The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Pentecost, Year A
Text: 1 Corinthians 12:1-11
Grace and peace to us all from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

God’s word to us today is from Paul’s first letter to the church at Corinth.

Let’s hear verse 4-6 again:

There are different kinds of spiritual gifts, but they all come from the same Spirit. There are different ways to serve the same Lord, and we can each do different things. Yet the same God works in all of us and helps us in everything we do. (NIV)

Let’s pray: Holy Spirit, thank you for your grace-gifts.  Help us to use them graciously and to your glory.  In Jesus name we pray.  Amen.

Do you think of us gathered here this morning as charismatic? Are we charismatic?

The answer is Yes! In the true Biblical meaning.

In fact, if we were not, we’d be unable to continue on.

The truth is we are very charismatic.

More importantly, God made us charismatic.

That might come as a surprise to us.

But if we take the message concerning spiritual gifts of 1 Corinthians seriously, there is no other option.

Indeed, the message of the text from 1 Corinthians is this: we are to live in continual awareness, use and thanks for our ‘charisma’.
The key to seeing this is within the word ‘charismata’.

It’s the Greek word that refers to the gifts the spirit gives us.  

However, it does not mean what charismatic has come to mean in some Christian circles. As with some other biblical words it’s been taken over by some people and lost its full and original meaning. 
It’s come to be associated with a movement in Christianity that puts a high value on the more ecstatic and experiential gifts of the Spirit. For example, healing, speaking in tongues and prophesying – prophesying at least in the narrow sense of foretelling rather than ‘Forthtelling justification by grace’ as St Paul understands it. 

Yes – we are charismatic, but not charismatic in that sense.  

We are charismatic in this sense: we are people who have God’s gracious gifts evident in our lives which are being put to use for his service. 

Charismatic means very simply and literally: ‘grace-gifts’.

It does not mean speaking ecstatically or predicting the future.

It simply refers to the gifts God gives us that further his grace and kingdom.

To make sure we get that they are a gift from God, these gifts are quite literally named ‘grace-gifts’.

This is a beautiful and gentle phrase.

When St Paul speaks of there being different kinds of spiritual gifts (1 Cor 12:4), he is speaking of there being different kinds of grace-gifts. Just after this, he makes it clear we all have one or some of these. He says: ‘Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good’ (1 Cor 12:7).

This is a Scriptures about which there is no ambiguity.  

Each one of us has been given some ‘Charismaton’.

None of us have missed out.

We are a people collectively blessed by God with different grace-gifts. We are grace-gifted saints. 

The list of grace-gifts is bigger than we might think.  

If we look across all of Paul’s letters we discover what he refers to as grace-gifts. 

Which do you have?

We will all have at least one.

We won’t go into the list today; what each gift is, or some of the issues around them. Except for prophecy, because a lot of prophecy goes on in this place as we proclaim law and gospel and consciences are made right with God.

When Paul speaks of prophecy he is using a quite specific understanding that he gives at 1 Corinthians 14:3 and 24.  

In verse 3 he says:

‘for everyone who prophecies speaks to people for their strengthening, encouragement and comfort’.  

On this basis we prophesy each week in worship as God strengthens, encourages and comforts us through his divine service of us.
In verse 24 St Paul writes that in prophesying ‘unbelievers will be convinced by all that they are a sinner…’  

Paul started this section on grace-gifts by writing that no one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 12:3). 

The point of all these gifts is to build up the body of Christ by helping all of us to see the need for Christ, admit our sin and receive his comfort.  And more; to bring others into that space. This is the evidence of God’s grace-gifts at work, especially prophecy.

We are a grace-gifted people here in this congregation.

That said, I suspect we didn't realise just how deeply we are involved in God’s prophetic work! 

So what’s the point of this?

God wants us to be encouraged to know that he has drawn us into his work.  

He also wants to spur us on to use our God-gifts for the reason he has given to us.

That is not for our own sake. It’s for each other’s sake. It’s so that people may hear his word and confess that ‘Jesus is Lord’.

We see this when we look at the problem in the church at Corinth.

The problem at Corinth was debilitating.

There seemed to be an over emphasis of spiritual things that were at the more exciting or ecstatic end of the gift spectrum – especially speaking in tongues. There was also a focus on their selfish and exclusive use to the apparent benefit of the individual and not the community.

Here in this place we all have our own space where we can work our grace-gifts. 

We always need to watch that we don't make them about us.

We always need to thank God for the grace-gifts he has given us, confess our sin of their selfish use where we have failed in that regard, and press them into service for his body.

This is what the famous ‘Love is patient and kind’ discourse in the next chapter is all about. 

In using our gifts in love, Paul is making a contrast.  

He is making a contrast between the proud possession and loveless use of a grace-gift for one’s self on the one hand, with the humble use of gifts in loving service for others, on the other.

It’s the way of Jesus…‘for the son of man came to serve, not to be served’ [Mark 10:45].

Sometimes when we think about grace-gifts we tend to think less about what they are, and more of what we don't have – rather than simply letting the gifts work in and through us. Sometimes, people being people, we judge each other for what we perceive we do or don’t have.
There may be times when you or I feel inadequate - Not spiritual enough.

In this word today the Holy Spirit prophesies to us through St Paul. 

Rather than feeling inadequate, we need to hear that we have been well equipped. Otherwise, why does Paul say at the beginning of the letter:

‘You have been enriched in every possible way…you do not lack any grace-gift as you eagerly wait for our Lord Jesus Christ to be revealed’ (1 Cor 1:6-7)?
The Spirit encourages us to put them into loving service.

In appreciating our gifts and putting them into service God wants us to be strengthened, encouraged and comforted. It’s that prophetic word of strength, encouragement and comfort coming to life in us.

In summary:

There are different kinds of spiritual gifts, but they all come from the same Spirit. 

There are different ways to serve the same Lord, and we can each do different things. Yet the same God works in all of us and helps us in everything we do. 

Listen to the Lord when he tells us we all have different kinds of gifts.

Be encouraged when we see our own specific gift or combination of gifts at work.

Let’s be strengthened as we use our gifts in God’s service.

Verse 5 says: there are different kinds of service.

Service is essential. Let’s not underrate it!  

Paul puts service ahead of the mention of any of the specific gifts themselves.

Just like a muscle gets strengthened as it gets used, so too will our gift as we serve.

There are different kinds of working.

What work do you and I do for the kingdom?  Here? At home as we raise our kids or love our spouse? At work as we show our love for God through our diligence and service of our colleagues or clients?

Grace-gifts and their use is not unobtainable. It is very much about the everyday.

God does his extraordinary work in the ordinary. Consider a manger, fishermen, bread and wine, a cross, even a wordy and sometimes confusing apostle called Paul. Likewise, we can be certain that he will do his work through and in us as we use the grace-gifts he has given us.  

Let’s pray:  May the peace of God which surpasses all understanding keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.  

