetime. I am grateful for this emphasis on the unique giftedness of every person in the family of God for service in the church and the world through the Spirit.


My life work has been to seek in every way possible to liberate the “laity” (the whole people of God) by helping them understand that ministry is not something which “ministers” do exclusively, but instead part of the genetic code of all of God’s people. Understanding our spiritual gifts is a critical part of seeing how we are called to participate in ministry and therefore in God’s global renewal work.




What Are the Gifts All About?


The problem of examining spiritual gifts in the Bible is twofold. First, to a large extent the “gift” movement has been largely co-opted by the narcissism of Western culture and its preoccupation with personal fulfillment, individualism and selfism. Many popular books on “discovering your spiritual gifts” cave in to this pressure. It is hard for Westerners to grasp the perspective that spiritual gifts are not for us but for our service to others, not about finding our identity but rather living out our vocation.


But there is another problem that is closely related to the first. The emphasis of the New Testament is not on something we possess or something given to us at conversion—like an organ transplant—but rather on the work of the Spirit through us. This is emphasized by the language used in the New Testament, something we will encounter over and again in our study. Despite frequent suggestions to the contrary, the word usually translated “spiritual gifts”—the Greek word charisma (from which we get the English “charismatic”)—does not mean “spiritual gift,” but rather a “concrete expression of grace.” It only refers to “Spirit giftedness” when modified by the adjective pneummatikon—“spiritual.”1 Thus there is good reason to title this study Spirit Gifts, but we will go with the more familiar spiritual gifts.


The key truth these studies express is this: God the Holy Spirit graciously bestows his own presence and power on ordinary followers of Jesus for loving service to others, for the common good. To explore this truth in study we will consider both discovering spiritual gifts and practicing them. Not all Scripture studied will be from the New Testament, since the work of the Spirit is evident in the saints under the Old Covenant. And the Old Testament provides a broader perspective for ministry in the workplace and for bringing justice to the nations. We need both testaments for a full grasp of what it means to be ministers of the kingdom of God.


Finally, I will suggest that for the discovery and expression of spiritual gifts we need an experimental climate (where people can “try” to serve in new ways beyond their accustomed roles), an environment of openness to the full range of the Spirit’s work in the church and world, and brothers and sisters who will affirm what God is doing in and through us by saying things like “In our fellowship God works through you. . .” (and asking others for such feedback). We also need courage to risk making mistakes.2 Perhaps the greatest mistake would be to try to contain in any single gift, in any single person, what God has poured out so generously for the common good—God’s own empowering presence.









Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in indepth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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What Are


Spiritual Gifts?


1 Corinthians 12




Everyone in a community has a contribution to make, just as each part of the human body contributes to its ability to function properly. The analogy of the body as a way of understanding how people work interdependently has a long history, dating back even to the ancient Greek and Roman writers, and carrying forward still describes various ways that we work with others today.


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. Describe how the members of a nonchurch organization (a business, club, school or team) you have joined functioned in relation to one another. How did the different abilities of the members contribute (or not contribute) to the purpose of the whole?






PERSONAL REFLECTION. What fears and what longings does the term “spiritual gifts” bring to your mind?






Paul says to the Corinthians that the church is not “like a body” but rather is the body of Christ, and individually they are members of that body (1 Corinthians 12:27). Through the Spirit each person has a vital contribution to make to the whole. In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul calls these contributions “spiritual gifts” (v. 1), “gifts” (v. 3) and “manifestation[s] of the Spirit” (v. 7). Read 1 Corinthians 12:1-13.




1. What do these verses tell you about how you would know that something that is said to be from God is really genuine (vv. 1-3)?











2. What is your personal response to the statement that “each one” is given a manifestation of the Spirit (v. 7)?











3. Read 1 Corinthians 12:14-31. Paul’s concern is not just unity but diversity in the family of God. Trace the argument Paul uses in the previous section and this one to emphasize the need for many diverse expressions of the Spirit in the life of the church.











4. The Corinthians apparently put the highest priority on one or two gifts. How would the church look if all the members had the same gift or if they prized one gift over all the others?











5. In what way is Paul’s argument a solution for our personal feelings of inferiority or superiority in the body of Christ (vv. 22-26)?











6. Describe in your own words how each one of the gifts Paul lists here might be manifested (vv. 8-11, 28-30).









Although Paul does not intend this to be a complete list of gifts, which of these have you seen at work in your own church, fellowship or small group?








7. How in your own experience has exercising spiritual gifts served “the common good” (v. 7) and prevented (rather than caused) “discord in the body” (v. 25)?











What attitudes and actions would lead to disunity and schism?











8. What comfort do you gain from knowing that it is God who gives the gifts (v. 11) and who “combines the members” of the body (v. 24)?











9. What have you learned about the character and the purpose of spiritual gifts?











10. What challenge do you have from the exhortation to “desire the greater gifts” (v. 31)?









Ask God to show you how to serve others in the body even if you cannot “name” the spiritual gift he has given you.




Now or Later


Study the headship of Jesus in the body in the following Scriptures: Acts 4:11; Ephesians 5:23; Colossians 1:18; 1 Peter 2:7. Then study how Jesus apportions the gifts through the Spirit according to his own purposes: Acts 2:4; 3:16; 11:17; 1 Corinthians 3:5; 12:7-8, 24; Ephesians 3:2, 8; 4:7-8, 11; 1 Peter 4:10.
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Equipping the Saints for Ministry


Ephesians 4:1-16




Often when we walk into a church, we are aware that there are two types of people—one called “clergy” and the other called “laity.” They dress differently, talk differently, work differently and sometimes even think differently. One gives ministry. The other receives ministry. Yet when we “walk into” the New Testament we meet not two groups of people separated by titles, education and roles, but one people (called the “people of God” in the original Greek) with leaders among them, referred to in Scripture by terms that describe their different functions in the church.
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