SERMON FOR THE 2ND SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY, 2010 

Many Gifts, Same Lord

1 Corinthians 12:1-11


The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon today is our Second Reading read before, 1 Corinthians 12:1-11 Now concerning spiritual gifts, fellow-Christians, I do not want you to be ignorant. 2 You know that you were Gentiles, and you were drawn away to dumb idols, however you happened to be led. 3 Therefore I tell you that no one who is speaking by God’s Spirit says, “Cursed be Jesus,” and no one is able to say, “Jesus is the Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit.

4 There are different kinds of charismatic gifts, but the same Spirit. 5 There are differing ways of serving, but the same Lord. 6 There are different kinds of activities, but the same God, who works everything in all of them.

7 Now the manifestation of the Spirit is given to each one for the common good. 8 For to one there is given through the Spirit the Word of wisdom, to another the Word of knowledge through the same Spirit, 9 to another faith by the same Spirit, to another charismatic gifts of healing by the one Spirit, 10 to another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another distinguishing between spirits, to another speaking in different kinds of tongues, and to another the interpretation of tongues. 11 One and the same Spirit works all these things, and He distributes them to each one individually, as He determines.


Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.
Dear friends in Christ,
The Gospel lesson for today from the Gospel of John records the first miracle performed by our Lord, Jesus Christ. We dare not look past the fact that the Lord’s first miracle involves both water and wine as we await the wedding feast of heaven. However, something else is happening there. The Son of God is at the wedding in Cana. He’s the King of kings, but He’s not the master of the feast. He is omniscient - all-knowing, and yet it is Mary who announces that they have run out of wine. He is omnipotent - all-powerful, but He doesn’t lift a finger: it’s the servants who fill the waterpots with water. By all appearances, Jesus has only spoken to give a little advice, while a lot of other people there have done the work. But make no mistake: that miracle takes place because the one true Son of God is present there.
Risen again after the cross, that is how the Lord worked among His people, the Corinthian Christians; and that is how the Lord still works in His Church today.

The Corinthian Christians were converts in a happening town. Corinth was a big, cosmopolitan port city with all the big city temptations of greed, lust and power. It was a hub of the ancient world and a centre for sports. Not surprisingly in a place with such a mix, there were a lot of different religions and a lot of different gods. Even after becoming Christians, those idols could be tempting at times; and even if the Christians didn’t want to renounce their Christian faith, some of those old pagan behaviours could be awfully seductive. But while all those gods had different teachings and rules and rites, they all had one important thing in common: they were all dumb. They were speechless, because they were all dead. They had nothing whatsoever to give. Their followers might believe that the idols were at work for a while as they enjoyed pleasure, riches or a good harvest for a while; but these weren’t gifts from those gods.

In stark contrast stood Jesus Christ, the Son of the living God. In order to give salvation, He had become flesh and lived a perfect life, giving healing and help wherever He could. He had done so on the way to the cross, to die for the sins of the world. Risen again and having conquered death forever, He had gifts to give - gifts that no dead idol would ever supply. 

For starters, He had forgiveness and eternal life to give to all who would believe in Him. And as a cause for even more joy, Jesus gave faith to believe in Him. Our text for this day is, by the way, a great text to declare that faith is a gift from God - worked by the Holy Spirit, for it declares: Therefore I tell you that no one who is speaking by God’s Spirit says, “Cursed be Jesus,” and no one is able to say, “Jesus is the Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit.

So it was God (the Holy Spirit) who called, gathered, enlightened and sanctified His Church in Corinth - who gave them the faith to believe in Jesus. It was not that He chose some to believe and chose others to reject Him; rather, by His Word, He bid all who heard to come to repentance. Those who repented did so by His work, and those who rejected did so by their own fault and sinfulness.

But now that the Lord had a Church in Corinth, He continued to visit them with His grace; but just like Jesus at the wedding at Cana, He used His people there as His instruments to take care of His people. And to take care of His people, He gave them many gifts.

This is important; and, in fact, I would suggest that this is the principal teaching of this text: there is one true God who gives many gifts to His people for their good. There are different kinds of charismatic gifts, but the same Spirit. There are differing ways of serving, but the same Lord. There are different kinds of activities, but the same God, who works everything in all of them. Along with those blessings of grace and salvation, faith and life, Father, Son and Holy Spirit are at work to supply you with all that you need. The one true God gives many different gifts. He gives different gifts to different individuals; but as He gives them to different individuals, they are to use them for the good of all. That is the joyful news of Paul.
One more time: the joyful news of this text is that God gives many different gifts to take care of you. 
He entrusts them to many different individuals, including you, and all are to use them for the good of all. I repeat this because now we have arrived at the list of gifts in this text - a list that is a sampling, not a comprehensive catalogue. It is here that people usually get into trouble or start to cause trouble, by misapplying this Word of the Lord. It reads: For to one there is given through the Spirit the Word of wisdom, to another the Word of knowledge through the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another charismatic gifts of healing by the one Spirit, to another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another distinguishing between spirits, to another speaking in different kinds of tongues, and to another the interpretation of tongues. 
It is quite a list of blessings that God gives, but here is where plenty of people have gotten into trouble: they have tried to place meanings or rules upon these gifts that the Lord does not specifically place. Here is what I mean: “For to one there is given through the Spirit the Word of wisdom, to another the Word of knowledge through the same Spirit.” But what is the difference between the Word of wisdom and the Word of knowledge? Plenty of ink has been spilled to suggest what the difference might be. Both expressions may refer to an exceptionally thorough knowledge of the great truths of divine revelation, particularly the mysteries of the Gospel, and the ability to expound them in a clear and convincing manner. Blessed indeed is a congregation that has members with such gifts. “To another faith (is given) by the same Spirit” but what is that faith? In this instance, maybe it’s very likely a special, miracle-working faith, because the gift of saving faith is given to every Christian. “To another charismatic gifts of healings [are given] by the one Spirit, to another the working of miracles.” In this case, the debate is one of time. The apostles were given the ability to heal and perform miracles in their time, as were others at that time. But the apostles are no more - is this also true for the ability to heal and work miracles that the apostles possessed? Certainly God has always been able to perform miracles of healing through whom He wills, but it is another matter for an individual Christian to prove that he or she has that power today. Many so-called miracles are counterfeit. Sober-minded Christians also question whether miracles of healing are as necessary today as they were when they served a special purpose in the early days of the Christian church. Furthermore, they recognise that the great works of spiritual healing God is constantly accomplishing are far more vital than the miraculous physical healing that charismatics profess they can perform.

Likewise, “to another (is given the gift of) prophecy” - and yet the Lord has given us His Scriptures, and we are not to speak apart from His Word: so is that gift still given? Perhaps in its broad sense, these words mean the preaching and proclaiming of what God has revealed in His Word, as a minister of the Word does it. In its narrow sense, perhaps it means the result of direct revelation of the Holy Spirit to an individual, including foretelling future events. 
There are three left: “to another (is given the ability of) distinguishing between spirits.” Does this mean a talent to test the spirits by God’s Word, as we are instructed in 1 John 4:1, or does it mean something else entirely? 
And now, the final pair: “to another (is given the ability of) speaking in different kinds of tongues, and to another the interpretation of tongues.” Does this refer to some sort of secret language between the individual and God, as many claim; or does it refer to the fact that some are talented at learning different languages of the world, and some possess the talent of interpreting those - which is also a great gift?
I am not trying to be blind or unobservant by asking questions about each of these gifts, nor am I trying to make fun of them; certainly these are gifts of God for our good. The best research I could find on this passage refused to commit to anything more specific than the questions I’ve raised – simply because the Lord doesn’t define these gifts more specifically than this. We know that He gives them, but we can’t precisely say what they are.

This is where people get into trouble, for they presume to speak where the Lord does not. This text has been fascinating to some, where they’ve thought that the key to motivating the Church was to categorise people according to the list. For example: if you prayed for someone, and they got better, then you may have the gift of healing. Isn’t that presumptuous? Did the Lord need your prayer to heal someone? Could He not have used doctors and medicines to get the job done? Could your prayer not just be coincidental to the healing? Likewise, if you believe that Satan is behind illegal drug use by teens, then you have the gift of discernment. On the one hand, there is no doubt that the devil, the world and sinful flesh seek to destroy flesh and faith; but where does God say that the gift of discerning spirits is closely linked to diagnosing teen drug use?

Beyond the presumption of defining what God has not defined, all of this has a greater temptation. Those who have thus sought to mobilise the Church by pigeon-holing people with these inventories have taken the focus off of Jesus. In other words, instead of a Church that focuses on the Lord who gives, it becomes a congregation where each is focused upon his gift and what he can do with it. This was a problem among the Corinthians. And whenever the focus of the Church shifts from Christ’s work to man’s work, the Gospel is quickly ignored.

So what is the message of this text? Remember the joyous news from before: in contrast to false, dead idols, the triune God gives all sorts of different gifts to all sorts of different people in order to take care of His people. “But,” you might say, “I can’t think of any talent that I have that can be of use to my fellowman.” Well, to that I answer “Keep thinking!” Even if you cannot precisely define what each of those gifts is, you can still give thanks that God gives them; but woe to any who seek to say more about them than God does, and then claim, “Thus says the Lord.”

In the meantime, even if you cannot precisely label what gifts the Lord has entrusted to you, you can be sure that He has given you certain skills and talents by which you can serve those around you. Where you have opportunity, share your faith with others. Where you’re handy, help fix things for those who aren’t. Where you can cook, provide food for those who are in need or stricken with grief. Where you’re a good listener, provide an ear. Where you can sing and play music to the down-hearted, do it! You are who God has made you to be, and you can serve whether you have a name for that or not. 

And always rejoice in this: while we cannot precisely define all of the gifts that God gives, He is quite specific about the gifts that matter most. Where we cannot exactly distinguish between the Word of wisdom and the Word of knowledge in our text, we do know that Jesus Christ is the wisdom of God and the power of God (1 Cor. 1:24), given to us for our salvation; and to know Him is to know the Father. Where we can’t completely define this special gift of faith in our text, Jesus faithfully prayed “Thy will be done” to His Father and trusted His will all the way to the cross. Whether or not healings and miracles are still given to us to work today, Christ worked them as the Saviour, and He promises perfect healing when He raises you from the dead.

As to prophecy, He is prophet, priest and king. As to distinguishing between spirits, He has defeated Satan himself. As to tongues and the interpretation of tongues, He gathers His people out of every tribe and tongue and people and nation (Rev. 5:9).

While the Lord leaves us less than clear on what gifts you and I might specifically possess for service to our fellow man, He is absolutely clear in this: Jesus is your Saviour who has died on the cross to take away your sins, and is risen again. That same Saviour sits at God’s right hand; and as He worked, present but behind the scenes, at Cana, so He also works here: giving you forgiveness by His Word, by water and bread and wine. Therefore, you go and serve those around you with the gifts that you have, because you are certain of this: you are God’s holy people, because you are forgiven for all of your sins. Amen.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE SECOND SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY


Almighty and ever-living God, You have given the light of Your truth in Jesus Christ that we may be rescued from the darkness of sin and unbelief, and have life in His name.  We thank You that You have made us alive through faith in Him, and lavished on us so many gifts of Your grace.  Grant that we may treasure in our hearts the truth that Jesus, Your unique Son, is our revealer of Your will, our sacrificial Lamb, our Messiah, our King, and the Son of Man, who was rejected, crucified, and rose again for us.


Heavenly Father, make us who are Your people shining lights in this world’s darkness.  Send out preachers and teachers of Your Word, that many more may know Your mercy and love in the gift of Your Son and His Gospel of grace and forgiveness.  Strengthen all of us in the fellowship of Your Church to join hands in love and zeal to do the work set before us.  We praise you for Your various spiritual gifts.  Grant that we may use them for the common good of the members of Christ’s body.  Make us loyal in serving our Lord, patient in every trouble, and joyful in our promised hope.  Make us eager to hold on to what is good, to help our fellow Christians, and be ready to share with all people in need.  Free us from the deceptive designs of Satan and every kind of falsehood, and give us the ability to distinguish false spirits.  Grant that we who have been called out of darkness into Christ’s marvellous light may in this way proclaim His saving love and power.


Bestow a special measure of Your grace on our homes.


Give stability, peace, and tranquillity to the nations of the earth.  Deliver people everywhere from famine, disease, fire, flood, storm, earthquake, and every danger.  In every test that You send, help all people to lift up their eyes to You, and to know Your power and care.


We ask Your mercy on all who are in any special need of body or soul.  Show them the comfort of Your love; give them hope instead of despair, joy and gladness instead of grief, and a song of praise instead of sorrow.


Save us all from the dangers that surround us.  Defend us, in body and soul, until that moment when we see the ascending and descending angels linking earth and heaven permanently, when You call us from this life to live in Your presence for ever.  All this we ask in the name of Jesus, Your Son.  Amen.

