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INTRODUCTION

We have not seen the Spirit of God with our eyes nor touched Him with our 

hands, yet we know from Scripture and from experience that the Holy Spirit is real and a 

part of our hope and faith. Still, even with the abiding presence of the Spirit, our incipient 

theology of the Spirit has seemingly fractured our Church beyond healing. This great 

divide finds its epicenter in a deceptive doctrine of the Holy Spirit and the confusion 

about His role in the believer’s new life in Christ. 

Since the turn of the twentieth century, Pentecostal and Charismatic traditions 

have left an unquestionable legacy of derision, strife, and strident denominationalism.  1

The multi-stage theology of Baptism in the Holy Spirit, along with an unhealthy 

emphasis on a few select giftings (e.g. tongues, prophecy and healing). has divided the 

Body into the “have” and “have-not” camps. This confused teaching of the Spirit and His 

giftings has, all too often, lefft churches and individuals at the mercy of the pounding 

waves of theology and adrift on the dark seas of emotional despair. 

Sadly, the record of those who oppose this view is no better. Most notable are the 

dispensational-fundamentalist theologians who have opposed these multi-stage views 

of Spirit Baptism with a loveless approach that has only exacerbated the divide within 

our Faith. The approach from this branch of our Faith has all too often used the veneer 

of “Bible teaching” to thinly veil an emotional and reactionary “anti-Charismatic”, “anti-

Pentecostal” thrust. And the blame does not end there, for just as one thinks they are 

free from guilt the light of truth shines bright on the darkness of Evangelical 

 For a fuller discussion on the lesson of denominationalism, read the chapter titled, “Lessons 1

From History” from this authors book: J.R. Miller, Promise of the Father: Healing the Christian 
Legacy of Segregation and Denominationalism, Emerging Life Resources, 2008, 107cf.
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traditionalism. This third group of followers chooses many times to disregard this divide 

in hopes that it will somehow heal itself. Posssibly through fear of making things worse 

or due to a lack of sound teaching from our pulpits, far too many Evangelicals choose to 

ignore all teachings on Baptism in the Holy Spirit and His giftings. However, ignorance, 

in this case, brings not bliss but spiritually dead churchgoers

Without question, there is great confusion, in both the practice and theology, 

surrounding the Holy Spirit and the “gifts” He brings.  Confusion, left unchecked, leads 

to divisions within the one Body of Christ.  This paper offers a solution, by exploring the 

concept of the One Gift of the Holy Spirit and the right place for his giftings in the 

Church.

ONE GIFT

God’s greatest gift to His people is the Gift of salvation; salvation designed to 

unite the believer to God and to one another as brothers and sisters in Christ. John 

chapter fifteen makes the vision of our salvation clear; we are to be united to the Father 

through the work of the Son and through the comforting presence of the Spirit. Our 

relationship with the Triune God results in our ability to love one another as He has first 

loved us. Acts 2:38 records Peter’s first sermon where he makes clear that the one Gift 

of salvation is given to all through the one Gift of the Spirit.

Acts 2:38–41 (ESV) 
38 And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in 
the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will 
receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 For the promise is for you and for your 
children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls 
to himself.” 40 And with many other words he bore witness and continued 
to exhort them, saying, “Save yourselves from this crooked generation.” 41 
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So those who received his word were baptized, and there were added that 
day about three thousand souls.

This Promise from the Father was fulfilled in the early days of the church as the 

Holy Spirit brought salvation and united all peoples into one new Family. This one Gift 

was, and is, an experience that brought the fullness of God to dwell in each man and 

woman of faith . As Merrill Unger explains.

Pentecost witnessed the reception of the gift of the Holy Spirit (Ac 2:38). 
“In that one gift of the Spirit, the ascension present of our Lord to His 
church, was included all the Spirit’s ministries as well as His gifts, graces 
and power—his ministry of regenerating, baptizing, sealing, anointing and 
filling.”2

The Apostle Paul understood well the significance of this one Gift of God; His 

salvation made manifest by the Spirit. Paul taught this truth to the Church in Galatia who 

cointually struggled to live in the unity of power of God’s Gift.

Galatians 3:25–29 (ESV) 
25 But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian, 26 for 
in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. 27 For as many of 
you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. 28 There is neither 
Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and 
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 29 And if you are Christ’s, then 
you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise.

The “promise” spoken of in this passage is the hope of salvation, fullfilled in Christ and 

ratified when each beliver is baptized by the Holy Spirit into that promise.  Salvation is 3

the one Gift given by God to all believers. And the Holy Spirit, as the bringer of our 

common salvation, is often Himself seen as the one Gift who baptizes every beliver into 

 Merrill F. Unger, The Baptism and Gifts of the Holy Spirit (Chicago: Moody Press, 1974), 135. 2

quoting Merrill F. Unger, The Baptizing Work of the Holy Spirit, p. 112, see also pp. 53–76.

 For a full discussion of the Scriptural terminology of “Promise of the Father,” see the chapter 3

titled, The Promise and the Power, from this author’s book: J. R. Miller, Have You Not Yet 
Received the Spirit?: Finding Unity through the Baptism in the Holy Spirit, Emerging Life 
Resources, 2008, 23cf.
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Christ. Yet in the midst of this unity, there is great diversity in the how the Spirit works in 

the indivdual beliver. In the following section, a discussion of the diversity and place of 

the giftings of the Spirit will be examined.

MANY GIFTINGS

As previously stated there is only one Gift, the Holy Spirit, but there are many 

manifestations of His presence in the Church. This is the essence of Paul’s teaching to 

the Church at Corinth.

1 Corinthians 12:4–6 (ESV) 
4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; 5 and there are 
varieties of service, but the same Lord; 6 and there are varieties of 
activities, but it is the same God who empowers them all in everyone.

This great diversity of work by the Spirit, through the Body, is what makes this 

one Gift of salvaiton so powerful. The Scripture makes clear that the giftings given by 

the one Gift are to edify and maintina the unity of the Body. The emphasis, however, is 

always on the one Gift who rules over the many manifestations.

The innordinate focus on one single gifting above any other gifting leads 

ultimately to division and disunity.  We see in today’s Church many denominations that 4

have become enslaved to the pursuit of speaking in tongues, prophecy, or miracle 

signs. To counter this confusion, we must first accept the theology of the one Gift of the 

Spirit who is ultimately the giver of these other giftings. As Philip Bence writes.

 William MacDonald, Believer’s Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments, ed. Arthur 4

Farstad (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 1793.
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God gave himself to His people through the gift of the Holy Spirit, the 
one gift which enabled both the reception of all other gifts and the 
fulfillment of all God’s commands.5

When the Church comes to see that all giftings are given through the one Gift-

giver, then the emphaiss shifts from the pursuit of only one “special” gifting, to the 

pursuit of service to the one God who gives them and building His Church. Once 

understodd, the Church will regain balance and stop forcing every beliver to pursue 

every gifting. A right theology of the Spirit, allows the church to move to a place that 

enjoys the diversity of giftings. Richard B. Gaffin, Jr.explains the importance of allowing 

the Spirit to give gifts according to His will and not our own desires.

All told, Paul would not have us miss the categorical distinction between 
the gift (singular) and the gifts (plural) of the Spirit, between the 
eschatological gift, Christ, the indwelling, life-giving Spirit himself in which 
all believers share, and those subeschatological giftings, none of which, 
by divine design, is intended for or received by every believer (1 Cor 
12:28–30, for one, makes that clear enough).6

Clearly, by design, no one gifting is mean for all believers and all giftings are 

meant to edify the Body. Those groups who seek the experience of tongues above all, 

ironicly miss out on the greater experience intended by God. Alexander MacLaren 

describes well how living a right theology of the one Gift and many giftings can bring 

real vitality to the Church.

So, brethren, there is the ladder—begin at the bottom step, with faith in 
Jesus Christ. That will bring God’s direct action into your spirit, through His 
Holy Spirit, and that one gift will break up into an endless multiplicity of 
blessings, just as a beam of light spilt upon the surface of the ocean 
breaks into diamonds in every wave, and that ‘joy and peace’ will kindle in 

 Philip A. Bence, Acts: A Bible Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition (Indianapolis, IN: 5

Wesleyan Publishing House, 1998), 47.

 Richard B. Gaffin, Jr., Life-Giving Spirit: Probing The Center Of Paul’s Pneumatology, Journal 6

of the Evangelical Theological Society 41, no. 4 (1998): 586.
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your hearts a hope fed by the great words of the Lord: ‘Peace I leave with 
you, my peace I give unto you,’ ‘My joy shall remain in you, and your joy 
shall be full,’ ‘He that liveth and believeth in Me shall never die.’7

With this right understanding of the one Gift who dispenses to God’s children 

many giftings, comes a necesity to rthink the common termonlogy. In the next section, 

an alternative to the terms “spiritual gifts” will be considered.

Rethinking the Terminology of “Spiritual Gifts”

The phrase “spiritual gifts” comes from the English translation of some rather 

unusual and difficult Greek words. When we study the Bible it is important to understand 

what these Greek words mean. There are only two Greek terms used to denote the 

“spiritual gifts” (πνευματικός and χάρισμα) and both terms are commonly translated 

the same way. The difference between these words only becomes apparent in the 

English when we look at the context in which each word is used.

First, let us deal with the term “spiritual”. In our modern culture “spirituality” is 

separated from the Holy Spirit and by-in-large the word is secular and therefore devoid 

Greek Word New Testament Usage Main Emphasis

πνευματικός Romans 1:11
1 Corinthians 12:1; 14:1, 37
Galatians 6:1
Ephesians 1:3; 5:19
Colossians 1:9; 3:16
1 Peter 2:5

Emphasis is upon the giver of 
the gifting (The Spirit Himself) 
and the power He offers through 
the gifting.

χάρισμα Romans 1:11; 5:15, 16, 6:23; 
11:29; 12:6
1 Corinthians 1:7; 7:7; 12:4, 9, 
28, 30, 31
2 Corinthians 1:11
1 Timothy 4:14
2 Timothy 1:6
1 Peter 4:10

Emphasis is upon the gifting 
itself, the grace of God who gave 
it, and how the gifting works 
within the indivdual and within 
the Church.

 Alexander MacLaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture: Romans (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible 7

Software, 2009), 352.
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of any biblical meaning. Consequently, the continued use of the term “spiritual” tends to 

depersonalizes our relationship to the Holy Spirit. Therefore, we should consider using 

the more personal term “Spirit” in its place. However, let me hasten to add that my 

proposal in no way suggests that all uses the term “spiritual” is wrong. The goal is to let 

our terminology better reflect the biblical concept that a Gift of the Holy Spirit has been 

given to us in relationship and for relationship. Our words should reflect this very 

intimate expression and experience of faith.

Second, let us deal with the word “Gift”. This word is used in the New Testament 

to refer to the person of the Holy Spirit Himself and to our covenant-salvation with God. 

When the word “gift” is used in connection with the concept of “spiritual gifts” it has the 

unfortunate effect of detracting from the true biblical intent.  To make sure we never 

confuse the two concepts of the “gifts” we are given by the Spirit and the actual Gift of 

salvation through the Spirit, we should reserve the word Gift for use only in reference to 

the Holy Spirit as He brings the promise of salvation.

Proposed Alternatives

The alternative word now proposed, and used througout this paper, is “giftings.”  

Giftings means “little gift” and should be used instead of “gift” when referring to the 

manifestations of the Holy Spirit within the Body of Christ. Using the term ‘gifting”, helps 

make clear the difference between the manifestations of God with the ultimate Gift of 

our common salvation.

To bring the most clarity to this often confusing topic the final proposal is to 

replace the phrase “Spiritual Gifts” with the following terminology

• “The Spirit’s Giftings”
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• “Giftings of the Spirit”

This wording is not without precedent as it is used in a varity of books and 

articles by authors from various traditions. Ryrie uses the phrase “Spirit Gifting” as a 

section heading, but nowhwere in his actual article on the topic.  Robert Saucey uses 8

this phrasing in multiple locations in his writings related to the roles of men and women 

in ministry.   These few examples of precedent indiciate that the change proposed 9

above has both biblical, cultural merrit.  In summary, this proposed alternative to the 

traditional renderings is superior for the following reasons.

1. It rectifies the cultural distortion of the word “spiritual.”

2. It emphasizes the personhood of the Holy Spirit.

3. It emphasizes the intimate relationship we have with the Spirit of God.

4. It makes clear the difference between the One Gift of the Spirit for salvation 

and the many giftings of the Spirit for the edification of the Body.

5. It emphasizes the fact that these giftings are the property of God’s Holy Spirit 

given at His discretion.

In changing our terminology to match our theology, the Church can hopefully 

move beyond the search for manifestations. We can move beyond the pursuit of one 

single gifting as an expression of God’s salvation, to a celebration of the concert of 

giftings intended by the Spirit. Charles Stanley paints a picture of this very thing.

The gifts that Paul cited are specific to particular times and events. As the 
church would gather, different gifts might be manifested depending on the 

 Charles Caldwell Ryrie, Basic Theology: A Popular Systematic Guide to Understanding Biblical 8

Truth (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1999), 423.

 Robert Saucy, “‘Male and Female in the New Creation: Galatians 3:26–29’ (Ch 10) by Gordon 9

D. Fee,” Journal for Biblical Manhood and Womanhood 10, no. 1 (2005): 32.
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needs of the people and the problems in the church at that time. Paul 
wanted them to understand that all of the gifts come from the same Holy 
Spirit, with no one gift having a claim on being the definitive manifestation 
of the Spirit’s presence in their midst.10

A celebratoin of the one Gift of God and the many giftings can help the church 

experience the true joy of our salvation. 

CONCLUSION

The vitriolic and often discordant nature of debate over Spirit giftings has hurt us. 

It has hamstrung the Body of Christ so that we are no longer known as the disciples 

who stand in love for one another. The Pentecostal/Charismatic often seeks the 

individualistic experience of “Spirit” over the bond of peace, dispensationalist all too 

often pursues “truth” without regard to love, and the Evangelical sits as a dispassionate 

third party hoping not to be harmed, but never helping to heal the wounds of 

dissonance. The tradition of conflict and apathy must stop with us, with this generation, 

with this Body of believers.  We must begin now, together, an effort to recognize that we 

are united by the one Gift of God into one salvation hope of eternal glory. From what 

source then can we find healing? 

First, we must take hope in knowing that we are not the first of God’s people to 

struggle with disunity. Paul expresses well his own heart in exhorting the church of 

Ephesus to fight against heretical partisanship and strive for harmony.

Ephesians 4:1–7 (ESV) 
1 I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy 
of the calling to which you have been called, 2 with all humility and 
gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, 3 eager to 

 Charles F. Stanley, Relying on the Holy Spirit (Nashville: T. Nelson Publishers, 1996).10
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maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 4 There is one body 
and one Spirit—just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to 
your call— 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 6 one God and Father of all, 
who is over all and through all and in all. 7 But grace was given to each 
one of us according to the measure of Christ’s gift.

We are called to a high calling in Christ. There is one God who dwells with us 

and lives in us. We are called to live in unity; not because it is an extrinsic ideology, but 

because it is our intrinsic nature imputed to us by Christ our Lord. Have we approached 

the Holy Spirit with humility? Has our theology been marked by gentleness? Have we 

shared the hope of Christ in all patience? Have we put up with our brother’s struggles in 

a manner that reflects Divine love? 

Secondly, we must find hope in the Holy Spirit. The church at Corinth had one 

major problem; they expressed a zeal for the giftings of God’s Spirit, but did not rejoice 

in the One Gift given to all—the Gift of salvation; the Gift of the Holy Spirit.

1 Corinthians 12:3–6; 13 (ESV) 
3 Therefore I want you to understand that no one speaking in the Spirit of 
God ever says “Jesus is accursed!” and no one can say “Jesus is Lord” 
except in the Holy Spirit. 4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same 
Spirit; 5 and there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; 6 and there 
are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who empowers them all in 
everyone…13 For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews 
or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit.

No one can confess Jesus as Lord unless he is indwelt by the power and 

presence of the Holy Spirit. No one can have new life, unless he is Baptized in the Holy 

Spirit. There is no exception and no breaking of this Divine law. To be a Christian means 

nothing less than we have all drunk deeply of the one Spirit of God and until we all 

recognize that each person has come to the foot of the Cross as a sinner and each 
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person stands in the unity of the Spirit, there will never be a healing from our past hurts 

and the sin of division. 

Finally, we must begin to engage one another in honest discussion for the 

purpose of healing. Pentecostal, Charismatic, Fundamentalist, Evangelical… we must 

each be willing to say we are no longer followers of one man or one tradition or one 

experience, but we are followers of one Lord, one Faith and one Baptism, and in that 

common confession of Faith we must join with one another to unite our broken Church, 

correct our broken theology, and unite with our heavenly Family. God has given us the 

greatest gift of all, the Gift of Unity, the Gift of the Spirit; let us now live in it!
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