
A CHARISMATIC CHURCH
1 Corinthians 12:1-11

THE SIGN OF SPIRITUALITY

What is a sign of the spiritual person? Is someone spiritual because he reads the Bible and prays for hours each day? Is someone spiritual because she prays for a parking place when she drives into the District? Is a man spiritual because he handles rattlesnakes before the benediction? Is a woman spiritual because she seems to float through life uncontaminated by anything of this world? What do you think is a sign of a spiritual person?


Well, the question is an old one and was there at the very beginning of the Christian church. When Paul traveled to Corinth, Greece, and founded one of the first Christian churches there   , all of the members were new to Christianity. The church in Corinth had tests for which they had no texts and problems for which they had no precedents. Some concerned members wrote to Paul and asked their questions about marriage, divorce, lawsuits, support of local non-Christian shrines, proper foods to eat, leadership of women in the church, order of worship, and the nature of a resurrected body. What a list! And among the questions was this one: What are the defining characteristics of a spiritual person?


It appears that some in the church already had an answer. They thought that the best sign of spirituality is ecstatic religion. For them, speaking in tongues, which we call glossolalia, was the height of spirituality. They thought that when the person and God become so united that regular words are left behind as barriers to worship and adoration, then that is the sign of true spirituality. And some Christians have the same values today. Some worshippers openly speak in these nonunderstandable languages. (And I’m not talking about talking about Greek nouns or quoting German theologians!) Pentecostals jump over the pews, while Baptists sleep in them. Spiritual persons ask you and me if we have been given the second blessing of the Holy Spirit. 


In the past I have talked to a few fellow church members who have had the experience of speaking in tongues. And I have always stood with Paul in his response. He does not condemn those who practice glossolalia, and neither do I. Paul and I accept speaking in tongues as an authentic aspect of private worship for some persons. Yet Paul and I also reject the priority that the Corinthians and some churches place upon this standard of spirituality. Yes, speaking in tongues may be a part of spirituality and an individual's prayer life. No, ecstatic spirituality is not the height of Christian discipleship. 

THE SIGN OF GIFTEDNESS

Two thousand years later spirituality is still a hot topic. I hear, “I’m not very religious but I am a spiritual person.” The focus of spirituality in Corinth and in many places today is upon my activities in worship toward God. Paul begins with the word spirituality because that is their question. He quotes from the letter sent to him from Corinth with a standard phrase he uses throughout 1 Corinthians to refer to their written questions: "Now concerning.” To their question Paul begins in 12:1, "Now concerning spirituality." 


The word gifts is not in the original Greek text but is added by the translators. Did you know that? Notice footnote c in the pew Bible for verse 1: “spiritual gifts or spiritual persons.” (I hope that you when you read the Bible you will read the footnotes and appreciate the ambiguity of some sentences.) The text speaks of pneumatikon. (See, there I go speaking in tongues again!) Do you hear the word “pneumatic” in the word pneumatikon?  "Now concerning pneumatics . . . ." We have no noun in the sentence which “spiritual” modifies, so it can refer to spiritual persons or spiritual things. I suggest you take a pencil and place the word “gifts” in parentheses. Paul begins with their word—Now concerning spiritual--and then does not use their word spiritual again. He chooses to use in verse 4 one of his favorite words, char’isma (although today we pronounce it charis’ma).

Fred Craddock wishes to report a robbery. Some years ago someone broke into the church, pried open the door to the room where the vocabulary is kept, and stole one of the richest words the Christian community possessed. The word was charisma. Charisma was peddled on the street and soon came to be used by everybody for everything: an exciting personality, a particular hairstyle, a photogenic face, a stimulating speech, a provocative style of leadership.1 It is a good word for the Christian faith. The word is a form of charis, "grace,” from which we get "eucharist.” It is the background word for "charity.” Charisma means "gift.” 


Why such a big deal about two words: spiritual and charisma?  Well, Paul insists that when we talk about the activities of a Christian, we call them what they are--gifts of God. Without this association with God and grace, we might as well be discussing magic and horoscopes. The word spiritual in his time and in our time is a general and often unclear description of a kind of person or activity. The word spiritual focuses on the person.


The word gift, however, focuses on the source beyond ourselves who gives the gift. Paul obviously wants the Christians there in Corinth to see their activity in relation to the source of their life and work and not simply as a quality--even a spiritual quality--they possess in themselves. When Paul talks about what a church does, therefore, he uses the word gifts and not the word spiritual activities. He thinks that distinction is important, and so do I. 


These eleven verses of Paul's letter emphasize three truths about gifts. First we see that spiritual gifts have their source in the one and same God. Notice the number of times in verses 4-6 that he uses the word "same.” "Now there are distributions of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are distributions of services, but the same Lord; and there are distributions of activities, but it is the same God who activates (energizes) all of them in everyone" (12:4-6). All gifts are distributed by this one source--God. Whether you use the noun Spirit, Lord, or God, it is the "same" one who energizes and distributes. The emphasis of giftedness is upon the source of the gift and not on the person who has the gift. 


Second, we see here that each and every Christian possesses at least one gift—To each is given . . . . (v.7). These gifts are not all the gifts, for Paul just names a few here. "Now there are distributions of gifts. . . ." The Greek word (diaireseis) used here and in verse 11 can be translated not only "varieties,” but also as "distributions" or "allotments." To be a Christian is to be gifted. No one is excluded.

Third, these verses teach us that all gifts are to be used, as verse 7 tells us, "for the common good." Now this word translated "common good" means "bringing together.” The Lord uses our gifts to bring the community together and build up the church.  Spirituality may be good for me personally, but giftedness is good for the whole church, and, therefore, good for the whole world. Every New Testament church, therefore, is a charismatic church--a gifted community. 

A CHARISMATIC CHURCH

So what will Vienna Baptist Church be like if we are truly a charismatic church? We will not be a charismatic church because some members become ecstatic during worship and begin to speak in strange tongues and jump up and down. We will not measure our Christ-likeness by how high your jump over the pews during the sermon.  (Thank God!) Ecstatic emotionalism is the sign of a spiritual church, not a charismatic church. 


We will not be a charismatic church because we leave here with a warm glow inside and feel good about ourselves and about everyone else here today. Our goal here is not a mutual admiration society where we gloss over our sinfulness and say, "I'm okay, and you're okay, so don't worry, be happy." A warm, fuzzy feeling is a sign of spirituality but not necessarily a sign of a charismatic church.


We will not be a charismatic church because we have what is called a charismatic preacher or other charismatic leaders. The church of Corinth was not built on the preaching of Peter, the persuasiveness of Apollos, or the power of Paul. Paul says that the Church in Corinth is built on Jesus Christ. Any church, including Vienna Baptist Church, who builds her mission and power upon the personality of any person or group of persons is destined to fail because that church will be a spiritual church, not a charismatic church.


We will not be a charismatic church because we know the Bible well and pray individually and collectively more than any other group in Vienna. I'm not against prayer and Bible study, mind you! But if prayer and Bible study is all that we do, if we keep all of it in here for our own good and our own spiritual nourishment, without taking to others the knowledge of this source of strength, then we will be a spiritual church, not a charismatic church.


When we become members of Vienna Baptist Church, we promise to follow our Covenant which begins, “We therefore covenant together as a local expression of His church to engage regularly in the worship of God, Bible study and opportunities for growth in the Christian faith.” As members of Vienna Baptist Church we promise to gather together regularly to share our charismata/gifts with one another and with the community. 


According to Paul and according to our church’s covenant, we are a charismatic church when it is evident to others that, as verse 7 insists, “To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.” We are a charismatic church when people say to us, "You share your God-given gifts in the name of Christ for the common good." Being spiritual is not enough for Vienna Baptist Church; for we are to be a charismatic community.

Basil of Caesarea lived in the fourth century. Basil really wanted to develop his spiritual life and be in touch with God so he assumed he needed to go off by himself into the desert. For years he lived a simple life there by staying in a crude hut and eating bread that was so hard that it almost broke his teeth. One day, however, he realized that if he really wanted to be spiritual, then he couldn't just stay there in the desert forever. Instead, Basil discovered that to be spiritual means to take what God has given us and to use those gifts to help others. So, for the rest of his life, Basil dedicated himself to organizing communities to care for the sick and the orphans.2 
Basil of Caesarea quit trying to be spiritual and realized he was charismatic. When we realize we are charismatic, we agree to engage regularly in the worship of God, Bible study and opportunities for growth in the Christian faith for the common good. Let’s be a charismatic church!
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