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Sermon “A More Excellent Way”

Scripture: 1 Corinthians 12:1-31

Now concerning spiritual gifts, brothers and sisters, I do not want you to be uninformed. You know that when you were pagans, you were enticed and led astray to idols that could not speak. Therefore 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. 

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone. To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. To one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, to 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. All these are activated by one and the same Spirit, who allots to each one individually just as the Spirit chooses. 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. 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. Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many. 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. 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. 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? But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. If all were a single member, where would the body be? As it is, there are many members, yet one body. 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." 

On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, 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; whereas our more respectable members do not need this. But God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honor to the inferior member, that there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it. 

Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it. 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. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret? But strive for the greater gifts. And I will show you a still more excellent way. 

Introduction:

Begin with Frankenstein story:
It was a dark and stormy night.

You could hear the thunder in the distance. Bats flapped their wings in the darkness of the night.
There the castle stood. The wolves were howling; the trees were swaying in the wind as it whistled.

And inside the castle, a faint light shown…from a laboratory.

This was the laboratory of the one and only, the maddest
scientist of them all…the laboratory of the infamous Dr. Emil Van-Gelical!

A rat ran across the granite floor as a daunting figure appeared in the light. It was Dr. Van Gelical himself with his white laboratory coat stained with the evidence of his notorious experiements. 


His eyes were glowing with mad delight as he gazed upon the table in the middle of the room, covered with a white sheet.

Under the sheet lay a human-like form.

Suddenly, Dr. Evan Gelical shouted: "Igor, come quickly! We have much to do!"

Irregular footsteps were heard coming down from the stairs. In a moment appeared Igor, a hunchback with tattered clothes and a candelabrum in one hand and a big cardboard box in the other.

"Yes master…here is everything you ordered. All is ready!"

"Very good. Bring all the materials to the table Igor. Now we begin….the experiment!

Thunder was heard in the distance while Igor dragged the box towards the table.

"Tonight I will conduct the greatest experiment of my career. Tonight shall be my greatest triumph ever!" Doctor Evan Gelical raised his fist towards the sky:

"I shall achieve what no man has achieved before. Tonight I create spiritual life! This shall be my greatest hour for I shall create….Christianstein!"

More thunder and lightning.

"They say that I am mad, Igor. But Christianstein shall be the greatest specimen of spiritual life the world has ever seen! He shall be everything Igor, EVERYTHING! "The moment has arrived.” 
“Igor, y gloves!"…  "Yes Dr."

"Give me the voice of a great evangelist Igor!"

"Yes Dr." and he handed him a jar from the box.

"The courage of Stephen!" ….Igor produced a dusty vial.

"The patience of Job!" the doctor commanded, and he was rewarded with an ancient-looking flask.

"Now the hypodermic and the serums I distilled!"

Igor’s hands trembled as he presented a long, steel syringe and bottles filled with different colored fluids.

"Double does of daily prayer and Bible reading," murmured Dr. E. Van Gelical as he withdrew liquid from one of the bottles and injected it into the lifeless figure’s arm.

"Then faithful church attendance…generous giving…temperance…volunteer work…ability to resist temptation…witnessing…"

The doctor paused for a moment, then filled the syringe with fluid from the final container.

"And last-but not least-a triple injection of …orthodoxy! 

The mad doctor consulted his list once more.

"Examine the box Igor. Have we forgotten anything?"

"No Dr.”

“Everything must be in place!...Excellent! This is the moment the world has waited for. This is the moment for….Christianstein!"

The doctor dashed to the nearest wall where an electrical control panel waited.

"A million volts of lightning will bring my creation to life.
 Now, stand back Igor while I throw the power switch…and prepare to meet the perfect Christian…CHRISTIANSTEIN!"

Doctor Emil Van Gelical threw the massive switch as an avalanche of thunder shook the castle.

The figure began to tremble.

"Doctor! shouted Igor…it’s….moving!
"Yes, yes, my creation lives!

Then the thing called "CHRISTIANSTEIN" sat up slowly. 
Stiffly, it climbed from the table and stood to its full height.

"Oh, my creation…..Speak to me, speak to me!" 

The figure looked down at the doctor and frowned. Then it began to speak in a low and hostile growl: "If I speak in the language of angels but have not love…"

"LOVE?" asked the doctor, examining in perplexity his list once again.

Slowly the creature lifted his hands towards the doctor who was still consulting his list.

“If I have the gift of prophecy and can understand all mysteries and all knowledge and if I have faith that can move mountains and have not love…."

"LOVE?" ….Igor, what is he talking about?"

"I, I don’t know Dr!”  answered Igor as he hid himself under the table.

"If I give all my possessions to the poor and give my body to the flames to be burned and have not love…" 
Suddenly the figure, growling, picked up the doctor by his coat off of his feet…."I" gain nothing!"

"Nothing?" said the doctor.

"¡Aaarrggghhh!" the creature bellowed throwing the doctor to the ground and reaching for his throat. 

"Igor you fool! I knew that we forgot something! And such a small thing!"the dr. said as he fled for his life with the creature CHRISTIANSTIEN in hot pursuit.
A few minutes passed before Igor finally mustered up  enough courage to come out from under the table. Looking this way and that, he whispered:

"I, I think….we have created a monster!" 

A monster….

Even the church, the body of Christ; can become a monster when love is not present. 

…wich Paul goes on to proclaim, using himself as an example, proclaiming:
If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.  

“What on earth was going on with the church at Corinth” we might wisely ask.

Something was not right—or else Paul would not have brought it up. After all, this is what his letters to the churches consisted of—his responses to problems he had been made aware of.

In fact, each epistle is a reflection of what was going on in the church Paul addressed, giving us an inside view of what the issues were in that place. 
Well, in this particular letter, to the church at Cornith, problems had obviously arisen concerning spiritual gifts and their use--specifically the gift of tongues, it would appear. 
And Paul responds by dealing with the matter--at length—as we can see from our Scripture reading today—which is only a portion of his letter. 
“Now, concerning spiritual gifts, brothers and sister,” he begins…  
Let’s take a closer look…
What the church seems to have forgotten 
is the very definition of the word, “spiritual gifts”

Charisma—is the word in Greek


which is a word we know well...

In today’s world,


charisma is a quality



--a coveted characteristic that draws crowds,




and wins votes. 
But in the days of old,


charisma was a word that belonged exclusively 

to the church.

According to writer Paul, 

a charisma was a gift from God 
a favor that is given freely

--without the person having earned it 

by any merit of his or her own. 
The definition is still applicable 

with Christ’s church, today.

And though they may be harder to recognize in our day,

God still gives us these gifts of the Spirit



--all for the purpose 

of building His kingdom on earth.

Our problem, however,

is quite different from that of the early church


--who had so many gifts that conflict arose:

“I am a better Christian than you are!” one would boast.


…”because I have the charisma of prophecy!”

“No, I am better than you--because I speak in tongues!”


another would claim.   

And the more charisma they received,


the more problems that arose…

Until finally,


Paul took it upon himself 

to step in




 --and clear things up.
The problem,


it seems.



was not the gifts--as such,




for they were perfect gifts of grace from God!!

The problem was the competition 
that resulted 
--over who had the better gift.

And the sin that always comes before the “fall”

--pride
--that threatened to tear the church apart 

at its seams.
Well, 


I wish that it could be reported 

that Paul’s letter took care of the problem 

once and for all.

But as we all know,


the conflicts that evolve around the subject of spiritual gifts


have been with the church




for a long time now.

History reveals 
that in practically every church 

--in which the Spirit is believed to be manifest in demonstrative ways,

--conflict has arisen,  

ultimately causing division in that church. 

Unfortunately, 

the Methodist Church 
is no exception.
  
All went well 

in its earliest days 

in colonial America,




when Methodists from towns far and wide





gathered at those camp meetings.
Not only were there very few houses of worship in those days,

 there were even fewer ordained ministers 
to fill the pulpits. 
So, in order to fill that need, 

campmeetings came into being

--outdoor worship gatherings 

led by itinerant preachers,


and the Methodist Holiness Movement 

was born.

Each time a campmeeting was planned,

word of mouth spread 

the news--that there was to be a religious meeting 
at a certain location on a certain date. 
And due to the primitive means of transportation, 
if the meeting was to be more than a few miles' distance 
from the homes of those attending, 
they would camp out

in order to remain at the revival for its entire duration. 
Freed from daily routines for an extended period of time, 
participants would take part in almost continuous worship services, 
which resulted in high emotions. 
Once one speaker was finished 
(often after several hours) 
another circuit rider 
would rise to the constructed platform 
and take his place. 
[talk about the emotional aspect]

Well, as it turned out, a real controversy arose after the Civil War. 
Advocates of Holiness teaching 
saw Methodism slipping into a kind-of 

complacent middle-class respectability: 
“embourgeoisement” they called it.

 These advocates of the Holiness teaching 
sought to turn the church from taking this path. 
And conflict resulted 

when a significant portion of Methodism 
refused to be turned. 

So. what had been one of the chief methods of Methodist growth 
in the first half of the nineteenth century became less so.

 And although the practice of camp meetings 
did not immediately die out, by the later 1800s,

large segments of American Methodists                                           

            disdained the meetings 
--as they became viewed 

as an obstacle to achieving
           religious respectability. 
So here we are—respected members of today’s Christian population.

We have arrived.

And yet, the words of Scripture ring out ever before us.

How aware are we of that phenomena Paul calls spiritual gifts? 
Are there any among us who have any of those gifts

and if so, how would we know? 
This leads us to a few questions:
    Are we “one”? That is, “Do we consider ourlselves “family”?

Paul affirms that this is the purpose of having gifts of the Spirit 
--to unify the church: 
‘Different kinds of gifts but the same Spirit; different kinds of service but the same Lord; different kinds of working but the same God.’
The problem in Paul’s day (and beyond) was this: 
The gifts of the Spirit were not unifying the church,


as purposed by God. 

Instead, their spiritual gifts had become a matter of personal pride 
and resulted in jealousy and division. 
This is actually very predictable...
when persons encounter God through spiritual experiences

there is always that tendency to become elated

--feeling that he or she is special

--and that the whole church 

should evolve around them. 
Paul warns us to beware of that kind of thinking: 
The Corinthians were immature and unaware of that danger. 
They seem to have thought of the church as an arena 
for showing off their spiritual gifts. 
‘No’ says Paul, ‘your gifts are not given to you to show off, they are given for the common good. They are given for you to use to help and encourage each other.”
Well, I think we can all agree

that this doesn’t seem to be a problem in our congregation,



so might Paul’s message have to offer us? 

I believe that this is it:
“You don’t all have the same gifts.” Paul adds. God gives different gifts to different people, to use in different ways. One is given the message of wisdom, another the message of knowledge. They are different. Another is given a special gift of faith. Now, all Christians have faith but some people God gives a special gift of it. To others God gives gifts of healing--not to boost their ego, but to bless and help others. God gives to some miraculous powers. Sometimes we have problems in the church that seem impossible to solve by human means, but if they are problems God wants us to solve, then he can supply the means to solve them by the gift of miraculous powers. Others are given the gift of prophecy, the ability to speak a message from God to guide, encourage or enlighten the church. Others have the gift to discern between spirits. We know that there are other spirits than the Holy Spirit, and God gives to some the ability to discern if a message is of the Holy Spirit or not. And God gives the gift to enable the church to reject what is not of the Holy Spirit. 

“What about speaking in tongues?” we might wonder. 

Well, what I know from talking with persons who believe they have this gift,



it is something that happens between them and God during prayer. 

It is a gift that enables that person to speak in a language they have never learned. 
Historically, though, problems have arisen when the gift is used in public worship. 

For as  Paul also teaches,

 
the gift of tongues should only be used in worship 
if someone with the gift of interpretation is present 
to interpret what is said. 
Tongues should never be used to show off, 
but rather, to build others up in their faith.

Whenever and wherever Christians ignore this rule,


conflict and division ultimately occur…


which should never happen.

…for being one in Christ is our goal as Christians.
Paul continues: 
Although we have different gifts, yet we are united, because our gifts all come from the one and same Holy Spirit. 
Being united in Christ:

This is what matters most.

And Paul uses the metaphor of the human body to illustrate 
how we should relate to one another as a church: 
Each of us, with our different gifts, is like a different part of the one body. 
Each one of us has a function to carry out,


and all parts are equally important and valuable. 
Just because we can’t all play the cello like Yao
Or preach like Paul
doesn’t mean that we are not valuable… 
for God has put us all here in his church with our different gifts, 
and all of our gifts are needed 

in order to function well. 
Together, we have to be willing to use our gifts, 
to be willing to encourage everyone 
to use their gifts 
--all for the good of all.

We need you who have the gift of sympathy 
when one of us suffers. 
We need you who have the gift of encouragement when one of us falls.

We need you who have the gift of spreading joy 

so we can all rejoice together 
in one another’s successes. 
No one of us can do everything, but we can each do our part 
by using the gifts God has given us. 

And how will you know what your gifts are?

First of all: Pay attention. 
Notice the things that energize you. 
Remember the quote from the movie Chariots of Fire 
when Eric Liddell explained to his sister 
why he was postponing his return to the mission field 
in order to race in the Olympics? 
"Because when I run, I feel the pleasure of God."

Every spiritual gift gives off clues. 
Your spiritual gift will cause you to respond a certain way in a given situation. 
If there's someone who needs help or guidance, 
persons with the spiritual gift of shepherding 
will be immediately concerned that people are being cared for.

 Those with the gift of intercessory prayer will immediately say, 
"We need to pray about this" and oftentimes, do so on the spot.

So paying attention to ourselves can help us discover our spiritual gifts.

Another way we can discover our spiritual gifts 
is through affirmation given by others,


--as others take notice.
And, still another way we can discover our spiritual gifts 

is by taking what is called “a spiritual gift inventory.”
So, what then--After you discover a spiritual gift?

You should try it out. 
A great place to start would be a volunteer position at our church. 
Time will tell if you're good at it or not.
And then, 

once you have tried out your spiritual gift and feel good about it,
begin to develop it further. 
One thing we can count on for sure when it comes to spiritual gifting:

          If we desire spiritual gifts, and ask God for them, we will receive them. 

I came across a short skit that I believe illustrates this well: 

Five sets of characters spread out across the stage, each one representing one of the uses of the gifts of: wisdom, faith, healing, prophesy, or interpretation. A character, dressed in a tweed suit, atop a tall ladder, at center stage, represents God. He distributes beautifully wrapped gifts to those who climb the ladder and ask for them. 

Had the skit continued on, I am sure that we would see each character, in turn, 

going out and using their gift to help other people.
For the old saying is true:  If you don’t use it you’ll lose it.
So, let’s seek those spiritual gifts that God has in store for us 

and let’s let love be our motivation for this 

is the more excellent way. 

And for those who follow this path,


Love is known in many ways.

There is a song that expresses this thought beautifully:

It is entitled “Many Gifts, One Spirit”



And it is located on page 114 in the Hymnal.
