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1 CORINTHIANS 12:4-12,21-26
Think about someone who is athletically gifted. Now consider a gifted 
musician. How did those individuals get that way? If we focus on 
the hours of practice they endure, we might be led to think practice 
is what sets them apart. If we focus on the natural abilities required, 
we might be led to excuse ourselves from even trying to reach those 
same achievements. 

What factors would you point to when thinking about people who are 
high achievers in their field? What factor do you think plays the biggest 
role? Explain. 

Serving God’s People
Believers receive special gifts from God for service to Him and 
His people. 

Session 7
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
1 CORINTHIANS 12:1-31
God gives spiritual gifts to His people. These gifts are parallel to 
natural talents in many ways. Spiritual gifts, however, are received 
by individuals not when they are born biologically; rather, they are 
given to us when we are born again. Further, just as natural talents 
must be recognized and developed through practice before they are 
very beneficial, so it is with our spiritual gifts. In 1 Corinthians 12, 
Paul told the Corinthian Christians that each of them had received a 
special gift, or gifts, from God. These gifts were meant for service.  

“Now concerning spiritual gifts,” Paul wrote in verse 1, signaling 
a new subject he wanted to address. The Corinthian believers were 
seeking guidance on a variety of issues, including marital relations 
and singleness (7:1,25), food sacrificed to idols (8:1), divisiveness 
around the Lord’s Supper (11:17-20), spiritual gifts (12:1), the 
resurrection (15:1), and collecting money to support other believers in 
need (16:1).

Paul’s discussion of spiritual gifts stretches from 12:1 through 
14:40. He wanted them to know that they did not lack any spiritual 
gift. He also wanted them to understand the proper application of 
spiritual gifts in the church—the “better way” (12:31)—which is love.

Read 1 Corinthians 12:4-12,21-26 in your Bible. Notice the different ways 
Paul compared the church to the human body. How does this comparison 
help make Paul’s point? 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
DIVERSE (1 COR. 12:4-6)
4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; 5 and there 
are varieties of service, but the same Lord; 6 and there are varieties 
of activities, but it is the same God who empowers them all 
in everyone. 
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VERSES 4-6

A major point for Paul in chapter 12 is that the body of Christ is a 
unified body with diverse members. Although his extended treatment 
of this idea comes in the last half of the chapter, his instruction in 
verses 4-6 initiates the discussion. Paul provided a rich theological 
foundation to strengthen his argument.

The Corinthians’ spiritual unity was grounded in their common 
confession that “Jesus is Lord” (12:3). Yet their diversity was expressed 
through varieties of gifts … varieties of service … varieties of 
activities. The Spirit gives diverse gifts, and those gifts manifest 
themselves through various ministries in the church and through a 
broad range of activities that equip and edify God’s people.

In the body of Christ, not all have the same gifts but all do have the 
same Spirit … the same Lord and the same God. Paul’s notion of unity 
in diversity reflects a deeper theological reality: the triune God Himself. 

Paul didn’t attempt to offer a robust treatment of God’s triune being 
in these verses, but he did reveal it and affirm it as essential for the 
Corinthians’ understanding of their own spiritual identity. Just as the 
Father, Son, and Spirit are one in essence, so also believers are one in 
Christ. Just as the Father, Son, and Spirit are distinct, complementary 
persons with unique roles in the Godhead, so also believers are diverse, 
complementary parts with a variety of roles in the one body of Christ. 

Paul later said that the Holy Spirit “apportions to each one 
individually as he will” (12:11). For this reason, we refer to these 
gifts as spiritual gifts. Paul was not talking about natural abilities 
shared by both believer and non-believer. Rather, he was referring to 
supernatural endowments upon believers by the Spirit. 

Paul was clear that these diverse spiritual gifts are produced 
in and distributed to believers as God sees fit. The spiritual reality 
behind diverse spiritual gifts in the church is this: “God arranged the 
members in the body, each one of them, as he chose” (12:18).

Why is it important for each believer to realize that God has uniquely 
gifted him or her? What are the dangers of wanting to be gifted in a 
different way?
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SPECIFIC (1 COR. 12:7-10)
 7 To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common 
good. 8 For to one is given through the Spirit the utterance of 
wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge according to 
the same Spirit, 9 to another faith by the same Spirit, to another 
gifts of healing by the one Spirit, 10 to another the working of 
miracles, to another prophecy, to another the ability to distinguish 
between spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, to another 
the interpretation of tongues.  

VERSE 7

The specific gifts Paul identified in these verses represent a 
manifestation of the Spirit that is given … for the common good. For 
this reason, Paul warned the Corinthians about thinking they were 
more important than others in the church because of their particular 
gift or ministry in the church (12:15-24). Two chapters later Paul 
exhorted them“to excel in building up the church” (14:12) rather than 
building up themselves. Although the Spirit gives individual gifts to 
each person in the church, the purpose is the growth and edification 
of the whole.

Identify ways in which a person might use a spiritual gift to benefit 
himself or herself rather than the church. How can believers guard against 
those tendencies?

VERSES 8-10

Paul’s listing of specific gifts in these verses is not intended to 
be exhaustive. He included five additional gifts in verses 28-29. 

KEY DOCTRINE:  Holy Spirit

The Holy Spirit cultivates Christian character, comforts believers, and bestows 
the spiritual gifts by which they serve God through His church. 
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To the Romans, he left out most of the gifts mentioned to the 
Corinthians and added three other gifts (Rom. 12:6-8). In Ephesians 
4:11 Paul included yet another gift not mentioned to either the Romans 
or the Corinthians. 

Paul mentioned first the utterance of wisdom and the utterance 
of knowledge. Since they are listed separately, the assumption is 
that these must reflect a different subject matter, such as wisdom 
representing a practical message and knowledge representing a 
doctrinal message. Certainly there is some shade of difference, but 
probably some overlap as well. 

Next, Paul mentioned the gift of faith. He didn’t mean saving 
faith, which would apply to all believers. The gift of faith is likely a 
special, Spirit-wrought trust in God to bring about something specific 
or some certain outcome needed by the church or for which the 
church is praying and seeking.

Paul added the gifts of healing and the working of miracles. Note 
the use of the plurals here, suggesting there were various and different 
gifts of healing. Presumably, the working of miracles includes healing, 
which itself is a miracle, but miracles here contain more than healing. 
These miracles would be no less than the signs and wonders in the Old 
Testament and the Gospels. How do miracles serve the church? Perhaps 
to support her mission, as confirming signs of the gospel and of salvation. 

Prophecy is next in the list. This is not predicting the future but 
rather the proclamation of something that God has brought to mind 
for the edification of the church. There is much debate on the exact 
nature of this gift. Whatever prophecy is, it neither contradicts nor 
adds to God’s revelation in Scripture. 

Jesus indicated there would be some who would prophesy and work 
miracles in his name, although they didn’t belong to Him (Matt. 7:22-23). 
There will always be a need in the church for the ability to distinguish 
between spirits. Not all who claim to be speaking or doing something for 
Christ are actually guided by the Spirit. The church must be ever vigilant 
against deception and false teaching by looking to the Scripture. 

Lastly, Paul mentioned various kinds of tongues and the 
interpretation of tongues. When the Spirit came at Pentecost, 
the believers gathered there spoke in different tongues, and what 
they spoke was recognizable as known languages (Acts 2:3-8). 
Although speaking in tongues shows up in the Book of Acts and in 
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1 Corinthians, the rest of the New Testament is silent about this gift 
(except a mention of “new tongues” in Mark 16:17) and its presence 
in the churches (including the church in Rome, where Paul left it out 
when addressing spiritual gifts).

Paul mentioned tongues here but didn’t discuss it. He would do 
so in chapter 14, where he argued that prophesy supersedes tongues 
in the life of the church, but that tongues were not to be forbidden if 
there is an orderliness to them and if an interpreter is present. If there 
is no one to offer interpretation, the one desiring to speak in tongues 
is to “keep silent in church” (1 Cor. 14:28), and at the most, two or 
three would be allowed to speak in tongues (v. 27)—as opposed to the 
congregation speaking all at once.

How does knowing that it is the Holy Spirit who gives the gifts create 
confidence in a believer to exercise his or her gift? How is receiving a 
spiritual gift part of a believer’s stewardship? 

INTENTIONAL (1 COR. 12:11-12,21-26)
 10 to another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to 
another the ability to distinguish between spirits, to another 
various kinds of tongues, to another the interpretation of 
tongues. 11 All these are empowered by one and the same Spirit, 
who apportions to each one individually as he wills. 12 For just as 
the body is one and has many members, and all the members of 
the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. 21 The 
eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again 
the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.” 22 On the contrary, 
the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, 
23 and on those parts of the body that we think less honorable 
we bestow the greater honor, and our unpresentable parts are 
treated with greater modesty, 24 which our more presentable parts 
do not require. But God has so composed the body, giving greater 
honor to the part that lacked it, 25 that there may be no division 
in the body, but that the members may have the same care for 
one another. 26 If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one 
member is honored, all rejoice together. 
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VERSES 11-12

The purpose of spiritual gifts is not to build up individuals, but to 
benefit the church. Each gift is important and intentional for the 
functioning of the body. No one can boast about gifts because they 
are produced by the Spirit. We might desire certain gifts over others, 
but the Spirit distributes His gifts to each person as he wills.

Paul used the analogy of the human body to describe the unity and 
diversity of the body of Christ. A single body has many members to it. 
Yet all the parts of that body, though many, comprise only one body. 
The church is not filled with cookie-cutter believers. The beauty of the 
church, like the beauty of the human body, is found in its diversity. 

Other than a body, how would you illustrate what Paul was teaching in 
this passage? What would you emphasize and why?

VERSES 21-26

Paul painted a picture of the importance of each believer and his or 
her role by comparing it to a foot or an ear revolting because it was 
not a hand or an eye (12:13-20). 

Paul’s main concern in these verses was for the Corinthian 
believers to understand that they needed one another, including 
the weaker and less honorable members of the body. Perhaps the 
treatment of the poor during the Lord’s Supper was still on Paul’s 
mind (11:17-34). Paul laid out his case with four key claims.

First, the members of the body need each other. Neither the eye 
nor the head can say “I have no need of you” to the hand or the foot. 
Higher profile members need the lesser, just as the lesser profile 
members need the higher. 

Second, the weaker are indispensable. The so-called weaker parts 
are vital to the whole. Remember, “God chose what is weak in the 
world to shame the strong” (1 Cor. 1:27)—this is God’s economy and 
God’s design, especially regarding those who make up His church.

Third, the less honorable members are to be given greater honor 
and treated with greater respect. We are not to treat people as the 
world does, showing favoritism (see Jas. 2:1-9). Rather, we bestow 
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respect and honor especially upon the parts that lack those things. 
Why? That there may be no division in the body. Someone once said, 
“The ground is level at the foot of the cross.” Each member of the body 
of Christ should see others in this light.

Fourth, if something affects one member, all the members are 
affected as well. Paul wanted the members of the church to have the 
same concern for each other. If they do, then if one member suffers, 
all suffer together. No doubt, the entire body feels pain when the 
finger gets a paper cut or the little toe is crunched on the chair, or the 
head has a headache—the whole body suffers. 

Likewise, if one member is honored, all rejoice together. Much of 
what Paul was dealing with among the Corinthians was pride and 
selfishness expressed in divisions (chaps. 1–4), sexual immorality 
(chaps. 5–7), abuses of Christian liberty (chaps. 8–10), or matters of 
corporate worship (chaps. 11–14). The bottom line is, each member 
is important and each is to care for the other, since all make up “the 
body of Christ and [are] individually members of it” (12:27).

How does the variety of gifts in a church give greater value to the giftedness 
of an individual? Why might a person devalue the role or gift God has given 
him? How can a person protect himself from devaluing his giftedness?

BIBLE SKILL:  Identify the imagery in a passage and discover what 
it communicates.

Observe the words and phrases in 1 Corinthians 12:12-26 that describe a 
human body and its various parts. What does each word communicate to 
you about the nature of the church as the body of Christ and the role of 
individual believers? How is the imagery of the body like (or unlike) a local 
Christian congregation? 
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IN MY CONTEXT
• All believers are gifted to fulfill a God-initiated role in the ministry 

of the church. 
• Believers receive specific gifts given at the Holy Spirit’s discretion. 
• Believers add value to the church when they use their God-given 

spiritual gifts in kingdom work.

As a group, discuss how a believer comes to know or understand that he 
or she has a particular spiritual gift. How can the Bible study group help 
members discover and exercise those gifts?

Seek to identify the spiritual gift(s) God has given you. (You can find 
a spiritual gifts inventory in the downloads under the resources tab 
at Blog.LifeWay.com/ExploreTheBible.) How are you using your gift 
to build up your local church? What actions do you need to take to be 
more effective?

Take time to reflect on how God has used you to make a difference in His 
church. Thank Him for the opportunities and ask Him to help you be more 
sensitive to being used by Him in the future.

Prayer Needs
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