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INTRODUCTION TO CHAPTERS 12–14 
 
Carson (Showing the Spirit, 16–19) lists three dominant problems that plagued the church of Corinth: 

1. over-realized eschatology 

2. division 

3. misconduct of the church when assembled together   

Over-realized eschatology 

Realized eschatology means that some of the future promises of God are experienced in part now, or 
stated as a present reality. For example, Ephesians 2:6 says that we have been raised up with Christ and 
are seated with Him in the heavenly places. This is true, but not fully experienced. In the same way we 
can say that the kingdom of God had dawned, Christ has gained victory over the powers of darkness and 
the final resurrection has already begun with Christ who was the first fruits of those who are asleep.  
Even so, the kingdom is not present in its consummated form, Satan still has considerable powers and 
influence, and the final resurrection is still future. Maintaining these distinctions is essential. 
 
Over-realized eschatology is the belief that we are presently experiencing the fullness of God’s future 
promises (see 1 Cor. 4:8 notes). 
 
Division 

The church in Corinth was divided.  This was obvious in 1 Corinthians 1:12–13 where it is explicitly stated 
that some were saying, “I am of Paul,” “I of Apollos,” “I of Cephas,” and “I of Christ.”  
 
Division is also implicit in the style of argumentation that pervades much of chapters 7–12. Paul has 
been using a “yes . . .  but. . .” form of argument. Through this method Paul is not only trying to correct 
error but bring reconciliation to warring factions. Paul first agrees with one group’s opinion, but then 
after he has demonstrated his agreement with them, he corrects their error. For example, in chapter 7 
there were two views regarding celibacy. In 7:1 Paul agrees with the merits of celibacy, but then states 
that marriage has its benefits, too (7:2–7). In chapter 8 there was a group of people who felt that they 
had the freedom to eat meat sacrificed to idols at pagan temples. But there were also those who saw 
such behavior as idolatrous (8:7). Paul agrees that there is no God behind an idol and that food is just 
food (8:1–6), but then he says that no one should act in a way that causes his brother to stumble (8:9). A 
similar type of argumentation is also seen in chapter 14. In 14:18–19 Paul says, “I thank God, I speak in 
tongues more than you all; however, in the church I desire to speak five words with my mind, that I may 
instruct others also, rather than ten thousand words in a tongue.”  There is no doubt that Paul was 
trying to correct the abuses of the tongues-speaking group, but he does so by first aligning himself with 
them. The fact that Paul takes a whole chapter (13) to emphasize the importance of love also suggests 
that chapters 12–14 are still addressing factions.  
 
Misconduct of the church when assembled together   
 
In chapter 5 the church had allowed known, unrepentant sexual immorality to exist in their midst. In 
chapter 6 they had lawsuits against one another. In chapter 8 they were insensitive toward their 
brother. In chapter 11 they disregarded the gender roles and abused the Lord’s Supper. In chapters 12–
14 they misused and abused their spiritual gifts.  
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Two key ideas appear in chapter 12—diversity and source; that is, there are a variety of gifts, but they 
all come from the same Spirit. Fee (584, 585) clearly shows this emphasis as follows. 

 
4 VARIETIES of gifts     but the same Spirit 
5 VARIETIES of service    but the same Lord 
6 VARIETIES of workings    but the same God 
      who works ALL THESE THINGS IN ALL PEOPLE 
 
7 TO EACH is given a manifestation   of the Spirit  

for the common good 
 
8 TO ONE is given   the word of wisdom   through the Spirit 
  TO ANOTHER      a word of knowledge  by the same Spirit 
9 TO ANOTHER       faith    by the same Spirit 
  TO ANOTHER      gifts of healings  by the one Spirit 
 
10 TO ANOTHER workings of miracles 
   TO ANOTHER prophecy 
   TO ANOTHER discernment of spirits 
   TO ANOTHER  kinds of tongues 
   TO ANOTHER interpretation of tongues 
 
11the SAME SPIRIT works all these things DISTRIBUTING TO EACH ONE even as He wills 
 

➢ 12:12–14 presses the point of 12:1–11 that the body is one but has many members.  
➢ 12:15–26 expands on the imagery of the body and again illustrates the need of diversity and 

unity.  
➢ 12:27–31 ties everything up and applies conclusions to the church in Corinth.    

 
NOTES: 

12:1 Now concerning spiritual gifts, brethren, I do not want you to be unaware. 
12:2 You know that when you were pagans, you were led astray to the dumb idols, however 
you were led. 
12:3 Therefore I make known to you, that no one speaking by the Spirit of God says, “Jesus is 
accursed”; and no one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit. 
 

The expression “now concerning” (12:1) signals a new topic (see 7:1, 25; 8:1; 16:1, 12). Paul is setting 
the agenda for the ensuing three chapters; his topic is spiritual gifts.  

In 1 Corinthians 12:1 a single Greek word [the adjective pneumatikon (pneumatikw/n]), is translated as 
“spiritual gifts.” The word is ambiguous since the form of the word can be either masculine or neuter. If 
it is masculine, it would be referring to spiritual people (2:15; 3:1; 14:37); if it is neuter, it would be 
referring to spiritual things (9:11; 14:1; 15:46). It is more likely neuter for it is conceptually parallel to 
“gifts” (charisma, ca,risma) in verse 4 (charisma [ ca,risma] never refers to people). In addition, verse 1 
introduces the subject that follows, which is gifts rather than persons.  Thus, the insertion of “gifts” by 
most translations is probably correct. 
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The word “spiritual” as used by Paul commonly refers to something related to the Spirit—whether 
people or things. For example, in 1 Corinthians 2:13 Paul said he spoke, “not in words taught by human 
wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words.” Spiritual 
thoughts and words are thoughts and words given to Paul by the Spirit. In 1 Corinthians 3:11 the 
spiritual person is contrasted to those of the flesh (those guided by the flesh). In 9:11 spiritual things are 
contrasted to material things.  

The gifts Paul is speaking of are labeled as “spiritual” because they come from the Spirit. Thiselton even 
goes as far as saying it may be better to translate this as “things from the Spirit” (Thiselton, 910). If they 
are from the Spirit, two conclusions can be drawn: (1) they are not natural gifts (or they wouldn’t be 
called spiritual gifts), (2) they are gifts only possessed by believers, since only believers have the Holy 
Spirit.  

The Greek word translated as “unaware” in verse 1 means “to be ignorant,” or, “to fail to understand.”  

The flow of verses 1–3 can be interpreted in two different ways: 

VIEW 1: The content of what Paul does not want them to be ignorant of is found in verses 2 and 3. The 
interpretation is as follows: 

• Prior to coming to Christ, the Corinthians were heavily involved in the worship of idols and 
experienced the demonic activity associated with them (12:2).  

• After coming to Christ, they had at times confused demonic activity with the work of the Holy 
Spirit. 

• Because they were led astray by idols, Paul wanted them to understand that no one speaking by 
the Spirit of God says, “Jesus is accursed”; also, no one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the 
Holy Spirit (12:3). 

This view assumes two things: 

1. First, it assumes that prior to faith in Christ the Corinthians were heavily involved in ecstatic frenzies 
of pagan worship where there were perhaps even instances when Jesus was accursed. 

2. Secondly, it assumes that there was a similarity between what the Corinthians experienced as pagans 
and what they experienced as Christians. For that reason, they needed a test to determine if an 
utterance was from God or not. If someone professes Christ as Lord then the spiritual manifestations 
associated with them must be from the Holy Spirit.  

The problem with this view: 

1. Nothing says they had a background in pagan ecstasy.  
2. The verb “led astray” (12:2) does not necessitate the meaning “led astray by demons.” 
3. It doesn’t seem likely that Paul would draw analogies between demonic experiences and 

experiences in the Spirit and give only one criterion to distinguish the two—profession of Christ 
as Lord. 

VIEW 2:  A better view takes verses 1 and 2 together and sees verse 3 as a resumption of the thought 
that he had begun in verse 1.   
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The basic sentence would read, “Now concerning spiritual gifts, brethren, I do not want you to be 
ignorant. Therefore (v. 3), I make known to you that no one speaking by the Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus is 
accursed’; and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.” Verse 2 is viewed as 
parenthetical, expanding upon their ignorance.   

In other words, some in Corinth had evidently thought that certain spiritual gifts demonstrated who had 
the Holy Spirit. But Paul says that the test if someone has the Spirit is Christological, not experiential. No 
one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit. As Romans 8:9 says, “if anyone does not have the 
Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Him.”  

To paraphrase: I do not want you to be ignorant of certain truths (12:1). (You know that when you were 
pagans your ignorance on such things was pretty profound—12:2). So, because I don’t want you to be 
ignorant, I am making this truth known to you (12:3): no one speaking by the Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus is 
accursed’; and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.  

✓ VIEW 1 is that the Corinthians needed a test to distinguish between true and false spirits.  
✓ VIEW 2 is that the Corinthians needed to know that possession of the Spirit and spiritual life is 

not tied to certain spiritual gifts, but to the profession that Jesus is Lord. To say it simply: 
possessing a supernatural gift is not evidence that you have the Holy Spirit; evidence of having 
the Spirit is seen in what you believe about Christ.  

The second view also fits with what follows. In verses 4 and following, Paul does not address ways of 
detecting true and false supernatural manifestations, but the diversity of manifestations of the triune 
God. 

This leads us to believe that Paul was still dealing with factious groups of people in the church (see 
introduction above): some thought that supernatural manifestations were the means of authenticating 
the presence of the Holy Spirit; others were skeptical of such claims. Paul wants to correct their 
ignorance on the matter, so he responds in verse 3 by saying if someone professes Christ as Lord they 
have the Holy Spirit. 

Two further points will follow: 

1. all who profess Jesus as Lord have gifts of the Spirit (12:7). Thus, those who have the more 
extraordinary gifts should not claim to be the only ones who have the Spirit. 

2. the gifts are diversified (12:4–6)—no single gift is possessed by all believers. Thus, no single gift 
can be a means of determining the presence of the Spirit  

Professing Jesus as Lord 

When Paul says we know someone has the Holy Spirit if they profess Jesus as Lord, he is talking about 
more than mouthing words. Unbelievers can speak the words, “Jesus is Lord,” but that wouldn’t be 
proof that they had the Holy Spirit. Hodge’s explanation of how professing Jesus as Lord must be a work 
of the Holy Spirit helps us understand Paul’s intent.  

Jesus Christ is not only called Lord by way of eminence, but He is declared to be the Lord of lords 
(Rev. 17:14; 19:16); to be the Lord of glory (1 Cor. 2:8); the Lord of all (Ro. 10:12); the Lord of 
the living and the dead (Ro. 14:9); the Lord of all who are in heaven and on earth, and under the 
earth (Phil 2:10). All creatures, from the highest to the lowest, must bow the knee to Him, and 
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acknowledge His absolute dominion (Phil 2:10). He is in such a sense Lord as that no man can 
truly call Him Lord but by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:3). If His Lordship were merely the supremacy 
which one creature can exercise over other creatures, there would be no necessity for a divine 
illumination to enable us to recognize His authority. But if He is Lord in the absolute sense in 
which God alone is Lord; if He has a right in us, and an authority over us, which belong only to 
our Maker and Redeemer, then it is necessary that the Holy Spirit should so reveal to us the 
glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ, as to lead us to prostrate ourselves before Him as our 
Lord and our God (Hodge. Systematic Theology, I). 

Stating that Jesus is accursed 

It seems incredible that Paul would even make the comment, “no one speaking by the Spirit of God says, 
‘Jesus is accursed,’” for it seems obvious that this would never be accepted in a Christian assembly. But 
Paul is not necessarily suggesting that this was actually said by some in the church; rather, this is the 
expression he uses to contrast the profession of those who have the Spirit. In other words, if those who 
have the Spirit profess Jesus as Lord, how might we describe the unbelieving in terms of their profession 
about Jesus? Paul’s answer is that they are those who say, “Jesus is accursed.”  
 
Thus, the real intent is to say that those who profess Jesus as Lord have the Holy Spirit—regardless of 
what gifts are or are not manifested; those who deny Him as Lord cannot be operating by the Spirit no 
matter what they say or do. In short, a supernatural manifestation is not evidence that someone 
possesses the Holy Spirit; it is one’s profession of Christ as Lord (as stated by Hodge) that is the 
determining factor.  
 

12:4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit. 
12:5 And there are varieties of ministries, and the same Lord. 
12:6 There are varieties of effects, but the same God who works all things in all persons. 

 
The word translated as “varieties” by the NAS in verse 4 is diaireseis (diaire,seij ); it could also mean 
“distributions.” The related verb in verse 11 unambiguously means “distribute” (“But one and the same 
Spirit works all these things, distributing to each one individually just as He wills.”); thus, some believe it 
means “distributions” here. Verse 4 would be saying that God is the one who distributes the gifts.  
 
However, in these verses diaireseis contrasts the word “same” (. . . but the same Spirit. . . but the same 
Lord. . . but the same God). “Variety” contrasts sameness better than “distribution” does. Furthermore, 
verses 8–10 that follow speak of the variety of gifts, not the distribution of them. In those three verses 
alone nine different gifts are listed—yet all are said to have come from the same Spirit. Therefore, it 
seems better to take this as saying that the same God gives a variety of gifts so Christians should not 
expect everyone to have the same manifestation of the Spirit.  
 

12:7  But to each one is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. 
 
In verses 1–7 Paul used 5 terms to describe spiritual gifts. Each word contributes to understanding the 
nature of these gifts. 
 
1)  To review, in 1 Corinthians 12:1 the first word Paul uses for “spiritual gift” is literally “spirituals” 
(pneumatikw/n) in Greek. The emphasis is on the supernatural origin of the gift. This means that spiritual 
gifts are distinct from natural abilities or talents (such as the ability to sing, excel in sports, etc.). Of 



6 
Ted Kirnbauer  1 Corinthians 12:1–7 10/20 /2019 

course, natural talents and abilities are also given by God (1 Cor. 4:7) and can be used for serving the 
Lord; in fact, there may be a mix of natural talent with a Spirit energized endowment. However, spiritual 
gifts are not natural gifts. They are gifts that are possessed only by those who have the Holy Spirit (the 
saved).  
 
2)  In 1 Corinthians 12:4 spiritual gifts are simply called “gifts” (carisma,twn). The root of the word is 
“grace” (carij) and so is probably best translated as “gifts of grace.” The emphasis is that the gifts are 
bestowed by the Holy Spirit as an act of grace. They are not earned or deserved (1 Cor. 12:11, 18, 28). 
Possessing a particular gift is not a sign of spirituality as the church of Corinth assumed (cf. notes on 
12:1–3).  
 
3)  Thirdly, Paul calls these gifts “services” (12:5 = diakoniw/n). In secular Greek the word was used for all 
kinds of work—waiting on tables, civil service, collection for the poor (2 Cor. 8:4–5; Carson, 33). The 
emphasis is that a spiritual gift is a supernatural endowment to be used for someone else’s benefit (also 
see 12:7; 14:12); it is service-oriented. There is no gift intended for personal edification or private use. A 
natural ability enables an individual, a spiritual gift enables the church. 
 
4)  Fourthly, a spiritual gift is described as a “working” (an “effect”—12:6 = evnerghma,twn).  A “working” 
describes the way that divine power is applied (Carson, 34). It focuses on the spiritual results (or, effects) 
that the gift produces. For example, the gift of evangelism results in people coming to Christ. All 
circumstances considered, if you share your faith regularly, but few or none come to Christ, you may not 
have the gift of evangelism. Of course, even without the gift of evangelism all should evangelize, but 
those who have the gift of evangelism will find it easier to do and will bear more fruit from their labors.  
 
5)  Lastly, Paul calls a spiritual gift a “manifestation of the Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:7—fane,rwsij).  A 
manifestation is something that is heard, seen, or experienced.  Thus, a spiritual gift is not hidden or 
obscure. “Manifestation of the Spirit” can be understood in in two different ways. The manifestations 
are displays produced by the Holy Spirit (if tou/ pneu,matoj is a subjective genitive) [or, the Holy Spirit is 
manifested through the gift (if tou/ pneu,matoj is an objective genitive)].  
 
In conclusion, a spiritual gift is a supernatural endowment given by the Holy Spirit (12:1) as a gift of  
grace (12:4) for the service of others (12:5); it is heard, seen, or experienced (12:7) and produces 
spiritual results when it is used (12:6). If any of these elements are missing, the gift is either being 
abused or it is not a spiritual gift at all.  
 
Lastly, these gifts are not for personal aggrandizement but for the common good (12:7).  Hodge says, 
“just as the power of vision is not for the benefit of the eye, but for the man; use of gifts for self is a sin 
toward the giver and the body for whom they were intended.”  
 
Carson’s View: 
 
Carson says that although “for the common good” expresses the purpose of spiritual gifts, this must not 
be applied in a heavy-handed way. One cannot rule out the legitimacy of private tongues-speaking on 
the basis of this and similar texts.  For example, even private tongues-speaking may benefit the church 
indirectly if it matures the believer or equips the person personally so they could minister in the body of 
Christ more effectively. Paul’s visions (2 Cor. 12:1–10) benefited Paul personally, which benefited the 
body indirectly. The gift of marriage or celibacy in 1 Corinthians 7:7 also benefits the individual in one 
way or another (Showing the Spirit, 34, 35).  
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Reasons for Rejecting Carson’s View: 
 
1. Carson’s opinion is at odds with the majority of scholars.  
 
2. There is no mention in the Bible of the indirect benefit of using gifts. 
 
3. The emphasis of 1 Corinthians has been focused on what benefits others, not self.  

• 1 Corinthians 8:13:  Therefore, if food causes my brother to stumble, I will never eat meat again, so 
that I will not cause my brother to stumble.  

• 1 Corinthians 9:19:  For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I 
may win more. 

• 1 Corinthians 10:24:  Let no one seek his own good, but that of his neighbor.  

• 1 Corinthians 10:33:  just as I also please all men in all things, not seeking my own profit but the 
profit of the many, so that they may be saved.  

• 1 Corinthians 12:5:  and there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; (a gift is called a service; 
that is, the use of a spiritual gift is defined as being “other” directed, not “me” directed) 

• 1 Corinthians 14:6, 12 “if I come to you speaking in tongues, what will I profit you (?)  . . .  seek to 
abound for the edification of the church.”   
 

Paul’s concern is how he can benefit others, not how gifts might benefit him. To suggest that spiritual 
gifts (like tongues) may be used for private edification is introducing something foreign into the book. 
 
4. No one denies that personal spiritual experiences can benefit the body indirectly. The question is 
whether spiritual gifts are intended for this.  
 
5. What Paul means by “for the common good” is illustrated by what follows; namely, the gifts function 
in the church as a body part functions in a body. Each body part is for the well-being of the whole. The 
idea of personal development of individual parts is completely foreign. 
 
• 1 Corinthians 12:12:  the body is one and yet has many members, and all the members of the body, 

though they are many, are one body, so also is Christ. 
• 1 Corinthians 12:14:  the body is not one member, but many. 
• 1 Corinthians 12:20:  there are many members, but one body. 
• 1 Corinthians 12:27:   Now you are Christ's body, and individually members of it. 
 
6. Practically speaking, it is hard to imagine how spiritual gifts might be used for personal edification. 
Does anyone use the gift of teaching to teach themselves? Or the gift of mercy to show themselves 
mercy? Or the gift of helps to help themselves? Healing to heal themselves? Giving to give to 
themselves? Are tongues the one exception? 
 
7. Lastly, the purpose behind God giving gifts and the side benefits in receiving them are two different 
things (1 Cor. 14:1–5 —see notes). There is no denial that the use of our gifts is personally enriching.  
The person with the gift of teaching finds personal satisfaction through teaching.  The one who has the 
gift of helps finds joy in serving others; the person with the gift of giving is blessed by helping others 
financially, etc. However, this is quite different than saying that seeking personal enrichment by using 
our gifts on ourselves will benefit the body (indirectly).  


