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UNITY IN DIVERSITY
I Corinthians 12

Are there any former camp counselors out there today?  I was going to say old but thought the better of it.  Even though there were many challenges to being a camp counselor like getting kids to eat their food, getting them to the ball diamond on time for a game when they were scattered all over the camp 10 minutes earlier, keeping them quiet in chapel and reminding them to change their clothes, counseling was a lot of fun.  Going out on a cookout, some for the first time, or catching a whopper of a blue gill, or learning the intense game of Newcomb (a variation of volleyball) for little people was fun.  Looking back it was especially enjoyable watching the first time camper.  He’d never been away from home except maybe to visit grandma for the weekend.  

You can tell the first timer campers.  They get off the bus in their new t-shirt and crisply pressed shorts, fishing pole in one hand and a lunch pail in the other.  The other kids carried a crumpled up paper lunch bag.  Night time is even more fun.  Before coming to camp they got their first flashlight to bring with them and when the lights are turned out they’re playing with it under the cover of their Snoopy sleeping bag.  They learn that if you shine the light under a cupped hand you can almost see through it or if you stick it in the mouth it turns a whitish orangish pinkish color.  Then the real fun begins.  Someone breaks out one of those little pen lights, you know, the ones that have a key chain on the end so you can hook it to the belt loop of your camp shorts or dangle it from the end of a braided lanyard.  They find out how fun it is to stick it up a nostril and turn it on.  I’m not sure if they expect light to come beaming out the eyes, but they have to try it.  Or they stick it in the ear and someone says “Oh, so there really is a gap theory and you prove it.”  Or “wow, we could show home movies in there.”  In their fascination they discover some things about the body that God made.
A couple of months ago Robyn and I were in the book store and she picked up a book for David.  It was a book on the human body.  It is more detailed than the newborn books he had that played the game of touching your head, elbows, knees, toes and the nose.  Where’s your eye?  Where’s your chin?  Where are your teeth?  He usually got them right, he is after all quite smart.  

This book shows pictures of the things like the digestive system and the circulatory system and the respiratory system and the skeletal system and the muscular system.  He likes to have Robyn read it or soemtimes he likes to sit on the floor and turn the pictures and tell about what he knows about those pictures.  It’s fun to watch him learn and grow.  
What he doesn’t know yet and what this book doesn’t teach him is how they all work together.  He doesn’t yet know that the blood stream carries oxygen from the respiratory system and food from the digestive system to other parts of the body.  Maybe next year we’ll start him on Gray’s Anatomy - the book, not the tv show.  We want him to learn the connection between how all those different systems relate and work together.
Scripture uses the analogy of the body to bring home a point.  We’ll look at one of those analogies today in the context of I Corinthians 12, so turn there with me.  Growing up as a teen someone gave me a t-shirt.  It had a picture of Confucius; it’s uncanny how much we look alike now.   He was holding an empty bag of something like chips or cookies and the caption read “Confucius say, I can’t believe I ate the whole thing.”  This passage has 31 verses and perhaps you’ll say “I can’t believe we’re going to read the whole thing.”  At least that’s the goal.
Let’s begin in verses 1-3 and see that spiritual gifts are defended.

I. SPIRITUAL GIFTS ARE DEFENDED v. 1-3

Paul’s letter to the Corinthians hit on a number of topics: divisiveness in the church, immorality, lawsuits among believers, marriage, food offered to idols, idolatry, love feasts or carry in dinners, communion, worship and here in our text spiritual gifts.  He begins the chapter by asking the Corinthian believers to pay close attention “I don’t want you to be ignorant or uninformed about spiritual gifts.”  The word in the Greek language literally reads spiritual or spiritualities and refers to something related to the Holy Spirit.  The word gifts has been added to clarify the intent of Paul.  He is speaking not about people but rather about the conduct of people specifically in the exercise of their spiritual gifting.  He is going to defend spiritual gifts, but defend them through the proper use among believers.  
He asks them to recall their former manner of life before they were saved, to remember the idolatrous influence of their culture and how easily gullible they were to follow that former way of life.  They were Gentiles or pagans not only in the sense of their heritage or birthright, but also in the sense that they had no relationship with Christ.  In that pre-Christ relationship they had been led astray to follow false idols.  
The word carries the idea of being led away in bondage with chains or shackles around their arms and ankles.  They were led astray involuntarily into slavery, not physical slavery, but spiritual slavery to sin.  Paul also referred to these idols as being mute or dumb.  It’s not that they were unintelligent, they weren’t even alive and so they couldn’t speak, they couldn’t see and they couldn’t hear.  They had no capacity to interact with their followers and Paul indicated that it was these idols they used to follow.  He was also implying that God was different from those idols – He speaks, He hears, He sees, He interacts with His followers.  He is real, idols are not.  
It can be pretty easy to get sucked back into a former way of life can’t it?  You compromise a little here, a little there and pretty soon you’re living just like you used to.  I think Paul was telling them to wise up and grow up in their faith so they wouldn’t be led astray back into their former way of life.  Maybe that message is for us too.

Verse 3 puts a cap on the issue of spiritualities.  “Therefore I tell you that no one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus be cursed,’ and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.”
False teachers who were advocating a return to their former life were arguing that Jesus wasn’t God.  Others argued that Jesus wasn’t human.  These false teachers were preying on the immaturity of the Corinthian believers.  
Paul here gives a simple test to determine if the person is truly a follower of Christ – do they deny the humanity of Christ?  If you go back and read the first 4 chapters of this letter you will see Paul speaks specifically to the aversion they had for the cross.  Yes, the cross is offensive.  That’s why many don’t like it.  Yet it is necessary for our salvation.  They wanted to put it aside and sort of not bring it up.  Paul reminds them of how essential the cross is to their salvation.  Jesus had to be human in order to be the perfect sacrifice for our sins.  If you were to look back at history, the earliest Christological heresy denied Jesus’ humanity, not His deity.  How, let alone why, would God want to become human?   In order to do what He did, He could only be God, many thought.
Paul is saying that a person who is truly indwelt by the Holy Spirit will not belittle the person of Christ.  The person who is regenerated by the Spirit won’t curse Jesus.  On the other hand, the person who is truly led and indwelt by the Spirit will rightly refer to Him as Lord.  It comes from a heart of sincere confession about who Jesus is.  Their affirmation of His Lordship is seen in their obedience to Him.  Paul is saying that affirmation of Jesus as Lord is more than just lip service.  Jesus Himself said that not all who say Lord, Lord will enter the kingdom of heaven.  If you are truly Spirit led, you won’t curse Jesus, you will instead confess Him – confess that He is both God and man.  To claim that He is not Lord also rebukes His authority in you and over you.  Lordship equates to our obedience.
Paul begins with the premise that the Holy Spirit’s work in the life of the believer will show that actions and confessions begin with the Holy Spirit.

It is here that he defends spiritual gifts given and empowered by the Holy Spirit.  Everything about the believer as a new creation comes because of the indwelling Holy Spirit.

In verse 4-11 we see that spiritual gifts are defined.

II. SPIRITUAL GIFTS ARE DEFINED v. 4-11

In this passage Paul is not only going to explain what spiritual gifts there are but also note that when spiritual gifts are used under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, they will produce fruit.  Something will happen.
What is important to note is verse 11.  Spiritual gifts come from the Holy Spirit.  We don’t make them up, we don’t get to choose them, and we don’t even get to change them if for some reason we don’t like the one that has been given to us or we like what someone else has more than our own.  “All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and He gives them to each one, just as He determines.”
Spiritual gifts are through His presence, by His power and for His purpose.  You don’t have a spiritual gift if you don’t have the Spirit, if you’re not born again.  Someone may see you do something and claim that you are gifted – it could be in a sport or playing the piano or speaking.  That’s not a spiritual gift.  You may be a Christian and out of fellowship with God because of some sin and think you’re exercising a spiritual gift.  Results only come when the Holy Spirit is working through you to exercise your gift.  If you have trusted Christ as your Savior, you have the Spirit and because you have the Holy Spirit, you have been given a spiritual gift.  You don’t choose it, He chooses it for you.  

Now back to verse 4 which says that there are different kinds of gifts.  This is not a complete list.  To see other passages about spiritual gifts keep these 2 numbers in mind – 12 and 4.  

Romans 12 and I Corinthians 12
Ephesians 4 and I Peter 4
Now it’s not my intent today to help you determine your spiritual gift or even to differentiate between those that were temporary gifts for this particular period in the life of the early church and which are permanent.  Even among fundamental evangelicals this is debated.  Today I only want to define what Paul lists for the Corinthians as spiritual gifts and as well to remind you that (1) spiritual gifts only come from the Holy Spirit and (2) the purpose of those spiritual gifts.
Notice as well back in verse 4 that each member of the trinity – Father, Son, and Spirit – are mentioned.  Each has a role in spiritual gifts.  Paul speaks of the fact that as spiritual gifting goes there is distinction or diversity.  If you look around the room today or any day, if you visit the new Wal-Mart, or scan your school, even if you look within your family, you will notice that there are no 2 people alike.  Each of you is unique, distinct, different (maybe you think others are weird), no 2 people are alike, not even what we call identical twins.  In my grade school class we had 5 sets of twins.  
My dad told the story of identical twins he knew in school.  One had a girl friend and a car.  He would take his girl friend out on a date and for fun the next night his twin would pick her up to go out.
When it comes to spiritual gifts you may have the same spiritual gift as someone else, but your uniqueness makes the use of that spiritual gift also unique, distinct, different.  Not only that, your use of that gift is for a divine purpose different from the same spiritual gift being used by someone else.
Even though there are different gifts they are given by the same Spirit.

Even though there are different ways in which those gifts are used, there is one Lord.  He is speaking here about our service to others as the gift is used.  The root word is also used for deacon.

Even though there are different results from the exercise of those various and distinct gifts, there is one God.  Paul is referring here to the power that comes only from God for us to exercise our spiritual gift so that the results are obvious and truly only come from Him.  When we exercise our spiritual gift the evidence that it was God is clear.  That’s what differentiates it between what is a natural talent and a supernatural gift.
Verse 7 highlights another important aspect of spiritual gifts: spiritual gifts are given for the common good.  Spiritual gifts are not given for my own edification, but are given to benefit the rest of the body.  We’ll talk more about this in a moment, but think about the human body with me.  My eyes were given not just so they could enjoy the beauty of its surrounding world to see shapes and colors and be overjoyed by being bathed in such vivid splendor.  The rest of the body benefits and appreciates its unique ability to see so that it can avoid bumping into a wall or tripping over some crack in the sidewalk.  The stomach appreciates what the eyes see sitting on a buffet table.  It appreciates that the hand can lift the fork with what the eye sees and nose smells and the tongue tastes.  The whole body benefits from how each part interacts with the rest of the body.  
Now that doesn’t mean that the body can’t adapt.  You can still function without some things.  I had a girl in the youth group years ago who was blind.  Her body had learned to adapt to her lack of site.  While not ideal, it was functional.  The youth group went roller skating one night and there she was out on the floor skating – by herself.  She wasn’t out there flailing away hoping not to hit someone or something.  And she wasn’t a novice skater either.  I asked her how she learned to skate without hitting a wall or running someone over.  She said that the nerves on her cheek had developed to become extra sensitive and she could feel or sense an object that was approaching and so knew when to turn.

Like the body, spiritual gifts are given for the common good of the rest of the body.  When you exercise your spiritual gift, someone else is encouraged to exercise their spiritual gift as well so that everyone benefits.  If you don’t use your gift, the body in some way has to compensate which is not ideal.
Note also that Paul refers to it as the common good.  Now that isn’t speaking of something being ordinary, but rather that there is unity.  Even though we all have differing gifts, there is to be a unity within the body as each exercises his/her gift for the benefit of all.  Diversity but unity.
Paul then lists 9 gifts given to the body of Christ.

1. Wisdom – this is insight into doctrinal truth with the ability to apply it to everyday life, “speech full of God’s wisdom under the impulse of the Holy Spirit.”
2. Knowledge – this is the ability to dig for doctrinal truth.  Grasping the meaning of God’s Word.

3. Faith – this is not saving faith, but rather it is the ability to have an unusual amount of trust in God beyond what most exercise.  Uncle Johnnie who founded Camp Barakel had this gift.  He had the capacity to envision what God could do.  Paul demonstrated this gift when they sailed to Rome and then hit that storm that buffeted the ship for a couple of weeks.

4. Healing – this is the ability to restore health.  Peter exercised this gift when he healed the beggar at the temple.  That it is plural seems to indicate that it was various diseases or deformities that would be healed.

5. Miraculous powers – here is the ability to do supernatural things like the exorcism of demons as seen in Acts 19, or when Paul spoke and the man was made blind in Acts 13, or even to speak so that someone dies as seen in Acts 5 with Ananias and Sophira.  “It is the supernatural intrusion into the world and its natural laws” like when Elisha made the ax head float.  It can be explained no other way than that God did it.  When the water was turned to wine or raising the dead.  There is some suspension of natural law.
6. Prophecy – literally means to speak forth and so like the Old Testament prophet it is the ability to declare a message from God, including something prophetic, but mostly it is declaring God’s truth for the purpose of exhorting or edifying.  

7. Distinguishing between spirits – this is the ability to differentiate between truth and error, what is the true Word of God, from what is false.  We see in Paul’s writings and in the letters to the church’s that there were false teachers.  How essential this gift was for the early church.

8. Tongues – this is the ability to speak in an unlearned but living language.  (Acts 2:11)  This was designed to spread the gospel.  It was not gibberish like it is today, but a known language for some people group but not known by the one exercising the gift.  That is why the last gift mentioned here is so important.
9. Interpretation of tongues – this is the ability to translate the unlearned, known language spoken in an assembly.  To receive the benefit of tongues for those not understanding the language spoken an interpreter was needed to explain what was said.

In this section gifts are defined.  It is important to remember that there are many gifts, not just one.  Paul rebukes the Corinthians in this letter because they favored the more showy, emotional gifts.  They were proud they spoke in tongues.  Paul is stating that there are more than one gift.  
All gifts have a purpose and are for the common good of the entire body, not just for a few that are favored, no one was to be excluded in receiving the benefit and we’ll see that in the next section.  
Finally, remember that these gifts all originate from the indwelling Holy Spirit, every believer has at least one spiritual gift and the Holy Spirit is the one who determines which gift or gifts you receive.  If you don’t know what your spiritual gift is, ask Him, He’ll make it known.  He’s not going to keep it a secret because for you not to know and use your spiritual gift means that the body cannot benefit from it.  He’ll reveal it to you.
Paul defended spiritual gifts.

Paul defined some of the spiritual gifts.

Paul goes on to demonstrate spiritual gifts.

III.  SPIRITUAL GIFTS ARE DEMONSTRATED – v. 12-31

In this section Paul is going to illustrate how essential each spiritual gift is as it relates to the body.  
Now think in terms of the physical body as Paul equates that to the spiritual body and the exercise of spiritual gifts.  Keep in mind how essential it is for all the parts of the body to work together in unity for the greatest benefit to the body.  Have you ever seen 2 kids get out in a row boat together and they both want to row?  What happens?  They end up going around in circles because they aren’t working together, they are instead working against each other.

Paul notes that the body is a unit, it’s not one part, but rather made up of many parts.  For the body of Christ to function properly it needs to work together as one.  The many parts form one unit.  The chemical makeup of water is H2O.  What if one day the hydrogen decided it didn’t want to link up with the oxygen?  We wouldn’t have water. 

Paul makes it very clear that we are all one body in verse 12-13.  Remember there is only one Spirit and that one Spirit baptized us or brought us all into one body.  It doesn’t matter if you’re a Jew or a Greek or a German or an Indian.  It doesn’t matter your skin color or your economic status or your gender or even your age.  We are all brought together in Christ by the Holy Spirit.  Because Christ is in us, we are all together brought into Him as one body.  The Holy Spirit regenerated us, made us new and then He unified us into one body.  
If you are a college basketball fan, you may well remember the years at UofM when they had the fab 4 or 5.  It’s when Chris Weber, Jaylen Rose, Juan Howard and those guys played.  Everyone touted them as that year’s national champion because they had all these “Mr. Basketball” players from different states playing on one team.  You know why they failed to capture the National Championship?  They never learned to play together, to be one, to compliment each other.  They all individually wanted the spotlight.  

That’s what was happening in Corinth.  They sought after the flashy gifts and weren’t content with where the Holy Spirit had placed them.  They had forgotten that everyone has a function in the body of Christ.  Some thought they were more important and so didn’t need the others. Some felt they weren’t needed and weren’t sure they even belonged.  Still others weren’t sure they even had a gift.

Folks, we need to recognize that every one of us is uniquely made and gifted.  Psalm 139 pointedly reminds us that God knew how we would be fashioned even before the world was made.  Then when He made us in our mother’s womb He made us special.  He put us together.  In the same way, He has put us in this local body of Christ for a purpose, to benefit others in the body, not for our glory or to bring attention to ourselves, but for the benefit of others and more importantly to glorify God through our acts of service as we use our spiritual gift.

We need to remember that no one is just like us and if they exercise their gift a little differently than we might like, it’s the how the Spirit designed them. Remember it is for your benefit they are using their gift and it is for the glory of God.  Paul concludes this chapter with an important reminder: seek the greater gifts and then he launches into the means by which we exercise our gift.  If I don’t have love even when I’m attempting to use my spiritual gift, I am nothing, it means nothing, it results in nothing.  When we exercise the spiritual gift God has given us through the power of the Holy Spirit and through love for others because we are thinking selflessly of them and not selfishly of us, great things can happen.  There will be unity in the body of Christ; there will be others who see it and are added to the church through salvation; and whether it’s from us or from outsiders - God will get all the glory.
I’m going to change Matthew 5:16 just a little and read it this way: “Let your spiritual gifts shine before others that they may see your good works and glorify your Father who is in heaven.”
The hand can’t operate on its own without the other parts.  We need the rest of the body.  We were not designed physically or spiritually to be loners, to be isolated from others.

One of Robyn’s vivid memories of watching the early version of Frankenstein was of the hand crawling across the floor.  Folks, that’s not going to happen.  You aren’t going to walk down the grocery aisle of the supermarket and have to step over an arm crawling along.  You won’t be able to ask it where the rest of his body is or hear him say that it didn’t need him so he split.  
Every part has a purpose and is needed for the body to function in unity.  If we are exercising our spiritual gift in love through the power of the Holy Spirit there will be unity.

Kids, this passage tells me that you have a spiritual gift and a place in the body of Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit for a purpose in this body. Step out and use it.  Don’t let anyone say you can’t or that you’re not needed or you’re too young.We need to let you express that gift for our benefit.  We’re missing out, you’re missing out if you don’t use it.

Busy housewives or parents, don’t let the busyness of a hectic schedule impede you from exercising your God given giftedness.  We’re missing out, you’re missing out if you don’t use it.

Senior adults – don’t think that your time is past to serve or that your service doesn’t matter.  As long as you still draw breath, you have a spiritual gift to benefit the rest of the body.  As Paul said to Timothy, stir up the gift that is in you.  Fan its embers again for the glory of God.

There is variety in the body as we see in this passage in that there was no single gift given to everyone.  That there is to be unity is seen in that the variety of gifts are to be used for the benefit of all.  Consequently joy ensues in a unified body and God is glorified.  If we are truly following Christ the head, there will be unity.

To say that you don’t want the gift you have and desire another or to say that you don’t have a spiritual gift at all or to be jealous of the gift someone else has or to not use your gift is to call into question the sovereignty of God who through His Spirit gives you a gift, places you where it can be used, empowers your use of that gift, and brings about the results of that gift. 

Paul defends spiritual gifts.  They come from the Spirit who confirms your part in the body of Christ and they are necessary.

Paul defines spiritual gifts.  They are given to all who are in Christ, for the common good of the body of Christ and He knows where you best fit in.   

Paul demonstrates spiritual gifts by showing us how essential they all are to the health and vitality of the body.

Are you part of this body of Christ?  If not trust Christ and join others today giving God glory by using your spiritual gift.
Have you been lax in using your spiritual gift?  Do you feel like you’re no longer needed or do you feel like you don’t need others?  I hope today you see how essential your role is in the body of Christ.

