
 

 

Lesson 6 
The Sixth Fundamental Principle: 

“Spiritual Gifts in the Congregation” 
 

A free congregation esteems and cherishes all the spiritual gifts which the Lord gives for 
its edification and seeks to stimulate and encourage their use. 

The framers of the Fundamental Principles clearly believed in the New 
Testament teaching of the “priesthood of all believers.” A congregation is the living 
body of Christ, and all “members” of the body participate in its life by using their God-
given spiritual gifts for the building up of the body. It is important to note that this is 
not merely a reaction to the clergy-dominated state churches of the Scandinavian 
countries.  Rather, it was a conviction born of the Spirit and rooted in the New 
Testament pattern for the congregation. 

Sverdrup’s passion for the free and living congregation included not only clergy 
who have been instructed in God’s Word to be Spirit-led shepherds, but also the lay 
believers in the congregation to be faithful workers in His Kingdom. Sverdrup believed 
“The congregation is not organized unless there is work for all.” (SJ 3:63) This would be 
accomplished when the spiritual gifts were esteemed, cherished, and recognized by the 
congregation and encouraged in their use. The term “spiritual gifts” is a phrase familiar 
to most of us.  However, the phrase for “spiritual gifts” most often used in the 
Norwegian Bible is actually one word—naadegaver, literally translated as “grace gifts” 
or “gifts of grace.” Because of Sverdrup’s Norwegian heritage, when writing about the 
“spiritual gifts,” he tends to use the term “gifts of grace” most of the time. In the 
discussion that follows, we will be using both phrases, “gifts of grace” and “spiritual 
gifts” interchangeably.    

What are “spiritual gifts” or “gifts of grace” and how are they to be used?  These 
gifts are given by the Holy Spirit to each individual Christian in the congregation to 
bless and build up the body of Christ. According to Sverdrup, “All who have received 
the Spirit have also received gifts of grace and a call to labor.” (SJ 2:87) This conviction 
is firmly rooted in God’s Word. (See I Corinthians 12:4-31, Romans 12:4-16, and 
Ephesians 4:1-16). These gifts should never be buried but continually put to use. 
Because the congregation is living, it is free to work. In the following quotation, 
Sverdrup begins with the theme verse of the Lutheran Free Church (II Corinthians 3:17) 
and then continues the thought: “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom—
freedom to work, freedom to suffer, freedom to live for a cause.” (SJ 3:70). Pastor and 
lay people alike are to work together and seek to glorify Christ using their God-given 
talents (gifts) within the congregation. Note the way Sverdrup delineates the many 
spiritual gifts in the following account: 



 

 

 
In the variety and right use of the gifts of grace, the freedom of the Spirit reveals 
its true triumph. Here is room for the labor and aid to all, if only they permit love 
to rule and the Spirit to guide so that all is done to edification. There are gifts to 
speak publicly; there are gifts to speak privately; there are gifts to pray; and gifts 
to admonish. There are gifts to visit, comfort the sorrowing, help the troubled; 
there are gifts to clothe the naked, feed the hungry, relieve the suffering; there 
are gifts to arrange services, and to build churches, to gather money, and to 
conduct all things in a fitting order. Only one thing is essential— that all is done 
in the right spirit. Therefore, is the free congregation a true Christian 
congregation because there is room for the Spirit’s gifts. It is not necessary that 
all these gifts are made use of by the congregation by the establishing of offices 
and elections. The congregation needs not call or elect the one who is to offer 
prayer; he can gather about himself whomsoever he will and pray for them. The 
congregation needs not to appoint this or that woman to visit her sick and needy 
sister; she can go to whomsoever she desires in the Spirit of Christ’s love. But it is 
necessary that the congregation encourages men [and women] to such work and 
activity. (John M. Stensvaag, “The Living Congregation: Georg Sverdrup’s 
Views on Lay Activity in the Church” (trans. from Samlede Skrifter 2:271) in 
The Sverdrup Journal 8: (2011): 15) 

 
How important are they? Dr. John M. Stensvaag, the last president of the Lutheran Free 
Church, points out just how important Sverdrup viewed the use of the spiritual gifts:  

 
Georg Sverdrup never tired of stressing the Biblical truth that the use of the 
“gifts of grace” was as vital as the use of the “means of grace.” It is a 
fundamental requisite for the growth and well-being of spiritual life that the 
“gifts of grace” are made use of to the greatest possible extent. Only in this way 
will the congregation fulfill its divine purpose. Only thus will it be a “living” 
congregation with living members in the body of Christ. (SJ 8:14)  
 

We recognize that the “means of grace” (The Word of God, Baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper) are the vital means that the Holy Spirit uses to create and sustain spiritual life.  
As we have learned in earlier studies of the Fundamental Principles, the “quickening 
preaching” of the Word of God and the proper use of the Sacraments will free and 
enliven individuals in the congregation.  

However, the use of the “gifts of grace” is also vital to the spiritual life of the 
congregation, but they function in a different way. Unlike the “means of grace,” the 
“gifts of grace” should never be thought of as bringing forgiveness or salvation, but are 
specifically given to individual members of the congregation to demonstrate God’s love 



 

 

through service and encouragement to one another. In Ephesians 4:12, Paul says the 
spiritual gifts are given “for the equipping of the saints for the work of service to the 
building up of the body of Christ.” This verse gives three reasons why the gifts of grace 
are essential to a free and living congregation: (1) They “equip” or “perfect” the 
members (saints); (2) these members are then able to minister to the needs of other 
members in the congregation; and (3) by using their gifts, the members work together to 
“edify” or “build up” the congregation. The “gifts of grace” and their use is very 
important in building up the congregation, “the body of Christ.” 

In this Sixth Fundamental Principle, Sverdrup identifies the importance of and 
the need to encourage the “gifts of grace” among all the members of the congregation 
and not to leave God’s work to the pastor alone.  

 
      The congregation lives and exists for work. It is a gathering of workers. The 
congregation is not organized unless there is work for all. It is not a congregation 
where a group of people hire a minister to do work for them so that they 
themselves may go free. No, the congregation may well be compared to the choir 
and its director. Shall the director sing alone? Shall they not all belong? So too in 
the congregation, it is a fellowship of God’s servants who work for God’s 
Kingdom. The leader does not become superfluous, but all the more necessary in 
such a group.  (Skrifter 3:279; SJ 3:63) 
 

A congregation which esteems and stimulates the use of spiritual gifts will be both a 
free and living congregation.  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

1. Explain Stensvaag’s statement regarding Sverdrup: “Georg Sverdrup never tired 
of stressing the biblical truth that the use of the ‘gifts of grace’ was as vital as the 
use of the ‘means of grace.’”   
 
 

2. Identify some of the ‘gifts of grace’: I Corinthians 12:4-11; Ephesians 4:7,11; 
Romans 12:4-8. 
 

 

3. Explain the Apostle Paul’s metaphor of the congregation as the Body of Christ 
and the members as parts of the body. (See I Corinthians 12:14-25) 
 
 
 



 

 

4. What is the purpose of the spiritual gifts? Why has the Holy Spirit given gifts to 
 members of the congregation? Why are the ‘gifts of grace’ important to the  
 congregation?  See Ephesians 4:8, 11-16; I Corinthians 14:26; I Peter 4:10-11. 
 

5. Read I Corinthians 12:18. How might one interpret this verse in view of each 
member having received a spiritual gift? 

 
 
 

6. Believers are commanded to “stimulate” one another to love and good deeds.  
(Hebrews 10:24) Note what Sverdrup says in this regard: 

      If we never seek the gifts of grace, we certainly will not find them. 
Sometimes it is the case that they almost have to thrust themselves to the 
fore. That is one of the reasons why many of our gifts are partially wasted 
and partially impaired. 
      We cannot afford this. The congregation should search for the gifts as 
if it were searching for precious and costly gold and thus “test everything 
and preserve that which is good” also in this regard. (SJ 3:67) 
 

Who is responsible for encouraging these gifts among the members? How is the 
congregation to do this? (I Peter 4:11) 
 

 

7. How does the Bible answer believers who think that their spiritual gift is 
insignificant and unnecessary? How does the Bible answer believers who think 
that their spiritual gift is more important than the gift of another?  (I Corinthians 
12:12-14; Romans 12:3) 

 

8. According to Ephesians 4:11-16, how is the perfecting of the saints, the work of 
ministry, and edifying of the body described and accomplished? 

 

9. Note what Sverdrup says:   “. . . the idea that all the gifts of grace are gathered 
together in the person of the pastor, be he believing or unbelieving, dead or alive, 
is utterly foreign to, and unknown in, the whole of Scripture.” (SJ 2:88) 

Is it possible for congregational members to fulfill their gifts of grace if the pastor 
is in control of all aspects of congregational life? Why or why not? 



 

 

 

10. Besides the gifts listed in scripture and Sverdrup’s amplification of them, list 
others that might be considered gifts of grace in a contemporary congregation: 
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