
Holy Spirit, giver of every good and perfect gift

1 Corinthians 12:4-11

When we think of the Holy Spirit, we often focus on the unity which the Spirit brings in the 

church. Yet more often than not, we read in the Scriptures that the Holy Spirit is the giver of 

diversity. One of the principal activities of the Spirit in our lives is to make us different from 

each other. Thus when Paul speaks of the gifts which the Spirit gives, his emphasis is on the fact 

that we have all received different gifts. The Spirit has given us different gifts, as the Spirit 

chooses, and who we are and what we do as a result will bring about diversity, variety and 

richness in our communal life and in our individual lives.

Because the Spirit is the source of diversity, it is easy to see then that any attempt to make us all 

the same, to get us to conform, to homogenise us, is not the work of the Spirit of God but a lying 

and deceiving spirit. We are to celebrate our diversity, for this diversity is a reflection of the 

richness of God our Creator,  who made us to  bear his  image, to  portray God in the world. 

Because our God is so great, there is no way that any one person, or even a great number of 

people, or even all people put together, could ever adequately convey in their lives the richness 

and variety of our infinitely creative God.

The gifts which the Spirit gives reflect who that Spirit is: the Spirit of the Creator God who 

brought into being a world full of such diversity, variety, richness, and colour. Do you know that 

there are reportedly 800,000 species of insects, 41,000 species of vertebrates, and about 1,600 

species of bacteria? On top of that, we have numerous varieties of trees, grasses, flowers, and so 

on, just to restrict ourselves to plants. When we add the chemical kingdom as well, we find at 

least as great a diversity. Now how could a God who could come up with 800,000 different types 

of insects be a God who values conformity and sameness? There is no way that we can represent 

an infinitely creative God by all being alike. If we just look around at each other we can see 

something of that diversity, in body size and shape, hair and eye colour, to name but a few 

obvious characteristics. Now add to that our different experiences in life, our different abilities, 

our different life situations, the contexts in which we live and work, and the relationships we 

have with others. Even in this small group of believers we can see an enormous variety and 

richness,  all  of  which  expresses  the  life  which  God  gave  us.  Away  then  with  conformity,  

sameness and dullness!
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Read again what Paul says to the Corinthians:

There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit. There are different kinds of  

service, but the same Lord. There are different kinds of workings, but the same  

God works all of them in all men. 

Here the diversity of God is evident. The church is the body of Christ, made up of different 

parts, and although it has many parts, they are all one body. What is it that maintains the unity of 

the body even in the face of such diversity? It is the same Spirit who is at work in us all, the 

same Spirit who gives us all the manifold gifts we have. The unity of the body does not consist  

in all of us being the same, but in all of us being filled with the same Spirit, serving the same 

Lord, worshipping the same God. That in itself will ensure our unity, for that unity is focused in 

God himself. 

There is nothing in the creation which can provide or ensure unity for us. People have looked for 

and claimed to have found a basis for unity among those who speak the same language, who 

have the same colour skin, the same ethnic background, the same nationality, the same social 

class or education, the same religion, the same political beliefs. But all of these attempts to find 

unity within the diversity of creation will fail, as can be seen from the results of such attempts. 

Those who seek unity in the same colour of skin exercise discrimination against those of another 

colour. Those who find their unity in the same religion persecute those of other religions. Those 

who seek unity in the same ethnic background wage war and “ethnic cleansing” on those of 

another ethnicity. 

Nothing within the creation can provide the basis for our unity, for the creation displays not 

unity but diversity. There is no one thing within creation that can bind us all together, for that is 

the role of God alone. The attempt to create a source of unity in the creation is to form an idol; a 

substitute god that gives the meaning and unity of life. But take heed to the warning in Psalm 

115, which ridicules those who make idols for themselves: 

Our God is in the heaven, he does whatever pleases him. But their idols are  

silver and gold, made by the hands of men. They have mouths, but they cannot  

speak, eyes, but they cannot see; they have ears, but cannot hear, noses, but they  

cannot smell; they have hands, but cannot feel, feet, but they cannot walk; nor  

can they utter a sound with their throats. Those who make them will be like them,  

and so will all who trust in them.
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What then is the fate of those who make idols to trust in? They will become like their own idols,  

wooden, lifeless, inanimate, powerless, empty. Worshippers become like their God. Those who 

worship their own self-made gods become like those gods. So how does this affect our lives? 

Any human product cannot represent the entirety of creation, the richness, diversity, complexity, 

variety which God has brought into being. It must of necessity give a representation of a limited 

part  of creation.  This is  why the pagan Greeks and Romans,  the Hindus who have literally 

millions of gods, and others who worship such gods, have so many of them. No one God can 

represent all the creation, it can only represent a part. So to try to comprehend all that creation  

is, the number of gods multiplies to cope with the incredible diversity of God’s creation. There 

has to be a god for everything. 

But more alarming than the incredibly diverse nature of idolatry is the facet which Psalm 115 

mentions: “those who make them will be like them.” We become like the god we worship, the 

gods we make for ourselves are like us. All those who worship that god will then be like each 

other, that is, they will have a sameness, a conformity, a dullness, which comes about because 

their god is no god at all but only a part of creation, one fragment of the great diversity God has 

brought into being. The True and Living God is far greater than all his works, and cannot be 

contained in or confined to any part of the creation. 

But we seek for the unity in life not within the creation but beyond it. What keeps the creation 

together? It is the creating God by his word of power, that is, all things hold together in Jesus 

Christ, as we read in Colossians, for it is the Word that God has sent forth, his own son, that  

holds  all  the  diversity  of  the  creation  together.  That  diversity  comes  about  because  of  the 

creative power of God exercised through the Spirit.

The Holy Spirit gives us many gifts. All that we are, all that we are able to do, all our abilities  

and talents, are the result of the Holy Spirit giving his gifts to us. Those gifts demonstrate an 

incredible range and diversity, for the Holy Spirit is not boring, or single-minded, or trapped in a 

rut. The Holy Spirit of God is a Spirit of freedom, of diversity, of variety and richness, and that 

is reflected in the gifts which he gives to us all. 

Now we tend to think of “spiritual  gifts” only as those special  gifts  which are given to  be 

exercised in the church. The list of gifts we find in 1 Corinthians tends to provide our range of 

possibilities. But we read other lists of gifts in Romans and in Ephesians, lists which differ from 

those  in  1  Corinthians.  Is  Paul  forgetful?  Did  he  not  keep  a  note  of  his  list?  Or  is  there 
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something else to be learned from this? I believe that the latter is the case, and what we read in 

each  of  Paul’s  lists  is  a  representative  sampling,  some  common  gifts,  readily  identifiable 

examples. The Holy Spirit is not limited to nine or seven or thirteen gifts; he has a great number  

of gifts to give us. If we range wider than Paul’s letters, we find other gifts given by the Spirit:  

celibacy, marriage, metalwork, martyrdom, woodwork, jewellery-making, musical ability and 

song-writing, to name but a few. 

The Holy Spirit gives his gifts freely to the creation: all of our abilities, all of our talents and 

skills, come not from ourselves, not from our parents, not from our genes, but from God the 

Creator who gives his good gifts to all people everywhere. We have no power in ourselves to do 

the things we do. We have not acquired skills and abilities from nowhere. We are not “gifted” by 

nature. All our gifts come from a giver. There can be no gift unless there is a giver to give the 

gift. That is what a gift is, something that a giver has given, it is then a gift. So all of our “gifts” 

come from the one giver, God himself, who gives all of us our skills and abilities for whatever it 

is  we  are  able  to  do,  whether  cooking  a  meal,  writing  a  poem,  needlework,  metalwork, 

engineering, accounting, medicine, child-rearing, driving a car, reading a book. Nothing that we 

do is possible except that God enables us to do it, by giving us the necessary abilities and skills  

by which those activities are possible.

Even those who do not believe receive the good gifts of God. As James says, “Every good and 

perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of heavenly lights.” But what then of 

the terrible things that people do with their abilities? What about the sins that are committed 

using the skills and gifts people have? This is the tragic consequence of sin. We have rebelled 

against our maker,  shunned the one who gave us life,  gave us abilities and skills,  gifts  and 

talents, and we have instead used them for our own advantage, our own gratification, our own 

lusts, perverting and distorting and misusing these gifts that God has given us. We will come 

into judgement for all that we have done with those gifts.

But that is of course not the end. God sent his Son to redeem us, to renew us, to make us whole 

and clean again, and the gifts we have are also renewed in Christ. What does it mean then to 

have a “spiritual gift”? All the gifts we have from God are gifts of the Spirit, there is no such 

thing as a “natural gift,” one which is not God’s gift to us. “Nature” gives us nothing, because 

“nature” is only the creation which God brought into being. When the Bible speaks of things 

that are “spiritual” and things that are “natural,” these are not to be understood as a distinction 

between  what  comes  from  God  and  what  is  inherent  in  the  world  around  us.  Rather,  the 
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“natural”  things are  those which are empowered and directed by  fallen human nature,  the 

sinful human being, that which is governed by rebellion against God. The “spiritual,” on the 

other hand, is anything that is renewed in Christ and empowered and directed by the Holy Spirit. 

Thus  that  which  is  “spiritual”  is  not  a  realm apart  from daily  life,  something  ethereal  and 

different, but daily life which is lived in and through the power of the Holy Spirit. The spiritual 

person is not a different kind of person, distinct from an “unspiritual” person, for we are all 

spiritual beings, following a spiritual path and working with spiritual powers. The question is, 

what spirit is it that fills and directs us? Whose spirit is it? The Spirit of God, or the spirits of  

wickedness, or our own sinful human spirits? 

“Spiritual” gifts, then, as we traditionally understand them, are not something totally divorced 

from the gifts and abilities which we exercise in daily life, but gifts which are the particular 

work of the Holy Spirit in our lives within the context of the life of the church. In fact any gift  

can be a “spiritual” gift in the Biblical sense, in so far as it is renewed in Christ and empowered  

and directed by the Holy Spirit. That includes our music making, sewing clothes, repairing the 

car, adding up the accounts, caring for the sick, teaching others, writing poems. Any ability at 

all, any skill we may have, any talents we exercise, are all “spiritual” in the broad sense since 

they are the activities of spiritual beings, human beings. But in the strict Biblical sense, only 

those gifts and skills which are empowered and directed by the Holy Spirit are truly spiritual. All 

other exercise of these gifts is deceptively spiritual, in that the character and purpose to which 

they are put serves not the true God but some imitation, pretend god, an idol of our own making. 

That idol will drive us towards conformity and sameness, because it is the image of our own 

making, and therefore restricted and limited by who we are. But the Spirit of God gives us his 

gifts in richness, diversity and freedom, for by his power God is working to bring the creation to 

completion.  The  richness,  diversity,  variety  and  splendour  of  what  God  has  made  will  be 

unfolded and displayed through the work we are engaged in within the creation: caring for,  

developing, exploring and discovering what God has made possible for us in his  wonderful 

world. God has given us the necessary gifts of heart and hand and mind, by which we can care 

for his world, making something of it to display his glory through the things he has made and 

what he has enabled us to make of them. 

We have the freedom from God to make what we will of the creation, subject to the norms 

which he has established to direct and guide us. That freedom comes from the Holy Spirit, who 

gives us his gifts in such richness, diversity and fullness that in order to make full use of them, 

© Chris Gousmett 2016 5



developing our skills and abilities to the greatest possible extent, we have the opportunity to 

explore them in whatever way takes our fancy. God delights in his children having fun with his 

world, being amazed by it, fascinated with it, experimenting and playing with it to see what we 

can make. God has given us this freedom, entrusting us with all that he has made, giving us 

abilities of great diversity, and waiting to see what we would do.

Unfortunately, we have turned away from this wonderful God, and instead of caring for his  

world, following his guidelines for what we do with it, we have gone our own way, and we have 

decided for ourselves what we can and can’t do. The gifts which are given freely by the Holy 

Spirit have been perverted and misused, governed not by the Spirit of God but by the spirits of  

wickedness, the powers of darkness and the forces of evil. We have betrayed our trust, time and 

time again, and the consequences confront us on a daily basis, wherever we look. The results of 

human sin are all around us, we cannot escape them.

But all is not lost, for God has not abandoned his world, nor has he abandoned us. He sent his 

only Son to redeem us from our sins, and to renew and redirect us away from our own paths, to 

bring us to the kingdom of God. The gifts which the Holy Spirit has given to us, which we have  

misused and exploited for our own ends, are also renewed and re-empowered, made holy and 

clean so that all that we do is fit for the kingdom of God. Then all that we do will be transformed 

in Christ for the service of God, and the goal which God has established for his creation will be 

fulfilled: so that the glory of God will cover the earth as the waters cover the sea. Then all will  

be made new, and God alone will be worshipped and honoured in our midst. Amen, come Lord 

Jesus!
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