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“The Greater Gifts”
1 Corinthians 12:1-31 July 15, 2018

Let’s have some fun…  Imagine, if you will, that you live in a 
cosmopolitan place that is extremely important in the larger world 
community.  Your neighborhood includes people of all shapes, 
colors and sizes from every nation, kindred group and tribe.  In 
your community, you find the well-educated and poorly educated.  
There are those of great wealth and those who struggle day-to-day 
to make a living.  In your neighborhood, there lives a wide array of 
ethnic, religious, and cultural backgrounds, along with fun dietary 
and entertainment choices.  

As you stand in the center of your community, you can look to 
both the east and west and see large bodies of water used for trade 
and travel.  As you look to the edge of community, you see a sign 
that says “Welcome to Corinth,” estimated population, several 
thousand.

Corinth was an important community in the ancient world and 
served as a connecting bridge between the northern and southern 
regions of Greece.  In addition, Corinth was a harbor town that 
allowed travelers and goods to move back and forth between two 
large bodies of water that help make up the Mediterranean region.

Above the city stood the Temple built for Aphrodite, the 
Goddess of Love.  In biblical times, the Temple of Aphrodite had 
a great influence on the community, especially the travelers and 
sailors who passed through Corinth.  The influences of the temple 
led to the community of Corinth developing a salty reputation for 
being a place of wild and immoral living.

Once destroyed by the Romans for resisting Roman rule, 
Corinth was rebuilt by Julius Caesar in 46 B.C. and quickly became 
the regional capital for the Rome Empire.  With the support and 
backing of the Roman Empire, Corinth and its leaders held great 
political, economic and cultural power throughout the Greek and 
Mediterranean region.  During this period of history, Corinth was 
considered as important as Athens.

Scholars suggest Corinth is best described as one-third New 
York, due to the travel, trade and culture; one-third Washington 
D.C. for its power and political influence; and one-third Las Vegas 
for the wild living that would occur at night.

It was in the early 50’s A.D. that Paul arrived in Corinth and 
invested 18 months of his ministry sharing the Good News of 
God’s love.  In starting the church, Paul drew together a cross 
section of Corinth with their very diverse cultural and pagan 
understandings of the world.  He was able to bring together men 
and women, Freemen and slaves, Jews and Greeks and they became 

one body seeking to follow in the ways of Jesus.

So how did a promising and diverse community with many 
gifts and resources devolve into an ethnic, cultural and economic 
maelstrom that was full of conflict, judgment and tension?  

Perhaps it is because as people, we have three deep and primitive 
longings operating in our lives all the time.  Fulfilling these longings 
is important if we are to create a sense of well-being in our homes, 
our families and friendships, our workplace, our communities and 
in our churches.  

Psychology and Neuroscience informs us that at a primitive and 
fundamental level, the three longings are 

1) The need to belong.

2) The need to be known as a unique individual.

3) And the need to feel safe.

These longings are likely the result of the primitive challenges 
our ancient ancestors faced in trying to survive.

Unfortunately, our want to live a life where our longings are 
continually satisfied does not appear realistic.  We want life to be 
a walk in the park and discover that, too often, it feels like Jurassic 
Park.

One of my mentors, Dr. Harville Hendrix, who wrote the book 
“Getting the Love You Want,” claims the wound we all carry in life 
is the wound of invalidation that calls into question our unique 
identity and our sense of belonging.

Sometimes the messages come from our family or community; 
and sometimes we invalidate our own self, by denying our own 
feelings, ideas and desires.

Whether the feelings of invalidation comes from our parents, 
siblings, friends or classmates or we invalidate ourselves, the result 
is we often feel anxious, depressed, isolated and lonely.  

In response, we learn how to pretend and we begin to project 
a false self or image that works to protect our more vulnerable, 
wounded self.  Our false self is eager to impress others, appear 
successful, and work for other’s approval. We grow to believe that 
we cannot let people, including God, see our more vulnerable self.  
We work hard to hide the parts of ourselves we do not like, even at 
the cost of feeling lonely and alone.

Sadly, we yearn to be known at our core.  We long to have a true 
friend, but fear that if people really knew us they would reject us 
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and walk away.  We long to know the safe embrace that comes 
when we are known at our core and feel accepted and that we 
belong.  

This state of inner separation, isolation and loneliness is at the 
heart of what we call “sin.”  Sin is not a laundry list of bad attitudes 
and behaviors.  Sin is separating and hiding our core self in life 
because we live with the belief that if God really knows us, God 
will reject us and send us away.  We long to experience the safe 
embrace of God’s love and acceptance and know we belong.

Etty Hillesum was a young Jewish girl and a neighbor of Anne 
Frank during World War II.  Like Anne, Etty died in a Nazi 
concentration camp and her diary, “An Interrupted Life,” was 
later discovered and published.  In her diary, Etty writes, “There is 
a really deep well inside me.  God dwells in this well.  Sometimes I 
am there, too.  But more often stones and grit block the well, and 
God is buried beneath.”

Our ability to be authentic and present in our own life and truly 
rest in God’s love is buried under the stone and grit of anxiety, 
depression and loneliness.

In our Western culture, we try to overcome the pain of our 
unmet longings by building up our self-esteem.  We judge 
ourselves by the successes of the day and as long as we are on a 
positive roll, our sense of esteem grows.  

However, if we experience a blow in life, our self-esteem can 
quickly topple.  Whether it is a bad review at school or work, a 
painful moment with a loved one or we let ourselves down in 
some way, each setback undermines any built up esteem.

We learn that our attempts to save ourselves through building 
up our self-esteem fall short.  

As a culture, we would do well to learn that, instead of self-
esteem, it is faith and self-acceptance, which opens our hearts and 
minds to the love of God.  Faith is our small, but necessary “yes” 
to any new change or encounter in life, but especially, when we 
say yes to God.  

When we say yes to God and begin to celebrate our gifts, while 
also accepting our flaws, we become free.  

No longer do we need to project a false self.  

Instead, we know in our soul that we belong and that nothing 
can separate us from the love of God.  Even when the environment 
around us feels unfriendly or rejecting, we feel strong in our core 
because of God’s love.

Here is where I want to turn back to our church friends in 
Corinth.  

The church that once gathered in caring community began 
to pull apart over which gifts were of greater value as they 
communicated a spirit of invalidation to one another.  

I believe these young Christians tried to proclaim the name of 
Jesus, but continued to hide behind their false self. They compared 

and competed with each other as they argued about their gifts, 
status and heritage. 

In his commentary on the Corinthians, William Barclay 
discusses how the church at Corinth acted in a manner that was 
spiritually young.  Due to their spiritual sibling rivalry and the 
unmet longings we have discussed, the church was losing its way 
and harming the greater Body of Christ.

Paul’s response to the church is profound.  He starts by affirming 
and validating their various gifts.

Then he challenges and calls them to unity.  Having assured 
them of their individual importance, he then underscores the 
importance of belonging.

Paul called them to employ their greater gifts and pursue the 
more excellent way, but what does he mean? 

All we need do is turn the page to read the next chapter in our 
bibles and we discover what Paul was trying to say.  Known as the 
Love Chapter, 1 Corinthians 13 communicates the greater gift and 
the more excellent way. 

In this chapter, Paul outlines the greater gifts of love as being 
patient and kind; love is humble and not envious, boastful, arrogant 
or rude.  Love does not insist on its own way; Love is not irritable 
or resentful; Love does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in 
the truth.  Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, 
and endures all things.

While this chapter is frequently read at weddings, it is important 
to note that this entire chapter was written to address the strife and 
rivalry that developed at Corinth.

Just as this call to the greater gifts was important for the church 
at Corinth, it is important for us to hear and ponder in our world 
today.  Too often, our world looks and sounds like Corinth.   

When we experience the healing peace of God’s love in our core, 
the profound sense of being known by God is transforming.  This 
quiet, deep knowing heals our longing to belong as we connect 
to the transcendent.  We no longer need worry about our safety 
because we know in our deepest soul that nothing can separate us 
from the love of God. 

If the Body of Christ is to make a difference in the world, we 
must encourage each other to move beyond our searching for 
superficial recognition, belonging, and the sibling rivalries that 
sometimes erupt.  

Instead, we must encourage each other to grow in love and into 
a deeper knowing of God’s presence in our life.  With this knowing 
of God’s love, we are free to share our lives with each other and 
connect in deeply human ways that helps dispel any sense of 
isolation and loneliness.  

However, this journey into love and the soulful awareness of 
God’s love takes time.  We move through seasons of deep awareness 
of God, only to return in times of stress and distress to spells of 
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heartache and our struggle with anxieties, fears and loneliness.

I acknowledge this dynamic in my own life.  Like the waters 
around Corinth, there are times in my life where the seas are 
stormy and when they are calm.  

When I am in my Corinthian spirit and the seas are stormy, 
my inner life and peace is disrupted by the destructive waves of 
comparison, competition, criticism, contrariness and want for 
control.  These waves rise in me when I feel distant from God’s 
love.  I spend too much time watching world events on television; 
envying other’s lives on Facebook; competing with others while 
driving; criticizing our political class; and resisting the moments 
when I am to live with a more open heart towards those I 
encounter.

Like Paul, I do not do the things I want to do, but I do the 
things I hate.

However, the same Spirit that calmed the seas when the 
disciples were afraid also calms the seas in me.  When I am open 
to the Spirit, I instead enjoy the calm waves of contentment, 
compassion, caring, companionship and cooperation.

Here at Second Church, I witness many of you living from the 
calm seas of life.  This past week, I saw it when we gathered to 
honor the life of one who has passed.  In the kindness shown when 
we greet a neighbor in our food pantry.  I see it when we embrace 
each other in the hallways and offer an encouraging word.  I see it 
when we come together in worship to honor our God.

As we welcome our new pastor and begin our discussions 
about our future, might we consider new and creative ways 
of encouraging each other and sharing the love of God with 
our neighbors?  May we grow in our ability to recognize God’s 
movement in our soul?  Can we celebrate the rich diversity in 
our neighborhood and city and find new ways to welcome the 
stranger in our midst?

When we recognize and celebrate God’s spark deep within our 
soul and that of our neighbor, we can live more fully as the Body 
of Christ.  When we do, we will be seeking the greater gifts of love 
and living the more excellent way.  Amen.


