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Romans 12:1-16 – More gifts.  Of the Holy Spirit but more practical
Although our passage today is from a different book of the Bible, we are continuing in our series on the gifts of the Spirit.  This is the final week.
I realise that there have been gifts that I have not expanded upon in this series, being faith, miraculous powers and distinguishing between spirits.  These are no less or more important than the other Spiritual gifts we have looked at.
Briefly, it is difficult to differentiate between our faith in God that every Christian must have and the faith that Paul is referring to in his list.  Later it tells us if we have a faith that moves mountains.  Perhaps the faith that we have in believing in Jesus, that is intrinsic to our faith, only becomes a Spiritual gift when it is to conquer something outward that will be public for the rest of our fellowship to share in, for the purpose of building up the church.  That is at the root of every gift.
Miraculous powers, I think will require the same sensitivity and humility as healing and prophecy.  To see the breadth of possibilities of what a miraculous power may be, look at the miracles that Jesus performed, stilling the storm, walking on water.  It does not mean that these are an exhaustive list.
Distinguishing between spirits.  This was paramount for the Corinthian church as the influence of the day was for any and all rituals, of any religion, to have these supernatural encounters.  Corinthians built up self-ego by experiencing ecstatic states.  Paul reiterated to them, that remains true today, that ALL gifts given by the Holy Spirit are to be used to build up the church as a whole.  If you experience something that leaves you feeling on a power trip or that undermines, or confuses, people around you, then it is not the Holy Spirit that is acting.  We have a responsibility to weigh up together what each other offers.  Some people will be given a gift to discern the spiritual root of the gift.
Now we turn to Romans, another letter Paul wrote but to a different church.  You will have noticed that the gifts are still attributed as divine – given through Jesus – but appear more practical in nature.
Paul’s letter in general is focussing on practical implications of theology.  The chapter begins with Paul urging that bodies are offered as a physical offering.  He is emphasising that physical offerings should be given as well as spiritual.
The term “bodies” may have been embarrassing to the Romans, and it may still be today for some, but God wants our Spiritual worship to be physical too – not abstract and inward, but practical and concrete acts of service to be seen.  For example, arms are used in cooking, cleaning, typing – but can also be used to embrace the lonely and hurting.
There was conflict in the Roman assembly.  Jewish converts to following Jesus carried a history as God’s people, cherishing the ancient laws.  They saw Gentile converts as lower than them, “weaker” and struggled with their law breaking.
Hence Paul writes “do not think of yourself more highly than you ought”.  Let us consider our comparisons to each other – the Jewish converts were high up, the Gentile converts were low down, but now, where is Jesus on this scale?  He is higher than all, so we all have a journey to take!
Equally, if we place ourselves too low we risk moving back into false modesty, which is inverted pride.  Imagine that I denied that I am able to do public speaking.  The people present who knew that I am able to speak well in public would wonder what I was saying, or perhaps tell me that of course I can speak in public.  That is simply phishing for flattery.  Or worse, if someone thought that my public speaking was not as it should be, but better than they were able to do, that would undermine what they do. That is not loving.
Paul lists some further gifts that we may be given.  Again, gifts, not to be taken.  We may be expectant that we will receive, but not demanding for our own purposes. 
Prophecy appeared in the Corinthian list too, and we covered that last week.
Serving. Paul uses the word “diakonia” for serving.  A generic word for a whole variety of ministries.  Whatever ministry is given to you it must be used and exercised. Such as teaching, but in order to teach there must be learning too.
Encouragement.  Includes exhorting, comforting, conciliatory or consoling.
Giving.  If you give because you believe you ought to, in order to fulfil a duty, that is not a gift.  The gift of giving is rooted in sincerity and generosity.  What is given should be done without grudging.
Leadership.  This refers to leadership within the church, but also at a place of work or at home.  It should be ministered with justice at the root, a desire to bring all people to where they are called, with equality.  It is not to be ministered as a position of power to be abused and to be in control.
Mercy.  This should never be shown reluctantly or patronisingly.  But cheerfully.  Think of those who would have been oppressed, orphans and widows often mentioned in the Bible.  Perhaps today we could imagine the homeless.  Not all of us will be called to show mercy to the extent of other people.  In the Bible we heard the disciples organising the distribution of food.  Today we hear of organisations that offer shelter and meals for the homeless.
The disciples were asked to seek the right people to do that job – not everyone was called to do the work.  However, that did not mean that no-one else should care about the equality and provision.  Just as today we should be willing to show mercy to everyone.  Handing a beggar a £5 note with an air of “I am helping you out because I am in a better position” is patronising.  Sharing what we have in a desire to allow everyone to know they have value and worth as a person, no matter what their circumstance, is mercy.
Many of these gifts are practical and perhaps considered ordinary.  Perhaps we do not see things as Spiritual gifts if we need to work on them in order to hone them.  But we have to hone all of our gifts, whether supernatural or practical.  And we hone them by being attentive to the promptings and teaching of the Holy Spirit.
I think sometimes I have a tendency to despise my lack of something.  I do the comparison game.  That person is far better at comforting people than I am.  However, I am pretty good at encouraging people in an exhorting capacity.
That can be underestimated, but I have received many comments from people who received encouragement that was far deeper than I had imagined.  Again, it is not simply lip service – “come on, you can do it”, but reminding someone that God will help them through for His purpose.
I urge you, do not despise what gifts you have been given, and do not underestimate what may appear as the smallest ministry.  We are all one body and we need each other and the gifts, when exercised, will build up the whole body.
At the root of all the gifts is LOVE, which is also revealed in 1 Corinthians chapter 13.  Whatever we do, spiritually or practically, we cannot separate our “church” persona from our “community” persona.  Church is not a stage, we do not leave this place and then stop performing.  Love must remain in every place we go, it is an intrinsic part of our body.  Love must be sincere.
If we only show love when we think we are representing church and then cease to act in accordance with what has been listed we are only showing pretence-love.  Remember that Jesus was betrayed with a kiss.  Love through the Spirit is greater than the world and can be aligned and checked against Paul’s definition.
Love is not blind either.  We are called to hate all things that are incompatible with love.  Perhaps the best way to explain what Paul has written is imagining a strong magnet.  A magnet will attract and draw things to it that are then bonded to it, taking a great effort to remove anything.  However, the things that are not compatible with the magnet are rejected and left where they are, never to be drawn towards or bonded with it.  That is the love and hate we are being told.  Reject anything that would harm loving actions.
We are called to live in harmony with each other.  To build each other up.  Love enables us to bless everyone, even those who curse or persecute us.


If we try to emulate any of the gifts in our own strength, we will fall short, because, no matter how ordinary we may think, they are given by the Holy Spirit for divine purposes.  However, we should hone our gifts that are given, through relationship with Jesus showing us where to use them, and by exercising them.  And whatever we improve the motivation should be love.  Our willing Spirit will move our bodies into loving action and word, in whatever way the Holy Spirit deems is necessary in us for His purpose at any given time.
