
WHAT ARE SPIRITUAL GIFTS? 1 CORINTHIANS 12:1-12  

A. In 1 Cor. 12-14, Paul gives the clearest explanation of the gifts of the Spirit and how they are to 
function (also see: Romans 12:3-8; Ephesians 4:7-16; 1 Peter 4:10-11).  

B. Gifts of the Spirit are manifestations of the work of Jesus in and through the life of the believer. 
The word manifestation means to show forth, make visible or make known. The gifts of the 
Spirit are about showing forth the life and ministry of Jesus. 

But the manifestation of the Spirit is given to each one for the profit of all. 1 Corinthians 12:7 

DIFFERENT GIFTS 
 

There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit. 1 Corinthians 12:4 

A. The Holy Spirit expresses the life of Jesus through the Body of Christ through many different 
gifts. Paul is clear that each one is essential to the health of the church.  

B. We want to be bold in contending for these gifts to be released in their fullness within the 
church and we need to have clear understanding of what they are, why we need them today, 
and how they are to function in the life of the church. 

C. Different gifts: word of wisdom (1 Cor. 12:8), word of knowledge (1 Cor. 12:8), faith (1 Cor. 12:9; 
13:2), healings (1 Cor. 12:9, 28, 30), miracles (1 Cor. 12:10, 28, 30), prophecy (1 Cor. 12:10, 28, 
30; Rom. 12:6), discerning of spirits (1 Cor. 12:10), tongues (1 Cor. 12:10, 28, 30), interpretation 
of tongues (1 Cor. 12:10, 30), apostle (1 Cor. 12:28, 30; Eph. 4:11), teaching (1 Cor. 12:28, 30; 
Rom. 12:7), helps (1 Cor. 12:28), administrations (1 Cor. 12:28, giving (1 Cor. 13:3; 2 Cor. 8:7; 
Rom. 12:8), serving (Rom. 12:7), exhortation (Rom 12:8), leadership (Rom. 12:8), mercy (Rom. 
12:8), evangelism1 (Eph. 4:11), shepherd/pastor (Eph. 4:11) 

D. The nine gifts of 1 Corinthians 12:8-10 have sometimes been called the “sign gifts” because they 
correspond most directly to the “signs” that Jesus promised would follow those who believe 
(Mk. 16:17).  

1. Gifts that Reveal : Word of Knowledge, Word of Wisdom, Discernment of Spirits 

2. Gifts that Do: Faith, Healings, Miracles 

3. Gifts that Say: Prophecy, Tongues, Interpretation of tongues 

E. It is often feared that use of these nine gifts will cause hurt, division and chaos and they are, 
therefore, often set aside for the sake of unity in the Body. However, without them, we cannot 
function as God intends us to as the Body of Christ. The primary goal of the gifts is stated by Paul 
to be for the profit of all (1 Cor. 12:7) and for the edification of the church (1 Cor. 14:12).  We 
cannot allow fear of abuse to stop us contending for right use of these gifts in the Church. 

 
1 Evangelism is not technically listed as a “charisma” but is possibly implied in the office of “Evangelist” in Eph 4:11. The same would be true of 
“Apostle” and “Pastor-Teacher.” 



F. Paul’s letters to the church at Corinth indicate that the Corinthian believers were not only 
immature in their faith, and unspiritual in their lives but also divisive and destructive in their use 
of the gifts. It was their wrong understanding of the gifts that was creating many problems in 
the midst of that church. Yet, it is the Corinthian Church that Paul exhorts to pursue right 
understanding and use of the gifts. 

SCRIPTURE COMMANDS US TO UNDERSTAND AND PURSUE SPIRITUAL GIFTS 

A. It was Paul’s expectation that believers (regardless of their spiritual maturity) both understood 
and operated in the gifts of the Spirit. To Paul it was not optional to function in the gifts of the 
Spirit but normal and essential for the health of the church that everyone was functioning in his 
or her gift(s).  

Now concerning spiritual gifts, brethren, I do not want you to be ignorant. 1 Corinthians 12:1 

B. Paul exhorts the church to eagerly desire the gifts: 

 
Pursue love, and desire spiritual gifts, but especially that you may prophesy. 1 Corinthians 14:1 
 
But earnestly desire the best gifts (“greater” or “most helpful gifts”). 1 Corinthians 12:31 
 
I wish you all spoke with tongues, but even more that you prophesied. 1 Corinthians 14:5 
 
For you can all prophesy one by one, that all may learn and all may be encouraged. 1 Corinthians 14:31 

 
Therefore, brethren, desire earnestly to prophesy, and do not forbid to speak with tongues. 1 
Corinthians 14:39 

 
The apostle Paul says that to “each one,” male and female, young and old (1 Cor.12:7a) has been given 
the manifestation of the Spirit. According to Romans 12:3,6, if you have grace, you have a gift (see also 
Eph.4:7; 1 Pet.4:10). Peter cited the prophecy of Joel on the day of Pentecost to prove that gifts such as 
prophecy and tongues would be given to “all mankind” including “your sons and daughters,” “young men,” 
“old men,” as well as “bondslaves, both men and women” (Acts 2:17-18). Gifts are not the exclusive 
privilege of elders, deacons, pastors, Sunday school teachers , or some unique class of alleged super-saints. 
(Sam Storms)2 

PROPHECY  
 

Follow the way of love and eagerly desire gifts of the Spirit, especially prophecy. For anyone who speaks 
in a tongue does not speak to people but to God. Indeed, no one understands them; they utter mysteries 
by the Spirit. But the one who prophesies speaks to people for their strengthening, encouraging and 
comfort. Anyone who speaks in a tongue edifies themselves, but the one who prophesies edifies the 
church. I would like every one of you to speak in tongues, but I would rather have you prophesy. The 
one who prophesies is greater (in impact) than the one who speaks in tongues, unless someone 
interprets, so that the church may be edified. 1 Corinthians 14:1-5  

 
2 Sam Storms, The Beginners Guide to Spiritual Gifts, 2002 Vine Books 



A. Paul emphasizes here the chief aim is to “go after” or “follow the way” of love and at the same 
time or in the same way eagerly desire gifts, ESPECIALLY prophecy.  

B. The biblical definition of prophecy is summed up in the following verse:  

For the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy. Revelation 19:10  

Testimony of Jesus: what He’s saying, what He said, what He’s doing what He’s done    

GOD DESIRES TO SPEAK TO US  

A. Hearing the voice of God is the privilege of every believer.  

My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me. John 10:27 

B. One of the primary roles of the Holy Spirit is to communicate to us what is on the Father’s heart 
so that we can serve Him more effectively. 

These things I have spoken to you while being present with you. 26But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom 
the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all things 
that I said to you. John 14:25-26 

C. Scripture is the primary means through which God has spoken. It is also the rule by which we 
judge everything we believe to come from the Lord.  

All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for 
instruction in righteousness, 17that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped for every 
good work 2 Timothy 16-17 

D. Ways in which God speaks:  

1. Dreams and Visions: though dreaming is a natural process, the Lord can speak to 
us while we sleep. Dreams are images that pass through our minds while we 
sleep. Visions are images that pass through our minds while we are awake.  

And it shall come to pass in the last days, says God, that I will pour out of My Spirit on all flesh; your 
sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your young men shall see visions, your old men shall dream 
dreams Acts 2:17 

2. Impressions: A common way in which we learn to hear God’s voice is through 
impressions the Holy Spirit brings to our mind. Many call this the “still small 
voice of God”.    

3. Sometimes the impression comes in the form of a “knowing” (Mt. 22:18; Mk. 
2:8; John 6:15). 

4. Sometimes the impression comes as a “leading” to do something (Neh. 7:5). 

5. Sometimes the impression will come in the ability to “see” something in or on a 
person that you can’t see with your physical eyes (Acts 14:9). 



But immediately, when Jesus perceived in His spirit that they reasoned thus within themselves, He sais 
to them, “Why do you reason about these things in your heart?” Mark 2:8  
 
Then my God put it into my heart to gather the nobles, the rulers, and the people…Nehemiah 7:5  
 
He listened to Paul as he was speaking. Paul looked directly at him, saw that he had faith to be 
healed 10and called out, “Stand up on your feet!” At that, the man jumped up and began to walk. Acts 
14:9-10 

PROPHETIC ENCOURAGEMENT  
 

…he who prophesies speaks edification and exhortation and comfort to men. 1 Corinthians 14:3 (NKJ)   
 
But the one who prophesies speaks to people for their strengthening, encouraging and comfort. (NIV)  
 
But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called “Today,” so that none of you may be hardened 
by sin’s deceitfulness. Hebrews 3:13  

A. Edification: a building up; an improvement in knowledge, building people up spiritually by 
confirming their destiny in God (they’re known by God) or ministry focus (their impact is 
significant)  

B. Exhortation: to urge, to encourage to continue, to persevere, encouraging people to persevere 
and not give up on their promises in God and to not give in to sin (becoming passive). We exhort 
people to persevere in their calling and in righteousness, telling them it is worth the trouble that 
they are enduring. 

C. Encouragement (comfort): to give courage to. Comfort speaks of giving God’s perspective in 
great disappointment or set back and reminding them that God has a plan in their pressure.  

COMMITTING TO LEARN  

D. A small group setting is the ideal place to take time to pray and learn how to hear God’s voice to 
encourage each other.  

E. I would often give the group a week’s notice of whom we’d be encouraging so that we can pray 
and ask the Lord about them (of course I confirm with the person(s) ahead of time).   

F. This can be done in 5-10 minutes. Here are some questions to the Lord I typically use:    

1. Father what do you feel in Your heart when you think of this person?  

2. What Biblical person, story or verse are You highlighting in their life right now?  

3. What unique gift and talent do they have that blesses You Jesus?  

4. Jesus what have You been speaking to them recently?   

5. Jesus what are you doing in their family and friends?  
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