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Scripture and the Christian tradition make some outlandish claims. 

God in Christ become one of us – born to a peasant girl in the hills of what is now the 
West Bank. 
God in Christ was executed by the state and that horrific death reclaims, redeems, and 
reconciles us to God. 
God in Christ is coming back to fully and finally put the world to rights and restore it to 
the shalom that God intended. 

 
Those are not unessential claims. They are not on par with stories like Jonah living in the belly of 
a whale or Noah fitting all the animals on the ark. They are the essential orthodox claims of the 
Gospels. And they’re remarkable and beyond the boundaries of everything else we know and 
experience day to day. Outlandish. They are claims that have implications for the very nature of 
reality and what it means to be human. And, after living with them for 60 years they still give me 
pause. 
 
Well, this morning’s text includes such an essential and outlandish claim. 
 
First a little context… 
First century Corinth was a cosmopolitan city at a crossroads of trade and culture. The Apostle 
Paul lived there for a few years within a little Christian community. However, after he left they 
were soon fractured by theology, class, politics, ethnicity, and spiritual enthusiasm. 

 
So, about three years later Paul wrote back to his Corinthian friends in response their questions 
about division, incest, lawsuits, marriage, food offered to idols, resurrection, virgins, collections, 
and worship practices, etc. Our text this morning is part of Paul’s answer to one of those 
questions or problems. 
 
It seems that some in Corinth were boasting about what God was doing in their lives and getting 
carried away with ecstatic spiritual speech. In turn others were probably jealous and some 
wondered why their spirituality was so subdued. There were those who were indifferent and 
some who just wanted to get on with their lives. And to all of those people, and all those 
perspectives, and all those dispositions, Paul writes that:  
  
 …no one can say, “Jesus is Lord” except by the Holy Spirit.  

 
There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit distributes them. There are different 
kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are different kinds of working, but in all of 
them and in everyone it is the same God at work. 
 
Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good. 

 



And, dear friends, therein lies another essential outlandish claim. 
Did you catch it? 
The Spirit of God has given each of us a gift for the common good. 
 
It doesn’t say that a few of us are gifted by the Spirit. 
It doesn’t say that some of us are gifted by the Spirit. 
It says that each of us has been given a gift of the Spirit for the common good. 
 
The Greek word here for gift is charismata. The root of which is grace. It means something like 
“grace gift” or “gift of grace.” It has the sense that  

not because you earned it or deserve it,  
not because you’ve gone to school or honed a skill,  
not because of you,  
but because of God,  
you’re gifted. 

 
And these, are not just the gifts of health and strength and daily bread, but some other quality, 
some other reality, something beyond your natural grasp – some charismata. 
 
Paul lists some of those gifts in our text, but the list is not meant to be exhaustive. They’re just 
examples. The gifts of the Spirit are littered throughout scripture: serving, teaching, 
encouragement, mercy, giving, discernment, healing, etc. There are about twenty gifts mentioned 
in the New Testament and there is no reason to think those are the extent of God’s giving. 

  
So, to each one of you – no matter class, age, gender, orientation, race, or ethnicity – by the 
indwelling of God’s Spirit, you are given a unique gift. That’s a remarkable and outlandish 
claim. 
 
But, what does that mean for today? 

What does it mean when we’re rent asunder by partisan politics, racism, a pandemic, and 
extraordinary economic disruption? What does it mean in a time when we can’t gather for 
worship and fear, righteous anger, and grief are just under the surface? What difference 
does my gift of the Spirit make? 

 
There’s a contemporary black gospel anthem by Hezekiah Walker that I love and that the Hope 
and Roseland Choirs have sung together. The lyrics go like this: 
 

I need you, you need me. We’re all a part of God’s body. 
Stand with me, agree with me. We’re all a part of God’s body. 
It is his will, that every need be supplied. 
You are important to me, I need you to survive. 
I pray for you, You pray for me. 
I love you, I need you to survive. 
I won’t harm you with words from my mouth. 
I love you, I need you to survive. 

 



Dear friends in Roseland and Hope, if God’s way and will is one of reconciliation and the 
restoration of shalom, then we need each other to survive. 

We need the gifts of each person and each community. If we’re all part of God’s body 
than we need to stand with each other to pray for one another, but we also need to stand 
with one another to listen. We need to listen to one another’s stories. We need to listen to 
our collective stories of race and racism, of coming up on the rough side and seeking to 
do the best we can for our children. We need to tell our stories of fear, hospitality, 
forgiveness, loss, poverty, access to healthcare, addiction, culture, schools, property 
value, etc, etc, etc. 

 
Our stories – the honest humanity of our stories – are some of the gifts we’ve been given for the 
common good. Not to be benefactors or charity cases, not to be the objects of mission or the 
missionaries, but to be co-equal, partners gifted by the Spirit of God. Each one of us. 

Social media activism is easy. 
Indifference and defensiveness are easy. 
Preaching is relatively easy. 
Keeping social distance is easy – for the most part we’ve been doing that our whole lives. 

Learning to listen and tell the truth and repent and seek a workable reconciliation? 
That’s hard. But, that’s what we’re gifted for – the common good. 
 

The movement of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, and the giving of spiritual gifts all point toward 
reconciliation and unity. In Ephesians Paul puts it this way: 
 

His purpose was to create in himself one new humanity out of two, thus making peace, 
and in one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross by which he put to 
death their hostility. He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace 
to those who were near. For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. 

 
I don’t know how best to facilitate conversations that help us get closer to that unity. As division, 
defensiveness and distance ferment it gets harder to do – even as it becomes more essential. 
Standing together and agreeing together might seem insignificant in the big picture, but acting 
locally to address America’s original sin is also the only place I know to begin. And, the 
outlandish claim of scripture is that each of you has been gifted by the Spirit for that common 
good. 
 
You’re gifted not for your glory or for some heavenly import but for the welfare and interests of 
others. That might fly in the face of a culture wherein individual freedoms and personal 
fulfillment are the highest goods, and that might not seem spiritual enough, but you are gifted as 
the Body of Christ. You are what Pope Francis calls, “artisans for the common good.” 
 
N.T. Wright puts it this way: 
 

Made for spirituality, we wallow in introspection. Made for joy, we settle for pleasure. 
Made for justice, we clamor for vengeance. Made for relationship, we insist on our own 
way. Made for beauty, we are satisfied with sentiment. But new creation has already 
begun. The sun has begun to rise. Christians are called to leave behind, in the tomb of 



Jesus Christ, all that belongs to the brokenness and incompleteness of the present world. 
It is time, in the power of the Spirit to take up our proper role, our fully human role, as 
agents, heralds, and stewards of the new day that is dawning. That, quite simply, is what 
it means to be a Christian: to follow Jesus Christ into the new world, God’s new world, 
which he has thrown open before us. 

 
That’s an outlandish vision and the best news that I know. 

You belong to God in Christ. 
You belong to each other. 
And, each one of you is gifted by the Spirit of God… 
for the common good. 

 
Thanks be to God. 
Amen. 


