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Sermon Notes 

Spiritual Gifts 

The Unity and Diversity of the Body of Christ 

Pastor Jerry Truex; Sept 18, 2011 

 

 

 

A. Introduction 

 

Paul’s letter to the Corinthians is a response to an earlier letter written by the Corinthians to 

Paul. The Corinthians had asked Paul to address a number of issues and now, in 1 

Corinthians, Paul address those issues, including: marriage, divorce, the unmarried and 

widows, food offered to idols, head coverings, abuse of the Lord’s Supper, praying and 

prophesying, and spiritual gifts, especially the matter of tongues. 

 

B. Structure 

 

A.  Praying and Prophesying: Issue of Head Coverings (11:2-16) 

B. The Lord's Supper (11:17-34)                         

A'  Praying and Prophesying: Issue of Tongues (12:1 - 14:40)         

1.  How to discern what is from the spirit (12:1-3)          

2.  Spiritual Gifts: Diversity and Unity (12:4-30)  

3.  Love: The Context for Manifesting the Gifts (13:1-13)     

4.  Spiritual Gifts: Tongues and Prophecy (14:1-40)   

 

C. How to discern what is from the spirit (12:1-3) 

 

1 Now concerning spiritual gifts [pneumatikōn], 

brothers and sisters, I do not want you to be 

uninformed.  2 You know that when you were 

pagans, you were enticed and led astray to idols 

that could not speak.  3 Therefore I want you 

to understand that no one speaking by/in the 

Spirit of God ever says "Let Jesus be cursed!" 

and no one can say "Jesus is Lord" except by/in 

the Holy Spirit.  (NRSV) 

1 Peri. de. tw/n pneumatikw/n( avdelfoi,( ouv 
qe,lw u`ma/j avgnoei/nÅ  2  Oi;date o[ti o[te e;qnh 
h=te pro.j ta. ei;dwla ta. a;fwna w`j a'n h;gesqe 
avpago,menoiÅ  

3  dio. gnwri,zw ùmi/n o[ti ouvdei.j 
evn pneu,mati qeou/ lalw/n le,gei\ VAna,qema 
VIhsou/j( kai. ouvdei.j du,natai eivpei/n\ Ku,rioj 
VIhsou/j( eiv mh. evn pneu,mati àgi,w|Å   

 

1. Spiritual gifts/people (pneumatikōn) 

 

Paul begins to address the Corinthians' concern about matters related to the spirit  
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 The adjectival phrase, tw/n pneumatikw/n, is literally ―the spiritual‖ 

 It refer to spiritual things or gifts, if we take pneumatikw/n as a neuter adjective 

 Or it could refer to spiritual people, if we read pneumatikw/n as masculine  

 Most scholars believes that it refers to spiritual gifts, because of its parallel in 

14:1, which talks about ta pneumtika, ―the spiritual things‖1 

 

Next, in verses 2-3, Paul presents what appears to be a Christological criterion for 

evaluating any alleged spiritual gift or person. He gives a warning that not all 

religious experience is Christian.  

 

2. Warning about religious ecstasy or frenzies 

 

In verse 2, Paul warns the Corinthians about false religious experiences 

 The pagan experience of religious ecstasy or frenzies.2   

 The focus is on being led astray—h;gesqe avpago,menoi, ―you were being led away‖ 

 The pagan idols, however, could not speak(a;fwna); they had no intelligible words  

 In contrast, verse 3 notes that the Spirit of God gives an intelligible word. 

 

1Cor 2:12-13--"Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit which is 

from God that we might understand the things of God ... words taught by the Spirit.   

 

3. Cursing Jesus impossible for those in the Spirit 

 

If someone is in the Spirit of God, they say Jesus is cursed (avna,qema)  

 This could refer to a rival synagogue, which denied the Jesus as Messiah.   

 In the ancient world, Christians were viewed as a sect within Judaism.   

 But to other Jews, Christians were viewed as blasphemers of God for following 

one who had been "cursed by God"3 

 Jesus had been crucified and, for a Jew, that was a sure sign that he had broken 

God's law and would not be the Messiah.4   

 Hence, Jews would often make proselytes pronounce a curse on Jesus.5 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
1
"Most likely the word here is  neuter, as in 9:11 and 14:1; but the evidence from 2:13-3:1, Gal. 6:1, Rom. 1:11, and elsewhere suggests that for Paul 

the primary focus of this adjective is on the Spirit."  Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 576. 
2
So Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 577. 

3
Certain Jews cursed Jesus in the synagogues; cf. Justin's Dialogue 16.4; 47.4; 96.2; 137.2; Charles Talbert, Reading Corinthians (New York: 

Crossroad, 1987), 81. 
4
Deut. 21:22-23: "And if a man has committed a crime punishable by death and he is put to death, and you hang him on a tree, his body shall not 

remain all night upon the tree, but you shall bury him the same day, for a hanged man is accursed by God" (RSV).  Cf. Gal. 3:13. 
5
Cf. Acts 26:11; William Barclay, The Letters to the Corinthians (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1975), 106. 
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4. “Jesus is Lord” for those in the Spirit 

 

For Paul, in contrast to the pagan and Jewish religious experience, 

 The criterion for discerning authentic spiritual experience is whether one 

confesses Jesus as Lord 

 No one can say, Jesus is Lord, except by/in the Holy Spirit (12:3)6   

 Paul's emphasis on what is said is telling 

 Paul is concerned with inspired utterances, as we see in chapter 147 

 

What does it mean to confess ―Jesus is Lord‖?   

 It is to verbally express commitment to Jesus Christ 

 Paul believes that confessing Jesus is Lord a sign of the Spirit 

 I think that means submission or obedience to the teachings of Jesus  

 

Didache 11-12 cites ethical conduct as the test: "Not everyone that speaks in the 

Spirit is a prophet, but only if he has the ways of the Lord.  From his ways therefore 

the false prophet and the prophet shall be recognized."   

 

D. The Diversity of Gifts (12:4-11) 

 

1. The Basis and Purpose for Diversity (15:4-7) 

 

4 Now there are varieties of gifts [charis-

matōn], but the same Spirit; 5 and there are 

varieties of ministries [diakoniōn], but the 

same Lord; 6 and there are varieties of 

activities [energemmatōn], but it is the 

same God who activates [energōn] all of 

them in everyone. 7 To each is given the 

manifestation [phanerōsis] of the Spirit for 

the common good.  (NRSV) 

4 Diaire,seij de. carisma,twn eivsi,n( to. de. 
auvto. pneu/ma\  

5  kai. diaire,seij diakoniw/n 
eivsin( kai. ò auvto.j ku,rioj\  

6  kai. 
diaire,seij evnerghma,twn eivsi,n( ò de. auvto.j 
qeo.j ò evnergw/n ta. pa,nta evn pa/sinÅ  

7  
e`ka,stw| de. di,dotai h` fane,rwsij tou/ 
pneu,matoj pro.j to. sumfe,ronÅ   

 

a. Paul’s strategy  

 

In chapter 14, we find that the Corinthians had placed an emphasis on 

speaking in tongues as the authentic manifestation of being in the Spirit, and 

                                                             
6
Two ancient examples: (1) John 4:1-3.  (2) The Didache 11-12 cites ethical conduct as the test: "Not everyone that speaks in the Spirit is a prophet, 

but only if he has the ways of the Lord.  From his ways therefore the false prophet and the prophet shall be recognized."  Or again, "Every prophet 

teaching the truth, if he does not do what he teaches is a false prophet."  Or again, "Whosoever shall say in the Spirit, Give me silver or anything else, 

you shall not listen to him; but if he tells you to give on behalf of others that are in want, let no one judge him."   
7
"If our interpretation of chap. 14 is correct, then the Corinthians' singular preference for this manifestation different kinds of tongues is what lies 

behind this entire argument."  So Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians. 
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this seemed to exclude other gifts. Overemphasis on tongues is the unspoken 

backdrop of chapter 12.  

 

So, Paul's strategy—as verses 4-11 suggest—is to show the need for a wide 

variety of gifts of the One Spirit. Diversity lies in the nature of the One God.8   

 

b. What has God created? 

 

God is the source of variety: 

 The Unity of God does not imply uniformity 

 Rather, God is the source of variety and diversity 

 God activates this variety in the church through EACH PERSON  

 

Note that the manifestations of the Spirit, while given individually, are not for 

the individual, but for the whole community. 

 

c. What are the “gifts,” “ministries,” and “activities”? 

 

Gordan Fee believes we should not make too much of the different 

words. 9 The parallelism suggests that gifts, ministries, & activities are 

synonymous terms. They are three different ways of looking at 

manifestations of Spirit 

 

Other scholars think they are not synonymous terms.10 

 

(1) “Gifts” (charismata)  

 

 Specific abilities or talents in the service of God11 

 Paul mentions nine gifts: wisdom, knowledge, prophecy, faith, 

healings, miracles, spiritual discernment, tongues, interpretation of 

tongues (c. Rom. 12:6-8) 

 This is a representative list of gifts, since more are listed elsewhere  

 

 

 

                                                             
8
"Diversity within unity belongs to the character of God Himself."  Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 583. 

9
 Gordon Fee writes, “Given the flexibility of language ... one should probably not make too much of the different words used to describe the 

individual activities of the divine Persons: „gifts,‟ „ministries‟ or „services,‟ „workings.‟ Most likely they are simply three different ways of 

looking at what in v. 7 Paul calls „manifestations‟ of the Spirit.” First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987) 586-7. Bruce 

writes: "Gifts, service and working are not distinct categories."  F.F. Bruce I & II Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971) 118.  "Gifts" does not 

mean "spiritual gift" as such, but reflects the idea of something being freely bestowed, like a gift.  "Services" is a term that Paul predicates of his own 

ministry of the gospel.  "Workings" in found only here in v. 10 in the N.T. and emphasizes the "effects" produced by work.   
10

Simon J. Kistemaker, Exposition of the First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993), 418-9. 
11

 “The term chrismata denotes the source of gifts, i.e., divine charis (grace) becoming concrete.” Thiselton quoting Bittlinger in First Epistle to 

the Corinthians, 2000, 98. 
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(2) “Ministries/Services” (diakonia)  

 

 Specific positions or abiding tasks done for or on-behalf-of the 

church 

 Probably refers to publicly identified roles such as pastor, preacher, 

teacher, singer, custodian, missionary, healer, and more without 

limit 

 The various gifts are expressed through ministries or positions 

 The contexts suggests that EACH Christian has a ministry and thus 

a unique ―minister‖ – priesthood of all believers 

 ―Christ equips each person to serve him in worship, outreach, 

teaching…‖12 

 

(3) “Activities” (energēmata)  

 

 The results of God's energizing power 

 It ―denotes effectiveness, as against mere talk.‖13 

 The word has English derivatives (energy, energetic, energize) 

 A person who has a certain gift will be effective in God's power 

 

d. What is the “manifestation” (phanerōsis) of the Spirit? 

 

A disclosure of the Spirit’s activity in the church 

 It would be tangible, observable, palpable 

 Note that it includes or encompass gifts, ministries, and activities 

 The manifestation of the Spirit happens when individuals use their gifts in 

service of others 

 It is actions generated by the Spirit; the Spirit is the source 

 

To review: 

Each GIFT (charism) 

is expressed in SERVICE (diakonia) 

which results in EFFECTIVE ACTION (energēmata) 

All of this is a MANIFESTATION (phanerōsis) of the One Spirit 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
12

 Kistemaker, Exposition of the First Epistle to the Corintians, 418. 
13

 Thiselton, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 2000, 933. 
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2. Illustrations of Diversity (12:8-11) 

 

8 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 discernment of spirits, to another 

various kinds of tongues, to another the 

interpretation of tongues.  11 All these are 

activated by one and the same Spirit, who 

allots to each one individually just as the 

Spirit chooses.  (NRSV) 

8  w-| me.n ga.r dia. tou/ pneu,matoj di,dotai 
lo,goj sofi,aj( a;llw| de. lo,goj gnw,sewj 
kata. to. auvto. pneu/ma(  

9  ète,rw| pi,stij evn 
tw/| auvtw/| pneu,mati( a;llw| de. cari,smata 
ivama,twn evn tw/| èni. pneu,mati(  

10  a;llw| de. 
evnergh,mata duna,mewn( a;llw| Îde.Ð 
profhtei,a( a;llw| Îde.Ð diakri,seij 
pneuma,twn( ète,rw| ge,nh glwssw/n( a;llw| 
de. e`rmhnei,a glwssw/n\  

11  pa,nta de. tau/ta 
evnergei/ to. e]n kai. to. auvto. pneu/ma 
diairou/n ivdi,a| e`ka,stw| kaqw.j bou,letaiÅ   

 

 

a. Representative list 

 

Paul illustrates this variety by enumerating a series of nine gifts or 

manifestations, including wisdom, knowledge, prophecy, faith, healings, 

miracles, spiritual discernment, tongues, interpretation of tongues. Other gifts 

are listed in Rom 12:6-8: 

 

Rom 12:6 - 8. 12:6 We have gifts that differ according to the grace 

given to us: prophecy, in proportion to faith; 12:7 ministry, in 

ministering; the teacher, in teaching; 12:8 the exhorter, in 

exhortation; the giver, in generosity; the leader, in diligence; the 

compassionate, in cheerfulness. 

 

These merely ―represent‖ the diversity of the Spirit's manifestations, which 

have no limit.14  Banks says there is an ―open-ended‖ character of spiritual 

gifts.15 

 

Paul's enumeration of the gifts is simply "to offer a considerable list so that 

the Corinthians will stop being singular in their own emphasis."16 

 

                                                             
14

Hence, the list is not comprehensive in the least.  Paul's argument is rather ad hoc.  His other lists of manifestations (12:28, 29-30; 13:1-3, 8; 14:6, 

26) also seem to be spun off for the purpose of the argument.  No two lists are exactly alike in language, number, or character.  So Fee, First Epistle to 

the Corinthians, 585. 
15

 Robert Banks, Paulôs Idea of Community (Revised Edition, Peabody: Hendrickson,1998) 95. 
16

Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 585. 
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b. Usual and unusual types 

 

―It is clear from the comparison [between 1 Cor 12:8-11 and Rom 12:6-8] 

that for Paul both unusual and more usual types of action fall within the 

sphere of the gifts of the Spirit (also 1 Pet 4:10-11).‖17 

 

c. For the “common good” (sumpheron) 

 

The diversity of gifts by the One Spirit is for the common good (sumfe,ron; 

―what is brought together‖) of the community (12:7). The Corinthians had 

focused too narrowly on one or two gifts (tongues and prophecy).18  

 

E. The Unity of the Gifts (12:12-27) 

 

1. The Goal of Diversity—Body of Christ (12:12-14) 

 

12 For just as the body is one and has many 

members, and all the members of the body, 

though many, are one body, so it is with 

Christ.  13 For in the one Spirit we were all 

baptized into one body-- Jews or Greeks, 

slaves or free-- and we were all made to 

drink of one Spirit.  14 Indeed, the body 

does not consist of one member but of 

many.  (NRSV) 

12 Kaqa,per ga.r to. sw/ma e[n evstin kai. 
me,lh polla. e;cei( pa,nta de. ta. me,lh tou/ 
sw,matoj polla. o;nta e[n evstin sw/ma( 
ou[twj kai. ò Cristo,j\  

13  kai. ga.r evn e`ni. 
pneu,mati h`mei/j pa,ntej eivj e]n sw/ma 
evbapti,sqhmen( ei;te VIoudai/oi ei;te 
{Ellhnej ei;te dou/loi ei;te evleu,qeroi( kai. 
pa,ntej e]n pneu/ma evpoti,sqhmenÅ  

14  Kai. 
ga.r to. sw/ma ouvk e;stin e]n me,loj avlla. 
polla,Å   

 

Paul has been arguing for diversity but now, in verse 12-14, Paul adopts the 

metaphor of body to stress the "goal" of that diversity.   

 

a. What does “Christ” refer to in verse 12? 

 

Ancient city-states were often likened to the body.   

 It was used by Livy, Epictetus, Philo, Midrash Tehillim on Ps 39:219 

 Paul uses the metaphor and says that ―Christ‖ too is a body or community 

 

In verse 12, the name "Christ" does not designate an individual named 

"Jesus" 

                                                             
17

 Talbert, Reading Corinthians (Revised Edition, Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2002) 105. 
18

Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 584. 
19

 See Talbert, Reading Corinthians, (Revised Edition) 106-7. 
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 Rather, it names the community, which derives its existence and identity 

from him.20   

 Just as the name "Israel" designated an individual (Gen. 32:28) and a 

whole people 

 So the name ―Christ‖ is used for Jesus (1 Cor. 2:2; Rom. 5:17) and for 

the whole Christian community (1 Cor. 15:22).21 

 

b. Experiencing the Spirit 

 

Paul uses two metaphors—baptism and drinking—to talk about how the Spirit 

is experienced 

 First, Paul says that "we" all experienced baptism or immersion in the 

Spirit; here the Spirit is not the one baptizing, but the one in whom all are 

immersed (cf. Lk 3:16; Jn 1:33) 

 Second, Paul says that ―we‖ all drank of the Spirit.   

 

Both images—immersion and drinking—imply an experiential and visibly 

manifest reception of the Spirit.   

 Talbert says: ―Taken together, the two pictures [immersion and drinking] 

say that the Spirit is both within and all around believers.‖22 

 

c. What is the purpose of the Spirit? 

 

The Spirit's goal is to create the Christian community, body of Christ: 

 Paul's concern in verse 13 is not to show how one becomes a believer (as 

it is often thought),  

 But to explain how the Corinthians, though many, are to be one body.  

 

In verse 13, we find the heart of Paul's theology; 

 The phrase into one body (eivj e]n sw/ma) expresses the goal of baptismal 

action by the Spirit--it is for the purpose of forming the body of Christ.23   

 

The goal of the Spirit is to form the one united body of Christ, the church 

 So Paul says that it doesn't matter whether one is a Greek or a Jew, slave 

or free; in Christ, ethnic and social status are obliterated.  

 People were still Jewish and Greek, but the relative status of such ethnic 

and social distinctions were destroyed.   

 They are no longer barriers to the common life of the Spirit. 

 

                                                             
20

So Talbert, Reading Corinthians, 84. 
21

Talbert, Reading Corinthians, 84. 
22

Talbert, Reading Corinthians, 84. 
23

So Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 603, n. 20. 
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d. How are the Corinthians to form one body? 

   

They are to do that through their common AND VARIED experiences of the 

Spirit.  Their experiences are not singular—tongues or prophecy—but many 

and various. 

 

Following verse 14, Paul continues the metaphor of the body in two pictures 

that depict diversity in unity.  The first picture emphasizes diversity (vv. 15-

20) and the second emphasizes unity (vv. 21-26). 

 

2. Body Metaphor Emphasizing Diversity (12:15-20) 

 

15 If the foot would say, "Because I am not 

a hand, I do not belong to the body," that 

would not make it any less a part of the 

body.  16 And if the ear would say, "Because 

I am not an eye, I do not belong to the 

body," that would not make it any less a 

part of the body.  17 If the whole body were 

an eye, where would the hearing be? If the 

whole body were hearing, where would the 

sense of smell be?  18 But as it is, God 

arranged the members in the body, each 

one of them, as he chose.  19 If all were a 

single member, where would the body be?  
20 As it is, there are many members, yet 

one body.  (NRSV) 

15  eva.n ei;ph| ò pou,j\ o[ti ouvk eivmi. cei,r( 
ouvk eivmi. evk tou/ sw,matoj( ouv para. tou/to 
ouvk e;stin evk tou/ sw,matojÈ  

16  kai. eva.n 
ei;ph| to. ou=j\ o[ti ouvk eivmi. ovfqalmo,j( ouvk 
eivmi. evk tou/ sw,matoj( ouv para. tou/to ouvk 
e;stin evk tou/ sw,matojÈ  

17  eiv o[lon to. 
sw/ma ovfqalmo,j( pou/ h` avkoh,È eiv o[lon 
avkoh,( pou/ h` o;sfrhsijÈ  

18  nuni. de. ò qeo.j 
e;qeto ta. me,lh( e]n e[kaston auvtw/n evn tw/| 
sw,mati kaqw.j hvqe,lhsenÅ  

19  eiv de. h=n ta. 
pa,nta e]n me,loj( pou/ to. sw/maÈ  

20  nu/n de. 
polla. me.n me,lh( e]n de. sw/maÅ  

 

Paul makes the point: All members are necessary. ―The body is not one member [= 

the whole body is not to assemble and only speak in tongues] But many [= the other 

gifts mentioned in vv. 8-10].‖24  

 

By extension of the metaphor, we can say that the church does not revolve around 

one or two spiritual gifts or gifted individuals—everyone has a role and everyone is 

essential.  

 

The body of Christ is more than the sum of the parts. If the individual members of 

the body of Christ make their contribution by exercising their gifts in coordination 

with each other, then the body of Christ is greater than the sum of each individual.  

 

                                                             
24

Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 609. 
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If a group of people cooperate in lift a car off of a person, who is trapped 

under the car, then it is possible…. but not if they try it in an uncoordinated 

manner. 

 

If a group of musicians play together, they sound like an orchestra—

something greater than the sum of the parts—but if each musician plays their 

own song, then there is nothing greater than a bunch of individuals. 

 

3. Body Metaphor Emphasizing Unity (12:21-26) 

 

21 The eye cannot say to the hand, "I have 

no need of you," nor again the head to the 

feet, "I have no need of you."  22 On the 

contrary, the members of the body that 

seem to be weaker are indispensable,  23 and 

those members of the body that we think 

less honorable we clothe with greater 

honor, and our less respectable members 

are treated with greater respect;  24 

whereas our more respectable members do 

not need this. But God has so arranged the 

body, giving the greater honor to the 

inferior member, 25 that there may be no 

dissension within the body, but the 

members may have the same care for one 

another.  26 If one member suffers, all 

suffer together with it; if one member is 

honored, all rejoice together with it.  27 Now 

you are the body of Christ and individually 

members of it.  (NRSV) 

21  ouv du,natai de. ò ovfqalmo.j eivpei/n th/| 
ceiri,\ crei,an sou ouvk e;cw( h' pa,lin h` 
kefalh. toi/j posi,n\ crei,an ùmw/n ouvk 
e;cw\  

22  avlla. pollw/| ma/llon ta. dokou/nta 
me,lh tou/ sw,matoj avsqene,stera ùpa,rcein 
avnagkai/a, evstin(  

23  kai. a] dokou/men 
avtimo,tera ei=nai tou/ sw,matoj tou,toij 
timh.n perissote,ran periti,qemen( kai. ta. 
avsch,mona h`mw/n euvschmosu,nhn 
perissote,ran e;cei(  

24  ta. de. euvsch,mona 
h`mw/n ouv crei,an e;ceiÅ avlla. ò qeo.j 
suneke,rasen to. sw/ma tw/| u`steroume,nw| 
perissote,ran dou.j timh,n(  

25  i[na mh. h=| 
sci,sma evn tw/| sw,mati avlla. to. auvto. u`pe.r 
avllh,lwn merimnw/sin ta. me,lhÅ  

26  kai. 
ei;te pa,scei e]n me,loj( sumpa,scei pa,nta 
ta. me,lh\ ei;te doxa,zetai Îe]nÐ me,loj( 
sugcai,rei pa,nta ta. me,lhÅ  

27  ùmei/j de, 
evste sw/ma Cristou/ kai. me,lh evk me,roujÅ   

 

Paul picks up a point perhaps alluded to in verse 13—Jew/Greek, slave/free. There is 

a divided situation in Corinth as a result of social status. In verses 15-20, diversity 

was emphasized over unity but now, in verses 21-27, Paul emphasizes the need for 

unity and mutual concern because of social division. 
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F. The Diversity of Gifts (12:28-31a) 

 

28 And God has appointed in the church first 

apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then 

deeds of power, then gifts of healing, forms of 

assistance, forms of leadership, various kinds 

of tongues.  29 Are all apostles? Are all 

prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work 

miracles?  30 Do all possess gifts of healing? Do 

all speak in tongues? Do all interpret?  31a But 

strive for the greater gifts. (NRSV) 

28  Kai. ou]j me.n e;qeto ò qeo.j evn th/| evkklhsi,a| 
prw/ton avposto,louj( deu,teron profh,taj( 
tri,ton didaska,louj( e;peita duna,meij( e;peita 
cari,smata ivama,twn( avntilh,myeij( 
kubernh,seij( ge,nh glwssw/nÅ  

29  mh. pa,ntej 
avpo,stoloiÈ mh. pa,ntej profh/taiÈ mh. pa,ntej 
dida,skaloiÈ mh. pa,ntej duna,meijÈ  

30  mh. 
pa,ntej cari,smata e;cousin ivama,twnÈ mh. 
pa,ntej glw,ssaij lalou/sinÈ mh. pa,ntej 
diermhneu,ousinÈ  31a zhlou/te de. ta. cari,smata 
ta. mei,zonaÅ 

 

Paul began with an emphasis on the variety of gifts in the church (vv. 4-11), then 

focused on the goal of a unified body of Corinthians (vv. 12-27), and now returns to 

an emphasis on the diversity of gifts (vv. 28-30).  

 

1. Different “gifts” (charismata) 

 

The gift list is different than verses 8-11; here the list is25 

 Apostles 

 Prophets (1 Cor 12:10; Rom 12:6) 

 Teachers (Rom 12:7) 

 Workers of miracles (1 Cor 12:10) 

 Healers (1 Cor 12:9) 

 Helpers (Rom 12:8?) 

 Administrators 

 Speakers of various kinds of tongues (1 Cor 12:10) 

 

2. Ranking of gifts? 

 

The terms "first" (proton), "second" (deuteron), "third" (triton), and "then" (epeita), 

merely used to enumerate a sequence, not to rank the importance of gifts.26  We 

have two opinions: 

 

One the one hand, some believe that Paul is not be ranking gifts; if he were, then he 

would be involved in the very problem he has been seeking to combat in the 

Corinthians' behavior—spiritual elitism, competitiveness, etc.27 

                                                             
25

 From Talbert, Reading Corinthians (Revised Edition, Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2002) 107. 
26

W.F. Arndt, F.W. Gingrich, F.W. Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (2nd Edition, Revised; Chicago: University of Chicago, 

1979) 726. 
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On the other hand, others believe Paul is ranking gifts. ―The gifts are graded on the 

basis of their effect; those that make the most profitable contribution to the 

community’s growth are accorded the highest importance.‖28  

 

3. Seven rhetorical questions  

 

Paul offers seven rhetorical questions each requiring a ―no‖ response:29 
 

Are all apostles? 

Are all prophets? 

Are all teachers? 

Do all work miracles? 

Do all possess gifts of healing? 

Do all speak in tongues? 

Do all interpret? 

 

4. “Seek” or “strive for” (zēloute) the greater gifts 

 

Zēloute can be either indicative or imperative. Paul says to ―seek the greater gifts‖ 

(12:31a), which parallels ―seek for the spiritual gifts‖ (14:1a). The word ―seek‖ 

(zēluote) can be either: 

Indicative: ―You are seeking,‖ which sounds like the Corinthian are doing what they 

should not; i.e., they are seeking to be greater than the next guy. 

Imperative: ―Seek!‖ which makes more sense when 14:1a is considered. Thus the 

Corinthians are encouraged to seek the great gifts, that is, those gifts that build up 

the body (14:4-5). 

 

G. Summary of 12:1-31a: 

 

1. Paul is concerned with two aspects of spiritual gifts: Their authenticity and 

purpose.   

 

2. What determines the genuineness of any alleged spiritual gift is whether or not 

exalts Jesus as Lord and builds the body of Christ.   

 

3. Spiritual gifts have their basis in the unity of God who reveals Him-/Her-self as 

diversity within unity. Variety originates in Unity of God and this variety is 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
27

 So Talbert, Reading Corinthians (Revised Edition, Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2002) 108. 
28

 Robert Banks, Paulôs Idea of Community (Revised Edition, Peabody: Hendrickson,1998) 96. 
29

 Noted by Talbert, Reading Corinthians (Revised Edition, Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2002) 108. 
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manifested in the diverse gifts given to each individual for the sake of common good 

of the community. 

 

4. Diversity is to be encouraged because it enriches the common life in Christ and 

reveals the diversity of God's nature.  This variety functions as a deterrent against 

the destructive forces of exalting one gift or social class above others. 

 

 


