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1 Corinthians 12:28-13:1 The order of Spiritual gifts

Today, we continue to discuss spiritual gifts. A question can arise in this discussion, how do
we determine whose spiritual gift is most important in the church? Is there even a hierarchy
of importance in spiritual gifts? That is what our passage today addresses. Today we are
continuing our journey through Paul’s discussion of spiritual gifts here in 1 Corinthians. We
are going to look at chapter 12:28 through chapter 13, verse 1. This passage could have
just been included with last week’s passage, but it seems that the Holy Spirit through the
Apostle Paul is leading us to see something unique in this part of the passage that was not
present earlier in the first list of gifts that came in this chapter. And it revolves around his
numbering of these gifts. Let’s read this passage and see what is significant about the
order of these spiritual gifts. 1Corinthians 12:28-13:1 says, 28 And God has appointed in
the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then miracles, then gifts of
healing, helping, administrating, and various kinds of tongues. 29 Are all apostles? Are all
prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? 30 Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all
speak with tongues? Do all interpret? 31 But earnestly desire the higher gifts. And | will
show you a still more excellent way. 13 If | speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but
have not love, | am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. This passage is the only place where
spiritual gifts are given any sort of numbering, but it is not the only place we see this
particular type of list. These first three numbered spiritual gifts also appear in the same
order in Ephesians 4:11-12. And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the
shepherds and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the
body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of
God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ... Of
course, Paul does not include evangelist as a gift in Corinthians and in Ephesians he expands
teachers to include the word shepherd or pastor, which is also the definition of shepherd,
within the church. Those two words, Shepherd and teacher are best read as going together
and being found in the same person, so that it could be read as Pastor-Teacher being one
gift.

And then after specifically numbering those first three gifts, he points our miracles, healing,
helping, administrating, and again in last position, speaking in tongues and interpreting
tongues as gifts in the church. | pointed out in the sermon on January 29 where we covered
the first part of chapter 12 that it seems significant that the gift of tongues is mentioned
last in both of Paul’s lists. So, there is at least some significance to his order. But, why
specifically number these first three, apostles, prophets, and teachers. Let’s look first at
these specific gifts and what they are. At its most basic meaning, the word apostle means
“one who is sent.” But as the New Testament uses the word, those who are called apostles
were directly commissioned by Jesus Christ himself. We see this specifically in the men we
know as the 12 disciples. Luke 6:13 tells us about this. 13 And when day came, he called his
disciples and chose from them twelve, whom he named apostles: Of course, we also have
the writer of this book, Paul who is an apostle through direct commissioning by Jesus Christ
in a supernatural encounter after Christ’s ascension back to Heaven. There are a couple of
others that are called Apostles outside of that group, but it seems like even those are
limited to people who were followers of Jesus and saw him after his resurrection and were
possibly present when he spoke the words of the Great Commission and ascended into
Heaven. In addition to being first person witnesses to Jesus Christ, a more important part of
their mission was being the primary source of direct revelation of the Word of God. Other
than 5 and possibly 6 books of the New Testament, all the rest were written by these
apostles. The non-apostolic books of the New Testament are James, Mark, Luke, Acts,
Jude, and possibly Hebrews. But in each of these cases, they are closely related to the



apostles and likely personally spent time with Jesus. For example, the writer James is the
half-brother of Jesus himself so he clearly spent time with Jesus.

Of course we have churches that recognize apostles today. This is one of those gifts,
though, that given how it is described in the Bible, it would seem to not have been active
after the death of the original apostles. For most of these apostolic churches, these are
sometimes self-appointed apostles, which is never the case in the Bible or they are
recognizing leadership within the church. But the purpose of the apostles was not simply
leadership, but direct authority to speak God’s Word on commission from Jesus Christ
himself. If someone today says they exercise that type of authority, that they are speaking
direct revelation from God, then it cannot contradict anything in the Bible the Word of God
and should be validated by direct revelation from the word of God. If that’s the case, then
there is no need for the apostolic message, since we already have the direct revelation of
God in the written Word of God. | would also make that same argument regarding Prophecy
which we will get to in a minute. This is one of those gifts that has been greatly misused in
the modern church, if it is even still active. And | would strongly agree with what Lucky Nyko
Mogakane, an African Pastor writing for the Gospel Coalition, said. He said, “The modern
church must go back to the apostolic word of God, rather than running after modern
apostles. For the church falls or stands on the word of God.”

The second qift listed here is Prophet. This is a gift where there are many different ideas for
what this is. Remember that we briefly mentioned it when discussing women wearing
headcoverings, because the headcoverings were required when women prayed or
prophesied in a public way. There is a much longer article with Biblical research leading to
this definition, but | really like the way Richard Blaylock defined New Testament prophecy in
another article for the Gospel Coalition. NT prophecy can be defined as (1) a miraculous act
of intelligible communication, (2) rooted in spontaneous, divine revelation and (3)
empowered by the Holy Spirit, which (4) results in words that can be attributed to any and
all members of the Godhead and which therefore (5) must be received by those who hear or
read them as absolutely binding and true. This definition is more detailed and nuanced, but
aligns to Scripture more than some of the popular ways of interpreting this. To many
evangelicals, New Testament prophecy is basically preaching. Anytime the Word of God is
preached, and the words that are said correctly explain a text of Scripture then prophecy
has happened. There is also the opposite extreme that New Testament prophecy is the
same as Old Testament prophecy of foretelling the future. This is mostly seen in Charismatic
circles who believe there are modern day prophets who continue to give clear insight into
the future. Many of these prophets continue to have followers in spite of vague non-specific
prophecies that could apply to almost any situation or verifiably false prophecies that do not
occur like predicting the time of Christ’s return. But the truth is more in the middle where
Blaylock’s definition is at. The prophecy must be something that is understandable to the
listener. One small example is 1 Timothy 1:18, This charge | entrust to you, Timothy, my
child, in accordance with the prophecies previously made about you, that by them you may
wage the good warfare... These were obviously spoken words that were understood by both
Timothy and Paul. 1 Corinthians 13:2 shows the Divine revelation aspect. 2 And if | have
prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge... Understanding of all
mysteries and knowledge can only come from the omniscient, all knowing, one himself — God.
Of course, we have seen throughout chapter 12 that all of these gifts are from and can be
attributed to the Holy Spirit. But the entire Trinity is involved in the giving of prophecy. In
the book of Revelation which is John’s prophecy he received from God, he attributes it to
God the Father and Jesus Christ as well. Revelation 1:1-2 says, He made it known by
sending his angel to his servant John, 2 who bore witness to the word of God and to the



testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw. True prophecy has to be regarded as
absolutely true and binding. In Ephesians 2, Paul actually ties true prophecy with what the
apostles say which became most of the New Testament. Ephesians 2:19b-20a says, you are
fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God, 20 built on the
foundation of the apostles and prophets... Given the nature of prophecy that it is
supernatural completely authoritative Word from God, | am hesitant to say that it is still
active in the modern church. The warning | quoted about apostles would be accurate for
prophecy as well. The modern church must go back to the apostolic word of God, rather
than running after modern apostles...or prophets. All the prophecy we need for the modern
church or the ancient church, or the future church is right here in the Bible. 2 Peter 1:20-21
speaking about the Bible says, 20 knowing this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture
comes from someone’s own interpretation. 21 For no prophecy was ever produced by the
will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.

There is a third gift here listed in this numbered list, though, and it is teachers. | already
pointed out that this word is tied to the coordinating gift of Shepherd or Pastor in
Ephesians. This is definitely the Pastoral office of the church, but it could include anyone
with the gift of teaching the Word of God. Teaching is included as an integral part of making
disciples in obedience to the Great Commission in Matthew 28:20, 20 teaching them to
observe all that | have commanded you. And behold, | am with you always, to the end of the
age.” This gift is more straightforward than the other two. But what do these three gifts
have in common that would lead Paul to number them separately from the others. Again,
there is some difference of opinion as to what he means, but when you examine these three
gifts, they are all used primarily for the planting of the first churches. The apostle took the
gospel to these areas without the testimony of Christ. Then, the gift of prophecy is at work
in each of the local congregations in the absence of the completed New Testament so that
God can give clear direction for the churches even when the apostles are absent. Finally, the
regular ongoing teaching and application of God’s Word is necessary to build up these new
followers of Christ to become disciples of Jesus Christ.

Apostolic ministry is no longer necessary to the planting of churches those converted under
their ministry went out with the gospel to plant the churches. And the gift of prophecy is
unnecessary after the completion of the New Testament. Revelation 22:18-19 at the very
end of the Bible says, 18 | warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this
book: if anyone adds to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book, 19 and
if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away his
share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book. One of the
premiere Charismatic theologians of the 20" Century made the following statement that
shows how some have treated the finality of the Word of God compared to modern
prophecy. The Bible truly has become a fellow witness (instead of the primary revelation)
to God’s present activity. . . . The Spirit as the living God moves through and beyond the
records of past witness (that’s the Bible), however valuable such records are as a model
for what happens today. Statements like that are not in keeping with the testimony of
Scripture, but they reflect modern views. The preaching and teaching of God’s Word is the
foundation for building the church and making disciples, today.

| know | have spent a lot of time going through those first three gifts because it is very
important to understand them and why they were key to the church’s growth and
expansion. But there are other gifts listed as well as the key question, “Does everyone
exercise these gifts?” He’s already made clear that we don’t all have the same gifts, so he is
continuing his point. So, if you are not one of those key gifts God uses to establish his
church, are you unimportant? Absolutely not! But on the other hand if you have a




supernatural type of gift such as speaking in tongues, does that put you on a higher and
more spiritual plane than your fellow believers? Also, no! In fact they are not even
considered in the top three of gifts, so we should desire the higher gifts. But that’s not
where he ends, he is heading to a much bigger truth, what he calls, ...a still more excellent
way. It is a way that unites all believers in the exercise of one overriding gift no matter
whether they have one of the higher church planting gifts or one of what could be seen as a
“lesser” gift. We will see that this gift that is available to everyone and must be exercised by
everyone is more important than all the others. This is the gift that is introduced in chapter
13 as we close on that first verse. If | speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have
not love, | am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal... Those primary gifts all involve spoken
words as does the gift of tongues that we will see has become divisive, but even if you have
those gifts, and do not have love in your heart for others, your gifts are worthless.

I’m probably going to repeat myself next week, but the gospel from beginning to end is a
message of love. John 3:16 shows us that message when it tells us that “...God so loved the
world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have
eternal life.” And what love it is. God is the Sovereign creator of everyone and everything.
Eternal, All-powerful, supremely righteous and perfect in every way. We as human beings
are finite, created beings. We live a limited physical existence of relatively few years, and yet
live these limited lives in rebellion to our Creator. That rebellion we call sin, and the Bible is
clear that all of us are affected to the core of our being by that rebellion. Romans 3:23 says,
for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God... Falling short is not just barely missing
the mark of God’s perfection, it is actively rebelling against God’s will and purpose. Romans
8:7 describes us in this state of sin that the Bible describes as being “in the flesh”. 7 For the
mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God's law; indeed, it
cannot. 8 Those who are in the flesh cannot please God. But that’s where the gospel gives
us the greatest message of love we could ever experience. Romans 5:8 says, 8 but God
shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. What incredible
love! While we were still sinners, God loved us so much that he gave his only son, Jesus
Christ, so that whoever believes in him, will not be ultimately lost forever in our sin, will not
perish, but have eternal life.

This is exactly what we sang earlier in our worship. What love could remember no wrongs
we have done Omniscient, all-knowing, He counts not their sum Thrown into a sea without
bottom or shore Our sins, they are many, His mercy is more Praise the Lord His mercy is
more Stronger than darkness, new every morn' Our sins, they are many, His mercy is more.
Out of all the gifts that God gives to us to exercise, the greatest of those is the ability to
show the self-sacrificing love we have experienced to others. So, while we don’t all share
the same gifts, we have all experienced the same love from our loving Heavenly Father. Next
week, we look at what it means when to have and give this love that everyone of us who
knows Jesus Christ has experienced. If you don’t know Jesus Christ as your Lord and
Savior, then | encourage you to repent of your sin and respond to God’s love by accepting
Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior. It is the greatest love you will ever know. Let’s pray.




