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What Does the Holy Spirit Do? 

1 Corinthians 12:1-13 

 

 Pentecost Sunday is a day when we remember and celebrate a significant event in God’s 

redemptive dealings—what biblical scholars and theologians sometimes call “salvation history.” 

Today we celebrate the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the church on that first Pentecost after 

Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection. 

 Jesus had promised it in the Gospel accounts, and had reiterated his promise in Acts 1 just 

before he ascended into heaven to sit at the Father’s right hand. 

 And on that Day of Pentecost, the most popular of the Jewish feasts that pilgrims went to 

Jerusalem for, when the city was filled with devout Jews and God-fearers from all over the 

Mediterranean world, God honored his promise! While the followers of Jesus—about 120 of 

them—were all gathered in one place after a ten-day prayer-meeting, a sound like a mighty wind 

filled the house. What looked like tongues of fire appeared, separated, and came to rest on them, 

and they began to speak in other languages as the Spirit gave them ability (Acts 2:4, NRSV).1 

 As you can imagine, all this drew a crowd, and as people who had gathered from all over the 

Roman world heard the gospel being proclaimed in their mother-tongues, they were amazed and 

perplexed, and began asking one another, “What does this mean?” 

 When some mocked them and accused them of being drunk, Peter stood up with the other 

eleven apostles and spoke to the crowd that had gathered. He told them that this was the 

fulfillment of what the prophet Joel had prophesied about how in the last days God would pour 

out his Spirit on all flesh, empowering both men and women to prophesy, and that “everyone 

who calls upon the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Acts 2:21). Peter went on to preach the 

good news about Jesus to them, and that day about 3,000 people put their faith in Jesus as the 

Messiah and were baptized. 

 So today we celebrate this gift of the Holy Spirit—God’s gift of his powerful presence—to 

the church. And it’s appropriate that we do so. This was a crucial event, a turning point in 

salvation history. Though it’s only been in recent decades that Baptists have observed Pentecost 

(and some still don’t), it’s a day that Christians down through the centuries have marked 

annually and with great joy 50 days after Easter Sunday. We celebrate God’s presence and power 

with us through his Spirit! 
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What does the Holy Spirit do? 

 But have you ever wondered just what does the Holy Spirit do? 

 The Apostle Paul can help us with this question. Throughout his letters, he often talks about 

or refers to the Spirit. Our text, 1 Corinthians 12:1-13, is part of a larger discussion in 1 

Corinthians 12 - 14 about spiritual gifts and how they should be used in the church. Here in 12:1-

13, Paul reminded the Corinthian believers of several aspects of the Holy Spirit’s work. What 

are some of the things the Spirit does? 

 

As he begins his discussion of spiritual gifts, Paul lays a little groundwork. He reminds the 

Corinthians, most of whom had been pagans rather than Jews prior to their conversion, of how 

before they came to Christ, they were enticed and led astray to idols that could not speak (12:2, 

NRSV). Then he draws a sharp contrast between what people say about Jesus. He emphasizes that 

no one could ever be inspired by the Spirit to say, “Jesus is accursed!” Anyone who says that is 

not speaking in the Spirit of God. On the other hand, the only way anyone can truly confess that 

“Jesus is Lord” (Kúrios ’Iēsoûs) is by the Holy Spirit (12:3, NRSV). 

Now this may not seem that significant to us, because we’re used to a situation in our culture 

where many people will say anything to get what they want. It doesn’t cost us much to say 

“Jesus is Lord” in our culture.  

But it was a different story in Paul’s day, living in the Roman Empire, where the official 

loyalty oath to the emperor consisted of the confession Kúrios Kaísar—“Caesar is Lord.” Some 

people could interpret confessing “Jesus is Lord” as sedition, as rebellion against Rome. And 

sometimes they did. And the penalty for it ranged from persecution to imprisonment to death. So 

people didn’t tend to mouth this confession quite so casually as they do today. In fact, Paul said 

that the only way they could do it was by the Holy Spirit (12:3, NRSV).  

 Paul says at the very outset, then, that one of the things the Holy Spirit does is that he enables 

a person to confess Jesus as Lord. In other words, the Spirit works in our individual salvation to 

bring us to confess Jesus as Lord. We would never come to Christ on our own. We would 

continue in our own way or in some pagan way.  

 But the Spirit comes to us convicting us of our need because of our sinfulness, showing us 

our need to be in a right relationship with God, creating a desire for that relationship in our 

hearts, and enabling us to trust Christ and to make the confession, “Jesus is Lord!” 

 And that is both amazing and humbling. 

 

 But that’s not the only thing the Spirit does. 

 Paul moves from this foundation of the Spirit’s role in their individual salvation to show the 

Corinthians how the Spirit is at work in the church through the spiritual gifts that he gives (12:4-

11). 

 In what is nearly a Trinitarian pattern, he emphasizes the variety and diversity of these gifts 

of the Spirit. He says: 
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Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and 
there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and there are 
varieties of activities, but it is the same God who empowers 
them all in everyone.  

 

Paul celebrates the variety and diversity of the gifts while also emphasizing the unity of the one 

who gives them, identifying the Holy Spirit with Christ (the same Lord) and the Father (the 

same God). 

 Now these gifts that Paul points to were the power of the risen Lord Jesus Christ at work 

among his people, as Charles Talbert has aptly described them. The problem Paul was dealing 

with here is that this amazing variety of gifts that was intended to display the church’s incredible 

unity was in fact being abused and misused by some of the Corinthian Christians to create 

separation, division, and disunity. That may not have been their intention, but by using their gifts 

in self-centered ways that built up themselves rather than the church, that was the effect. 

 So Paul tells them in no uncertain terms that the Holy Spirit equips and empowers individual 

believers for the common good of the church (12:4-11). He says that to each is given the 

manifestation of the Spirit for the common good (12:7). 

 Then he lists the gifts that were apparently present in the Corinthian church—the utterance 

of wisdom . . . the utterance of knowledge . . . faith . . . gifts of healing . . . working of 

miracles . . . prophecy . . . the ability to distinguish between spirits . . . various kinds of 

tongues . . . the interpretation of tongues (12:8-11). Three times here Paul points to the same or 

the one Spirit as the giver of the gifts. He reemphasizes the unity within this diversity of gifts 

when he says in v. 11, All these are activated by one and the same Spirit, who allots to each 

one individually just as the Spirit chooses (NRSV). 

 Now when we think about the gifts of the Spirit, it’s important to remember that there are 

several different lists of gifts in the New Testament, and none of them are identical. Later here in 

1 Corinthians 12, Paul adds the gifts of apostleship, prophecy, teaching, helps, and 

administration (vv. 27-31). He gives another list in Romans 12:6-8 that includes prophecy, 

service, teaching, encouragement (or exhortation), generosity, leadership, and mercy. Peter also 

points to a variety of gifts, and specifically mentions speaking God’s message and service (1 

Peter 4:10-11). 

 Don’t these different lists tell us, then, that they aren’t exhaustive—they don’t tell us every 

gift that the Spirit gives—and that the Spirit gives gifts that fit the current needs of a local 

congregation in its kingdom work?  

Now some gifts are constantly and consistently needed in every congregation. But Temple 

Baptist Church may have some needs that First Baptist or the Bridge or Trinity or St. Paul’s or a 

host of others may not have. Each congregation is unique, and the Holy Spirit gifts each 

congregation for the particular ministry and mission he has entrusted to it. 

 And as he does, the power of the risen Lord Jesus Christ is at work in our lives as believers—

the manifestation of the Spirit, given for the common good of the body of Christ. 

 And that leads us to a third thing the Spirit does: the Holy Spirit incorporates believers into 



 4 

the body of Christ (12:12-13). 

 This body analogy that Paul uses was pretty common in the ancient world. It was often used 

to describe a group that had some common interest or something that held them together as a 

cohesive unit. 

 Paul uses the image a lot—here, in Romans 12, in Ephesians 1 and 4, and in Colossians 1. It 

seems to be his favorite image for the church: the body of Christ. 

 Here in 1 Corinthians 12:12-13, he says that the body is one, though it has many members, 

and these many members or parts form one body. And then he says, so it is with Christ—many 

members, having different gifts, but all one body. And then he talks about the role of the Holy 

Spirit in this unity of the many members of the body: For in one Spirit we were all baptized 

into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit. 

In other words, we have been incorporated into the body through baptism (immersion) in the 

Spirit, as John the Baptist promised that Jesus would do (Mark 1:8). In Acts 1:4-5, Jesus 

described what would happen to the disciples on the Day of Pentecost that we celebrate today as 

being baptized with (or in) the Holy Spirit! 

 Paul also speaks here of being made to drink of one Spirit (12:13). What in the world does 

he mean by that? 

Well, we often speak of being “immersed in” something, like an experience or a pastime or a 

field of study. Isn’t Paul saying something like this, that we have been made to experience the 

Spirit inside and out? Isn’t he saying with these pictures of baptism and drinking, as Dr. Talbert 

puts it in his commentary, “that the Spirit is both within and all around believers”?2 Luke uses a 

similar image in Acts, as does Paul in Ephesians 5, when he talks about being filled with the 

Spirit (Acts 4:31; 9:17; Ephesians 5:18).  

 We are the body of Christ, and it’s the Holy Spirit that brings the body together! He places 

the members in body and arranges them just as he wants them to be (12:18)! 

That’s why I often tell people who are already members of a church somewhere else and are 

considering joining our church that they need to be sure that they’re joining because they’ve 

come to believe that this is where God is placing them in the body at this time in their lives.  

 

 So today, on this Pentecost Sunday, we celebrate the Holy Spirit and his work. And what is 

that work? What does the Holy Spirit do?  

Just as Paul reminded the Corinthian believers, the Holy Spirit works in our individual 

salvation and in our life together as the body of Christ.  

He enables us to confess Jesus as our Lord.  

He equips and empowers individual believers for the common good of the church.  

And he incorporates us into the body of Christ. 

Are you experiencing his power and presence working in and through you? 

MEG 

 
1 Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture quotations are from the Holy Bible, English Standard Version® (2011 

text edition). 
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2 Charles H. Talbert, Reading Corinthians: A Literary and Theological Commentary on 1 and 2 Corinthians 

(New York: Crossroads, 1989), 84. 


