Charismata: Continuing or Ceased?

charismata – the Greek word for gifts of the Spirit; it’s the origin or root of the words “charisma” and “charismatic”

I. The Debate

A. Two Camps

1. Continuationism – All the gifts listed in the New Testament continue to be exercised in the Church today, including tongues and prophecy.

Continuationism  “continue”  the gifts continue

2. Cessationism – The gifts associated with revelation of God’s word (e.g., tongues and prophecy) have ceased being exercised in the Church today.

Cessationism  “cease”  the revelatory gifts have ceased

B. The Kind of Debate

1. This is an intramural debate; that is to say, faithful, godly believers all come to the Scriptures with the desire to be faithful to them and come to different conclusions on how to understand and interpret them.

2. The confusion and misunderstanding are the fault of sinful, imperfect interpreters; the Scriptures are perfect, teaching everything God has decided we need to know.

II. 1 Corinthians 12

A. God, through the Spirit, empowers every believer with gifts (12:1-11).

– “To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good” (12:7).

– “All these [gifts] are empowered by one and the same Spirit, who apportions to each one individually as he wills” (12:11).

B. Each gift is necessary for the body to be mature and complete (12:12-31).

– The gifts given to each and every believer are to be used for the edifying and maturing of the rest of the church.

– “Now you are all the body of Christ and individually members of it” (12:27).

III. 1 Corinthians 13

A. Gifts Without Love are Pointless (13:1-3)

– Chapter 13 is a sidebar of sorts. Chapter 12 ends with “earnestly desire the higher gifts” (12:31a), and 14:1 picks back up with “earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, especially that you may prophesy.”

– Chapter 13 is not out of place, however. Paul takes the truth that the gifts, including tongues and the better, higher gift of prophecy, are to be desired and qualifies it.

– For Paul, being the exemplar of a particular gift is worthless if that gift is not driven by love. Gifts without love are worthless. They are a waste of everyone's time.

B. The More Excellent Way (13:4-7, cf. 12:31)

– Having encouraged them to desire the spiritual gifts, Paul shows them the right (“more excellent”) way to use gifts.

– For those who (understandably) ask, how do I use the gifts in love, Paul answers with expressions and examples of love (patience, kindness, humility, gentleness, hope, and faith).

C. Gifts Will Cease; Love Won’t (13:8-13)

– Paul's point is that love is the important point about being together in the community of church. The gifts are a means, not an end to be desired in and of themselves.

– In fact, while the gifts will become obsolete and cease, love will remain (“love never ends,” [13:8]).

– Every Christian agrees that the gifts will cease; the debate is over whether they all remain until the return of Christ or not.

1. Prophecy and Knowledge will “pass away”; tongues will “cease” (13:8).

– There are two different words used here.

– The first, used with prophecy and knowledge, has the idea of “to render inoperative, to abolish” (McDougall TMSJ 14/2 Fall 2003 177-213).

– The second, used with tongues alone, is the same word used to describe the winds and waves in Luke 8:24—they “stopped.”

2. The “Partial” and the “Perfect” (13:9-11)

– The next set of important words to this discussion are “perfect” and “partial.”

– The word “perfect” can also mean “complete” or “mature.”

– Paul has in mind some idea of quality and not quantity here; the idea of maturity seems to fit well here. He's not contrasting a slice of pie with the whole pie (partial → complete), but rather immature → mature.

– “Thus, the reference here is to a point in Paul's future—and the future of the church at that time—when to teleion would come, i.e., when a maturation would come to the church and at which point the revelatory gifts of prophecy and knowledge would be 'rendered inoperative' by God. The verse does not give a date but it does state a conceptual truth. Peter's reference to Paul's writing being alongside 'the rest of the Scriptures' (2 Pet. 3:14-16) suggests that the two apostles realized that they were a part of God's revelatory ministry to His church. What this verse clearly communicates is that there would be a time—at the maturation of the church (conceptually implied here)--when the revelatory process would cease to exist and the revelatory gifts brought to an end” (McDougall 208).

3. Knowing in Part Now; Knowing Fully Then (13:12)

– Paul is moving from the lesser to the greater here. He pictures the obsolescence of the gifts in terms of a child growing into a man. Then, the maturation process culminates in the fullest revelation of Christ: seeing him face-to-face.

– What we know, see, and experience now is, in a sense, child's play compared to the “glory which shall be revealed” in and to us (see Romans 8).

4. Unlike the gifts, love abides as the greatest (13:13).

– Paul's argument boils down to, “Don't major on the minors. Don't get so caught up in showing off with whatever gift you have or wish you had that you forget to actually 'love one another, and so prove to be [his] disciples' ”.

IV. 1 Corinthians 14

A. Tongues and prophecy are for the building up of the church (14:1-19).

1. Prophecy and tongues are distinguished in terms of clarity (14:2-11).

– Tongues are intended to be understood; otherwise, they are of no benefit to the body.

– Prophecy has as its end “upbuilding and encouragement and consolation” and is therefore more widely beneficial and thus is to be desired over tongues.

– Tongues are useless if they do not convey a word of truth or encouragement; they are like out-of-tune instruments or a muffled army bugler.

2. Tongues without interpretation only benefit the individual, not the group (14:12-19).

– In all gifts, “strive to excel in building up the church” (14:12).

– Clear teaching and encouragement are to be preferred over tongues.

B. Tongues and prophecy are signs to unbelievers and believers, respectively (14:20-25).

1. Speaking in tongues was a promised sign to Israel of God’s including the Gentiles into his people, a sign which would be rejected (14:21-22).

– Paul returns to the immaturity/maturity contrast that he made in 13:8-11.

– God had promised in Isaiah 28 that he would use tongues to speak to Israel with the goal of their repentance and faith, but they would refuse him yet.

– Therefore, the gift of tongues was given as a judgment against Israel's unbelief.

– There is no value in everyone speaking in tongues; it benefits neither believer nor visiting unbeliever.

2. Prophecy is a sign for believers with powerful effects upon watching unbelievers (14:22-25).

– Prophecy, however, is intended for the benefit of believers; it also has convicting gospel effects upon visiting unbelievers.

– This makes sense if prophecy is revelatory in nature; that is, if the prophecies are God's word, then there would be real, substantial benefit both to believers in community and to unbelievers “overhearing.”

C. The worship service, including tongues and prophecy, is to be conducted in a dignified, orderly fashion (14:26-33a).

1. The corporate worship service is rightly composed of different elements (14:26).

2. All the elements of corporate service are to be done in a way conducive to dignified, encouraging, and edifying worship (14:26-31).

– There is a decided emphasis upon order and self-control; this is because order and self-control are most conducive to the overall benefit of the church.

3. Disorder and chaos are not indicative of the Spirit’s work (14:33a).

– We must guard ourselves against the tendency to think that wild, raucous, out-of-control fits are indicative of the Spirit's presence. Quiet reverence and humiliation under the gospel work of preaching and prayer may not be as outwardly showy, but it yields much more and better fruit.

D. The worship service is done under the ultimate authority of God and his word (14:33b-40).

1. The service and church are to be led by male pastors who guard and guide the use of spiritual gifts (14:33b-35).

– Paul is emphasizing the proper structure of authority in the church here. He is not devaluing or derogating women by any means; he intends to uphold the proper authority structures that God has instituted.

– 1 Corinthians 11:3 is helpful to keep in mind here. Christ is the head of man, man is the head of woman, and God is the head of Christ. By women not prophesying or speaking in tongues, they were picturing and learning the proper authority structure God has instituted in his world and church.

2. The word of God is the same regardless of time or location; it is authoritative over all of God’s people (14:36-38)

– Paul also emphasizes his authority as an apostle. Anyone who claimed to be “in the Spirit” and who then defied or contradicted apostolic teaching was “not recognized” as from God. No one “in the Spirit” will go against the Spirit's clear, revealed truth found in the apostles' teaching: the Scriptures.

V. Conclusion and Application

A. It is good and right to identify your gifts and pursue them for the edification of the church.

B. The use of gifts is never self-exalting, but motivated by selfless love.

C. The use of gifts is to be done in a dignified, humble, God-honoring way.

Points of Agreement

· All spiritual gifts are given by the Spirit, according to his wisdom, for the purpose of the edification, maturity, and unity of the Church.

· The motivation and fundamental principle for all charismata is love; the charismata are useless and worthless without it (1 Corinthians 13:1-3).

· The value of the gifts is, at least in part, determined by the extent to which a gift builds up the body. Hence, tongues are less valuable than prophecy, since more benefit from prophecy; prophecy is specifically singled out as desirable (1 Corinthians 14).

· The gifts are to be used in the following ways:

· Consistently with the Scriptures

· Consistently with the fruit of the Spirit, especially including self-control (1 Corinthians 14:32)

· Decently and in order (1 Corinthians 14:40)

· Reflective of an attitude of worship and a right understanding of God (i.e., God is a God not “of confusion but of peace” [1 Corinthians 14:27-33])

· The central question is one of definition: using Paul's metaphor of the Church as a body, what kind of body part is represented by the charismata? Are they like an umbilical cord (a necessary, essential part at the beginning of growth and maturity, but one that is later obsolete but not unappreciated), or are they like a spleen or kidney (a necessary, essential part that can be survived without, but not at full potential, efficiency, or capability)?

· What is witnessed on TV and/or the Internet is highly suspect (to say the least). That said, it is not determinative one way or the other in terms of the real thing.

· The gift of speaking in tongues is not the same as what happened in Acts; clearly, not everyone possesses the gift, and therefore it is not a “second baptism” required for all believers.

Questions

· To what do “prophecy” and “tongues” refer? Why is that important to the discussion?

· What are the specific purposes of these gifts?

· Why would these gifts cease to operate in the Church (assuming they have)? Why would they continue to operate in the Church (assuming they have)?

· What difference does it make to the ministry and members of Grace Community Church whether or not all the charismata continue?

· If the charismata continue, why are they lacking in most(?) evangelical churches?

· What are the dangers of each position? What are the benefits of each position?

