The Person and Work of the Holy Spirit #10

“The Gifts of the Holy Spirit (part 2)”

selected Scriptures
The third largest fleet in the world is the so-called “mothball” navy, comprised of hundreds of ships anchored in various U.S. harbors. In an emer​gency these vessels could be readied for action in less than three months. To preserve them, each has been repainted and treated with a protective coating. All openings have been blocked. Aluminum and steel “igloos” have been built over exposed equipment. Inside the various compartments, dehumidifiers hum endlessly. Outside, rust and corrosion are combated by electrodes ringing the hulls with a continuous electric current, which blocks the normal chem​ical reaction.


Leslie Flynn sees a correlation with this mothball navy and the Christian church:

Sad to say, many believers seem to be in mothballs. Anchored in some sheltered ecclesiastical harbor, they forget that spiritual war rages. The church should not be inactively isolated up some religious river, but should be on the high seas fighting the foe.


This is true: Every Christian ought to be involved in some way with a local body of believers. The apostle Paul likens the church to the human body, demonstrating that while all members are not identical, all members are indispensable if the body is to function normally.


In order to do this, the Holy Spirit equips every believer upon their conversion to Christ with spiritual gifts. Warren Wiersbe defines a spiritual gift as “a God-given ability to serve God and other Christians in such a way that Christ is glorified and believers are edified.”
 Spiritual gifts are not given to exalt or edify one personally, but are meant to bring glory to God and growth to other Christians.


The various gifts are named in 1 Corinthians 12, Ephesians 4, Romans 12, and 1 Peter 4. When you combine the lists, you end up with nineteen different gifts and offices. Since the listing in Romans is not identical with the listing in 1 Corinthians, we may assume that Paul was not attempting to exhaust the subject in either passage. While the gifts named are adequate for the ministry of the church, God is not limited to these lists. He may give other gifts as He pleases.
 

What are these gifts? Some have categorized the various gifts as the speaking gifts, the serving gifts, and the sign gifts. While these are adequate classifications, I would like to use other descriptive terms that may help us comprehend what the New Testament is teaching. Borrowing from the world of entertainment, I want to consider the spotlight gifts, the stagehand gifts, and the special-effects gifts. Perhaps in our day of movie and stage productions, these concepts will illustrate what is meant.

The Spotlight Gifts


First there are the spotlight gifts. By this I refer to those whose ministries in the church are public, out in the open, in front of other people. For many Christians the one and only gift that comes to mind is of preaching, but in fact there are more than one “spotlight gifts.”


The first gift listed in both 1 Corinthians 12 and Ephesians 4 is the gift of apostle. This gift was recognized in the early church, but understanding it has produced some controversy in the contemporary church. What is meant by the word? Who were they? Are there apostles today?


The word “apostle” simply means “one that is sent.” Jesus told His disciples in John 20:21, “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” Broadly speaking, all Christians are apostles in that we are all sent by our Lord to reach the lost.


Not all Christians have the gift of apostle, however. (In fact, there is no one gift that all Christians possess.) In the New Testament days, the early church had very specific criteria for those who were recognized as apostles. They had to have been with Jesus during His earthly ministry or have seen the resurrected Christ after Easter. They were the ones who laid the foundation of the Christian church for centuries to come. In this narrow sense, there are no apostles today.


Does this mean, then, that the gift of apostle has vanished altogether? I think not. Our English word “apostle” comes from a Greek word meaning, “to send”; our English word “missionary” comes from a Latin word meaning, “to send.” Linguistically, the words “mis​sionary” and “apostle” are equals. Both are sent ones. 
 In this way, the missionary gift is the continuing aspect of the apostleship.
 A dictionary definition of a missionary is “one sent to minister trans-culturally with church-planting goals.”
 Those who move to another culture to win souls and plant churches in that culture is a missionary. That does not necessitate moving overseas; there are missionary ministries within our own borders. But what differentiates missionary work from evangelism or church planting is the cross-cultural aspect.


The second gift is the gift of prophecy. Like apostleship, this gift comes with controversy. Usually people think of prediction when they hear the word prophecy. But foretelling the future is just a small part of the meaning of prophecy. The English word prophet comes from a Greek word composed of two parts which mean literally—forth-tell. A prophet is a forth-teller. Among the many messages he tells forth may be some pertaining to the future. Thus forth-telling may involve some foretelling, but only incidentally. The main meaning of prophesying is forth-telling.


A prophet of God was God’s spokesman. The Old Testament includes the writings of prophets, both major and minor, from Moses to Malachi. These men didn’t merely foretell the future but rather did forth-tell God’s message, which concerned past and present as well as future. In other words, a prophet was a mouthpiece or spokesman of God, a vehicle of his direct revelation. In this sense we must again insist that there are no prophets today. Nobody can presume to claim an inspiration comparable to that of the canonical prophets, or use their introductory formula ‘Thus says the Lord’. If this were possible, we would have to add their words to Scripture, and the whole church would need to listen and obey.

God’s revelation to mankind has been finished. The Bible is our all-sufficient guide today. Until the completion of the New Testament, during the apostolic age, prophets gave necessary special revelations and reliable guidance. Since the completion of the Bible, in which di​vine revelation is once-for-all written, the gift of prophecy is now identified with proclamation based on God’s Word. We might define the gift of prophecy as “the Spirit-given ability to proclaim the written Word of God with clarity and to apply it to a particular situation with a view to correction or edification.”

In other words, the gift of prophecy does not involve new revelation but a clearer understanding or ampli​fication of already-given truth.
 This is seen today in preaching.

Third is the gift of evangelism. Though all believers are to witness, the gift of evangelism is a special ability in communicating the Gospel message in relevant terms to unbelievers. Unlike the missionary gift, the evangelistic gift does not involve witness across cultural lines. Unlike the prophetic gift, it does not thunder judgment to the current scene but majors more in the grace of God. Here is a definition: “the gift of proclaiming the Good News of salvation effectively so that people respond to the claims of Christ in conversion and in discipleship.”

Someone with the gift of evangelism effectively brings people they do not already know to Christ. This may be in large groups—such as Billy Graham—or in personal, one-on-one encounters. Some Christians can meet someone in an airplane, a taxi, or just on the street, and in a short time will lead them to a commitment to Christ. That is not normal; that is supernatural. We are all called to witness for Christ to those we know; one with the gift of evangelism can reach those they do not know.

Next come two gifts that should probably go together. In the list of spiritual gifts in Ephesians 4, Paul writes in verse 11, “It was He who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers…” Notice that he says, “some to be pastors and teachers,” not, “some to be pastors, and some to be teachers,” as he does throughout this verse. Though some treat these as separate gifts (including Flynn), I believe they belong together under the gift of shepherding. 

The English word pastor occurs only here in the New Testament. Pastor usually refers to an office in the church, usually considered synonymous with that of bishop and elder. But we should not limit the spiritual gift of shepherding to those who hold an office or title in the church body. You may have the gift of pastoring without being a pastor.

While the word “pastor” may not appear often in Scripture, the concept does. You see, “pastor” is another term for “shepherd” (in fact, the Spanish word for shepherd is pastor. See, I did remember something from ninth-grade Spanish class!) In the Bible, shepherds have the task of guiding, grazing, and guarding sheep.
 While this can be done on a large scale by the pastor of a church, it can also be done on a smaller, or even and individual scale by a layman of a church who teaches a Sunday school class, leads a youth group, or even has a bus ministry! All of these need to gift of shepherding—caring for the welfare of the sheep.


Implicit in this gift is teaching. The gift of teaching is “the supernatural ability to explain clearly and apply effectively the truth of the Word of God.”
 Both of these activities are so important when teaching Scripture. Those listening must first understand what is being said, and then they must be able to put it into practice in their own lives. I have always had as my goal in teaching the example set by the Levites in Nehemiah 8:8, “They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read.” I’ve known of some pastors and teachers who are very knowledgeable and eloquent, but they leave the audience baffled. I’ve often thought about saying to them, “If they don’t know what you said, they’re probably not going to do what you ask!”

Next on the list is the gift of exhortation. Now that’s a word we don’t use much anymore! The gift of exhortation involves the supernatural ability to come alongside to help, to strengthen the weak, reassure the waver​ing, buttress the buffeted, steady the faltering, console the troubled, encourage the halting. Just as the Holy Spirit is an instrument of help, so the Spirit uses this gift to make us instruments of en​couragement to fellow saints.
 (In fact, the words “encouragement” or “comfort” can be substituted for “exhortation.”) Another word for this is “inspire,” as in inspiring others for Christ.


Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 1:3-7,

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God. For just as the sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives, so also through Christ our comfort overflows. If we are distressed, it is for your comfort and salvation; if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which produces in you patient endurance of the same sufferings we suffer. And our hope for you is firm, because we know that just as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our comfort. 

Ten times in these five verses, one form or another of “comfort” is used. God comforts us, not simply to make us comfortable, but so that we may comfort others.

Though many possessed the gift of exhortation in apostolic times, one New Testament character stands out as the epitome of this ability. His given name was Joseph, a rather common name in the New Testament, but the apostles gave him a nickname by which he is much better known. According to Acts 4:36, the apostles called him, “Barnabas, (which means Son of Encouragement).” Barnabas was a big brother, always helping. He helped needy saints, he endorsed an unwelcome convert, he accepted alien believers, he enlisted a promising teacher, he developed a gifted assistant, and he restored a youthful deserter.
 Every church—indeed, every Christian—needs a Barnabas!

Last among the “spotlight gifts” are the gifts of knowledge and of wisdom. For many these words are interchangeable, but according to the Bible, knowledge differs from wisdom. Knowledge is information; wisdom is the right use of informa​tion to achieve proper ends.


Some believe that the “word of knowledge” was the direct revelation of God to man through the one possessing the gift. If this is true, it is much like the gift of prophecy in its narrow sense, and has ceased since the Bible has been completed. I think it is better to understand the gift of knowledge as the gift which enables the believer to search, systematize, and summarize the teachings of the Word of God. Through it, the Christian is enabled to acquire deep insight into divine truth. This supernatural ability brings illumination of God’s thoughts not discoverable by human reason. On the other hand, the ability to apply knowledge to vexing situations, to weigh their true nature, to exercise spiritual insight into the rightness or wrongness of a complex state of affairs calls for the gift of wisdom.


These are what I am calling the “spotlight” gifts—those generally exercised in public within the body of Christ, though some may also be manifested privately. Next week we will consider the other gifts and how they fit into the ministry of the local church. Before we close, though, I want to make some comments and application to what we have seen today.


First, no one person possesses all of the gifts. This is even true of the pastor of a local church. (It would be more accurate to say this is especially true of the pastor of a local church!) Your pastor possesses neither the gift of apostle (or missionary) nor the gift of evangelism, just to name a couple. The idea prominent in many churches today that the congregation hires a professional to do the work of the ministry is not consistent with the Scriptural view of the church. “Now you are the body of Christ,” Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 12:27, “and each one of you is a part of it.” The church is a collection of Christians, but every single member is an essential part of the whole. The Holy Spirit has gifted you—every one of you—with one or more gifts that need to be used in this church! 


Second, every local church needs to have more than one person in what I am calling here the spotlight ministries. Even if the pastor is gifted in the areas of prophecy (or preaching), teaching, encouragement, knowledge, and wisdom, he is not the only one! The Holy Spirit does not expect a local body of believers to grow from only one voice. It is neither healthy nor wise to depend on one person in these vital ministries. I do not believe it is healthy for a congregation to only hear one voice; there needs to be a variety of viewpoints and voices in the proclaiming and teaching of God’s Word. What happens when the pastor is not available to preach or to teach on a given Sunday or a Wednesday night? Does the ministry grind to a halt? If so, that is not a healthy church! What happens when the pastor leaves—either called to another ministry or called home to be with the Lord? Does the church fall apart? Unfortunately, the answer is often, “yes.” But if the local congregation has multiple leaders developing and exercising their gifts in these areas, the ministry will continue and the church will grow, even when the pastor is no longer there.


How does you know what spiritual gift or gifts you possess? It begins with a determination in the mind whereby you acknowledge that you have at least one spiritual gift and that you are expected to use it in the local church. Start there—it will help to avoid the attitude of, “Well, I don’t have that gift, so I’m off the hook.” You are on the hook, so to speak. Go into this subject with that knowledge. Then check your desires. What activities in the church are you drawn to? I don’t believe that God cruelly gifts His children where they will be most miserable. When He gives the gift, I believe He also gives the desire to use it. Once you find an area where you desire to serve, dedicate yourself to that. I’m not suggesting that you permanently commit yourself to a certain ministry or activity, but at least move in a direction. I’ve often heard it said, “It is easier to steer a car that is moving than one that is parked.” God may steer you in a different direction that what you initially start, but that will come easier if you are moving to begin with. The next step is to develop that gift. Learn from someone who is already exercising it. Attend workshops or seminars that teach how to use that gift. Jump in and exercise the gift. Find out if this is a good fit for you. As you begin to exercise a gift, you may benefit from the discernment of others. Do people whom you trust confirm that the Lord is at work through you? Sometimes we are too close to see how the Spirit is using us, but others can see it. Finally, apply the test of delight. When spiritual gifts are properly exercised, God is glorified, others benefit, and we ourselves experience a peace and joy that cannot be explained. There is nothing in the world like being used by the Lord in His service! Once you find it, you won’t ever want to stop!


Somewhere along the way you may come to the realization that the gift you are pursuing you do not have. (I found this out when I served as a church planted in my first ministry. It was not where my gifts lie!) That’s okay. You are among family. There is nothing wrong with admitting that a certain spiritual gift is not yours. But don’t give up! If that is not your spiritual gift, keep on searching until you find yours!


Finally, for those who have listened to this message and can honestly conclude, “I don’t think I have any of the ‘spotlight’ gifts,” there is an application for you, too. You may not be comfortable in the spotlight. You may quiver at the very thought of having to get up in front of others! It would be easy for you to say, “This message is not for me.” 


Not so fast, my friend!


Just because you do not possess one or more of these gifts does not mean that you have nothing to do with them. As anyone who has ever been in the spotlight knows, you have to have an audience. As one who does minister in the spotlight, I can tell you myself that the audience matters. What good is preaching or teaching if no one shows up? What good is knowledge and wisdom and encouragement if no one listens? What good is a shepherd without sheep? While I don’t want anyone to only come and listen—we all have some role to be actively involved—you encourage those up front when you come. 


I want to challenge everyone in this church to become involved in at least one ministry of this church other than Sunday morning. We have adult Sunday school, Sunday evening worship, Wednesday prayer meetings, two Thursday Bible studies, a monthly men’s fellowship—plenty of opportunities. Find one that fits into your schedule and helps you grow. Many of you are doing that, and I commend you. I would like to see everyone at least one time other than Sunday morning. You will not only be blessed, but you will be a blessing to those who are ministering. And if nothing strikes your fancy, start something new! That may be your role in the body of Christ. Just do it!
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