I Cor. 12:8 

(

to one, on the one hand, for, through the spirit is given a word of wisdom


to another, on the other hand, a word of knowledge according to the same spirit.

Greek Notes:

(((  + genitive 
 by means of, through

(((( + accusative 
 according to, in correspondence with, with reference to

(((((
wisdom - a virtue, insight or intelligence related to ethical obedience of God (see detail, page 2)

((((((( 
knowledge - the result of practical and experimental experience and always has as a practical outworking the ethical obedience of God.(see detail page 3)

Other notes:

1. When one thinks of ‘wisdom’ one is immediately reminded of Proverbs ‘The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom’ (9:10) Wisdom is an insight into the mind of God and this is particularly clear in the way in which Paul has already dealt with it in chapters 1 & 2 of this book. The wisdom of God is wiser than the wisdom of men, but to men, the wisdom of God is the foolishness of the cross. The world cannot know this wisdom - if they had, they would not have slain the Lord of Glory. We (Christians), however, have this wisdom as a gift of the Spirit of God, consequently, we have the mind of God. In this verse Paul is merely reiterating this. Wisdom of or from God comes through the Spirit of God.

2. Knowledge is the result of experience, the experimental investigation into something - for us Christians - into what is noble and good and right and true and lovely (Phil 4:8). We have promises that if we study hard, the Lord will give us insight (1 Tim 2:7).  Another important element in correctly understanding this verse is, however, that knowledge is according to the Spirit. When we consider that the work of the Holy Spirit is ‘ to remind you of whatever I (Jesus) have said’ (John 14:26) and ‘to guide you into all truth, taking from what is mine and giving it to you’ (John 16:15) I think that what is at issue is that ‘knowledge’ is a correct understanding of scripture. (Henderson says of this passage ‘the  is the faculty of explaining truths and doctrines which have previously been divulged’). I suspect the use of ‘logos’ here in both phrases refers to the pre-existing pre-eminent Logos, the incarnate word. The word of knowledge is thus the understanding of the Word. 

3. The background is v7 ‘given for the common good’

4. See also Ephesians 1:8 , 1:17-18 and Colossians 1:9

Hence, the translation becomes:

For, to one is given a word of wisdom (from God, to comprehend what God desires and plans and to act with humble obedience to God ) through the Spirit but to another a word of knowledge (to understand the scriptures which always speak of Christ and the salvation wrought by Him and to enable the under-girding motivation of actions based upon that understanding) in accordance with the same Spirit.

(sophia - wisdom



Notes taken from TDNT (Theological Dictionary of the New Testament - ed. Kittel)

Background - Ancient Greek:
A quality, never an activity, hence an unusual knowledge and ability (originally any skilled man has ‘wisdom’)

More and more it became associated with theoretical and intellectual knowledge

For Plato, sophia is the absolute ideal and therefore unattainable.

For Aristotle, sophia is obtainable, but only in an intellectual sense - one can understand the ‘first causes’

For the Sophists, the power of speech subjects the world to their sophia

For the Stoics, sophia is the knowledge that controls the universe

Generally, sophia is the only thing (virtue) that binds together the theoretical and the practical - but if you do it properly, you are (small ‘d’) divine.

Background - Old Testament (primarily the LXX = the Septuagint - OT translated into Greek around 180 BC)

Sophia primarily translates ‘chokma’ which occurs 26 times as verb (chakam) and 235 times as a noun (chokma). The distribution is across all the books, but the primary use (180)  is in the ‘Wisdom literature’ (Psalms, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes)

Chocma refers to a prudent, considered, experienced and competent action to overcome particular problems - it may be specific skills, artistry. It particularly refers to skilled knowledge about the world (Solomon 1 Kings 4) and especially to piety - The fear of the Lord - both as the origin and the result of wisdom

In this way it is totally different from the Greek understanding. Never could the Greeks have put together ‘wisdom’ and ‘the fear of the Lord’

Wisdom is also seen as a person (Proverbs 9)

Background - Rabbinical Judaism

Wisdom is God’s plan for the world

For the Rabbi wisdom is learning the Torah hence ‘wise’ and ‘scribe’ become synonymous

The also picked up on Proverbs 9 and saw Wisdom as Divine (**me… how did the Rabbinical schools, based on the Shema - Hear O Israel, The Lord your God is One get to some other divinity!?!)

Background - Gnosticism

sophia is always of supernatural origin and divine nature. However It has fallen into the world and become trapped. Redemption of the man is accomplished by his releasing wisdom back to its divinity. In the process the Gnostic himself becomes divine.

New Testament

Mark 6. Jesus wisdom and mighty acts must have a supernatural origin - God (Matt 12)

Paul in 1 Corinthians 1 & 2 is a polemic against Greek ‘Wisdom’ and Jewish ‘Scribes’

2 Peter 3. Paul himself writes with the wisdom given to him.

Conclusion: Generally, the uses of sophia in the New Testament has Old Testament meaning rather than Greek. Thus it has the emphasis on God given understanding and ability to face particular situations with ethical obedience.

 - gnoseos - knowledge

Notes taken from TDNT (Theological Dictionary of the New Testament - ed. Kittel)

Background: Old Greek

The intellectual comprehension of a matter - to come to understand something

Clearly distinguished from ‘perception’ (which has no necessary understanding and may be merely instinctive) gnosis is derived from the mind and the word

Clearly distinguished from ‘having an opinion’ because an opinion may not conform to reality, but gnosis is about things as they really are.

Only in ‘knowing’ can a man be sure he has grasped the truth

Although not related to a particular organ, ‘knowledge’ is in the experience - close dealings with the world, and is achieved by inspection - closely related to ‘seeing’ 

Comes to mean ‘verify’ ‘become aware of by observation’ - The observer is objective, the phenomenon is verified

The ‘objectiveness’ of the observer qualifies the knowledge as truth

No-where is there a complete loss of the visual aspect, not even in the case of theoretical ‘knowledge’

Background: Gnosticism

Gnosticism imports the idea of secret knowledge, the possession of which conveys supernatural powers. 

‘Knowledge’ is not merely the ‘act of knowing’ but has a reality of its own ‘Knowledge of god’

It becomes something more than rational thought, rather an illumination via esoteric mystery visions (it still has to be ‘seen’)

Background: Old Testament (again the LXX)

gnosis translates ‘yathai’ - the action by which man comprehends the objects and circumstances of his world.

In the OT there are two major differences from Greek

a)  the ‘objectivity’ factor is much reduced and replaced by ‘learning by experience’ - hence it can be used of sexual relationships - to know one’s wife

b)  the emphasis on sight is diluted by an emphasis on hearing (particularly because the dominant input to the world is the ‘word of the Lord’)

This leads to a very different understanding of ‘knowledge’ In the OT knowledge is not determined by the idea of ‘reality’ and what can be grasped by and reduced to objective reflection. Indeed, the significance of the subject is an asset. Hence knowledge becomes a way of seeing and hearing with particular significance for the individual, especially of seeing and hearing God and Gods plans and then acting upon that knowledge.

In the Wisdom literature ‘gnosis’ is the contemplative perception possessed by the ‘wise’ man.

Thus, gnosis leads to a realisation of the claims of God upon the individual and thus to respect of God and obedience to God’s spoken word. Thus it includes and involves the will (hence, ignorance = guilt)

Background: Later Judaism

Same as OT except that the Torah is the only source of knowledge and the only theme of knowledge

New Testament:

The normal meanings, ‘detect’, ‘note’, ‘recognise’, ‘learn’, ‘confirm’ are all found.

The emphasis is ‘if you have been told something, then understanding/knowing implies as required an involvement of the will. 

gnoseos is the obedient acknowledgement of the will of God

(epignosis becomes a technical term for the decisive knowledge of the will of God)

Generally, gnoseos is used in the popular Greek sense, and not that of the philosophical schools, but with a heavy overlay of the OT meaning. Practical consequences are always implied.

Paul does use it absolutely in 1 Corinthians 1 & 2 to oppose the Greek  Gnostic ideas - ‘yes, we do have a wisdom that leads to knowledge, but how different it is from yours. Your knowledge crucified the Lord of Glory. We acknowledge Him’ but in so doing gives the lie to the idea of objective knowledge. - your knowledge outworked one way, ours outworks another.

‘gnoseos’ is not a fixed possession but an ongoing and grateful acknowledgement of the demands of God which develops in the life of the Christian as a lasting obedience and reflection. Thus it is a gift of Grace which marks the life of the Christian

Quote from Calvin (Commentary on 1 Corinthians):

v7: The manifestation of the Spirit is given to everyone with a view to common utility

The manifestation is passive in the sense that where there is prophecy or knowledge or any other gift, then the Spirit of God does there manifest himself. The manifestation is in an active sense because the Spirit of God when He enriches us with any gift unlocks the treasures with the purpose of manifesting to us things that would otherwise be concealed from us and locked up to us.

v8:….. as to the difference between the gifts: knowledge (or understanding) and  wisdom are taken in different senses in the scriptures, but here I take them the way of the greater and the less as in Colossians 2:3 - ‘in Christ are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge’ Therefore knowledge means an acquaintance with the sacred things, wisdom being the perfection of it. They are, it is true, nearly the same thing, but put together there is a difference. Let us then take knowledge as meaning ordinary information and wisdom as including revelations that are of a more secret and sublime order.

Quotes from Grosheide (Commentary on 1 Corinthians)

‘word of wisdom’ speech which has as its content wisdom

‘word of knowledge’ because of the parallel cannot mean a word spoken with knowledge, but rather a word which has knowledge as its content

‘knowledge’ implies somewhat more than wisdom, research and investigation. But, it must not be taken in a purely intellectual sense, knowledge has an existential character.

While they both must have similar meanings, there is a difference: the ‘word of wisdom’ is through the spirit - wisdom is a virtue conferred upon us through the mediation of the Spirit. The ‘word of knowledge’ is according to the Spirit. Since knowledge is the result of our research and investigation, the Spirit given knowledge is characterised as being ‘in accordance’ with those standards the Spirit sets for the church.

