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“The One and the Many”
1 Corinthians 12:4-27 October 19, 2014

In her biography of Abraham Lincoln, Team of Rivals, 
historian Doris Kearns Goodwin presents an intriguing 
perspective on his political genius. Her book not only tells 
the story of Lincoln’s life, but invites us into the mind of a 
man who led our nation in its darkest and most difficult days. 
Lincoln chose for his cabinet officers three men who all had 
presidential ambitions and who had been his rivals for the 
1860 Republican presidential nomination: Edward Bates, 
Salmon P. Chase and William Seward.  They were men of 
great ambition, ego and talent. These men initially saw 
Lincoln as a backwoods, unsophisticated and inexperienced 
leader. Yet, Lincoln became a master at harnessing their 
abilities, managing their egos, and employing their gifts to 
serve the good of the nation. 

Sometimes the church can be a little like Lincoln’s 
cabinet: wonderfully talented people living together in 
challenging times, running off in different directions, 
holding tenaciously to all sorts of ideas about the way things 
ought to be done, and each member insisting on his or her 
own way. It was a little like that for Paul. He had established 
the Corinthian church and had poured his life into it. Now 
from a great distance, he had his hands full trying to hold 
that church together. Some people thought they were more 
important than others. Some people thought their gifts and 
work should be honored more than others. Some people 
simply believed that everybody else ought to think and act 
as they did.  

Paul is quick to remind the Corinthians how the church 
is one body composed of many members. The Spirit gives to 
each person gifts for ministry. The Holy Spirit gave birth to 
the church on the day of Pentecost and showered upon the 
timid and insecure disciples talents they didn’t know they 
had or couldn’t imagine having in their wildest dreams.  
These unschooled disciples went out to live for Jesus and to 
proclaim the gospel across the Roman Empire. The Spirit 
gave them gifts of healing, teaching, wisdom, compassion, 
love, organization, preaching and discernment. The Greek 
word for these gifts is charismata, a word that comes from 
the word charis meaning grace. In this sense we are all 
charismatic Christians because we have received the gifts of 

God.  These are God’s gifts and not our own achievement. 
To discover our spiritual gifts awakens our humility and 
gratitude not our arrogance and selfishness. 

We are not all given the same gifts. Paul says that there 
are many different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit who 
gives them all. The one Spirit calls us to live, work and 
serve together. It is our prideful nature and limited human 
perspective that leads us to consider some gifts (especially 
our own) as more important than others. Paul reminds 
us that each gift is important for the health of the whole. 
Indeed we are to give special honor to those gifts that the 
world may consider less important or less valuable.

In the first congregation I served, there was a deacon 
who worked for the county. He mowed the tall grass and 
weeds along the country roads. It was hot, thankless and 
dangerous work. He had a scar that ran down the side of 
his face that was the result of some bailing wire that got 
caught up in his mowing machine and whipped across his 
face. He was a rather quiet man who felt that what he did 
was not very important. One day at church, we were talking 
about what we did every day as the primary way we use our 
gifts to serve God. When he expressed his thoughts about 
the insignificance of his work, one of the other members 
said how important his work was because he kept the roads 
safe for others. She said that when the corn was high it was 
impossible for her to see passing cars at intersections without 
somebody doing a good job of keeping the shoulders clear. 

Each one of us can think of someone who makes life 
better for others because of the quiet, faithful service that 
person renders without seeking recognition or honor. I 
remember a retired businesswoman in another church who 
joined the congregation late in life. She didn’t want to serve 
on a committee, teach a class or plan the budget. Yet, she 
came early each Wednesday night to sort out the name tags 
for the fellowship supper so that people would find it easier 
to get to know each other over a meal. I think of the sorters 
who work faithfully and quietly on Monday mornings to 
sort the mountain of clothes and household items that 
people donate each week for our mission projects. I know a 
man who leaves work early every Tuesday to tutor a child in 
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an after school program to be sure that young child makes 
progress in reading and math. I remember a woman in a 
small congregation who, long before computers, gave her 
time typing and running off the bulletin each week so 
others could have that worship resource. I think of all the 
people who will be walking in the CROP walk today or 
writing letters to Congress so that others may have food to 
eat. I knew a grandfatherly man who taught four year olds 
in Sunday School and exclaimed quite often, “God never 
made anything more wonderful than a four year old.”  

It is easy to undervalue these gifts. It is easy to forget how 
God inhabits the ordinary moments and experiences of life 
when we use our gifts to serve God and others. Simple gifts 
like visiting a homebound neighbor, knitting a baby cap 
for the hospital nursery, drawing a plan for a ventilation 
system, or planting a tree can become the extraordinary 
means through which God builds up the body of Christ. 

Paul also knew that we have a tendency to use God’s 
good gifts as if our gifts are the only ones that matter. Like 
the members of Lincoln’s cabinet, it is all too easy to let 
ego, personal issues, poorly thought out convictions or 
pride and selfishness overwhelm service, compassion, 
kindness and generosity. We can be so focused on being 
right and getting what we want that we forget that there 
are other viewpoints to consider and other people’s needs 
to meet. Using Paul’s image of the parts of the body, we 
may think we are the “eye” and have the vision; we don’t 
need anybody else’s insight. We may think we are the “ear” 
and we hear what’s going on; we don’t need anybody else’s 
words. We may think we are the “hand” that does all the 
work; we don’t need anybody else making plans about 
what needs to be done.  

We have a tendency to use our gifts in the wrong way. 
Wendell Berry’s poetic novel, Jayber Crow, tells the story 
of the town barber who spends his years as a keen observer 
of the people in a small settlement called Port William. He 
sees the two very distinct ways in which a farmer named 
Athey Keith and his son-in-law Troy Chatham live and 
farm. Jayber observes that the old farmer Athey “was not 
exactly, or not what you would call a ‘landowner.’ He was 
the farm’s farmer, but also its creature and belonging. He 
lived life, and it lived his; he knew that, of the two lives, his 
was meant to be the smaller and the shorter” (p. 182). His 
son-in-law Troy “thought the farm existed to serve and to 
enlarge him.” Both men had gifts for farming, only Athey 
lived in harmony with the land and rotated his crops. He 
understood that as a farmer he was to contribute not only 
to his family’s simple needs, but also to the good of the 

land he loved. Troy used his gifts to modernize the farm, 
buy a tractor, rent more land, work harder, wear out the 
land, get into debt and eventually neglect his family.  One 
remembered the good beyond his own needs; the other 
thought only of using everything and everyone to satisfy 
his insatiable hunger and boundless desire. One used holy 
gifts in harmony with the world; the other misused these 
precious gifts to serve himself alone.  

Paul tells the Christians in Corinth that the gifts God 
has given them are to be used for the common good. These 
astonishing gifts are ours to use to build up the body of 
Christ. We are one body with many members. The one 
body is never more compelling, never more beautiful, 
never more filled with the Spirit of God, than when the 
many members live, move and serve in harmony together.  
Dr. John Buchanan writes, “There is work to be done by 
Christian people who love the church because it is God’s 
precious creation and who want the church not merely to 
survive… but actually to be the body of Christ; actually to 
convey the transcendence and mystery of God; actually to 
show the world what community looks like…” (p. 86, A 
New Church for a New World).  

This church is a busy place. If all that we do is nothing 
more than religious busyness then it means nothing. If all 
that we are doing is serving ourselves, then it means nothing. 
Yesterday, the handbell ringers were practicing, the church 
library association was having a workshop, Great Banquet 
reunion groups were meeting, the food pantry was open 
to our community, and a host of other things were going 
on. As I walked around, I thought about how each person I 
met is a vital part of the whole. As Paul wrote, “If all were a 
single member, where would the body be?” 

I ran into one of our members in the atrium. She was 
there using her spiritual gifts to help a family from our 
food pantry sign up for Christmas Benevolence. We talked 
about the prayer request cards that our guests who come 
to the pantry are invited to fill out when they come. Our 
Monday prayer group and our staff on Tuesday will offer 
these prayers to God on their behalf. These prayer requests 
break your heart and fill your soul. All these people and all 
these abundant gifts are making visible “the transcendence 
and mystery of God.”

Look at the people around you. Look into your own soul. 
Many and varied are the gifts are given by the Holy Spirit. 
All these activities are motivated by the one Spirit of God.  
Many members are building up the one body of Christ. 


