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For as we have many members in one body, but all the 
members do not have the same function, so we, being many, 

are one body in Christ, and individually members of one 
another. Having then gifts differing according to the grace 

that is given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, let us prophesy 
in proportion to our faith; or ministry, let us use it in our 

ministering; he who teaches, in teaching; he who exhorts, in 
exhortation; he who gives, with liberality; he who leads, with 

diligence; he who shows mercy, with cheerfulness.
—Romans 12:4–8
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Foreword

I have grown up listening to my mom teach lots of different 
material, but her teaching on the “foundational gifts” has probably 
stuck with me better than almost anything else. Perhaps the 
single biggest reason that this teaching has stayed with me is its 
practical application. When I was a kid, my mom and I would 
have great conversations about the particular foundational gifts 
various people had, and these served as hugely useful exercises 
because they gave me some excellent tools for relating to and 
communicating with many different kinds of people. Growing 
up as a pastor’s kid, I found it extremely helpful to have functional 
people skills. Furthermore, the teaching on foundational gifts 
was tremendously insightful to me personally, helping me to 
understand my own thinking, behaviors, and interactions. To 
this day, I greatly appreciate the assistance this material has 
given me in making me aware of the various strengths and 
weaknesses associated with each foundational gift and the ways 
in which the gifts are expressed on an individual basis.

Here’s a good example of how I learned about myself and 
grew in my ability to relate to people who are unlike me. When 
I was younger, my dominant foundational gift was the prophecy 
motive, which can sometimes manifest itself in an abrasive way. 
Those of us with this gift can be very direct, and we tend to see 
things as black-and-white. We can be “warriors of truth” at the 
expense of hurt feelings and even broken relationships—and this 
was certainly true of me. One of my mom’s close friends has the 
foundational gift of mercy, and she was very sensitive to sharp 
comments. I often found myself frustrated by her hurt feelings, 
and she was often wounded by my unfiltered observations—
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expressed with zero tact or softness. Thankfully, she has given me 
excessive grace and forgiveness over the years as I’ve matured and 
become more tempered with my foundational gift. To this day, we 
have a wonderful relationship, and I love being around her. While 
we are both very different, we have tremendous respect for each 
other, and we honor one another and our diverse gifts. 

Let me encourage you, as you read through this book, 
to seek to understand not only who you are in relation to the 
foundational gifts, with all your glories and flaws, but also 
how you can work with people who are different from you 
by understanding their respective strengths and weaknesses. 
Furthermore, please remember that we are all in a process of 
spiritual growth, and this means that we get to extend the same 
grace to others that we continually receive from our heavenly 
Father as we move along through this process. As we continue 
to grow, it would be great if we were good at operating in all 
of the foundational gifts. However, that’s not the reality God 
created. The gifts illustrate that we need each other in order to 
move the kingdom of God forward. We each play an essential 
role, and we function best when we operate in a complementary 
mind-set rather than a competitive one. Our differences are 
intended to make the kingdom of God stronger and not weaker 
through strife or divisive actions, conversations, and attitudes.

It has been my experience that the foundational gifts are 
both timeless in their relevance and universal in their application. 
I have seen how universal these gifts are as I’ve taught them 
internationally in many different cultures. One of the things I 
sincerely enjoy today is getting to teach the foundational gifts 
around the world and watching people’s eyes light up as they 
begin to recognize their own gifts and as they increase in their 
understanding of the people in their lives. No matter where you 
live, and no matter what your age or gender, I’m super confident 
that, as you read through this book, you will have lots of “Aha!” 
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moments in relation to yourself, your loved ones, your friends, 
and your associates. Prepare to be illuminated, empowered, and 
energized!

—Sarah Bowling
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Introduction

God Has Blessed Us with 
Spiritual Gifts

Our heavenly Father is a loving and personal God who wants 
us to have the best and to be the best. For these very reasons, He 
has blessed the body of Christ with various spiritual gifts. There 
are three “gift” passages in the New Testament, each of which 
lists a distinct group of spiritual gifts: 1 Corinthians 12:7–12, 
Ephesians 4:11–13, and Romans 12:4–8. God has devised a 
plan so that, through the use of all these gifts, we can live the 
fulfilling lives He intends for us.

First, let’s briefly look at the gifts listed in 1 Corinthians. 
Although all spiritual gifts come from the Holy Spirit, those 
mentioned in this chapter are commonly referred to as “the gifts 
of the Spirit”:

But the manifestation of the Spirit is given to each one 
for the profit of all: for to one is given the word of wisdom 
through the Spirit, to another the word of knowledge 
through the same Spirit, to another faith by the same 
Spirit, to another gifts of healings by the same Spirit, to 
another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to 
another discerning of spirits, to another different kinds of 
tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. But one 
and the same Spirit works all these things, distributing to 
each one individually as He wills. For as the body is one 
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and has many members, but all the members of that one 
body, being many, are one body, so also is Christ.  
 (1 Corinthians 12:7–12)

The gifts of the Spirit can be divided into three groups of 
three: (1) the spoken gifts, including different kinds of tongues, 
interpretation of tongues, and prophecy; (2) the power gifts, 
including the working of miracles, the gift of faith, and the gifts 
of healings; and (3) the revelation gifts, including the word of 
knowledge, the word of wisdom, and the discerning of spirits.

God often seems to minister to us in a threefold way. Using 
the spoken gifts, He ministers to us spiritually; using the power 
gifts, He ministers to us physically; and using the revelation gifts, 
He ministers to us mentally and emotionally—in our minds, 
emotions, and wills.

Next, let’s take a brief overview of the gifts listed in 
Ephesians 4, which are often referred to as “the ministry gifts”:

And He Himself [Jesus Christ] gave some to be apostles, 
some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and 
teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of 
ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ. 
 (Ephesians 4:11–12)

These gifts, also called “the fivefold ministry,” are usually 
given to people who are called into full-time ministry. The most 
efficient method to remember the components of the fivefold 
ministry and their responsibilities to the body of Christ is to 
count them off using the fingers on one of your hands.

First, identify the apostle with your thumb. Your thumb 
can easily touch every other finger on your hand. Similarly, the 
apostle’s ministry “touches” the other components of the fivefold 
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ministry. Let me briefly explain why. An apostle is someone who 
breaks a barrier in an area or realm that advances the kingdom 
of God and whose work keeps on bearing fruit. For example, 
one apostle may plant churches in a country previously closed to 
the gospel. Another may start a network of Bible schools that 
influence nations around the world. Still another may establish 
an inner-city outreach that is able to penetrate an area of a city 
that has been entrenched in violent crime and poverty, thereby 
bringing peace and hope to the residents. The apostle touches 
every other spiritual office because, when he breaks a particular 
barrier, it causes people with the other ministry giftings to rise 
up and carry out, support, and even expand the original vision. 
The apostle cracks open the door that allows the other members 
of the fivefold ministry to enter and function in their gifts.

Second, identify the prophet with your index, or “pointer,” 
finger. The prophet points to the future to bring revelation 
knowledge, and he points to the past to call people to repentance.

Third, identify the evangelist with your middle finger. The 
evangelist is a soulwinner. His words bring conviction to sinners 
and encouragement to believers.

Fourth, identify the pastor with your ring finger. He is 
“married” to the flock. He exercises authority over his church by 
feeding them with the Word of God, loving them, and, when 
necessary, correcting them.

Fifth, identify the teacher with your little finger, or “pinkie.” 
Just as the little finger balances the hand, the teacher brings a 
sense of balance to the rest of the fivefold ministry. The teacher’s 
primary responsibility is to clarify truth to the body of Christ.

Apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers have 
been placed within the church to edify and equip believers in 
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order to help them mature in their Christian walks. It takes all 
five of these ministries working together to help bring the body 

into the perfection to which God 
has called it. 

We turn now to the final 
grouping of gifts, which are the focus 
of this book—“the foundational 
gifts” from Romans 12. Another 
name for this set of gifts is “the 
motivational gifts,” because they 
correspond to people’s underlying 
inclinations and preferences, as well 

as to their special abilities, for serving the body of Christ and 
others:

For as we have many members in one body, but all the 
members do not have the same function, so we, being many, 
are one body in Christ, and individually members of one 
another. Having then gifts differing according to the grace 
that is given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, let us prophesy 
in proportion to our faith; or ministry [“serving” niv], let us 
use it in our ministering; he who teaches, in teaching; he 
who exhorts, in exhortation; he who gives, with liberality; 
he who leads [organizes], with diligence; he who shows 
mercy, with cheerfulness. (Romans 12:4–8)

Unlike the ministry gifts, to which only people with certain 
leadership roles in the church are called, a foundational gift is 
given to each born-again believer (as is at least one spiritual 
gift). The seven foundational gifts—prophecy, serving, teaching, 
exhortation, giving, organization, and mercy—show us our 
positions within the body of Christ and how they relate to the 

The foundational 
gifts correspond 

to our underlying 
inclinations, 

preferences, and 
special abilities.
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positions of other believers. When we understand our gifts and 
function according to them, we can minister God’s grace to our 
fellow believers within the church, as well as to others whom we 
encounter as we go about the course of our lives, many of whom 
may never have heard the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ.

The purpose of this book is to help you identify your 
foundational gift, so that you can begin to operate in it and 
blossom in your unique ministry. As you explore these seven 
gifts, you will discover the special gift that God designed just 
for you.
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Chapter 1

The Foundational Gifts

For as we have many members in one body, but all the members 
do not have the same function, so we, being many, are one body 

in Christ, and individually members of one another. 
—Romans 12:4–5

Know Your Ministry: Spiritual Gifts for Every Believer will help 
you to discover your purpose and destiny. You may think that is 
a bold statement, and it is. But I can make it based on the Word 
of God and on my own experiences through the years, as I have 
applied this enlightening teaching about the foundational gifts 
to my own life and also taught others how to apply it to theirs. 
Likewise, I can make this statement with assurance: reading 
this book will be a very personal experience for you as you learn 
more about who God has marvelously created you to be.

Most people want to know their purpose. Nobody wants 
to just stumble around in life. At some point, we all wonder, 
“What am I meant to do on this earth? What direction am I 
supposed to take?” If you don’t know where you are going, you 
won’t know when you get there, and your life will be out of sync.

To answer the above questions, we must understand that we 
have a corporate purpose, as well as a personal one. As believers, 
“we, being many, are one body in Christ, and individually members 
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of one another” (Romans 12:5). God has called each of us to 
a special role in the body of Christ, for the mutual benefit of 
all. Confusion over their unique roles is a primary reason why 
people lack purpose.

Uncertainty aboUt oUr callings

Many times, we try to operate in areas of ministry or 
vocation to which we have not been called. We may try to imitate 
ministries we admire because of our uncertainty about our own 
places in the body of Christ. The results can be devastating: we 
become frustrated and discouraged and do a disservice to the 
people to whom we are trying to minister.

For example, have you ever come across a particular ministry 
and decided, “I’m going to do exactly what they are doing”? 
Many years ago, my husband, Wally, and I were assistant 
pastors at a church in Amarillo, Texas. Every morning at 9:00 
a.m., several of us met to pray. One woman in particular was 
a true intercessor. After an hour of prayer, the rest of us were 
ready to stop—but she was just warming up! I admired her so 
much that I—not God—decided that I had a similar calling 
on my life. One day, I said to her, “God has called me to be an 
intercessor—just like you.”

But, to my surprise, she replied, “No, He hasn’t. You respect 
me, so you’re trying to latch onto my position in the body. 
Marilyn, you need to pray and ask God what He has really 
called you to do.” That was very wise spiritual advice that I am 
glad I listened to.

At other times, we may try to compete with other Christians. 
Before Wally and I entered the ministry, I met a woman who 
was a great soulwinner. She would go to a hospital to minister 
and end up leading ten to fifteen souls to Christ. I thought, If 
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she can do it, I can, too! She won fifteen souls to Christ, so I’ ll win 
twenty! Was that desire spiritually motivated? No. Actually, 
it was “carnal”—I was thinking according to the fallen nature 
rather than according to the Spirit. (See, for example, Romans 
8:5–10.) I was trying to compete with my sister in the Lord. 
Why did I do that? Because I didn’t know where I belonged in 
the body of Christ.

At still other times, we may wonder why we don’t feel 
comfortable in the roles others expect us to fill. Before I 
understood the foundational gifts, I felt out of place, trying to 
fulfill a role that was not in line with the gifting God had given 
me. My husband and I had started 
a church in Denver, Colorado, 
and the congregation had certain 
expectations of me. People often 
assume that a pastor’s wife ought 
to carry out specific functions in 
the life of the local church, and, 
sometimes, that was troublesome 
for me. For instance, many pastors’ 
wives seem to be musical. I am not. I didn’t play the piano or the 
organ, and I didn’t sing well. But the people thought I should 
lead the worship. Well, if I had led the worship, nobody would 
have worshipped! In addition, I was called upon to lead the 
women’s missions projects, which involved rolling bandages, 
making certain items for people who had leprosy, and sewing 
blankets for infants and children. These activities involved a lot 
of sewing, and I couldn’t sew well. Frankly, even though I knew 
such projects were very worthwhile, I found them boring.

What did I like to do? I liked to teach the Bible. So, I taught 
an adult Sunday school class. I also led home Bible studies, 

Before I understood 
the foundational 

gifts, I tried to fulfill a 
role that was not my 

gifting from God.
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giving women an opportunity to invite their neighbors who 
were not Christians to meet and study the Bible over a cup of 
coffee and a cookie—and people would get saved!

Even though I loved teaching, I felt out of sync because, 
again, my abilities weren’t in line with those of many other 
women who were married to pastors. I thought I wasn’t a good 
pastor’s wife, and I felt very unspiritual. Yet my life was totally 
turned around when I learned about the foundational gifts. I saw 
what my gift was and how satisfied I was when I was operating 
in it, and I didn’t try to function primarily in the other six gifts, 
even though I did learn to operate in them more as I grew in my 
faith. I thought, I see who I am in the body: I’m a teacher. There is 
nothing wrong with my wanting to teach the Bible. I was so happy 
to see that God had made me that way. Before the foundation of 
the world, He planned to give me certain talents and abilities to 
use for Him. (See, for example, Psalm 139:13–16.)

This knowledge gave me a confidence in what God had 
prepared for me to do, as well as an ability to trust in the grace 
He had given me to accomplish it. It also released the measure 
of faith that God had already placed within me to function in 
my gift of teaching the Bible. (See Romans 12:3.) I realized that 
I wasn’t out of place; I wasn’t some “crazy” pastor’s wife who was 
going to hurt her husband and his ministry. On the contrary, 
I was going to be a blessing to my husband and to the church.

seven blessings from god to the chUrch

In order to be effective as we minister to others, we must 
know where we truly belong in the body. When you understand 
your spiritual purpose and recognize the spiritual power 
contained in that purpose, life is just awesome. It is encouraging 
and comforting. Why? Because you don’t have to compare 
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yourself to anybody else or try to be somebody you are not. You 
will become the person God created you to be.

In this book, we’re going to discover the seven wonderful 
“foundational gifts” God has given the church: prophecy, 
serving, teaching, exhortation, giving, organization, and mercy. 
Seven is the number of completion, and the Bible says that we 
are complete in Christ. (See Colossians 2:10.)

I’ve been able to apply the truths of these foundational gifts 
to my life in exciting ways, and I’m eager for you to apply them 
to yours, too. I know they will help you to discover your God-
given purpose and direction in life, just as they did for me. 

And, as you study the foundational gifts, you will not only 
be able to identify your own gifts, but you will also gain insight 
about and respect for other people in the body of Christ. You will 
see what motivates your brothers and sisters in the Lord, and you 
will clearly understand how much you need them. In fact, when 
you observe the seven gifts in operation throughout the body 
of Christ, you will see Jesus’ complete ministry. Sometimes, we 
want to be the “Lone Ranger”—we want to ride into the sunset, 
calling, “Hi-ho Silver, away!” In other words, we want to do it 
all. But we need each other; and, if every gift is not in operation, 
we miss the completeness of Christ.

You may be thinking, Is it possible for me to have more than 
one foundational gift? As you study the gifts described in the 
following chapters, you may—and probably will—recognize that 
certain traits of more than one gift are operational in your life. 
Most of us are used in a number of ways when we make ourselves 
available to Jesus for His purposes. But there will be one gift 
(possibly two) that you will identify with most closely and be 
most comfortable exercising, and through which you will obtain 
the most success in ministering to others. This gift is your greatest 
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strength. Whether it is prophecy, serving, teaching, exhortation, 
giving, organization, or mercy, it is your foundational gift.

At the end of this book, there is a gifts assessment test, entitled 
the “Foundational (Motivational) Gifts Evaluation,” which we 
have used successfully at Marilyn Hickey Ministries for many 
years. It will help you to confirm your primary foundational gift. 
It will also indicate your secondary gift—the one in which you 
are the next strongest.

When you see what your primary gifting is, you will begin 
to recognize and understand God’s purpose for your life. This 

is why knowing your gifting is vital. 
And, once you have identified your 
gift, you will notice how it flows 
through all your spiritual activity 
within the body. For example, 
if you counsel others, and your 
foundational gift is mercy, you will 
be a merciful counselor. Allow the 
Holy Spirit to lead and guide you in 
this study of the foundational gifts. 

He will reveal your perfect position within the body of Christ.
Through the seven foundational gifts listed in Romans 12, 

God has shown us in a beautiful way that each of us does, indeed, 
have a divine purpose and destiny. What is your purpose? What 
is the power for living and for ministry that He has placed in 
your life? It is found in one of the foundational gifts explained in 
the following pages. I invite you to pray now that you will come 
to recognize your gift as you read Know Your Ministry: Spiritual 
Gifts for Every Believer.

Dear heavenly Father,
I thank You for giving me a unique foundational gift. I 
realize that it is not through my own works, but through 

When you see your 
primary gifting, 
you will begin to 
recognize God’s 

purpose for your life.
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Your grace, that I have received this gift. Father, I 
promise to be available to minister in my gift whenever 
You call me to do so. And I promise to keep my mind 
renewed to Your Word, so that I will know what Your 
perfect will is. Now, Father, as I study the various 
foundational gifts, I ask that Your Holy Spirit would 
reveal to me the identity of my unique, special gift. In 
Jesus’ precious name, amen.




