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The sermon 

Intro 

We’re going to take the next three weeks to walk through Ephesians 4:7-16. We’ll learn about spiritual gifts. 

What comes to mind when I say spiritual gifts? Something good? Something bad? Something ordinary like teaching? 

Something extraordinary like tongues? 

Maybe the topic’s a little confusing? What does he mean by spiritual gifts? What spiritual gifts are there? What is my 

gift(s)? Do I have any gift(s)? How do I discover my gift(s)? 

Maybe you’re into theology? You’re hoping the pastor enters into the continuationist/cessationist debate. Did some of the 

gifts we find in the New Testament, like prophecy, go away at some point in church history? In case you’re wondering, 

continuationists believe “miraculous” gifts like prophecy continue on today. Cessationists believe gifts like prophecy no 

longer exist. 

Maybe you come from a charismatic or Pentecostal background. You might be saying, where are the gifts? Maybe you 

have concerns about that background and might be saying, is the pastor going to promote charismatic craziness?  

In the next three weeks I hope to give us some clarity on these matters. It’s in the Bible so it’s profitable for us to talk 

about it.  

READ PASSAGE 

BIG IDEA: Jesus gives spiritual gifts to build up the local church.  

 

Body 

Passage Focus 

This week we’ll learn some general truths about spiritual gifts. Next week we’ll look at five specific spiritual gifts. In two 

weeks we’ll look at the intended outcome of spiritual gifts.  

Spiritual gifts introduction 

Spiritual gifts mentioned in Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12 are prophecy, serving, teaching, exhortation, generosity, 

leading, mercy, utterance of wisdom, utterance of knowledge, faith, gifts of healing, working of miracles, ability to 

distinguish between spirits, various kinds of tongues, interpretation of tongues, apostles, prophets, teachers, helping, 

administrating. In Ephesians four, Paul adds evangelists and shepherds. 

Why does God give spiritual gifts? 

1. To help you make spiritual progress. 

The purpose of spiritual gifts is edification/building up the church.  

So with yourselves, since you are eager for manifestations of the Spirit, strive to excel in building up the church. – 1 

Corinthians 14:12 

The purpose of “miraculous” gifts is “building up the church.” 

What then, brothers? When you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an 

interpretation. Let all things be done for building up. – 1 Corinthians 14:26 
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The purpose of gifts like teaching, prophecy, tongues, and interpretation of tongues in the church gathering was “building 

up.” 

Edification/building up = we are a work in progress under construction. We’re being built up much like structure is 

added to the foundation. Our life is incomplete much like a home build that’s in process. We’re in the process of having 

more and more of our lives touched by God’s word. As we’re increasingly built up, we’re spiritually strengthened and 

we’re able to walk worthy of our calling (4:1). 

2. To equip you to do ministry yourself.  

And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers,  12 to equip the saints for the work of 

ministry, for building up the body of Christ, – 4:11-12 

For example, shepherds/pastors and teachers teach for the purpose of equipping you to be able to teach the Bible to your 

children, counsel a discouraged believer, evangelize a loved one. We’re supposed to give you the tools so you can do the 

work.  

3. To equip the church for making disciples among the nations. 

Apostles, prophets, and evangelists serve gospel advance. Individuals with these gifts did the work of evangelism. And 

they equipped Christians without these gifts so those without the gifts could do evangelism too.  

 

Point 1: Spiritual gifts are unmerited (4:7-8) 

The spiritual gift(s) you possess are acts of grace. They’re unmerited. You did nothing to earn whatever gift(s) you 

possess. 

But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ's gift.  8 Therefore it says, "When he 

ascended on high he led a host of captives, and he gave gifts to men." – 4:7-8 

“gave gifts to men” = an act of grace.  

Grace 

What is grace?  

The general idea is kindness freely given, not as a result of obligation. Unmerited favor. 

Grace is God’s free choice. We’ve done nothing to merit God’s kindness. We’ve done nothing to merit the gifts Jesus 

gives. A gift we don’t deserve. That’s grace. 

Spiritual gifts = grace gifts 

The grace Paul has in mind is spiritual gifts. Paul lists some of the gifts: apostles, prophets, evangelists, shepherds, 

teachers. Elsewhere, these sort of gifts are referred to as spiritual gifts. 

Now concerning spiritual gifts, brothers, I do not want you to be uninformed. – 1 Corinthians 12:1 

Later Paul lists some of the gifts.  

And God has appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healing, 

helping, administrating, and various kinds of tongues. – 1 Corinthians 12:28 

Included in the list of spiritual gifts are apostles, prophets, and teachers.  
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Grace (4:7) is the Greek word charis. In 1 Corinthians 12, spiritual gifts, including apostles, prophets, teachers (12:28-29) 

are described with the Greek word charisma (12:4, 31). Spiritual gifts are unmerited gifts that flow from the kindness of 

Jesus.   

The point I’m driving home is we don’t do anything to earn spiritual gifts. Spiritual gifts are freely given. Unmerited. A 

person doesn’t get the gift of prophecy because they’re really obedient or they pray a lot or they read their Bible a lot. 

There’s no five step formula to get the gift of teaching. It’s simply a matter of grace. Jesus gives us gift(s) we don’t 

deserve. Gifts we haven’t earned. That’s grace. 

We don’t choose to be teachers, shepherds, excessively merciful, excessively into serving. Jesus chooses to make us these 

things. 

 

Point 2: Jesus gives a spiritual gift(s) “to each one of us” (4:7) 

Jesus gifts every single believer one way or another.  

“each one of us” (4:7) = every believer experiences the grace of a spiritual gift(s). 

How can I figure out what gift(s) I have? 

Lifeway Survey 

(https://s7d9.scene7.com/is/content/LifeWayChristianResources/Spiritual%5FGifts%5FAssessmentpdf.pdf) 

Personal experience 

Personally, before I believed, I had little interest in readying. Yeah I read wrestling magazines, guitar magazines, heavy 

metal magazines, and sports magazines. But I never read books. Got through high school and college without reading a 

good deal of the assigned material. In high school, when assigned fiction books, I found myself saying to myself “what 

did I just read the last 15 minutes?” Because my mind wandered from the book to what I wanted to think about. When it 

came to books like Wuthering Heights and Ivanhoe, I couldn’t stomach the cliff notes. Before I was Christian, I didn’t 

read books. 

But for some reason, after being born again, I wanted to read. I read my whole Bible in seven months. Then I started 

going to the Christian bookstore every week to buy books. I wanted to know how to live as a Christian, how to do 

apologetics, etc.  

I found myself writing about biblical topics for fun. I found myself wanting opportunity to teach in my small group.  

And prior to becoming a Christian, I hated public speaking. During presentation time I hoped I wouldn’t be picked so it 

could be put off for another day. Yet, as a Christian, I found myself wanting opportunity to preach.  

How could I be sure I wasn’t delusional? When the local church affirmed teaching and preaching gifts.  

In short, what passions emerged in your heart after becoming a Christian? What do others in the church see in you? 

 

Point 3: Jesus customizes gifts individually (4:7) 

“But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ’s gift.” – 4:7 

“measure” = The spiritual gift(s) we receive are personally measured out by Jesus. Meaning Jesus determines which 

spiritual gift(s) you receive. And Jesus determines the amount/extent of that gifting. Jesus determines who gets mercy, 
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who gets teaching, who gets prophecy. And Jesus determines the extent/level of your gifting. Some pastors have a 

stronger shepherd gift than others. Some pastors have a stronger teaching gift than others. Some evangelists have a 

stronger evangelist gift than others. Some gifted to serve have a stronger serving gift than others.  

In his wisdom and kindness, Jesus has gifted you personally. What Jesus has given you is sufficient for you to 

contribute to the building up of this body of believers.  

What does this mean for us? 

1. Jesus gives us gifts we don’t deserve. 

Marvel at his kindness! No boasting! 

2. Jesus has gifted each of us for building up this body of believers.  

Every one of us has a part to play. 

3. Jesus gives us gifts for the church’s good. 

Don’t let your gift(s) go to waste. Concerning his teaching/preaching gift, Paul said this to Timothy: 

Do not neglect the gift you have, which was given you by prophecy when the council of elders laid their hands on you. – 1 

Timothy 4:14 

4. Jesus wants us to receive from those who are gifted. 

That means make use of the services rendered by pastors and teachers in this church. Take advantage of instruction and 

discipleship opportunities. Allow those with gifts of serving and generosity to help you in your need. Thank Jesus that 

he’s gifted people to meet your needs! 

5. There’s unity in diversity. 

Individually, we possess different gifts. Together, we have the diverse range of gifts necessary for this body of believers 

to be built up.  

What do gifts look like in the local church? 

We’re all called to evangelize and show mercy and serve. Yet some have a greater passion for evangelism or mercy or 

service because Jesus gives gifts.  

Why is that person so merciful? Why is that person always serving? Because Jesus gives gifts. 

It would be spiritual malpractice to force one of my sons into pastoring if God hasn’t gifted them for it. 

 

Point 4: Jesus rises in victory (4:8-10) 

Therefore it says, "When he ascended on high he led a host of captives, and he gave gifts to men." – 4:8 

“ascended” = after he was raised from the dead, Jesus left earth to sit at the Father’s right hand in the heavenly places.  

Paul’s appealing to a Psalm written by David (68), which Darryl read for us. Proving his point with Old Testament.  

David speaks of God defeating his enemies (“the rebellious” – Ps 68:18), taking them captive, and receiving gifts from his 

captive enemies = property plundered in war. Paul speaks of Jesus ascending to the Father’s right hand and giving 

spiritual gifts to his people.  
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What’s going on? Correspondence. Similarity. History repeating itself. Like God defeated his enemies, took them captive, 

and distributed their property to the faithful, when Christ ascended, he defeated his enemies, subjected them to his rule, 

and distributed gifts to the church.  

( In saying, "He ascended," what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower regions, the earth? – 4:9  

Jesus ascended and descended. There’s debate about what Paul’s referring to.  

Option 1: Jesus’ descent is the incarnation = coming to earth. Jesus’ ascent is from earth to the Father’s right 

hand. 

This is the take of the ESV and NIV. This makes great sense. Jesus descended from the heavenly realm to earth. After his 

death and resurrection, Jesus ascended back to the heavenly realm.  

Option 2: Jesus’ descent is to the underworld (= Hades) after his death, and before his resurrection, where he 

proclaimed his victory to the evil spirits = demons. 

If you have an older ESV or the NASB or the NKJV or HCSB (Holman Christian Standard Bible), your version reads 

something like “the lower parts of the earth,” which the ESV provides as an alternative in their footnote.  

This makes sense of 1 Peter 3:18-20. 

For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, being put to death 

in the flesh but made alive in the spirit,  19 in which he went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison,  20 because they 

formerly did not obey, when God's patience waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was being prepared, in which a few, 

that is, eight persons, were brought safely through water. – 1 Peter 3:18-20 

Peter speaks of the cross where Jesus died in his physical body. After Jesus died (note his divine nature didn’t die), his 

human spirit was made alive. At that time, he spoke to “spirits in prison” that were disobedient in the days of Noah. 

“spirits” virtually always means fallen angels = demons. 2 Peter and Jude speak of imprisoned angels (2 Pet 2:4; Jude 6). 

These angels are currently in “hell,” or Tartarus, in Greek thought a subterranean place lower than Hades where divine 

torment happened (2 Pet 2:4). “hell” referring to “the lower parts of the earth.” 

Resolution 

I’m inclined to go with “the lower parts of the earth.” Meaning the earth in general isn’t in view, but rather, a particular 

region of the earth: the lower parts. The stuff we find in 1 Peter 3:19.  

No one needs to get heated about this. Disagreement is okay. It’s a tough choice. The big idea is, in the events 

surrounding his death and resurrection, Jesus victoriously defeated his enemies (death, sin, Satan) and ascended to the 

throne. On the throne, Jesus distributes spiritual gifts to his people.  

He who descended is the one who also ascended far above all the heavens, that he might fill all things.) – 4:10 

Why did Jesus ascend and descend? “that he might fill all things.” What does this mean?  

1. The filling happens after the ascension. 

2. The filling involves spiritual gifts given to the church. 

The idea is “all things” are filled through giving spiritual gifts. How do our spiritual gifts fill “all things.” The idea is 

Jesus equips the church with spiritual gifts. As a result, the church goes on mission and the whole world becomes filled 

with local churches.  
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What does this mean for us? 

1. In his death and resurrection, Jesus has defeated our enemies: death, sin, Satan. 

If you’re a born again believer, your greatest enemies have already been defeated. Death no longer rules over you. There’s 

hope beyond the grave. Absent from the body, present with the Lord at death. “to die is gain” (Phil 1:21). At the return of 

Christ you’ll be raised to an immortal body fit for the kingdom of God that can’t die and be severed from the soul. 

If you’re a born again believer, you’re dead to sin. Sin no longer reigns over you. You’ve risen to newness of life. And the 

wrath of God is satisfied. No fear of the day of judgment. Only eager longing!  

If you’re a born again believer, the reign of Satan and his demons over you has come to an end. The charges they bring 

against you (failure, guilty, reject, worthless) are answered at the cross. With a new heart, you have divine enablement to 

resist their intimidation and seduction.  

Non-Christian 

If you’re visiting with us this morning you’ve learned that Jesus rescues sinners from their enemies through his death and 

resurrection.  

Death is you enemy. Today your body can be severed from your soul. In the future, you can experience eternal death. 

Relocation to a place of torment called hell.  

Sin (doing life your own way; breaking God’s commands) is your enemy. Sin isn’t just things you do. It’s what you are. 

We’re born with a sinful nature such that we want to do life our own way. Not God’s way. 

Satan is your enemy. Telling you follow your heart, not God. Telling you life is pleasure. Life is popularity. Life is 

possessions. Life is power. Telling you you’re a good person. You don’t need Jesus. Telling you you’re so wretched Jesus 

would never forgive you.  

Turn from your sins by trusting in Jesus’ death and resurrection. On the cross God treated Jesus as if he lived our sinful 

life. If we trust in Jesus, God treats us as if we lived Jesus’ perfect, sinless life. Find rescue in Christ.  


