
1 Corinthians 12:1-11   1Now concerning spiritual gifts, brothers and sisters, I do not want you to be 

uninformed.  2You know that when you were pagans, you were enticed and led astray to idols that could 

not speak.  3Therefore I want you to understand that no one speaking by the Spirit of God ever says "Let 

Jesus be cursed!" and no one can say "Jesus is Lord" except by the Holy Spirit.  4Now there are varieties 

of gifts, but the same Spirit; 5and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord; 6and there are 

varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone.  7To each is given the 

manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.  8To one is given through the Spirit the utterance of 

wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, 9to another faith by the 

same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, 10to another the working of miracles, to another 

prophecy, to another the discernment of spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, to another the 

interpretation of tongues.  11All these are activated by one and the same Spirit, who allots to each one 

individually just as the Spirit chooses. 

 

I Corinthians 12:12-31   12 For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of 

the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.  13 For in the one Spirit we were all baptized 

into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.  14 Indeed, 

the body does not consist of one member but of many.  15 If the foot would say, "Because I am not a 

hand, I do not belong to the body," that would not make it any less a part of the body.  16 And if the ear 

would say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," that would not make it any less a part 

of the body.  17 If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole body were 

hearing, where would the sense of smell be?  18 But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each 

one of them, as he chose.  19 If all were a single member, where would the body be?  20 As it is, there are 

many members, yet one body.  21 The eye cannot say to the hand, "I have no need of you," nor again the 

head to the feet, "I have no need of you."  22 On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be 

weaker are indispensable, 23 and those members of the body that we think less honorable we clothe with 

greater honor, and our less respectable members are treated with greater respect; 24 whereas our more 

respectable members do not need this.  But God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honor to 

the inferior member, 25 that there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have the 

same care for one another.  26 If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is 

honored, all rejoice together with it.  27 Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.  
28 And God has appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then deeds of 

power, then gifts of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership, various kinds of tongues.  29 Are 

all apostles?  Are all prophets?  Are all teachers?  Do all work miracles?  30 Do all possess gifts of 

healing?  Do all speak in tongues?  Do all interpret?  31 But strive for the greater gifts.  And I will show 

you a still more excellent way. 
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I came across an analogy recently that stuck with me, for some reason.  Some of you may have 

heard it before, but bear with me anyway if you have.  It’s said that someone has imagined the 

Carpenter’s tools holding a conference.  Sister Hammer was presiding.  Several suggested she leave the 

meeting because she was too noisy.  Replied the Hammer, “If I have to leave this shop, Brother Nail 

must go also, for I must get after him again and again to get him to accomplish anything.” 
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Brother Nail then spoke up.  “If you wish, I’ll leave.  But Brother Plane must leave too.  All his 

work is on the surface.  His efforts have no depth.” 
To this Brother Plane responded, “Sister Rule will also have to withdraw, for she is always 

measuring folks as though she were the only one who is right.” 

Sister Rule then complained against Brother Sandpaper, “You ought to leave too because you’re 

so rough and always rubbing people the wrong way.” 

And Brother Sandpaper complained against Sister Saw.  “You’ll have to leave too, for you are 

always cutting into others.” 

In the midst of all this dissention, in walked the Carpenter of Nazareth.  Putting on his apron, he 

went to the bench to begin his work for the day.  He employed the hammer, nail, plane, rule, sandpaper, 

saw, and all the other tools.  After the day’s work when the project was finished, Brother Level arose 

and remarked, “Beloved, I observe that all of us are workers together with the Lord.”  [analogy adapted 

from Robert J. Morgan, Nelson’s Complete Book of Stories, Illustrations & Quotes, (Nashville: Thomas 

Nelson Publishers) 2000.] 

It’s a clever little piece to get us into our scripture lesson for the morning—a lesson that’s 

undoubtedly familiar to a lot of you.  We’ll talk more about its meaning in a moment.  In various places 

in scripture, the church is compared to a wide variety of interesting things.  The church is like a bride … 

a building … a field … a ship.  Or a bunch of tools…  But they all fall short.  And then we stumble 

across Paul’s words to the Corinthian church this morning, and we’re not like anything.  We ARE the 

body of Christ.  We are warm, living, breathing, growing, flesh and blood members of one body.  

Hands, feet, eyes, ears.  Head, shoulders, knees, toes.  Put it however you want.  There is life in us that 

connects us more completely than any tool on a carpenter’s bench; connects us in such a way that the 

loss of any one part is not simply a loss.  It’s a painful, maiming, severance that unavoidably weakens 

the whole.  That’s how deeply, how keenly, how vitally intertwined we are.  And that’s how deeply, 

how keenly, how vitally essential it is that we love one another.  We are utterly dependent on each other. 

It’s important to remember that the church in Corinth is one of the churches that Paul planted 

with his own sweat and blood.  He has loved that church from its infancy.  He has worked for it, 

nurtured it, prayed for it.  And now, he’s out on the road, evangelizing and doing the work of Christ in 

some other place when word comes to him that there is trouble in Corinth.  He gets a letter, presumably 

with specific questions about how to handle various situations, and I Corinthians is Paul’s response.  The 

problems all have to do with divisions.  Corinth is a bustling metropolis, a seaport at the tip of one of 

Greece’s little finger peninsulas, so it has a wide variety of people from all over the Roman Empire.  

The ancient city boasted some 12 or 13 different shrines to various gods and religions.  There are the 

very rich and the very poor, as well as a thriving middle class or merchants and artisans, and all these 

diverse folks are trying to form a church.  What are they to do when the rich patrons of the church gather 

to feast and drink all afternoon, and have such a party that by the time the rest of the church members—

the ones who have to work all day—show up for the evening service, there’s no food left and no wine 

for communion?  What should they do when ‘the big givers’ of the church expect special treatment and 

even expect to be served by ‘lesser’ members of the congregation?  What should the do when some are 

claiming that speaking in tongues is the pre-eminent gift of God and is the only true mark of being filled 

by the Holy Spirit?  How are they to handle these complex situation? 

 Paul answers these questions with some very simple, common sense answers, but they’re worth 

exploring.  The first is that everyone has gifts, and no two of us have the same gifts.  We are different on 

purpose.  Difference is built into the very fabric of creation.  It was William Sloane Coffin who said that, 

“Diversity may be the hardest thing for a society to live with, and perhaps the most dangerous thing for a 

society to be without.”  Paul would say the same thing.  Without our differences, there is no hope for 

eradicating society’s ills.  There is no hope for manifesting the Kingdom of God.  It is our differences 

that make us stronger.   
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 But let me add this.  In today’s culture, diversity has become something to be celebrated as an 

end in and of itself.  When we strive for diversity merely to meet a quota or improve statistics, we have 

missed the point.  Understand what Paul is saying here because it is not pretty and it is not easy.  He’s 

saying that different people, different ways of thinking, different philosophies, different life 

experiences—these things are part of God’s plans.  God means for us to get beyond ourselves.  God 

means for us to connect in new and exhilarating and even disconcerting ways.  God means for us to 

embrace difference as a way of embracing Christ.  In vs. 7, Paul tells us that the One Spirit gives us all 

these different gifts for the common good.  We are called to cooperation.  We must value one another’s 

differing gifts, services, activities, and traditions NOT because it’s a nice thing to do, or the politically 

correct thing to do, or makes us look good, or whatever; but because it’s the only way to experience the 

fullness of God.   

“Let me call attention to one of the most interesting developments of our time.  In the early 

1940s, Swiss inventor George de Mestral went on a walk with his dog.  Upon his return home, he 

noticed that his dog’s coat and his pants were covered with cockleburs.  His inventor’s curiosity led him 

to study the burrs under a microscope, where he discovered its natural hook-like shape.  This was to 

become the basis for a unique, two-sided fastener—one side with stiff “hooks” like the burrs and the 

other side with the soft “loops” like the fabric of his pants.  The result was VELCRO®, named for the 

French words “velour” and “crochet.” 

“Most of us are grateful for Velcro.  It easily brings things together and keeps them secure.  Yet 

it is not the bringing together of disparate parts that is the wonder of Velcro.  It was invented eighty 

years ago, but was useless for the first thirty-five years of its life.  It wasn’t until the late 70s that the 

auto industry and medical field began to use it, and Velcro took off.  It was only when it was put to its 

purpose—holding things together—that it made a difference in our world.  [2 ¶s from “What Are 

Spiritual Gifts For?” by Harold C. Warlick, www.Sermons.com.]  In the same way, it’s not enough to 

stick together unless we do so to communicate the love of God to a world desperately in need of that 

message. 

Consider this:  “The IRS Handbook states that during a state of national emergency resulting 

from enemy attack, the essential functions of the Internal Revenue Service will be as follows:  to assess, 

collect, and record taxes.”  Regardless of how we may feel about the IRS, one thing can be said for 

certain in their favor: the IRS knows its purpose. 

“Oh, that we were so focused, right?  That’s what Paul is getting at.  These petty squabbles and 

differences that divided the Corinthians Church were symptomatic of a group of people who had lost 

sight of their purpose.”  [2 ¶s adapted from “Seize The Moment” And “Live Life to the Fullest” by 

Pastor Greg McDonald, www.sermoncentral.com.] 

Only by the Spirit of God can we find the strength to commit ourselves whole-heartedly to Jesus 

as our Lord.  Only by the Spirit of God are we given gifts to use.  And for what purpose?  Why these 

gifts?  Why this diversity?  To establish the Kingdom of God among us here now.  To communicate the 

love of God to a world desperately in need of that message. 

So I want to draw your attention to a phrase that challenges us to that end.  “But strive for the 

greater gifts.  And I will show you a still more excellent way,” Paul writes, which will lead into one of 

the most famous scripture passages in history—Paul’s great treatise on love in I Corinthians 13.  More 

on that in a few weeks.  The greater gifts are not our individual skills and talents, but the fruits of living 

and working together in community.   

“There’s a wonderful story told by an anonymous woman who attended a jazz concert in New 

Orleans.  Everyone seemed to be enjoying the music.  The woman and her husband were distracted by a 

young boy on the first row who was waving his arms to the beat of the music.  A few moments of 

observation revealed that the young man had cerebral palsy.  His constant waving was a sign of his 

enjoyment. 
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“After a short intermission, the band's sensitive leader announced that audience participation was 

required on the next song.  He directed the entire audience to wave their arms to the beat of the music.  

Soon, the audience melted into a sea of smiles and waving arms.  There was no more tension over the 

boy's "different-ness."  The woman later wrote, "In spirit, we had become one."  For a few moments that 

night, a boy with a handicapping condition showed a group of sophisticated music lovers how to really 

appreciate jazz.  [original source unknown; 2 ¶s used in “I Can Make It By Myself…” by King Duncan, 

www.Sermons.com.] 

"In spirit, we had become one," she said.  And in that moment, when all our gifts coalesce 

around united purpose, we know what it is to experience a still more excellent way.  And that still more 

excellent way is what we can offer beyond ourselves.  No one can love half-heartedly.  Excellence in 

love is nothing more than investing our whole hearts, our whole selves, our full spirits, and all our gifts 

into the work of God.  Which is why I say that we’re called to more than mere survival.  We’re called to 

excellence.  We’re called to greater gifts. 

Many of you know that with the support of the Staff Parish Relations Committee and the 

Administrative Board, I have this year embarked on a three-year journey called “Creating a Culture of 

Renewal”.  It’s a class designed to help me understand and eventually teach and empower you on how to 

structure our church in such a way that it can open doors for renewal and re-invigoration.  It’s not a 

magic bullet.  It’s not a cure-all.  It’s slow and it’s hard work.  One of the tools being placed in my 

arsenal is a way of assessing different kinds of people.  They call it a DiSC profile – D-i-S-C.  It’s sort 

of a simplified Myers-Briggs Assessment or Enneagram kind of thing.  And each of those letter stands 

for a general category of people.   

There are your D people – they are your Decision makers, your dominant people.  They’re 

interested in action and results and the shortest way to get there.  Your D people get stuff done.   

Then there’s your i people.  Your i people are your influencers.  They’re people people.  They 

can talk to anybody.  They tend to be inspirers, dreamers, big-picture kind of people.  Your i people 

bring energy and enthusiasm.   

Then there’s your S people.  They’re your support people.  They’re big on collaboration and 

making sure everybody is heard, and nobody’s feelings are getting hurt, and everyone’s included.  Your 

S people are empathetic.  They’re your care-takers.   

And then there’s your C people.  They’re the conscientious ones.  Your C people are your detail 

people, your analysts, the ones with a billion questions. The C people are your problem solves.   

If you’d like a practical illustration of these:  On “I Love Lucy”, Ricky is a D, Lucy’s an i, Ethel 

is an S, and George is a C.  If you need a more modern illustration, Kirk is a D, Scotty’s an i, McCoy is 

an S, and Spock is C.  For the kids out there, The Grouch is a D, Elmo is an i, Big Bird is an S, and the 

Count is C.  We could do this all day, but I digress.   

Those who are teaching us in Creating a Culture of Renewal stress what they call the platinum 

rule.  You’ve heard of the golden rule:  do unto others as you’d have done unto you.  The platinum rule 

says:  Do unto others as THEY would have you do to them.  In other words, be sensitive to the fact that 

different people need different things.  The ultimate goal of my leadership should be to help different 

people with different gifts live into different roles and experiences that play to each one’s individual and 

particular strengths.  They folks at Creating a Culture of Renewal have turned 1Corinthians 12 into a 

science.  But they do it for the purpose of helping leaders and churches either rediscover their purpose or 

reshape their mission to live into a new purpose and a new calling for our community today.  But it will 

not work if we fail to understand the purpose of differences; if we fail to see the beauty and the God-

given potential that our differences make possible.   

In her sermon on this passage, preacher Mary Austin retells an interesting story originally shared 

by Brian Volck, of The Ekklesia Project.  Volck writes “…that his wife once lamented how little she 

seemed to be doing in life.  Other people were learning languages, saving children from human 

trafficking, starting non-profits, attending law school, and she felt like her life just didn’t measure up.  A 
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well-intentioned friend considered what she said, and then answered, “All those things are important, 

but we’re all part of the body of Christ, and we all have a role, however small.  So what if you’re a nose 

hair?  You’re there for a purpose.  You may not have any idea what good you’re doing, but that’s still 

your job: to be a nose hair in the body of Christ.”  [from “Nose Hairs And Disney” by Mary Austin, 

www.Sermons.com.] 

Austin then notes that it’s hard to know whether that’s reassuring or not.  But let me offer this.  

Nose hairs filter the air we breathe.  They keep out spores, fungi, and pathogens that make us sick.  A 

single nose hair can cause the whole body to sneeze.  The air we breathe in the church should be Spirit.  

We need a few nose hairs to filter out cynicism and despair and negativity and defeatist thinking.  We 

need to sneeze out the divisiveness and prejudice and hate and suspicion that keeps us from valuing 

those who are radically different.  To be sure, we need a liver and some kidneys and our intestines.  We 

need our brains and our hearts and our voices and our lungs and our estrogen and our testosterone and 

our endorphins and our hands and our feet and our ears and our eyes and our nerves and our backbone 

and our taste buds and our nose hairs and our tiny cells and intricate systems and our head, shoulders, 

knees, and toes.  But we also need a few nose hairs.  We need microvilli in the intestines and rods & 

cones in the eyes and cilia in the ears.  And it’s not pretty.  The body is wonderful and incredible and a 

little bit gross sometimes.  Which was not lost on Paul.  In fact, that was his point.  Serving Christ is 

hard.  It involves denying our little wants for the good of the whole.  Most of us are called to work at a 

cellular level.  We don’t always see how the body moves and changes and matures and grows.  We don’t 

always realize how connected we all are.  And we don’t always realize how the sacrifices we make, the 

gifts we share, the love we let flow through us is, in fact, sustaining and nourishing the body.  But we do 

know that the whole body hurts when one is gone.  And we know that the only body feels that joy well 

up with a new little one is baptized.  We know that when one child goes to bed hungry, the whole church 

goes to bed hungry.  And we know, intuitively, in our gut, in our soul, that we need each other.  And as 

hard as it is to kneel by the bed at night and feel the suffering of those we love, would we choose 

anything different?  Would we choose disconnection?  Self-absorption?  Isolation?  No.  The hymn says 

“no one is a stranger here; everyone belongs.”  And so it is.  It is the preciousness of one another and the 

privilege of sharing our lives that gives our gifts meaning and purpose, and so enables that still more 

excellent way of living in love.  Amen. 

 


