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1 Corinthians 12:4-11 and 14:22-25
Healing and prophecy (referring briefly to 14:1-5)
Today we will look at the gifts of healing and prophecy.  I stress once again that these are gifts from the Holy Spirit – to be given and not taken.
But that does not mean that we should not be expectant!  If it is our birthday we would expect that someone who loves us would provide a gift.  The Holy Spirit loves us, He is God so therefore He loves us.  And the gifts He provides are given in any situation whereby He deems that it is fitting for His Godly purpose.
This analogy can fall down just as any other used to explain divine mystery.  I am sure I am not alone in remembering some awful gifts that have been given.  I will not say my own as that may cause offence down the line – but I do know of a time when school uniform was given as a gift.  Or the jumper that is too small, too big, or just too ugly to wear!
The spiritual gifts given by God are never too small or too big. So be mindful about our attitude to the gifts given.  If we are given knowledge but without wisdom then do not despise it – it has been given because that is what is required.  Likewise if you have the gift of tongues but not prophecy, despite Paul urging us to all desire the “greater” gift, do not despise what you have been given.  They are all used equally by the Holy Spirit.  When Paul uses certain language we must always remember the context in which it was written.
Paul was writing to a group of people in Corinth who gathered together to worship Jesus. It was a young church, in regard to maturity.  The diversity of those who gathered was enormous – rich and poor, slave and master, Jewish and Gentile converts.
The city itself had been influenced by philosophy and other religions, whereby status was everything.  In religious rituals it was not uncommon for people to speak in tongues or exhibit states of ecstasy.  But it was used to show how wonderful they were, to build self-ego and become an exclusive club.  If you don’t understand this, or able to join in, then you don’t belong.  Hence the Corinthian church gave tongues a special place, which is what Paul was challenging.
Following Jesus has never been solely for self.  It is a personal relationship that provides our faith in Him, but knowing His love and faithfulness should turn our hearts to desire a community that resembles the kingdom of God – justice, respect, value in each other, love.  A kingdom of acceptance of others who want to know more and come to follow Him themselves.
So every gift that is given by the Holy Spirit should be used to build up all the people in the church.  Gifts are not status symbols but when used in accordance with God’s desire will ensure that the distinction of being a follower of Jesus is maintained and His love exhibited.
Paul is speaking about the gifts being used when in fellowship with each other.  So be mindful that we should also see these gifts as being used when in community, or in the presence of another follower of Jesus.  Except for the gift of tongues I would urge, as Paul does, that you do not attempt to use the gifts when alone.  Always be with another follower of Jesus.
The gift of healing.  This can be a tricky one and, if not given the appropriate weight that should be attached to every gift, could become harmful.  Firstly, what do we imagine needs to be healed?  So often we can hear the exceptional stories, of physical healing.  I am sure that we have all heard tales of someone in a wheelchair that went for prayer and left skipping down the aisle.  Hallelujah!  But that is not what we should always hold as our plumb line.
Healing happens in different ways to different people.  People suffer from emotional as well as physical sickness, damaged relationships and situations.  Sometimes healing can be almost unnoticed by people around someone who is suffering.  There is no formula for HOW someone is healed.  At the root there must be prayer, communication with the Holy Spirit.
As we pray we must be expectant.  That is NOT the same as demanding!  The Holy Spirit loves every person so when we pray do not think that what we perceive as inaction is the same as nothing happening.
When we pray with someone who we can see is physically suffering, do not assume that is what the Holy Spirit would wish to attend to.  Ask people what they would like to be prayed for.  Jesus did exactly that when He met Bartimeus, a blind beggar, in Mark 10:51.  Jesus asked him, “what do you want me to do for you?”.  If Jesus gives opportunity for someone to ask then we absolutely should too.
The method in which we may be asked to act, the moment of healing and the mystery of what happens all belong to the Holy Spirit.  We cannot bring healing from ourselves, but trust in what the Holy Spirit provides. It certainly does not mean that we bypass the medical profession.  But we must believe that God does heal, both things seen and unseen.
We must remain sensitive in our language if we pray for healing.  Allow the Holy Spirit to lead us and remember always that love is central and above all other gifts.  As we pray and offer healing we must be building up the church and allowing God to be seen.  Do not make anyone feel as though God has not acted because of a failing on their part, and do not think it is a failing on your part.  Healing can take many forms, including knowing that you are cared for, supported and accepted just as you are.
There is mystery around who is healed, how they are healed, the order in which healing takes place.  This is not for us to explain or try to justify God, but to trust in Him.  Be gentle, sensitive, do not make promises and then begin praying – prayer always comes first – but pray with boldness and remain faithfully obedient to the Holy Spirit.  And always give thanks for the love that He has for people even if there is no perceptible change.
Another gift that we need to be careful with our communication is prophecy.  Again, prayer will always be at the root of this gift.  But what is prophecy?
Often there will be a future element within the words.  How often do we think of Isaiah as foretelling the story of Jesus?  If that was a prophecy for the people living around Isaiah at that time, the prophecy did not come to fruition until decades later – honestly, no-one would have remained alive. So another question should be who is prophecy for?
First and foremost the emphasis should always be to set forth what God has said.  It is not for us to tell people what they want to hear.  That is false prophecy, and there are many warnings in the Bible concerning false prophets.
Paul believes that the gift of prophecy should be directed towards believers but it will be a pointed sign to anyone else. The words given will convince and convict someone that God is personal as well as omnipotent.
Sensitivity is required as secret things may be brought into the open.  It is that which will bring people to God.  Prophecy will never be wishy-washy and generic.  It will be specific.
Paul stresses that it again should build up the church, strengthen faith, it should never undermine or shake someone’s faith or make them feel rejected.  If you ever have a word for someone that does not hold hope then do not share.  It would mean that what you have heard is not complete.  Remember Jonah had to visit Ninevah to tell the people there that God was angry at the way that they were living their lives.  So angry that He would destroy them.
If that was the whole message where is the hope?  I do not believe that God gives prophecy to condemn.  Jonah also had to tell them that if they changed and turned to God then He would forgive them and remain faithful to them in an ongoing relationship with them.  An invitation to respond to His love for them.
In that example we can see the hope that is given.  Like Paul says in the beginning of chapter 14, prophecy should give encouragement for someone to continue witnessing.  The purpose of the words should be that the Lord is alongside everyone and involved in their life, desiring to bring them into His arms.
Paul also says that it should bring comfort, or consolation.  The word should allay fear in any situation and give hope that enables calmness in all situations.  No matter how much pressure surrounds there should be a promise that can be grasped tightly, assuring that God is in the midst of all things and has complete control over the conclusion.
It does not mean that there will not be any pain or disruption, like the exile under the Babylonians, but it does mean that God is mightier than anything.
Again, this is not something that should be done alone.  Pray with other people, offer what you are given with humility – no matter how certain you are of what you have heard from the Holy Spirit, offer it lightly.
The message may be for one person only – give example of woman seeking pregnancy.
Or it may be for the whole church – give example of this church being filled.
Or it may be for a nation, either now or for future generations, such as can be found in Isaiah or Jeremiah.  All of those prophecies told of doom and gloom that would come, but always with an opportunity for people to turn to God and avoid such things, or the promise that God would remain available for each person to return to Him at any point and would be accepted.
God has not changed.  He is the same today as He has always been.  And His love for us remains at the root of all that He will share, through the power of the Holy Spirit, witnessing to the kingdom of God that Jesus modelled in His human life.
I urge each of you to be expectant that the Holy Spirit will share His gifts with every one of us.  Do not become demanding, cherish any and every gift that you are blessed with, and have the courage to make it public within the fellowship of other believers.
If we all remain faithful and obedient, God will build up His church in this place, so that His glory will be seen.  



