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I
Many years ago, a Bible college student was volunteering his time in a local 
youth ministry. Each week Bill made snacks or led games at group gatherings. 
He befriended students and drove them on special trips. But one day the Youth 
Director approached him and said, “Bill, I’m going to be out of town for a few 
days and was wondering if you might give the talk at next week’s meeting.” 
Bill’s heart nearly stopped. He was tongue-tied at the very thought of speaking 
in front of a group. Yet feeling that he couldn’t say “no” to his youth pastor Bill 
said, “O.K., I’ll give it a try.”

The next week came and Bill found himself standing in front of a roomful of 
students. His assigned topic was the passage in the Sermon on the Mount in 
which Jesus said that if we’re really trying to honor God, but have an 
unresolved conflict with someone else, we’d be better to leave our gift at the 
altar and go off to work on that relationship. Bill did his best to explain that 
God was far more concerned with reconciliation and true righteousness than 
with mere rituals. He stumbled his way through parts of the talk, often feeling 
like he was boring his listeners, and with great relief finally sat down.
 
Silence hung over the room. Bill thought to himself, “I’ve really blown it.” And 
then something amazing began to unfold. A high school boy turned to the kid 
right behind him and said: “John, I’m sorry I was so rough with you when we 
were playing that game a little earlier.” A moment later, a teenage girl got up 
from her seat, walked across the room and said to another girl: “You know, 
Laura, a lot of the time when we’re at school, I act like you don’t even exist. I 
treat you like dirt. Will you please forgive me?” Conversation after conversation 
followed like this. Bill was dumbfounded. 

Later that week, he went to one of the professors at his Bible college and told 
him what had happened – how he had gotten up and spoken, and how this 
incredible work of God had unfolded from there in the life of these kids, and 
how he didn’t know what this meant. “Bill,” said his professor, “have you ever 
heard of SPIRITUAL GIFTS?” 

How about you: “Have you ever heard of spiritual gifts?” In 1 Corinthians 12 
the Apostle Paul said: “Now about the GIFTS of the SPIRIT, brothers and 
sisters, I do not want you to be uninformed” (1 Cor 12:1).  I, for one, 
was uninformed on this topic for the longest time. I used to think that if you 
received a Bible, or a book on prayer, or maybe tickets to a Christian concert, 
that was a spiritual gift. But the truth is so much more exciting than that. Let 



me give you a simple definition that may be helpful: “Spiritual gifts are 
supernatural empowerments, given to every believer, for the 
upbuilding of the Body of Christ.” Consider with me each of those 
concepts in turn.

II

Spiritual gifts are SUPERNATURAL EMPOWERMENTS, which means that they are 
different from natural talents or ordinary skills. Talents and skills have to do 
with what you received by way of genetics, upbringing, or education. You 
might have the talent of cooking, or the skill of athleticism, or the ability to 
speak with ease in public. Talents and skills are endowments of nature or 
nurture with which you achieve a certain human impact. Spiritual gifts, on the 
other hand, are divine infusions of power that can use human talents and skills 
– or not – but in either case produce spiritual results.

The Bible says a lot about the Gifts of the Spirit. In Exodus, for example, we 
read how the Spirit of God provided supernatural skill to the craftsmen who 
built the Tabernacle, the wonderful edifice that housed the Ark of the Covenant 
which held the Law of God (Exo 35:30-33). In Deuteronomy, we’re told that 
Joshua was given supernatural wisdom with which to lead the people of God 
into the Promised Land (Deut 34:9). Throughout the Book of Judges we hear 
that it was when the Holy Spirit came upon certain individuals that they were 
able to rise up from ordinary roles within the community to assume crucial 
leadership at times of national crisis (Judges 2:16). The prophet Isaiah said that 
not only did his understanding of God’s truth proceed from the Holy Spirit 
resting upon him, but he also said that there would come one day a Messiah in 
whom the complete fullness of the Spirit would be pleased to dwell (Isa 11:2).

III

Spiritual gifts are supernatural empowerments given, secondly, TO EVERY 
BELIEVER. Have you ever heard someone say, “Wow, that person is really 
gifted”? Or think to yourself, “Gosh, I wish I were gifted”? Some extreme 
Pentecostal Christians sometimes speak as if God only gave spiritual gifts to a 
select circle of his followers. Biblically speaking, however, every believer is a 
charismatic Christian. The Greek word “charisma” literally means supernaturally 
gifted. Everyone who has received the Holy Spirit is a charismatic (with a small 
“c”) Christian. Some of us don’t yet know our “charismata,” our “gifts,” or are 
not employing them in intentional ways. But the Apostle Paul makes clear in his 
letter to the Corinthians that “to each [believer] the manifestation of the 
Spirit is given for the common good.” And then again in his writing to the 
Ephesians Paul says “to each one of us grace (charis) has been given as 
Christ apportioned it” (Eph 4:7).

It is easy to forget this. As Rick Yeown has said: We live in a professional 



society, a society in which people often must be credentialed or wear a special 
outfit to be trusted with great responsibility. “The result in the church of Jesus 
Christ is devastating,” writes Yeown. Christians are seeing only a tiny percentage 
of the influence possible because we too often give ministry over to “the 
professionals” – the people in robes or with “Rev” in front of their name. Too 
many people live by the old quip, “Pastors are paid to be good, but lay-people 
are good for nothing.” The Bible begs to differ. It begs us to discover and 
deploy the gifts of the people of God. In fact, if the gifts of God’s people were 
more fully understood and used, we wouldn’t need to pay so many pastors! 

IV

I hope you’ll remember this: spiritual gifts are, first of all, supernatural 
empowerments; that, secondly, they are given to every believer; and that, 
thirdly, they are given FOR THE UPBUILDING OF THE BODY of Christ. I’m going 
to focus extensively on that idea in my next and last message in this series, but 
let me just say this at the outset. The quality of a community where spiritual 
gifts are taken seriously and conscientiously employed is something amazing 
indeed. It is more wonderful than any athletic team, than any club, than any 
workgroup endeavor you’ve ever experienced. Where the Spirit’s gifting is 
celebrated there is a deeper connection between people, a greater feeling of 
worth in each person, and a more awesome power for good than many of us 
know. Such a church functions as powerfully and beautifully as Jesus Christ 
himself did when he walked this earth. And when people come into contact 
with such a community, they feel like they are encountering Christ in the flesh.

So what are these spiritual gifts? Well, the scriptures give us a long list of them. 
I’ve given you a partial catalogue in your sermon outline today, and will 
provide further definition next week. What I’d like to focus on in concluding 
today are the BENEFITS OF KNOWING AND USING OUR SPIRITUAL GIFTS. And 
the FIRST of those benefits is FIREPOWER. The opening chapters of Acts 
record that on the day of Pentecost, the first followers of Jesus received the 
blazing “power” he had promised to become his witnesses (Acts 1:8). Within a 
few hours, 3,000 people came to faith in Christ as a result of that witness. 

God hasn’t stopped pouring out power. Do you remember that youthworker, 
Bill, I mentioned earlier? Well, the discovery that God had empowered him with 
the spiritual gifts of teaching, changed Bill’s life’s course. He gave up other 
vocational plans and devoted himself to using that gift to reaching unchurched 
kids with the gospel of Jesus. And God poured out through the vessel of that 
young man’s life an amazing power. This week, approximately 20,000 people 
will come to the Willow Creek Community Church where Bill Hybels still employs 
his spiritual gifts in the service of God. 

Life is too short and people too precious to miss out on knowing and using our 
spiritual gifts. But there is a SECOND reason why we might give more attention 



to that enterprise: It is FUN to use your spiritual gifts. One of God’s desires in 
giving you these Power Tools is that you might experience the joy of using 
them in his service. You see, there is a difference between filling a need-slot 
and answering a call for your gifts. When you are serving out of a need for 
your effort, you will often feel “I should.” When you are answering a call for 
your spiritual gifts, however, you will more often feel “I can.” Mere needs often 
move us by a sense of guilt or pressure in the face of a work demanded. But 
someone answering a call for his or her gifts often feels delight in a privilege 
given.

Someone simply doing a job feels in time a certain resentment, exhaustion, or 
apathy. Someone guided by a commitment to using a spiritual gift, however, 
will feel an increasing sense of energy and investment in his or her work. When 
you’re working in an area where you are just filling a need-slot, the tasks there 
will have low priority and often get pushed aside by other commitments. If you 
serving in an area of spiritual giftedness, however, you will move mountains to 
keep returning to that area of service. If you are just doing a job, you’ll often 
be led by ego-centrism, often feel that “I better get some strokes for doing 
this.” But when you’re using your spiritual gifts, you will tend to forget yourself 
and simply get caught up in the God-centric wonder that says: “Thank you, 
God, for using me.”

Let’s be honest, there are a lot of tasks in life that we simply have to take up, 
whether we find joy in them or not. I don’t know a single person who thrills at 
the sight of an overflowing laundry hamper or stack of bills! But do you ever 
feel like you also get worn out by the huge variety of noble requests that come 
your way? How do you decide where to spend your energies? One of the best 
fruits of knowing your spiritual gifts is the FREEDOM it gives you in the face of 
such requests to say a guiltless “NO” to many activities that – ‘though 
worthwhile -- aren’t in accord with the best gifts God has entrusted to you.

My friends, in His staggering grace, God has made us in such a way that by 
using our spiritual gifts we get to be conduits of the firepower of heaven, 
experience fun in serving, and find greater freedom to focus on what we’ve 
been uniquely created and equipped to do. These three benefits lead inexorably 
to a fourth. Pursuing our individual spiritual gifts provides us with a pathway 
for FULFILLMENT of our highest calling together – to be the Body of Christ in 
the world. No vision could be more compelling and wonderful, which is why 
we’ll return to it the next time I speak. 

Would you pray with me?

Loving and gracious God, we come before you with thanks this day that you 
have created a world and are bringing forth a kingdom that allows us to play a 
vital part. We ask that you would lead each of us to discover more fully the 
particular reason why you put us on earth and have left us here as long as you 



have. Open our eyes to those particular gifts of your Spirit, entrusted to us for 
the upbuilding of your Church and the service of your mission in the World. 
Come into our hearts afresh this day, O God. Fill us anew with your Spirit, for 
we pray in the name of Jesus. Amen.
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