Chapter 13: Orderly Public Worship: Part 2

1 Corinthians 12:1-31

In 1 Corinthians 12:1, Paul transitions to a new topic. Once again, Paul uses the phrase “now
concerning” to introduce a topic that the Corinthians themselves have raised (cf. 1 Cor. 7:1, 25; 8:1;
16:1, 12). Although this new topic will lead Paul into a discussion of the various ofhces and gifts that
God has appointed in the church, Paul opens this chapter with the main criteria for true worship: the
confession that Jesus is Lord (1 Cor. 12:3). Then, Paul gives a theologically rich explanation of how
each person of the Trinity works in a joint, coordinated effort to equip the church with gifts for the
work of ministry. In the last half of the chapter, Paul shows how each of these gifts should work
together as the various members of a body, serving various functions so that the whole church can
operate as God designed it. In this remarkable chapter, Paul gives deep explanation and vivid
imagery to show how God has arranged and honored every member in the body of Christ.

Jesusis Lord (1 Cor. 12:1-3)

Importantly, the word translated as “spiritual gifts” is not the word commonly used for spiritual
gifts (yapiopoto; charismata).” Here, the word is simply (tév mveupatikédv; ton prneumatikon), a
plural form of the word “spiritual,” which could refer either to spiritual people or spiritual things.”
Primarily, this word has to do with “things of the Holy Spirit,” as Gordon Fee explains: “When the
emphasis is on the manifestation, the ‘gift’ as such, Paul speaks of charismata; when the emphasis is on
the Spirit, he speaks of pneumatika.” Paul’s ambiguous language is probably a direct response to the
Corinthians’ original inquiry, which we do not have, which makes it difhicult to know whether the
Corinthians wrote about the people directed by the Spirit, or the gifts that manifest the work of the
Spirit." Regardless, Paul’s emphasis here is on the work of the Spirit, as we will see in v. 3, as well as
this wider section.” Specifically, Paul wants them to know that all Christians are spiritual, in the sense
that they are guided by the Spirit.*

The Spirit-led status of the Corinthian Christians stands in contrast to their former lives (1 Cor.
12:2). Formerly, they were “Gentiles” (EOvn; erhne). Many English translations choose the word
“pagans,” which accurately reflects the former religious practices of the Corinthians. Nevertheless,
the word is “Gentiles.” As in 1 Corinthians 5:1, Paul is saying that the Corinthians are no longer to
be classified as Gentiles, clearly implying that they have been grafted into Israel (cf. Rom. 11:17-24;
1 Cor. 10:1).” When they were still “Gentiles,” they were led astray toward worshiping mute,
unspeaking idols. The language does not suggest any kind of ecstatic, religious action.” Paul does not
describe that the Corinthians had been led by the idols, but only that they were led toward
worshiping the idols in their unbelieving ignorance.”

What, then, does Paul want them to know about the difference between their former and their
current lives? It is difficult to know what has in mind by the phrase “Anathema Jesus!” (1 Cor. 12:3).
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Does this describe someone rejecting Jesus as anathema, cursed justly as though he were a
blasphemer?” Does Paul have in mind the Jews in particular, who pronounced Jesus as anathema for
claiming to have been the Messiah, and the Son of God?" Or, did some Corinthian misunderstand
Paul’s teaching that Christ became “a curse for us” (cf. Gal. 3:13)?” Or, was someone invoking Jesus’
name and authority to curse someone else: “May Jesus curse my enemy!”?"

Regardless of which option is correct, Paul’s larger point is clear: only by the influence of the
Holy Spirit can anyone instead confess that “Jesus is Lord.” As Leon Morris writes, “The Lordship of
Christ is not a human discovery. It is a discovery that is made and can be made only when the Spirit
is at work in the heart.” This does not mean merely pronouncing the words, but confessing the
words with a heart that matches the words: “To confess Jesus as Lord (kyrios) involves the whole self
in an attitude of trust, obedience, commitment, loyalty, and reverence to Jesus as the Lord who has

9915

the care of one’s life.”” This is clear from how Paul pairs the confession that Jesus is Lord with the
necessity of faith from the heart elsewhere: “...if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and
believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Rom. 10:9). A true
confession requires that our verbal acknowledgement of Jesus” Lordship matches our faith from the
heart that God raised him up from the dead. It is faith that saves us, so that our confession serves as an

expression of our faith.

Spiritual Gifts (1 Cor. 12:4-11)

Upon the foundation of Jesus’ lordship that Paul addressed in the first three verses of this chapter,
Paul begins to speak about the nature of spiritual gifts in 1 Corinthians 12:4—11. First, Paul contrasts
the diversity of the gifts (using a diversity of words to characterize the nature of those gifts), with the
unity of their source. The great range of spiritual gifts within the unity of the church are, as John
Calvin calls it, “a manifold unity” that functions like an orchestra, where several instruments combine
to form one, unified sound.” Paul himself is leading up to the metaphor of the one body composed of
many members (1 Cor. 12:12ff).

In v. 4-6, however, Paul calls these diversities “gifts” from the same Spirit, “services” to the same
Lord, and “activities” of the same God. In these descriptions, Paul seems to be varying his language
in order to present them from different aspects: “Viewed in relation to the Spirit, they are gifts; in
relation to the Lord, they are ministrations; and in relation to God, they are operations, i.e. effects
wrought by his power.”” Notice that Paul contrasts the diversity of gifts with the unity of the source
of the gifts; however, Paul names the unity of the source of the gifts (God) according to the triune
distinctions between the three Persons in the Godhead. Part of the way that Paul is illustrating the
diversity of gifts in the unity of the church is by reminding us of the distinctions of Persons in the
one God. In Trinitarian theology, it is an axiom that the external works of the Trinity are
indivisible.” The work of the Father may be distinguished from the work of the Son, and both their
works may be distinguished from the work of the Holy Spirit. Nevertheless, the Father, the Son, and
the Holy Spirit are working jointly, in an inseparable, indivisible, common effort as the one God. In
this passage, Paul does not give us a formal, explicit prooftext for the Trinity, but his language clearly
reflects his persistent Trinitarian thinking.”
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This indivisible work of the Triune God manifests itself in the diverse apportionments given to
the various members of the church. The Holy Spirit works by giving “gifts” is (charismata), a word
that emphasizes the gracious nature of the gifts. David Garland suggests translating this word as
“grace-gifts” so that we do not consider the goodness of the gift apart from the grace of the Giver.”
The Spirit graciously disburses these various gifts to the various members of the church. The
“Lord” (that is, the Lord Jesus Christ) works by assigning varieties of “service,” or
“ministry” (diakonia). By this aspect, we see the authority of the Lord Jesus to assign ministers
(servants) to establish the rule of his reign. The Father (“God”) works by “empowering” (energon)
various “activities” (energematon). The idea comes out more clearly through the related words in
Greek than in translation, but the idea here has to do with the translation of God’s power to the
powerful work of the various members of the church: “Paul’s meaning is, that although believers
may be endowed with different powers, they all take their rise from one and the same power on the
part of God.” Indivisibly, the three Persons of the Triune God graciously give, assign, and empower
individual believers for their work in one body of the church. Or, as Charles Hodge puts it, these
various gifts/services/activities “are all and equally gifts of the Spirit, modes of serving the Son, and
effects due to the efhciency of the Father.™

In v. 7, Paul draws his conclusion about the purposes of the various gifts within the unity of the
church: “To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.” Lenski summarizes
this contrast well: “Two things are thus made prominent: each believer has his gift, and every
bestowal of a gift is for the common good.”™ Again, the analogy of the diverse work of the unified
church is to the Trinity: each Person of the Trinity gives from a different slant, and yet in a unified,
undivided way. In the same way, the diverse church receives diverse gifts, but for the common,
unified, singular good—namely, the good of glorifying Jesus as Lord. We should note, however, that
while these gifts of the Spirit are ministries of the Lord and activities empowered of the Father, Paul
most explicitly attributes these gifts as “the manifestation of the Spirit.” In this manifestation, “the
Spirit of God does there manifest himself — in an active sense, because the Spirit of God, when he
enriches us with any gift, unlocks his treasures, for the purpose of manifesting to us those things that
would otherwise have been concealed and shut up.”™ That is, the Holy Spirit manifests himself in
order to reveal Christ to us, who, in turn, reveals to us the Father.

Although difhcult to translate into English, Paul’s original Greek words categorize the list of
spiritual gifts in v. 8—11 into three main groups.” In the first group are two gifts that seem to
involve the understanding: “For to one (hoi), on the one hand, through the Spirit is given word of
wisdom (logos sophias), but to another (alli), on the other hand, word of knowledge (logos gnaseos)
according to the same Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:8; my translation). The language of “to one, on the one
hand” followed by “to another, on the other hand” indicates the connection between these two
gifts. Next, Paul begins a group of five gifts with the language of “to another” (hetersi), followed
by four instances of a different word that also means “to another” (all5i): “[9] To another (heterai)
faith by the same Spirit, to another (alloi) gifts of healing by the one Spirit, [10] to another (all5i)
energies (energemata) of power, to another (alloi) prophecy, to another (alloi) discernment of
spirits...” (1 Cor. 12:9-10a; my translation). These five gifts all seem to involve faith, from the
first gift of faith itself, to the next two involving faith-gifts of deed, and the last two involving

©2020 by Jacob Gerber



4 1 Corinthians 12:1-31: Orderly Public Worship: Part 2

43

...to another (heterdi) kinds of
tongues, to another (alloi) interpretation of tongues” (1 Cor. 12:10b; my translation). Again, Paul

faith-gifts of speech. The final two gifts both involve the tongue:

uses different words for “to another” to show that these gifts fit together into a group, distinct
from the other gifts in the other two groups.

While these groups may help us to understand how Paul categorizes these gifts, they do not
completely explain to us what each one of these gifts are. This conversation has been difhcult for
some time. Even in the days of John Chrysostom (347-407 AD), the nature of these gifts were
already difhcult to discern because many of them had already ceased: “This whole place is very
obscure: but the obscurity is produced by our ignorance of the facts referred to and by their
cessation, being such as then used to occur but now no longer take place.” Furthermore, we should
recognize that Paul does not intend to give a full account of how these gifts should function in the
life of the church at this point. Here, Paul’s purpose is to demonstrate that the diversity of gifts come
from the same source, the Holy Spirit, in order to create one church out of many members (1 Cor.
12:12). Paul will have more to say about how these gifts function in 1 Corinthians 14. For now, he is
content merely to list them out. Still, we will do our best to understand these gifts as we encounter
them here.

In the gifts of understanding, Paul does not clearly differentiate between the word of wisdom
and the word of knowledge. Paul pairs the two together here, as in other contexts, without
explaining the difference (cf. Rom. 11:33; Col. 2:3). When we distinguish between wisdom and
knowledge in English, we often use “wisdom” as a deeper, more profound, and more practical
version of “knowledge,” which largely refers to mere information. We must be careful, however, not
to import English meanings into these words. Instead, it is better to look at how Paul uses these
words. Earlier, Paul taught that the wisdom of God was Jesus Christ and him crucified (1 Cor. 1:18—
2:13). As for knowledge, Paul both praised the Corinthians for their being enriched with all
knowledge (1 Cor. 1:5), and he also criticized them for wrongly using knowledge to justify eating
food sacrificed to idols (1 Cor. 8:1, 7, 10, 11).

In my judgment, the best explanation sees these gifts as largely connected with the list of offices
and gifts that Paul lists later in v. 28-30.” If so, the utterance of wisdom has to do with direct
revelation from God, and belongs to the office of the apostles and prophets, while the utterance of
knowledge is the gift of the teachers.” Under this view, the church is built upon the foundation of the
apostles and prophets, who revealed God’s long-hidden mystery of Christ crucified in the exercise of
their gift of wisdom (1 Cor. 2:7; Eph. 2:20). Then, the teachers take that once-for-all foundation of
the revelation of Christ crucified and pass it to the church, as an exercise of the gift of knowledge (cf.
1 Cor. 3:10-11). In the case of wisdom, Paul explains that this comes through the mediation of the
Spirit (“through the Spirit”), while in the case of knowledge, Paul indicates that this gift comes by
the Spirit’s determination (“according to the same Spirit”).”

The second group of gifts seem to fall under the heading of the first gift named in the list, of
faith.” Even so, Paul lists faith as a gift unto itself, which means that the faith Paul has in mind here
goes beyond the common, saving faith that every true believer possesses.” This may refer to the kind
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of faith that can miraculously “remove mountains” (1 Cor. 13:2), which may demonstrate the
connection between faith and the next gifts listed in the same group.” Or, it may simply refer to “a
higher measure of the ordinary grace of faith,” such as in the celebrated faith of those listed in
Hebrews 11.” Paul describes faith and healing (the next gift) as gifts given in the sphere or realm of
the Spirit: “by/in the same Spirit” and “by/in the one Spirit,” respectively.”

Paul describes this second gift as “gifts (charismata) of healing.” We do not need to spend much
time in discussion of the gifts of healing, since we have many descriptions of the exercise of this gift
in the ministry of Jesus (e.g., Matt. 8:13; 15:28; Mark 5:29; Luke 5:17; 6:18-19; 7:7; 8:47; 9:2, 11;
14:4; 17:15; 22:51; John 4:47; 5:13) and of his apostles (e.g., Acts 9:34; 28:8). The only note we
should perhaps make is to recognize that “healing” means not only healing from physical diseases,
but also from demonic possessions (e.g., Luke 9:42; Acts 10:38).

The third gift in this group of faith-related gifts is “the working of miracles” (1 Cor. 12:10; ESV),
or, more literally, “energies of power” (my translation). The word for “working/energies” is
energemata, the same word that appeared in v. 6: “and there are various kinds of activities
[energematon], but it is the same God who empowers [energon] them all in everyone.” R. C. H. Lenski
notes, “Previously Paul had called all gifts both ‘charismata’ and ‘energies’; he now uses both terms in
a specific, we may even say a technical sense, the one with reference to healings and the other with
reference to miracles.”™ Sometimes, this “power” specifically relates to the power of God’s judgment
against Satan (e.g., Matt. 24:29-30; 26:64; Luke 4:36).” Elsewhere, “power” is closely associated in
several passages with “healing” (Luke 5:17; 6:19; Acts 10:38). This close connection between power
and healing suggests that this third gift is the more comprehensive category, under which healing
would be one kind of miracle.” Both are faith gifts of deed, in distinction to the two faith gifts of
word that come next.

Fourth, Paul simply writes, “to another, prophecy” (1 Cor. 12:10). In the New Testament, the
term “prophecy” can mean two different things: “broadly to indicate any and all ability to
communicate the saving will of God to others so that every true teacher and preacher may be called
a prophet; and more narrowly to designate the receiving and the communicating of direct and
specific messages from God. The apostles were prophets in both senses of the term. Their regular
assistants were prophets in the former sense. Agabus, Acts 11:28; 21:10, and Philip’s daughters, Acts
21:9, were prophets in the latter sense.” It is in the latter sense that Paul elsewhere writes that the
church was “built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the
cornerstone” (Eph. 2:20). All apostles received the gift of prophecy, but not all who received the gift
of prophecy were apostles. In the latter, more primary sense of receiving and communicating direct
and specific message from God, prophecy has ceased (Heb. 1:1-2). In the former, ongoing sense of
faithfully teaching the once-for-all received revelation of God in the Scriptures, prophecy will
continue until they pass away when Christ comes again (1 Cor. 13:8). This dual sense of the word
“prophecy” falls along the same lines of interpretation as suggested above for distinguishing between
“word of wisdom” and “word of knowledge.” If so, the earlier gifts of wisdom and knowledge may
refer to the reception of wisdom and knowledge, while prophecy may refer to the communication of
that wisdom and knowledge to others.

Fifth, Paul mentions “the ability to distinguish between spirits” (1 Cor. 12:10). This cannot mean
distinguishing between prophecies from the Holy Spirit, as though some Holy Spirit-inspired
prophecies may be mixed with error by the humans communicating those prophecies. There is
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absolutely no reason to think that New Testament prophecies from the Holy Spirit are in any sense
fallible.” Instead, the rest of the New Testament interprets this distinguishing between spirits as the
testing of prophecies to see whether they are from God, or from another spirit: “Beloved, do not
believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, for many false prophets
have gone into the world” (1 John 4:1; cf. 1 Thess. 5:20-21).” This testing of the spirits stands in
direct continuity with the requirement of the Old Testament to test prophecy, to see whether
someone was a true prophet of God, or a false prophet (e.g., Deut. 18:20-22).

In the third group of gifts, Paul mentions the two gifts that are the most controversial among
Christians today: “various kinds of tongues” and “the interpretation of tongues.” Because Paul simply
lists these gifts here, without going into much explanation of the nature of these gifts, we will hold
off most of our explanation of the nature of these gifts of tongues until our study of 1 Corinthians 14,
when Paul goes into much greater detail about the exercise of these gifts of tongues. For now, we
will simply make three preliminary statements that will need further explanation during out study of
1 Corinthians 14. First, the gift of tongues in Acts 2 is clearly identified as the ability to speak in
languages previously unknown to the speaker, so that the burden of proof remains with those who
argue that these tongues in 1 Corinthians 12 and 14 represent something different. Second, the gift
of tongues is closely associated with prophecy, so that interpreted tongues function as prophecy (1
Cor. 14:5).

Third, Paul speaks of “kinds of tongues.” Anthony Thiselton translates this as “species of
tongues,” since the word for “kinds” is the Greek word genos, which we have appropriated into
English to describe another category of taxonomy: “genus.” Thus, this gift involves various kinds or
classes of tongues—a “variety of languages.”™ Additionally, this gift is paired with the interpretation
of tongues. As Paul will say, the gift of tongues does not edify the body unless there is someone to
translate what is being spoken (1 Cor. 14:5). We will study this gift of the Spirit in more details in
our exposition of 1 Corinthians 14.

While Paul explicitly named the connection between the first four gifts and the Holy Spirit, he
did not explicitly note how the Holy Spirit relates to the last five gifts. Here, Paul makes the
connection abundantly clear that every one of these gifts “are produced and operated by the energy
of the Spirit.
describe the work of the Holy Spirit, even though Paul earlier attributed the Father as the one who
“empowers” all things (v. 6). We must remember that the external works of the Trinity are
indivisible and common. So, we can both say that the Father and the Spirit empowers us in the
exercise of these gifts, since “Whatever the Father does, he does through the Spirit.”" Also, we should
notice that Paul attributes the apportionment of the gifts to the choice of the Spirit: “as he wills” (1
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We should notice that here in v. 11 Paul uses the word “empower” (energei) to

Cor. 12:11). The Holy Spirit exercises the will of God in choosing to apportion gifts to each one
individually. What gifts we receive are not assigned at random, but according to the grace of the
Holy Spirit.
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The Many Members of the Body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:12-31)

As Paul concludes his initial list of the gifts of the Spirit in v. 4-11, he begins to explain how all
these various gifts work together. Paul illustrates the variety of gifts within the unity of the church
by the imagery of the human body.” Paul uses the same illustration in Romans 12:4-5: “For as in one
body we have many members, and the members do not all have the same function, so we, though
many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another.” There, however, Paul’s
main purpose was to emphasize the diversity of gifts within the unity of the one body: “Having gifts
that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them” (Rom. 12:6). Here, however, Paul is
emphasizing the unity of the body, in which there are a diversity of gifts.” In light of our culture’s
low view of membership and commitment to various clubs, associations, and even to the church, we
must be careful not to diminish the strength of Paul’s imagery in describing every believer as a
“member” of the body of Christ. Anthony Thiselton brings out the force of Paul’s word “members”
by his translation, “limbs and organs.” Without a great diversity of limbs and organs, there cannot
be a body that makes up an “organic whole.”™

Paul, however, goes beyond merely reflecting on the unity and diversity within the church.
Beyond the application of this metaphor to the church, Paul takes one step further by relating the
metaphor to Christ: “so it is with Christ.” Paul does not mean by this that we become Christ in a
pantheistic sense, as though our personality dissolved into his. Instead, Paul means that we are united
to Christ in the closest possible spiritual union.” We see this close relationship between Christ and his
church revealed elsewhere in the New Testament. Indeed, when the Lord Jesus originally
confronted Paul (then, Saul) on the road to Damascus about his persecution of the church, the Lord
asked, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” (Acts 9:4; 22:7).” To persecute the church is to
persecute Christ. Furthermore, this union is the very basis of the gospel, since by our union Christ’s
death and resurrection become our death and resurrection (Rom. 6:4). We should even recall the very
first question Paul asked in this letter: “Is Christ divided?” (1 Cor. 1:13).” For the church to divide
into factions is functionally to divide Christ. In the body of Christ, we are distinct from the Lord
Jesus, but we are not separated from him.

In v. 13, Paul explains the two means by which we are united to the one body of Christ: by
baptism in the one Spirit, and by being made to drink of the one Spirit. Regarding the first image,
baptism in the Spirit, we should make two important observations. First, Paul states that all of us
were baptized into the one body of Christ. Second, Paul states that all of us were baptized into the
one body of Christ.” This is not a reference to some kind of second-level, higher experience that
only some true Christians come to experience at some point after their conversion. Instead, the
baptism in the Holy Spirit refers to the once-for-all outpouring of the Holy Spirit recorded in the
book of Acts. This once-for-all outpouring took place in four stages (Acts 1:8): first to Jews in
Jerusalem on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4); second to Samaritans in Samaria (Acts 8:14-17);
third to Gentiles in Caesarea (Acts 10:44); and fourth to disciples of John the Baptist in Ephesus who
had not yet received the Holy Spirit (Acts 19:1-7).”

The baptism in the Holy Spirit, like the death and resurrection of Christ, are unrepeatable. These
great redemptive events were accomplished once for all, with ongoing benefits for all believers. They
lay the foundation that all true Christian ministry has been built upon throughout history. Individual
believers, then, do not await their own personal baptism in the Holy Spirit, any more than they
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await their own personal death and resurrection of Christ. Rather, individual believers enter into
what Christ has already accomplished by dying, rising, ascending, and pouring out his Holy Spirit
upon his church. Thus, Paul is stressing the unity that of the baptism in the Spirit that we have all
received, with the clear implication that anyone who have not received such a baptism by the Spirit
is not truly a Christian.” Water baptism is a sign and seal of this great reality of baptism by the Spirit,
which unites every true believer into the body of Christ.” We should note that, on the Day of
Pentecost, the baptism in the Spirit was not described as an immersion into the Spirit, but as an
outpouring of the Spirit by Christ (Acts 1:5; 2:18, 33). Thus, Christ is the one who baptizes by
pouring out the Holy Spirit from heaven (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; Acts 2:33).”
The second image of being made to drink of one Spirit probably refers to Jesus” words during
the Feast of Booths: “[37] On the last day of the feast, the great day, Jesus stood up and cried out, ‘If
anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. [38] Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said,
[39] Now this he said about the Spirit, whom
those who believed in him were to receive, for as yet the Spirit had not been given, because Jesus
was not yet glorified” (John 7:37-39). As Leon Morris puts it, “The Spirit has entered their innermost
being and it is the same Spirit that has done this in all of them.” Thus, the view that this refers to
drinking the cup of the Lord’s Supper is unlikely.” For both of these images—both baptism in the
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“Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.

Spirit and being made to drink of the Spirit—Paul stresses the universality of experience,
incorporating Jews and Gentiles, slaves and free.

After his initial introduction of the idea that the church is the diverse, but unified, body of Christ,
Paul moves on to tease out applications of the significance of this illustration. As we read this next
section, we should be careful about how we interpret this. The idea of describing individual people
as members of a larger body was very common in the ancient world. When ancient, collectivist
cultures would use this imagery, though, they played up the importance of unity and harmony in the
body, encouraging people to suppress individual needs for the sake of the whole.” When our
western, individualist culture appeals to the imagery of the body, we tend to play up the diversity of
the body, rejecting any notion that an individual would have responsibility to a collective whole
larger than himself or herself. Whether we come from a collectivist or an individualist culture, this
passage confronts the excesses of our internalized values.

So, on the one hand, Paul is giving general principles at this point that he does not thoroughly
apply to the situation in Corinth until chapter 14.” To some extent, then, we may take these general
principles and apply them directly to our own situation. On the other hand, however, Paul does
indeed have a specific point that he is trying to communicate to the Corinthians in this passage. So,
we must fit our interpretations and applications of this passage within the context of the situation in
Corinth, rather than letting Paul’s imagery lead us imaginatively anywhere we might let it.” We
should also observe that Paul’s point, in general, is easily understood; however, Paul also examines
the main point from a variety of angles. To study this passage effectively, it will be helpful to
organize our work not inductively, slowly working toward the final conclusion, but deductively,
identifying each facet of Paul’s argument as we go along.

Paul’s first point, then, is to insist that the body, by definition, must consist of many different
people, each having a function of his own (1 Cor. 12:14).” We should not equate any single
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member, or any single function, with the church as a whole, for only among all the members,
performing all the functions do we have a body.” Each member has a unique, essential, irreplaceable
role to play in the body.

Second, because each member has a unique role to play, no member should be envious of
another’s role (1 Cor. 12:15-16)." The fact that a foot cannot function as a hand, or that an ear
cannot see as an eye, does not make them less a part of the body than the more outwardly-impressive
members. Paul uses an unusually strong double-negative to make the point: “not for this reason is it
not part of the body” (1 Cor. 12:15, my translation).” We should notice that the comparisons drawn
here are between similar organs: foot vs. hand, ear vs. eye. Citing the church father Chrysostom’s
observation, Leon Morris writes, “We are prone to envy those who surpass us a little, rather than
those who are patently in a different class.”™ Instead of envying another’s gifts, we must all be
content with whatever role God has given to us.”

Third, each of us should be content with our role in the body because each role is not only
unique, but essential (1 Cor. 12:17). Regardless of how we esteem this gift or that, every gift, every
office, every function in the body is necessary. Remove one gift, and the whole body suffers. Indeed,
“the very existence of the body as an organization depends on the union of members endowed with
different functions.”™ No one person can do it all, and no function can be safely discarded or
neglected.

Fourth, the organization of the body comes by God’s own arrangement (1 Cor. 12:18-20). To
rebel against the order that God has appointed for the organization of the church is to rebel against
God’s own gracious, sovereign purposes.” This does not mean that God chooses specific people based
on their merit, for God chooses graciously, according to his own wisdom.” We should be on guard,
then, not only against outward envy and rebellion, but even against false humility and self-
disparagement about the gifts God has given to us.” Our gifts come by God’s appointment, and to
demean those gifts is to demean God’s work.

Fifth, while Paul writes this principle to address the subject of spiritual gifts, these instructions
should also influence the way we steward everything else that God has entrusted to us in our lives.
Charles Hodge writes, “One is born in Europe, another in Asia; one in America, another in Africa;
one is rich, another poor; one has ten talents, another one; not because one is better than the other,
but simply because God has so ordained....This verse thus contains the second practical inference
from the nature of the church as the body of Christ. The place and gifts of each member are
determined by the Lord.”™ God expects that we will be good and faithful to steward what he has
given to us, not what he has given to others.

Sixth, no member should despise or disdain another’s gifts (1 Cor. 12:21). Earlier, Paul warned
members with lower gifts against envying those with higher gifts. Now, Paul warns those with
higher gifts against despising those with lower gifts.” While we are tempted to envy those similar to
us, yet who excel us, we are tempted to despise those who are different from us, and to judge them as
inferior.” The “eye” and the “head” probably refer to prominent leadership roles in the church, and
Paul is insisting that leaders must not look down on others in the church who have different gifts.”

Seventh, gifts that seem weaker are nevertheless indispensable to the body (1 Cor. 12:22). The
ESV rightly translates v. 22 as describing not gifts that are weaker, but that “seem to be weaker.” We
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will underestimate the strength of these gifts if we evaluate them externally. The contrast here is
probably between those gifts which are outwardly impressive and rare, and those gifts which are
outwardly unimpressive and common. This principle is true in the human body, in the church, and
in wider society. As Alfred Plummer and Archibald Robertson explain, we may be able to spare any
single common worker better than any single genius, but we can spare all the geniuses better than all
the common workers.”

Eighth, gifts that seem to be without honor should be clothed with abundant honor (1 Cor.
12:23a). If every member operated independently, then the outwardly impressive members would do
well, while those members who labor in obscurity would have no honor. In a body, however, the
members do not operate independently, but in coordination as a unified whole. So, the shame and
dishonor of any one member would bring about “the common disgrace of the whole body.” When
members in a church go out of their way to honor the humblest members in their midst, everyone in
the church benefits.

Ninth, modesty may forbid us from presenting some gifts publicly, and yet God honors
members with those gifts by the church’s great care for them (1 Cor. 12:23b-24a). Paul is warning
the Corinthians against being embarrassed by those who not only possess externally unimpressive
gifts, but who perhaps also lack wealth, intelligence, power, and even good manners.” By equating
such people in the church with the genitals, Paul shows powerfully that modestly protecting these
members does not mean that they lack value. On the contrary, as D. Martin writes, “The genitals
may seem to be the most shameful part of the body, but our very attention to them—our constant
care to cover them and shield them from trivializing and vulgarizing public exposure—demonstrates
that they are actually the most necessary of the body’s members, those with the highest status.” God
himself has so organized the body to give greater honor in the church to those who have lacked
honor in this world (1 Cor. 12:24b). Indeed, Jesus taught that the greater reward would come not to
those who flaunted their philanthropy and prayers in the public eye, but who gave in secret and
prayed in secret: “And your Father who sees in secret will reward you” (Matt. 6:4, 6).

In v. 25, Paul gives the purpose for this elaborate organization of the church: “that there may be
no division in the body, but that the members may have the same care for one another.” The body
cannot survive with each part divided into separate silos. What one part of the body experiences is
common to the whole body, so that one member’s suffering or one member’s honor leads to the
suffering or rejoicing of the whole church (1 Cor. 12:26). Martin Luther captures this idea so well:
“See what the whole body does when a foot is trodden on, or a finger is pinched: how the eye looks
dour, the nose draws up, the mouth cries out, and all the members are ready to rescue and to help,
and none can leave the other, so that it means, not the foot or a finger is trodden on and is pinched,
but the entire body. Again, when good is done to one member, that suits all the others, and the
entire body rejoices therein.”

We recognize this intuitively with regard to the body, but it is much harder to understand this in
regard to the church. So, for the human body, Anthony Thiselton points out how absurd it would be
to tell a victorious runner, “I congratulate your legs.”™ Our natural understanding of the wholeness
of the human person, then, shows how foolish we are in the way that we think about the various
members of the church: “The very purpose of Paul’s illustrative analogy is by means of the facts
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concerning the human body to show, not what is frue with regard to the spiritual body, but what
ought to be true. He also shows how unnatural and how wrong it is when it is not thus.”™ We must
instead see each fellow members’s welfare as vitally important for our own, so that we love our
neighbor as ourselves (Matt. 22:39) and even consider others as more significant than ourselves (Phil.
2:3).

In v. 27, Paul offers one final summary sentence to capture the idea of the church as one body,
yet many members. He states first, that we are the “body of Christ,” that is, the body that belongs to
Christ, and over which Christ exercises authority.” Then, Christ states that we are “individually” (or,
“part by part”) members of that body.” In view of this great reality, we should do nothing that would
destroy or divide the body; instead, we must each seek to protect and build up the body.” As the
context makes clear in the rest of this section, Paul specifically has in mind the need for the church to
acknowledge and honor the various appointments that God has made in his church.

In v. 28, Paul offers a list of officers and of gifts that God alone has given to the church. Paul is
adamant on this point. We do not choose gifts and ofhces for ourselves, but “God has appointed” us
to our various roles as individual members in Christ’s body.” Paul used the same verb “appointed” in
v. 18, which the ESV translated there as “arranged™ “God arranged the members of the body, each
one of them, as he chose” (cf. v. 24).” This list is clearly not exhaustive (cf. Rom. 12:3-8; Eph. 4:11);
however, Paul obviously intends to demonstrate that God equips his ofhcers by corresponding
spiritual gifts.”

Paul numbers the first three offices he lists: “first apostles, second prophets, third teachers...” (1
Cor. 12:28). Paul does not here explicitly give the reason for this ordering, but we may reasonably
infer Paul’s purposes from what he writes elsewhere. On the one hand, these three ofhces uniquely
establish both the foundation for the church, as well as the ongoing growth of the church.”
Elsewhere, Paul insists that the church was built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, who
received immediate revelation from the Holy Spirit to bear witness to the person and work of Christ
Jesus as the church’s cornerstone (Eph. 2:20; 1 Cor. 3:10). Teachers (or, pastor-teachers; cf. Eph.
4:11) build on that foundation not by adding new revelation, but by faithfully proclaiming the
foundational message of Christ: “For no one can lay a foundation other than that which is laid,
which is Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 3:11). Thus, apostles, prophets, and teachers play a foundational, first-
order role in equipping the saints for the rest of the work of ministry in the church (Eph. 4:12-16).
While the work of apostles and prophets was unique and unrepeatable, given once for all for the
whole church, God will continue to appoint teachers to edify particular congregations until Christ
returns.”

After these first three ofhices, Paul shifts his presentation in two ways. First, he does not continue
with his numerical ordering. Rather than continuing with “fourth,” he instead simply says, “then
miracles, then gifts of healing....” After those two gifts, Paul does not even continue to use the
conjunction “then” between the various appointments of God in the church. Second, Paul shifts
from speaking about offices (apostles, prophets, teachers) to instead speak about gifts themselves. Even
50, the whole context of this passage makes clear that Paul is describing gifts given to specific people
for the accomplishment of specific functions within the church. It was not that miracles, healings,

helping, administrating, and tongues-speaking simply happened, but that God specifically appointed
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and gifted certain people to perform these functions, for the edification of the whole church.”

Of these gifts, miracles, healings, and tongues-speaking were associated with the ministry of
apostles. Just as Jesus had performed miracles and healings as signs to confirm the authenticity of his
own ministry, so the apostles performed miracles and healings to confirm the authenticity of their
message about Christ (cf. Acts 2:43; 3:1-4:22; 5:12; 9:32-42). Also, the apostles spoke in tongues to
spread the gospel of Jesus in other languages to new people groups (cf. Acts 2:6-11). Others beyond
the apostles participated in these mighty outpourings of God’s Spirit in the early church.
Nevertheless, these signs were so closely related to the ministry of the apostles that Paul pointed to
them as a confirmation of his ministry: “The signs of a true apostle were performed among you with
utmost patience, with signs and wonders and mighty works” (2 Cor. 12:12). When the ministry of
the apostles ceased, these gifts ceased with them.

The two other gifts of helping and administrating, though, are different from the sign gifts in at
least three ways, as Gordon Fee notes: “(a) they are the only two not mentioned again in the rhetoric
that follows (vv. 29-30); (b) they are not mentioned again in the NT; (c) they do not appear to be of
the same kind, that is, supernatural endowments, as those on either side (miracles, healings,
tongues).” Where the verbal form of the word for “helping” appears in Acts 20:35, the meaning is
clearly related to mercy ministry: “In all these things I have shown you that by working hard in this
way we must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how he himself said, ‘It is
more blessed to give than to receive.” As such, this word seems to describe a gift exercised chiefly
among the deacons in a church.

The word translated as “administration” probably misses the idea of the word, which describes a
“steersman” or “pilot” of a ship (cf. Acts 27:11; Rev. 18:17)." Anthony Thiselton gets much closer to
the idea with his translation and explanation: “the ability to formulate strategies: someone who can
perceive what opportunities or dangers lie in this or that direction.” As such, this word seems to
describe a gift exercised chiefly by the elders in a church.” Since Paul has already mentioned the
office of a “teacher” (i.e., a teaching elder, or a pastor), Paul probably has in mind ruling elders in a
church. Ruling elders play a critical role, along with teaching elders, in giving direction to the
church, but ruling elders not “labor in preaching and teaching” (cf. 1 Tim. 5:17).”

In v. 29-30, Paul draws his conclusion: all in the body do not have the same function. Not all are
apostles, nor prophets, nor teachers, nor miracle-workers. Not all possess gifts of healing, or speak in
tongues, or interpret tongues. God has appointed different members to play different roles and
functions. Nevertheless, all of these roles and functions hang together in unity as the one body of
Christ. We must do away with any kind of boasting, envy, contempt, ambition, or anything that
would divide us from our fellow members in the body of Christ.”

Then, Paul gives a final exhortation: “But earnestly desire the higher gifts” (1 Cor. 12:31a). In
light of everything Paul has said, it is clear that he is not telling feet to lament that they are not
hands, or ears that they are not eyes (cf. 1 Cor. 12:15-16). Instead, Paul is simply instructing every
member to seek after the most useful gifts in the body of Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 14:5).” As Garland
observes, “The greater gifts are those that edify, encourage, and comfort others.”” Paul’s last sentence
of this chapter, then, is not an entirely different idea: “And I will show you a still more excellent
way” (1 Cor. 12:31b). Instead, Paul is telling us how they ought to seek the higher gifts: by the
criterion of love (cf. 1 Cor. 13)."" Lenski puts this well: “Love is to be the all-dominating motive in
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seeking and in using spiritual gifts.
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Discussion Questions

1. What role does the Holy Spirit play in leading us to confess that Jesus is Lord (1 Cor. 12:3)? How
did the Holy Spirit inspire the writers of the Old and New Testaments of the Bible? How does the
Holy Spirit illuminate us as we read the Bible, so that we understand the message? How do we get it
wrong apart from the Holy Spirit’s ministry? Do you pray for the Holy Spirit to open your eyes,
ears, and heart so that you confess Jesus as Lord?

2. How do the “varieties of gifts” of the Holy Spirit equip us for ministry (1 Cor. 12:4)? How do the
“varieties of service” serve the Lord Jesus (1 Cor. 12:5)? How do the “varieties of activities” of the
Father empower us for ministry (1 Cor. 12:6)? How do these distinct works of the Holy Spirit, the
Lord Jesus, and the Father connect together? What do we mean when we say that the external works
of the Trinity are indivisible and common? Why is this important?

3. Whose gifts do you most often envy (1 Cor. 12:15-19)? How does envy tempt you to demean and
to devalue the gifts that God has given to you? Whose gifts do you most often despise (1 Cor. 12:20—
21)? How does pride lead you to devalue the gifts of others? What would a healthy appreciation of
your gifts look like, without moving into sinful pride? Who is one person you could encourage this
week to use his or her gifts (1 Cor. 12:22-26)?

4. What gifts has God given to you to serve the church? What responsibilities has God given to you
in the church? What abilities and resources has God entrusted to you for your stewardship? What
relationships has God put you in, whether inside or outside the church? How has God equipped you
to faithfully steward what he has entrusted to you? How can you be most useful to the church out of
love (1 Cor. 12:31)?
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