 The Person and Work of the Holy Spirit #11

“The Gifts of the Holy Spirit (part 3)”

1 Corinthians 12, 14
Special effects is now an industry in itself in Hollywood. Computer-generated graphics have become so realistic that it is hard to tell what is real and what is not in many cases. Academy Awards are now given for achievement in special effects. Some films, though, focus so much on special effects that the development of the plot and the characters can be lost. 

That’s not a good thing in the cinema…or in the church.


We have been considering the gifts of the Holy Spirit over the past few weeks. This morning we will consider those spiritual gifts are sometimes called the “sign” gifts, but I choose to call them the “special effects” gifts. We have seen how some are given “spotlight” gifts—those used in public—and next week we will see how others are given “stagehand” gifts—those used more privately, and sometimes even anonymously. These gifts of the Spirit we will consider today are the spectacular, phenomenal workings of the Holy Spirit that are the most controversial of all the spiritual gifts. It has been my experience that discussions about these gifts tend to generate more heat than light on the subject. Let’s see what the Bible says about these gifts.

The Expression of these Gifts


We begin with the expression of these gifts. What spiritual gifts fall into this category? What are they? 

Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 12:7-11,

Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good. To one there is given through the Spirit the message of wisdom, to another the message of knowledge by means of the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by that one Spirit, to another miraculous powers, to another prophecy, to another distinguishing between spirits, to another speaking in different kinds of tongues, and to still another the interpretation of tongues. All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines.


Among several other gifts are listed the gifts of healing, miraculous powers, speaking in tongues, and the interpretation of tongues. I read the entire paragraph to remind us of a few truths about all spiritual gifts that certainly apply to these special-effects gifts. First, every Christian has been given one or more spiritual gifts. Secondly, all spiritual gifts are given by the Holy Spirit according to His will. Thirdly, all spiritual gifts are given “for the common good,” meaning that they build up the local church, not just the individual blessed with the gifts. Keep these thoughts in mind as we work our way through this study.


Paul first mentions “gifts of healing” in verse 9. The gift of healing has been defined as “the ability to intervene in a supernatural way as an instrument for the curing of illness and the restoration of health.”
 This generally happens immediately and outside of medical means. In saying this, I am not opposed to medical treatment for illness. (This will be discussed at length in our next point.) But at times God chooses to work through and individual believer to heal someone miraculously and immediately. It is important to note that the words “gifts” and “healing” are plural in the Greek, indicating different gifts for different kinds of sickness.
 


Another special-effects gift is the working of miracles. The word “miracle” is used in many ways, from an unlikely team winning a championship to an escape from a brush with tragedy to having good weather on the day of an outdoor activity. Here’s a definition of a miracle in the restricted, scriptural sense: “A miracle is an event of supernatural power, palpable to the senses, accompanying the servant of the Lord to authenticate the divine commission.”

Three words appear most frequently in the New Testament in connection with miracles. Power is translated miracle 9 times. Wonder, occurring 16 times, always in the plural and always with signs, means something portentous or astonishing. Sign, appear​ing about 70 times and meaning miracle on about 60 of these occasions, has the idea of signaling or signifying. For example, the miracles in John’s Gospel were to signal the deity of Christ, causing people to believe in Him: 
Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these [signs] are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name (John 20:30-31). 

The same can be said for the miracles performed by the apostles, as Hebrews 2:3-4 says,

This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him. God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.

These three words each fit a different aspect of the definition of miracles:
· Power—A miracle is an event of supernatural power…
· Wonder—palpable to the senses…
· Sign—accompanying the servant of the Lord to authenticate the divine commission.

We must always remember that God never performed miracles as a form of entertainment, but always as an endorsement of His Word and His workers. Those who want to be entertained by miraculous signs and wonders have missed the point entirely.

Then there are speaking in tongues and the interpretation of tongues. Without question the most controversial spiritual gift in our day is that of speaking in tongues.
 Before we get to the controversies, let’s begin with a clarification. Speaking in tongues is the Spirit-given ability to speak in a language unknown to the speaker, while the interpretation of tongues is the Spirit-given ability to translate the unknown language into words known to the speaker and the audience.

One hotly debated point regards the nature of the tongues: Are they actual known languages that is foreign to the speaker, or are they some heavenly language totally unknown on earth? Those who favor the former point to the Day of Pentecost, when the apostles spoke in languages they did not know, but people from around the world heard the message in their own language.
 (This is where the word “pentecostal” comes from.) Others differentiate what happened in Acts 2 with what Paul addresses in 1 Corinthians, since Acts 2 dealt with evangelizing the lost while Paul refers to a practice within the church meant for edifying the Christians.


This question will probably not be satisfactorily answered this side of Heaven. Whichever meaning one takes, the guidelines governing these gifts remains the same.

The Existence of these Gifts


Another controversy surrounding not only the gift of tongues but of all the special-effects gifts is their existence today. Do Christians possess the gifts of healing, miracles, and tongues today? Once again the scholars are divided on the subject.

On one side are those, particularly dispensationalists, who claim that all the special-effects gifts were only temporary, given to the church for authenticating the apostolic message as the Word of God. Now that the written revelation of God has been completed in the Old and New Testaments, it is argued, God no longer endows His church with such gifts.
 

This does not mean that God cannot heal or work miracles. They assert that a Christian today has the right to ask God for the healing of any illness. God may choose to heal in order to accomplish some purpose of His and to show His glory.
 The same is true of miraculous events. God performs healings and miracles, they claim, but He does not give individual Christians these spiritual gifts anymore.

Where do they come up with such doctrine? Partly from an interpretation of the Scriptures, and partly from experience with deceptive shams. The Scripture they utilize is 1 Corinthians 13:8-10, “Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. For we know in part and we prophesy in part, but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears.” Paul does point to a time when the gifts of prophecy, tongues, and knowledge will vanish. But when? The key is at the end of verse 10: “when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears.” These scholars interpret this as the completion of the Scriptures. Now, they claim, these miraculous spiritual gifts are no more.

I find myself agreeing with Walter Martin that this is “a very weak assumption, unsupported by the context and language of the chapter.”
 In reading the entire context it would seem that Paul is speaking of the return of Christ as “when perfection comes,” when all of the spiritual gifts will be unnecessary.


As to the existence of deceptive shams with regard to all these gifts, I agree that fake demonstrations of phenomenal powers exist…and they always have. Remember that Pharoah’s magicians could duplicate many of the signs Moses performed in Egypt. Satan can (and does) mimic supernatural powers when it suits him. The apostles dealt with it in their day, and one day in the future the Antichrist and False Prophet will perform numerous false signs and wonders. Today we have all kinds of spiritual charlatans in tents and on television claiming to exercise spiritual power to heal, perform miracles, and speak in tongues. They are as phony as a three-dollar bill.


But does the presence of frauds eliminate the existence of the real? If I come across a counterfeit hundred dollar bill, should I conclude that there is no such thing as a real hundred dollar bill? If anything, I should come to the opposite conclusion! The fact that a fake exists probably points to some reality that it is trying to imitate!

Yet I know of Christians and churches that reject the very existence of these spiritual gifts. I remember hearing one elder of a Christian church state, “If somebody started speaking in tongues in our church, I would pick them up and throw them out the door!” (He was a big guy, too—I’m sure he could do it!) Charismatic or pentecostal Christians are decried as demonic, and the body of Christ is divided.

Is this the way Christ intended His body to operate? To borrow one of Paul’s favorite phrases, “God forbid!” Personally, I find no Scriptural justification to teach that any of the gifts of the Spirit are no longer operative. In my experience, I have known too many Christians who have these gifts that spiritually put me to shame. Based on both the teaching of Scripture and my own personal experience, I believe that all of the gifts of the Spirit mentioned in the Bible are operative today.

A balanced, biblical response to the spectacular workings of the Spirit should neither be stubborn disbelief that says, “That can’t happen today!” nor an naïve gullibility that blindly accepts every amazing spectacle as genuine and divine. I think John Stott says it best:

[We should have] rather a spirit of open-minded enquiry: “I don’t expect miracles as a commonplace today, because the special revelation they were given to authenticate is complete; but of course God is sovereign and God is free, and there may well be particular situations in which he pleases to perform them.”


In saying this, I do acknowledge that the Bible does establish some guidelines as to how these spiritual gifts are to operate within the local church. Whenever someone manifests supernatural power in violation to the Scriptures, we can know without a doubt that it is not from God!

The Exercise of these Gifts


I want to close this message by examining the exercise of these gifts according to Scripture. This was Paul’s emphasis in 1 Corinthians 12-14, so let’s return there.


Turn with me to the end of chapter twelve, where Paul asks a series of questions in verses 29-30, “Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all have gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret?” The construction of the Greek in 1 Corinthians 12:29–30 demands no as the answer to each of these questions. No individual believer possesses all the spiritual gifts.
 Nor is there any one gift that all believers possess. Those Pentecostals who teach that every Christian can and should speak in tongues are blatantly unscriptural. Nowhere in the Bible is that taught or even inferred.

Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, the gifts are given by the Holy Spirit and are to be exercised as He wills. When it comes to the gifts of healing or miracles, the apostles themselves were not always able to heal or perform miracles at their whim. I like how Martin puts it: “God was not at their disposal to be manipulated as they willed.” Paul himself had to leave his friend Trophimus sick at Miletus (2 Timothy 4:20). He could not, apparently, do anything about the illness of Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:25-7). He advised Timothy, when suffering from a gastric complaint, to use wine in its medicinal sense, not to ask for a supernatural healing (1 Timothy 5:23). He himself was racked with a thorn in the flesh which God in his wisdom did not see fit to remove. The Lord gave, not healing, but the strength to bear the affliction (2 Corinthians 12:7-9).


We must always remember the intended purpose for the special-effects gifts: they are used to authenticate the messenger. The spiritual gift of healing in the New Testament was never used solely for the purpose of bringing physical health.
 Some of these “faith healers” act as though physical health and material wealth are the highest priorities of the Christian life. They are not.


Let me share a personal preference, if you will. I don’t like the phrase “faith healing” or “faith healer,” for those terms tend to make healing dependent upon the one possessing the gift and the faith of the one who needs the healing. I prefer the phrase “divine healing,” for it recognizes that all healing—medical and well as miraculous—comes from God.


I think we can come to four conclusions regarding the gifts of healing today:

1. The gift does not heal every illness.

2. This gift does not depend on the sick person’s faith.

3. The gift does not account for all healing.

4. The gift does not exist equally in all times and places.

The same can be said for the working of miracles. At times the Spirit gives a person supernatural power to perform a true miracle as a way of authenticating the messenger to the people. I have heard of such events happening in mission fields where the Gospel of Christ has never been preached before. 


Now we come to the gift of tongues. I find it fascinating that the one spiritual gift that causes the most controversy is the one covered the most in the New Testament! This gift was a challenge to first-century churches just as it is to twenty-first-century churches today.


There were believers in Corinth who had received the gift of tongues, but instead of using this gift to magnify God and edify other believers, they were using it to show off.
 They were using their spiritual gifts to please themselves and not to help their brethren. The key word was not edification, but exhibition.


So Paul lays down specific guidelines regarding tongues in the church. Let’s read 1 Corinthians 14:27-28, “If anyone speaks in a tongue, two—or at the most three—should speak, one at a time, and someone must interpret. If there is no interpreter, the speaker should keep quiet in the church and speak to himself and God.” 


Is that rather clear to you? If believers manifest tongues in the church, it must be one at a time, a maximum of two or three, and there must be an interpreter. If there is no interpreter, the person is to sit down and shut up. (It’s there in the Greek…) Pretty clear, right? Yet how many Pentecostal churches do just the opposite? They have everybody speaking in tongues at the same time, with no interpretation. That’s not charisma, that’s chaos, folks! Paul says in verse 33, “For God is not a God of disorder but of peace.”

What should be our stand when it comes to speaking in tongues? We should neither reject speaking in tongues, nor regard it as the be-all and end-all of spirituality.
 I grew up in the Christian & Missionary Alliance, and I still think their founder, A. B. Simpson, had the most succinct and balanced approach: “Seek not—forbid not.”
 What this means practically is this (and this can be said for all the special-effects gifts):

If you don’t possess it, and if after prayer you still do not receive it, do not let that worry you. God has some other gift or gifts for you. It may well be that you [or your church] do not need tongues. It may be that you [or your church] need the gift of administrative ability, or of being prepared to act in a subordinate position under someone else’s leadership…. Only you will be very careful not to denigrate the gift…which you do not possess. You will neither write off those who have it as ex​tremists nor be secretly jealous of them. For you know that there is one Spirit who gives gifts as he chooses for the building up of the body of Christ, and you will be grateful for the role he has chosen for you, and the gifts with which he has equipped you.


Let’s not go to either extreme when it comes to these gifts. Remember, God the Holy Spirit gives these gifts as He wills for the spreading of the gospel and the building of the church. We should neither demand nor deny any of these gifts.


I want to conclude with a quote from Michael Green that I think is very appropriate as we wrap up this message on the “special effects” gifts:

To be a Christian is to be a charismatic. There is no division between charismatics and non-charismatics, between “haves” and “have-nots” in the one-class community of Christ. All alike are charismatics; for all alike are eternally in debt to the sheer charis of God who sought us, rescued us, equipped us with varying gifts, and shared his own loving nature with us through the Spirit which he has lavished upon every one of us who are in Christ.


Let’s always remember that. You may not have a spotlight or a special effects gift. We will consider a number of “stagehand” gifts next week that may not be as known, but are every bit as important. There are no unimportant members in the body of Christ!
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