
Sewing and Sowing in the Spirit

Identifying and using your gifts spiritually

God does not want us all to be the same. He has gone out of his way to ensure that we

are not all the same. God is a God of diversity, of variety, of richness and colour in all

that he does. And in making human beings, he has ensured that we are all different

from  one  another.  There  are  many  things  that  make  us  different:  our  physical

appearance,  our  experiences  in  life,  our  family  background,  or  our  education  or

working lives. In all these ways, and more than we could mention, we are different

from one another. And this is how it should be. God has not intended for us all to be

the same; nor has he indicated that we should have the same experiences or have the

same contributions to make. God is a God of variety. We have only to think of the vast

numbers of different species of beetle to be aware of that - there are more different

species of beetle than any other group in the animal kingdom. At least 250,000 species

are known to science - more than one-quarter of all animal species. So it is easy to see

that God is a God who loves diversity and variety.

Accordingly,  it  should not surprise  us that there are  many different kinds of gifts

distributed amongst believers by the Holy Spirit, and different combinations of gifts.

As it says in 1 Corinthians 12:4-11,

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 working, but the same God works all of them in all men. Now to

each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.

To one there is given through the Spirit the message of wisdom, to

another the message of knowledge by means of the same Spirit,  to

another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by that one

Spirit, to another miraculous powers, to another prophecy, to another

distinguishing between spirits, to another speaking in different kinds

of tongues, and to still another the interpretation of tongues. All these

are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each

one, just as he determines. 
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Here it is clear that the activity of the Holy Spirit is the source and basis for the

diversity and variety of activities within the church. Not everyone is given the same

gifts, in order to ensure that the church is sustained and supported by the variety of

provisions made by the diversity of needs. And the context of this passage in Paul’s

letter is that he is speaking about the body of Christ, one body made up of many parts.

Not all parts are the same, not all parts have the same function, but each contributes

from the diversity to the functioning of the whole. So we can say then with certainty,

that if we are told that God wants all of us to be the same, then we are being led astray

with a false teaching. Do we all need to speak in tongues? No. Do all prophesy? No.

Are all evangelists? No. Rather, God wants us to be contributors to the good of the

whole from the gifts which he has given to us, which together build up the whole

body through each part doing its work. Without that, the body suffers, as we sit back

and let a few bear the load of the work - on the mistaken belief that we have nothing

to contribute, nothing to offer, nothing to provide for the good of the whole, and that a

few specially gifted people should do it all. 

If we look further at what the Scriptures say about our gifts given to us by the Holy

Spirit,  we find that there are quite a few different gifts mentioned, and that of the

various lists given in different places, no two lists are the same. Nor can we compile

an exhaustive list from the ones mentioned in different places, for these lists are not

meant  to  be exhaustive,  nor are  they easily  compared and combined.  Instead,  the

Scriptures seem to be simply reinforcing the idea that there is a great diversity of gifts,

and in each of the lists there is just an indicative sample given to get across this idea.

However, when we think about gifts of the Holy Spirit, we often limit ourselves to

those gifts specifically listed as such in the New Testament.

But there is also another problem that afflicts the church whenever we start talking

about the gifts of the Spirit - we immediately think of the gifts that have traditionally

been called “spiritual gifts,” although that term is never used in the New Testament in

the original Greek. And in thinking about the so-called spiritual gifts, we have fallen

into the trap of contrasting them with those gifts that are not “spiritual” namely the

skills and abilities which we have that we think of as “natural.”

A spiritual gift is frequently divorced from "natural ability." What we mean by that is

usually  a  spiritual  gift  is  something special  and out  of  this  world  that  should  be
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reserved for  Sundays  in  church,  while  natural  abilities  are  what  we use  to  make

money during the week.

This hideous notion is to be rejected utterly. What the Scriptures mean by spiritual is

not something of a different order to the natural, but the creation under the guidance

of the Spirit  of  God rather  than the power of sin and rebellion against  God. The

natural man mentioned by Paul is not someone who lacks any guiding spirit, but one

who is subject to an alien spirit, the spirit of this age rather than the spirit of God.

Thus our "natural abilities" are generally those areas of our lives which we have not

brought into subjection to the spirit of God, and are thereby under the domination of

some other spirit. For we cannot be devoid of spiritual commitment, and if we are not

committed to the spirit of God then we will be bound and taken captive by some other

spiritual force. 

A spiritual gift is to be understood primarily as those God- given abilities which have

suffered  corruption  through  sin  and  have  thereby  become  distorted,  which  are

renewed in Christ and brought into subjection to Him. Instead of being guided and

empowered by alien spirits, they are instead guided and empowered by the Spirit of

God.  They  have  been  renewed  in  spirit,  and  are  constantly  being  renewed  and

reformed daily as we bring ourselves into subjection to Christ. The task of renewal

and reform does not end at any point except the resurrection, so even what we can

consider a spiritual gift is never entirely free from the ravages of sin. Only through

constant fellowship with Christ and dependence on the power of the Holy Spirit can

we truly exercise that spiritual gift. 

The purpose of these spiritual gifts is to enable us to carry out our calling, the task of

caring for and developing the world that God has entrusted to our care as his stewards.

Thus these gifts of the Spirit are to be exercised in everything that we do. They are not

toys to be brought out and played with on Sundays. They are tools with which we are

to be working, tools with a finely honed edge which cut through the spiritual fog and

delusion  of  our  day  to  reveal  the  redemption  and  direction  of  God.  Those  gifts

specifically mentioned in 1 Corinthians 12, Romans 12 and Ephesians 4, are for the

purpose of building up the body of Christ and empowering all its members to carry

out their tasks in the world as God’s people as an example, showing the way in which
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we should live to others in order that they might see the grace of God in action and

then come to believe and trust in Christ. 

What are your gifts? What can you do, what skills and knowledge do you have, that

sets  you  apart  from  others,  that  makes  you  special  and  distinctive  in  your

contributions in life? We often look at our abilities as if they were something that just

happened, or that were inherited from our parents, or are the result of education or

training, or have been encouraged by those around us or by circumstances we have

found ourselves in. We may have skills in languages, in computer programming, in

painting, in mechanics, in cooking or cake decorating. 

So let’s list some of the other gifts which the Scriptures describe as having been given

by the Spirit of God: let’s start with one of the most popular today - celibacy - 1

Corinthians 7:7. Or how about warrior skills - Judges 3:10. “The Spirit of the Lord

came upon [Othniel], so that he became Israel’s judge, and went to war.” What about

administration and government - the elders appointed to assist Moses in ruling the

people of Israel were gifted by the Spirit for this task -  Numbers 11:17. Incredible

physical strength - Judges 14:6 “The Spirit of the Lord came upon [Samson] in power

so that he tore the lion apart with his bare hands as he might have torn a young goat.”

Or  what  about  the  two gifts  mentioned  in  the  title  for  the  sermon  -  sewing and

sowing? Listen to Exodus 31:1-11.

Then the LORD said to Moses, "See, I have chosen Bezalel son of Uri,

the son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah, and I have filled him with the

Spirit of God, with skill, ability and knowledge in all kinds of crafts--

to make artistic designs for work in gold, silver and bronze, to cut and

set  stones,  to  work  in  wood,  and  to  engage  in  all  kinds  of

craftsmanship. Moreover, I have appointed Oholiab son of Ahisamach,

of  the tribe of  Dan,  to  help him.  Also I  have given skill  to all  the

craftsmen to  make  everything  I  have  commanded  you:  the  Tent  of

Meeting, the ark of the Testimony with the atonement cover on it, and

all the other furnishings of the tent--the table and its articles, the pure

gold lampstand and all its accessories, the altar of incense, the altar

of burnt offering and all its utensils, the basin with its stand-- and also

the woven garments, both the sacred garments for Aaron the priest
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and the garments  for  his  sons  when they serve as  priests,  and the

anointing oil  and fragrant incense for the Holy Place.  They are to

make them just as I commanded you." 

 And further on in Exodus 32:25-26 it speaks about the skill of the women who made

the curtains and fabrics for constructing the Tabernacle - “Every skilled woman spun

with her hands and brought what she had spun--blue, purple or scarlet yarn or fine

linen. And all the women who were willing and had the skill spun the goat hair.” And

in Exodus 36:8 we read “All the skilled men among the workmen made the tabernacle

with  ten  curtains  of  finely  twisted  linen  and  blue,  purple  and  scarlet  yarn,  with

cherubim worked into them by a skilled craftsman.”  And so on for six chapters -

describing  in  detail  the  work  of  artists  and  artisans,  spinners  and  weavers,

woodworkers and metalsmiths, embroiderers and jewellers - all gifted by God with

the skills  necessary for  them to carry out  their  tasks.  This  lengthy passage is  not

simply a description of the tabernacle and the significance of its layout and contents,

but also a celebration of the skills and capabilities of those who worked on it - it

showed  forth  the  glory  of  God  through  the  beauty  of  the  materials  and  the

craftsmanship  of  what  had  been  made.  And  then  in  another  passage  in  the  Old

Testament we read:

Listen and hear my voice; pay attention and hear what I say. When a

farmer plows for planting, does he plow continually? Does he keep on

breaking up and harrowing the soil? When he has leveled the surface,

does  he  not  sow caraway and scatter  cummin? Does  he not  plant

wheat in its place, barley in its plot, and spelt in its field? His God

instructs him and teaches him the right way. Caraway is not threshed

with  a  sledge,  nor  is  a  cartwheel  rolled  over  cummin;  caraway is

beaten out with a rod, and cummin with a stick. Grain must be ground

to make bread; so one does not go on threshing it forever. Though he

drives the wheels of his threshing cart over it, his horses do not grind

it. All this also comes from the Lord Almighty, wonderful in counsel

and magnificent in wisdom. [Isaiah 28:23-29]

What do we learn from this passage? Is it not that the ability and skill to sow seeds, to

harvest them, to thresh the grain to have it available for food, is not something that
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human  beings  have  worked  out  for  themselves  in  their  own  wisdom  -  no,  it  is

knowledge which has been given by the Lord as a  gift  of his  Spirit.  Sowing and

reaping, agriculture and horticulture are all God-given abilities for us to benefit from,

and to enable us to care for God’s earth and people.

So when we look at what the Scriptures tell us about human ability, we learn that all

our skills, all our abilities, all the various things we know how to do, are given to us

by God, and that God has entrusted us with these abilities for a reason. We are not to

use  them  for  our  own  gratification,  nor  to  enable  us  to  accumulate  wealth  for

ourselves.  These  gifts  are  given  to  us  for  the  purposes  which  God  himself  has

intended: to enable us to care for and steward carefully the world which God has

made and entrusted into our care.

When God made humankind to have dominion over the earth and develop it, we were

given a variety of abilities which would enable us to do this. We were intended to

multiply and fill the earth, not simply that it  might be populated, but that the full

diversity and variety of gifts might be realised. Each of us have been given a number

of abilities, some more than others, but each has received as God has appointed. The

tasks which God has given us are suited to the abilities which He has put within us

and which we must develop. One of the principal aims of education is to facilitate the

discovery and development of each person's abilities, and to train them in the use of

these as wise stewards and faithful workers. 

However,  this  situation is  not  as it  should be since sin entered in,  and instead of

faithful  service  to  God,  we  exercise  our  abilities  from a  rebellious  heart  and  in

defiance of the good order for life expounded for us in the Scriptures. Because of this

situation, the abilities God has given to each one are no longer seen as provision for

tasks of stewardship, but the possession of individuals for their personal gratification.

The abilities given for the service of God and fellow human beings are prostituted for

commercial gain and turned towards the exploitation of the resources of God's good

earth.

As a result of the sinfulness of human beings, we no longer see each other as made in

the image of God, called to serve Him with the abilities and powers he has planted

within us, but as more or less fortunate in having marketable abilities in the race for
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wealth and power in a corrupt world. Those who are less fortunate in the abilities they

have been given, either through lack of appropriate training to develop and utilise

their gifts, or through lack of opportunity through denial of suitable employment for

exercising their abilities, are considered unlucky but unimportant. The world would

have us believe that the race is to the swift and the fight is to the strong!! However we

learn from Scripture that this is not so at all. Ecclesiastes 9:11 tells us “Again I saw

that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread to

the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favour to the men of skill; but time and

chance happen to them all.” How true this is - the rewards given to us in this life are

seldom appropriate for what we have achieved.

The reason for many of the seemingly upside down results of the way the world is, are

because  of  the  injustice  of  people  to  others,  and the  corruption  of  sin  which  has

contaminated that which has been fashioned by God. In a world of righteousness, the

wise will always have bread, and the men of skill will have favour... but now we see

that the wise are scorned by the foolish who have power, and the men of technical

skill  are  pushed  out  and  replaced  by  those  who  advocate  unrestrained  use  of

technology.

The abilities which God has placed within us, to enable us to carry out the command

to develop the earth and rule over it, have instead been turned to our own advantage.

In denial of the goodness of God, these abilities are seen as the result of chance and

birth. Because people are seen to have no control over the abilities they are given, nor

do they recognise the giver, they have no concern to exercise them responsibly. If a

person chooses not to make use of their abilities, then they may be seen as lazy or

foolish, but not irresponsible towards God who gave those abilities.

However, the Scriptures teach us otherwise. Here we find that each one of us has been

given a calling by God, which will be the outworking of the abilities he has placed

within us, allocated as he sees fit. He has granted to us all varieties of abilities so that

by mutual support and complementary activity we may together fulfil the task which

God has given us, caring for his creation. But instead of God’s good intentions, we see

these abilities being exercised in a rebellious and disobedient way. We have indeed

developed the earth, and this is an inescapable part of human nature because of the
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way God created us.  But  it  is  undeniable that  this  task has  been carried out  in  a

distorted fashion. 

The tasks which people have engaged in are not necessarily in themselves wrong, but

have been done in violation of the righteous order required by God. Christians are

called to challenge the way in which these tasks have been carried out, and to reform

and redirect them in the power of the Spirit through the grace of God made available

to us in Christ. These tasks are the outworking of the command to develop the earth

and cannot be avoided by Christians, since they are the thoroughly human task given

to all mankind at the beginning.

Thus the gifts and abilities which we have are in no way wrong or unsuitable for

Christians. God has given them to us, so we can carry out his command. If we are to

deny the gifts of God himself, then we are unable to live faithfully before him doing

the very thing that we were intended to do. Many Christians have seen the way these

abilities have been developed, and wish to avoid the irresponsible use to which they

have been put. But denial of those abilities and suppression of various activities is

also a rebellious and unbiblical response. We are called to live righteously before

God, according to the way he has made us. We must use the abilities God has placed

within us, in the service of God and our fellows. This is shown for us in the parable of

the talents, Matthew 25:14-30.

Again,  it  will  be  like  a  man  going  on  a  journey,  who  called  his

servants  and  entrusted  his  property  to  them.  To  one  he  gave  five

talents of money, to another two talents, and to another one talent,

each according to his ability. Then he went on his journey. The man

who had received the five talents went at once and put his money to

work  and  gained  five  more.  So  also,  the  one  with  the  two  talents

gained two more. But the man who had received the one talent went

off, dug a hole in the ground and hid his master's money. After a long

time the master of those servants returned and settled accounts with

them. The man who had received the five talents brought the other

five. ‘Master,’ he said, ‘you entrusted me with five talents. See, I have

gained five more.’ His master replied, ‘Well done, good and faithful

servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in
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charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness!’ 
 
The

man with the two talents also came. ‘Master,’ he said, ‘you entrusted

me with two talents; see, I have gained two more.’ His master replied,

‘Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a

few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share

your master's  happiness!’ Then the  man who had received the one

talent  came.  ‘Master,’ he  said,  ‘I  knew  that  you  are  a  hard  man,

harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have

not scattered seed. So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in

the ground. See, here is what belongs to you.’ His master replied, ‘You

wicked,  lazy servant!  So you knew that  I  harvest  where I  have not

sown and  gather  where  I  have  not  scattered  seed? Well  then,  you

should have put my money on deposit with the bankers, so that when I

returned I would have received it back with interest. Take the talent

from him and give it to the one who has the ten talents. For everyone

who has will be given more, and he will have an abundance. Whoever

does not have, even what he has will be taken from him. And throw

that worthless servant outside, into the darkness, where there will be

weeping and gnashing of teeth.’

The term "talent" refers here simply to a sum of money, but it has become a synonym

for a person's ability in a certain skill. It is appropriate to retain this meaning as long

as we understand these abilities in the light of the Biblical message. The parable refers

to the Kingdom of God, and thus teaches us about the rule of God over his entire

creation, everything that exists. Even in our rebellion we cannot escape from the rule

of God, even though we may have joined ourselves with the rulers of the Kingdom of

darkness. We have no right to do this and therefore cannot legitimately escape from

God's wrath. It is important to notice that immediately after this parable, Jesus spoke

about the coming judgement which would take place at his return, and the rewards

given to those who have followed his way.

Then the King will  say to those on his right,  ‘Come, you who are

blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for

you since the creation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me
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something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I

was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed

me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came

to visit me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we

see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to

drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing

clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go

to visit you?, The King will reply, I tell you the truth, whatever you did

for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.’

How and when did the servants  of  the King serve  those in  need? Whenever  and

wherever they exercised the skills they had been given, and the resources entrusted to

them, for the benefit of others, especially those in need. The servants spoken of refer

to the whole human race. 

In this parable of the talents therefore, the Lord delivers his property into the hands of

those men he has chosen to be stewards of these things, in proportion to their ability.

He has made an estimate of each man's capacity to make use of what he has been

given, and thus appropriately makes the distribution of his wealth. 

The  skill  and  industry  of  each  person  has  been  taken  into  account.  It  is  not  a

judgement  of  personal  worth  or  status,  but  an  estimate  of  what  each  can  handle

successfully,  fulfilling  the  office  to  which  he  has  been  called.  He  is  given  the

necessary equipping to carry out that office. Romans 1:5 records the statement of Paul

that he has been given both the grace and the apostleship to bring the gospel to the

nations, the one enabling the other, the power for the office. Each office has been

created  by  God  for  the  proper  ordering  of  the  world.  They  are  to  operate  in

community  so  that  each  person  can  contribute  insights  and  services  from  their

particular calling. The stewards in the parable were given office and commanded to

carry out the tasks of the office in the service of the Master. On his return, they were

commended for the skill in which they had worked and the results of their labours. It

is impossible to make an increase by trading with yourself. Such an increase must

involve dealings with others. Thus the servant who returns his talent was rebuked, as

he has profited nobody, least of all the owner of the money. The Lord reaps where he

has not sown, and gathers where he has not strewn. This refers to the increase which
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has been made by his stewards, but as owner of the property he gains the results of

their labours. 

Our efforts in developing cultural life results in an increase which is our service to the

Lord. The servant who was rebuked for not serving his fellows was a consumer of

cultural goods but had not contributed to their increase. For instance, much of the art

which Christians produce is "ghetto art," unable to be appreciated by those outside

who are not initiated into the jargon of the church. Ghetto art is sterile and valueless

in that it cannot germinate in the hearts of others to produce fruit for the Lord. The

picture changes in the parable from money to seed. Money hidden in the earth will

never produce fruit as it is outside its normative environment. Cultural development is

for  the  benefit  of  everyone  and  not  just  the  church.  Cultural  activity  which  is

restricted  to  "Christian"  activities,  understood  and shared  only  by  churchgoers,  is

isolated from the mainstreams of life. It can have no formative power over life as a

whole, and cannot provide direction and encouragement to those outside. Indeed, it

draws  upon  the  cultural  developments  of  those  outside  the  church  rather  than

beginning new developments and achievements.

Talents,  then,  as seen in this  parable,  are given to everyone, no matter what their

standing before God, to enable them to fulfil the command he gave us to develop the

earth and rule over it.  This command has not been revoked, indeed it is the main

structure of our being. We were created for this task, and can do nothing other than

develop the earth and govern it, even though we must do so in distorted ways because

of our rebellion and the corruption of sin. The abilities which God has distributed to

all are to be exercised for the good of all.  He has given abilities according to his

discretion and gives the capacity to develop them. They do not result from our own

efforts, so there are no "natural" abilities. Everything comes from God and it is not for

us to boast over it. 1 Corinthians 4:7 tells us that Paul rebuked the Corinthians for

their  attitude to gifts. They were boasting about what they had received, and Paul

points up the folly of this. "For who made you to differ from one another, and what

have you that you did not receive? And now if you did receive it, why do you glory as

though you had not received it?" The gifts we have come from God, every one of

them. We will be required to account for the use we have made for the gifts which we
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given  for  his  service.  Those  who  misuse  or  neglect  their  gifts  will  receive

condemnation for their sin. 

If then all abilities come from God, what do we mean by the description “spiritual

gift?” Our ideas of "spiritual gifts" have not been shaped by the Scriptures, and thus

we have difficulty in understanding both the meaning of the Scriptures and the nature

of our own abilities, when these are seen apart from the gift of God. We see spiritual

gifts as something which is in a way external to our created nature. They are only

exercised within the church, and are purely of a church-oriented nature. However this

can be seen to be false, since these specific gifts are not sufficient to enable us to fulfil

the great commission to develop and rule over the earth, and to bring the message of

God’s grace and redemption to everyone. A Biblical concept of spiritual gifts must be

more comprehensive than that, and must start with the Old Testament. And what we

learn in the Old Testament of the work of the Spirit in gifting many individuals in a

great variety of ways is as true for us today as it was then - for how can God’s grace

be less for us who have been redeemed in Christ, and who have received through him

the fullness of God’s anointing of the Spirit, than it was for those in Old Testament

times  who  did  not  have  this  advantage?  The  major  difference  between  the  Old

Testament and New Testament believers is that the power of the Spirit is now poured

out on all who believe, whereas formerly it was restricted to those individuals who

were specifically gifted by God for particular purposes. So what applied to those few

people then applies to all of us who believe now.

When we look at the book of Exodus, we find that the craftsmen who were appointed

to make the tabernacle and the priestly garments were men who had been filled with

the Spirit of God. Bezaleel was given ability to work gold, silver, bronze and precious

stones and to design the things he was to make. He had been filled with the Spirit to

enable him to do these things, not at that time, but previously. God does not suddenly

drop from heaven onto a man the ability to do all kinds of intricate craftsmanship, but

prepares him from the womb with the abilities and dispositions towards such crafts.

Bezaleel was such a man whom God had chosen and directed in his growth over the

years, so that when the time came God could say to Moses, Here is Bezaleel, whom I

have filled with the Spirit and ability, nurturing him from his youth for this task.
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Those who were to make the priestly garments were likewise filled with a spirit of

wisdom, so that they were able to fulfil this task adequately. They were not suddenly

endowed with this skill, for Moses was told to seek out those who were wise of heart

and to give them this task, for which they were peculiarly fitted by their training and

upbringing. 

Joshua  the  son  of  Nun  was  appointed  the  successor  to  Moses  because  of  his

faithfulness and obedience. He was described as a man in whom was the Spirit, and

because of this Moses laid his hands upon him in the sight of all the people, thereby

investing him with authority and the commission to lead the congregation of the Lord

after the death of Moses. These people were all especially equipped by the Spirit of

God for the tasks to which they were called, not at that time, but in the years prior.

They  were  trained  by  learning  obedience  in  the  small  tasks  and  given  greater

responsibility because of their faithfulness. A man is gifted in differing ways by God

so he  will  be  fitted  for  the task ahead of  him.  However  not  only  do we have to

consider God's gifts to people, there is also our response to God. We are accountable

to God for the way in which we exercise our gifts and can either move in accordance

with the direction given in the Scriptures, by which the Spirit will guide us, or else we

can rebel and follow our own paths. We will be judged by the nature of the response.

What a person produces is entirely the work of his own self. It is the result of his

special  abilities  and  response,  and  will  reflect  the  commitment  of  his  heart.  The

worker has both responsibility and reward due him because of his labours. The works

which someone produces are the result of the thoughts and inclinations of his heart,

which  direct  his  actions  and cause  him to  follow certain  paths.  Not  only  can  he

faithfully worship God and serve him in the things that he does, following the leading

of the Spirit who guides through the Scriptures, but he can also choose to follow other

spirits which are in opposition to God. This is rebellion against the God who made all

things, and is idolatry. We are called to worship and serve only God. Nevertheless we

have more often than not followed after idols and rejected God. But we see that we do

not thereby cease producing all the things which follow from the command to develop

and nurture the earth and govern it. This is the creational command, by which we are

given meaning and purpose. No matter if we worship a thousand idols over many

generations, still we will continue to develop the earth. We will however do it in gross
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disobedience and the results will often be appalling. Development which is carried out

in  sinfulness  is  exploitation  and ruination  for  temporary  gains,  and rule  which  is

exercised in rebellion is tyranny and despotism. But try as we might we cannot escape

from this constitution of ours; everything we do is governed by that command. 

Because we are spiritual beings and live and work in response to spiritual powers

which are at work in the world, the things that we produce will reflect the spirits by

which we are guided. Abilities which a man has come from God, but that does not

make them "spiritual" in a Biblical sense. In the Scriptures we find instead that there

are two forms of life, the flesh and the spirit, which are at war with one another. This

does not refer to two kinds of life, as all of our activities are human, and we can live

only human lives. However, there are two directions or motivations by which we live,

the Spirit of God and the lusts of the flesh. The latter refers to self-centred service,

which denies God as rightful ruler and judge of all things, and instead replaces him

with an idol, a god made in man's own image, according to his apostate reverence for

the created things around him. By the flesh the Scriptures simply mean to indicate that

principle of life which is at enmity with God. It is not that which is human as opposed

to that which is from God, but that which serves the human as opposed to that which

serves God. The deeds of the flesh are perishing, but the work of the Spirit endures.

Everyone will be held accountable for the use they make of their gifts. Much of the

cultural life which we see around us is so bad that we often think that it is impossible

to do anything in society to counter it. Because of this the gifts which we have are

often left unused and undeveloped. But there is the warning not only to those who

misuse their gifts but also to those who neglect their gifts. The slothful servant was

condemned for doing nothing with that which had been entrusted to him, while those

who exploited their master's goods for their own use are condemned.

God who gave the gifts has given directions as to how they are to be used. Failure to

obey these directions will result in the loss of God's approval. Christians are not to

avoid the areas of life which are dominated by faithless stewards (and they are many)

but  to  strive  on  their  master's  behalf  to  renew  and  restore  something  of  human

endeavour to God's glory. It is impossible however to do this in the strength of human

wisdom or power. Christians also have been corrupted by man's fall, and need to be

renewed in all areas of their lives. Gifts and abilities are no exception. When we read
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in the Scriptures of spiritual gifts, these are not something which is new or different in

human life. They are simply the gifts and abilities which God has given to all men, for

the purpose of serving him in his world, but with the important difference that they

have been renewed through the redemptive work of Christ in forgiveness and new

birth, and redirected by the Spirit of God. A spiritual gift is one which is no longer

used for vanity and self-serving, operated under the power of disobedient spirits, but

is redeemed from the power of sin and the law and manifests instead the Spirit of

Christ in the service of the coming of his Kingdom.

May God grant us strength and grace through Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit

in our lives, to renew and empower all our skills and abilities, so that in everything we

do, his Name is glorified and exalted, and his purposes will be fulfilled in our lives. 
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