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 Study #19
(1 Corinthians 12:12-31)


“She is a real spark plug at a party!”  “He is such a stuffed shirt!”  “That kid is as good as gold.”

Those statements are all figures of speech, and figures of speech help us communicate.  Analogies, similes and metaphors clear up the unclear and good communicators are constantly on the lookout for illustrations that will clarify something for their audiences.  Good communicators don’t want to communicate with the diffuse effect of a light bulb, but with the intensity of a laser.


Given the importance of the message found in the Bible, God’s communication to us, we aren’t surprised that it is chock-full of illustrations.


When we read, “The Lord is my Shepherd” and “Thy Word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path” and “The tongue is a fire” images appear on the screens of our minds, describing by picture something about God’s care for us, the importance of the Bible and the destructive power of uncontrolled speech.


When the apostle Paul wanted to explain what the church of Jesus Christ, God’s new corporate entity, was all about to the Christians in Corinth, he went searching for an adequate illustration.


In chapter 2, he tried several on for size.  He referred to the church as God’s field, the setting in which God sows seed, nurtures young growing things and produces a crop.


Then he said that the church is like a building.  Paul himself had laid the foundation of the Gospel and others were laying on the superstructure of a well-informed faith.  That picture had real possibilities and Paul developed it further by saying that the church is a special kind of building - a temple of God.  God lives in the church.  You, the people of God, are God’s sacred building.


But, the analogy Paul finally latched onto, the lingering image of the church first formulated in 1 Corinthians and then referred to in almost all of the rest of his letters, is that of the church as a BODY. There is no doubt that the Holy Spirit inspired this analogy, but from a human standpoint, it is sheer genius.


Not all of us have enough experience with agriculture to grasp the implications of the church as God’s field.  Those in the construction field would appreciate the image of the church as a building, but that illustration doesn’t add much to the understanding of those of us who don’t build buildings for a living.


But the body?  Everybody here today can relate to the image of the church as a body.  We don’t need to undertake an historical background study or do intensive research to be able to appreciate the image of the church as a body because we are all experts on the body.


Look at 1 Corinthians 12, verse 12, now, as Paul states the analogy that he will develop throughout the passage.

The Church: A Diverse Unity (vv. 12-13)

The Human Body is Like Christ in the World Today (v. 12)


“[12] For even as the body is one and yet has many members, and all the members of the body, though they are many, are one body, so also is Christ.”

As the Corinthians began reading this passage, they wouldn’t have automatically been thinking of the church in terms of “the body of Christ” as we do today.  The image is ingrained in our thinking, but it wasn’t in theirs.  For us, the “body” has become the defining illustration of the church.  But, 1 Corinthians was one of the first letters Paul wrote and here in chapter 12 is the first time he compared the church to the human body. 


So, what is it that makes the human body such an appropriate illustration of the church of Jesus Christ?  It is this:

In the human body, there is an amazing unity that prevails in the presence of a very complex diversity.  In the human body, each member is uniquely “gifted” to serve a certain role and is interdependent on other parts of the body to fulfill that role.


THAT, says Paul, is what the church is like.


Now, we know, from the context, that Paul is talking about the church.  But notice that he doesn’t end the verse by saying, “so also is the church.”  He ends by saying, “so also is Christ.”

There could be no clearer way to communicate the significance of the church than this.  The church IS the presence of Jesus Christ in the world today.  If a person wants to see Jesus today, we can point them to the Scriptures to read an account of His life AND we can point them to 8900 Guilbeau to give them a living illustration of Christ.  WE, the church, are the shape of God’s body today and that body takes the form of a unified diversity!


Now, throughout this passage, Paul alternates between beating the drum of unity and the drum of diversity.  He starts off with unity in verse 13, emphasizing the organic unity every Christian enjoys with every other Christian by virtue of certain ties that bind us together.


First, he says that all Christians have been baptized by the Holy Spirit.

The Ties That Bind Us (v. 13)


All Christians have been baptized by the one Holy Spirit (v. 13a)


“[13] For by one Spirit we were all baptized
 into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free....”

Some Christians believe that in this verse, Paul is speaking about water baptism.  And, while it is probably true that in the early church there was no such thing as an unbaptized believer (because baptism immediately followed conversion), I believe that Paul is speaking about something else here.


He is describing a spiritual work by the Holy Spirit that occurs at the moment of salvation.  To be “baptized” is to be immersed.  That is what the word “baptize” means.
  And the picture supplied by this verse is of all Christians being immersed in Christ together.


In short, the baptizing work of the Holy Spirit is the work of uniting all those who believe in Jesus into one body.


This shared experience is what unites Christians.  Paul mentions the two major ethnic bodies of the world - Jew and Greek - and says that being in Christ is more fundamental to our relating than our ethnicity.  He mentions the two major demographic groupings of the first century - slave and free - and says that being in Christ is more fundamental to our relating than our station in life.


We could think of other personal distinctives - sex, age, politics, talents and abilities, wealth, you name it!  None of them detract from the core unity that exists between Christians.  The most determinative fact of our relationships is that we are in Christ.


You who are a Christian have been immersed in Christ by the Holy Spirit.  Therefore you are “in Christ” with every other Christian, making your similarities eternal and weighty and your differences trivial.


Some Christians, too, believe that only some Christians have been baptized, or immersed by the Holy Spirit into the one body of the church. 


Clearly that is not the case, though, as is seen by the little word in verse 13, “all.”  There are no exceptions to the rule of “all” Christians being baptized by the one Spirit.
  Every true Christian has been baptized by the Holy Spirit, is therefore in Christ, and is therefore united to every other Christian in the most fundamental way.


There is another shared experience listed in verse 13.  Paul writes that “we were all made to drink of one Spirit.”

All Christians have drunk of the one Holy Spirit (v. 13b)


“ [13b]..... we were all made to drink of one Spirit.”

There is that “all” word again.  Every Christian has not only been immersed by the Spirit.  Every Christian has ingested the Spirit.  We not only live in the sphere of the Spirit, we have the Holy Spirit living within us.


These two verses serve as the foundation for the rest of the passage.  The church is a unified, diverse, interdependent entity.  However, there were a couple of groups in the church at Corinth that were having a hard time with that concept, and for very different reasons.


In verses 14 through 19, Paul speaks to the Christian who believed that they were really not all that necessary to the church.  Paul says,

If The Church Is Going To Function Properly, It’s Going To Need ME! (vv. 14-19)

It Is a Mistake For Me to Believe, “I am unnecessary to the church.” (vv. 14-16)


The human body is made up of diverse parts (v. 14) 


“[14] For the body is not one member, but many.”

Think about the human body.  Sure, there are some body parts that get more attention than other parts, but one quick glance is all we need to validate that the body contains lots and lots of different parts, all of which are VERY IMPORTANT to the proper functioning of the whole.


This diversity is not an accidental element of the body.  It is part of God’s design.  Diversity is of the body’s very essence.  Some Christians at Corinth believed that they, personally, didn’t count for much in the church.  Maybe they didn’t have up-front leadership roles.  Maybe they were young, or poor or came from a troubled past or didn’t have much to say at public meetings.


Because some Christians believed themselves to be excess baggage in the church, Paul created an imaginary speech and put it in the mouth of the foot at verse 15.



Illustration #1 (v. 15)

“15] If the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I am not a part of the body,” it is not for this reason any the less a part of the body.”

What outside observer, looking at the body, would say that the foot is not an important part of the human body?  It is obviously important!  As the son of a podiatrist, I can testify that feet are very important.  Feet put bread on the table in our home and sent me through college!  However, we can understand how the poor foot might think this way.


He is comparing himself to the hand.  The hand is the one that wears all the jewelry (although I have seen some very attractive toe rings in recent years).  People shake hands when they meet - never feet.  They never say “Give me five!” - and then hold out their feet.  Lovers may play footsies, but when walking down the street, they hold HANDS!


Yes, the poor foot is depressed because it isn’t a glorified hand.  But, says Paul, that doesn’t mean that the foot is any less a part of the body than the hand!  The foot is critical equipment for transporting the body from place to place, kicking soccer balls and pushing down on the brake pedal.


Paul creates another speech at verse 16.  Let’s listen to what the ear says.



Illustration #2 (v. 16)

“[16] And if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I am not a part of the body,” it is not for this reason any the less a part of the body.”

The ear gives the same argument the foot gave with respect to the hand.  Because the ear is not an eye, it doesn’t consider itself a part of the body.  And again, we can understand where the ear is coming from.


After all, about the only reason people notice ears is if they are big.  Nobody writes love sonnets about ears.  Who wears ear make-up?


But, again, Paul contradicts the ear’s reasoning and says that just because it is not an eye, it is STILL every bit as much a part of the body as the eye!  Ears hear the oncoming car, the beautiful song, the voices of loved ones and the Word of God, and no other body part can do that.


For every foot and ear out there that might think itself to be superfluous, Paul records the words of verse 17.


The member that believes it is superfluous is WRONG! (v. 17)


“[17] If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be?  If the whole were hearing, where would the sense of smell be?”

A diversity of parts is essential if the body is to function properly!  Certain functions could not be performed if certain body parts did not exist.  And we can all let our minds wander to consider the functions that wouldn’t get accomplished if one part, or one inner organ, or one bodily system was gone.


Sticking with the physical, literal picture, Paul says that there should never be a complaint about what function any part of the body fulfills because each part’s function has been ordained by God!

God Has Sovereignly Placed ME Where He Wants Me (vv. 18-19)


“[18] But now God has placed the members, each one of them, in the body, just as He desired.  [19] And if they were all one member, where would the body be?”

Just as this diversity is necessary in the natural world, so is it necessary in the church of Jesus Christ.


Evidently the disputes regarding spiritual gifts that were taking place at Corinth had depressed some of the members of the church.  They wondered whether they had any right to belong to so august a body as the church, including as it did men and women who possessed wonderful and spectacular gifts - healings, tongues-speaking, miracle-working, discerning spirits.


But what does the last phrase of verse 18 say?  “just as He desired.”

God designed the foot to touch the ground and the hand to stick out from the end of the arm and the thumb to be opposed to the other fingers and kidneys to come in pairs and the knee to go so far and no farther.


In the same way, God designed you - with your giftedness and perspectives and values and interests and skills “just as He desired” AND He has placed you in the body of Christ, the church, “just as He desired.”

That truth speaks volumes to the Christian who would dare to devalue his place in the church or to disdain the contribution she makes to the church.


All of us in the church (THIS church) are to recognize that we are gifted to serve according to God’s good plan and that the contribution we make to the church is absolutely vital if the church is to be all that God intended it to be.


Some Christians may feel insecure about their role in the grand scheme of things.  They shouldn’t.  No believer should think of himself or his gift as inferior to that of any other Christian.  No Christian should jealously desire another Christian’s gift.


Rather, each one here today should be able to say, “I am uniquely gifted to bless this church and my contribution is indispensable and irreplaceable.” (As the Yiddish proverb says, “If I try to be like him, who will be like me?”)


So, some Christians believed that they weren’t important to the church.  Paul has dealt with them, but that was only half of the problem at Corinth.


There were other Christians in the church at Corinth who fell off the other side of the balance beam.  They thought that they alone WERE the church and didn’t think that they needed the rest of the members.  Beginning at verse 20, Paul has something to say to them, too.

If The Church Is Going To Function Properly, It Is Going To Need YOU! (vv. 20-26)

It Is a Mistake For Me to Believe, “YOU are unnecessary to the church!” (vv. 20-21)


The fact of unity (v. 20)


“[20] But now there are many members, but one body.”

Yes, DIVERSITY is a reality.  But, just as great a reality as diversity is an inter-dependent UNITY!  Body parts start talking again at verse 21.  Listen to what they say.


Unity implies interdependence (v. 21)


“[21] And the eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you”; or again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.”

Here, the eye and the head are being arrogant regarding the roles they play in the body.  They think that their unique contribution makes them in-dependent of other members of the body.


In the same way, some Christians are arrogant about the role they play in the church, thinking that they play such a strategic role in the church that they don’t need the other members.


But the arrogant body parts and the arrogant Christian could not be more wrong!  Paul illustrates how wrong both are by using the physical body as his example.

The Truth is, Seemingly Less Important Body Parts are Extremely Important! (vv. 22-24a)


“[22] On the contrary, it is much truer that the members of the body which seem to be weaker are necessary [23] and those members of the body, which we deem less honorable, on these we bestow more abundant honor, and our unseemly members
 come to have more abundant seemliness,  [24] whereas our seemly members have no need of it.”

Some body parts are not considered suitable for public display, so we cover them with clothing that we don’t supply for more obviously important body parts like hands or the head.


Appearances can be deceptive.  Invisible body parts may not receive the acclaim that the more obvious parts do, but that doesn’t mean that they are superfluous.  They are still critically important.  After all, Paul doesn’t say that the “unseemly/weaker” members are “welcomed additions.”  He says that they are absolutely necessary.


And, as it is in the human body, so it is in the church!  A high profile leader of a church might believe that he doesn’t need others in the church, but he is dead wrong.  The overall health of the whole church is just as dependent on the shy and retiring as it is on the up-front extrovert.


In fact, to apply what Paul is saying here to the fullest extent, we would have to say that the health of any church is judged by how it treats and honors those who might naturally slip through the cracks, go unnoticed, or receive the short end of the stick.  THIS is where the ministry rubber meets the road!

· Singing songs about the beauty of the Body of Christ is one thing, but volunteering for Nursery Duty when you don’t have infants and toddlers is putting the song into shoe leather.

· Proclaiming our love for diversity is great, but going out of our way to sit with a teen (or an adult if you are a teen!) who is all alone during worship is getting real close to practical application.

· Quoting verses from 1 Corinthians 12 is fine, but choosing to park at the far end of the parking lot so that those who have small children or are elderly or might be disabled in some way will have a shorter walk is living with a ministry mindset.

· Being thankful for the theological truth that the church is a diversified unity is commendable, but choosing to honor and serve widows, or the children of single-parent families or the financially strapped puts meat in that truth sandwich.


Secular society may deem certain members of the community more important than others, but God doesn’t value members of the church according to their public contribution, socio-economic strata, or winning personality.  Each one in the church is a person for whom Christ died and is therefore to be accorded equal honor and should receive equal attention and care.


That was God’s POINT in orchestrating the church the way He did, after all, and that is spelled out in verses 24 and following.

God’s Point in Orchestrating the Church the Way He Has (vv. 24b-26)


“[24b] But God has so composed the body, giving more abundant honor to that member which lacked,  [25] that there should be no division in the body, but that the members should have the same care for one another.  [26] And if one member suffers, all the members suffer with it; if one member is honored, all the members rejoice with it.”

God intended to create a community in which there would be a seamless unity, no division.  When we experience division in our church it is a clear indication that something is wrong - it may be that we have veered off the path of truth or that we have ignored biblical principles of relating.  But, when we experience division, it is a warning sign that something is out of kilter because that is not the way it is supposed to be in the church.  Unity is to be the common experience in the church.


AND God intended to create a community in which there would be a mutuality of care and burden-bearing, a sharing of joys and sorrows for each member of the church.  When there is a part of the church that is not being cared for, the church is not living according to God’s plan.


The early church saw that this was happening and made immediate moves to reach out to the (Hellenistic) widows in that church who were being overlooked in the daily serving of food (Acts 6).


Are there people in our church who are being “overlooked”? who aren’t receiving the care they require?  Are there people on the periphery who are not being invited to share the warmth and support of the church?  If there are, if there is even ONE PERSON who is on the periphery, who isn’t being cared for, reached out to, served, built up, challenged, exhorted, encouraged - then this church isn’t living according to God’s design.


There are structural things that can be put in place that will help us become the welcoming, inviting, diversity affirming, unity building church God wants us to be.  There are things that the leadership can initiate that will help.


But you know the one thing that could help more than anything else, and that would affirm the truth of 1 Corinthians 12 that the church is an every-Christian thing?  It is for every believer at Northwest to approach life in the church with a ministry mindset.  Applying 1 Corinthians 12 means that you and I are to be on the lookout for opportunities to bless. (I believe that it also means that each one of us is regularly and intimately involved with an ever-expanding network of Christian friends who commit to pray for each other and to learn how to suffer and rejoice with each other through “think and thin”!)


At verse 27, Paul turns toward home base, and gives the most extreme statement of unity in the midst of diversity we find in the whole passage.

Summary:  The Ultimate Statement of Unity and Diversity (v. 27)


“[27] Now you are Christ’s body, and individually members of it.”


Unity


Speaking to the church at Corinth, a dysfunctional church if there ever was one - dividing into factions and cliques, suing each other, committing immorality, getting drunk at the Lord’s Supper, quarreling over spiritual gifts - Paul says, “YOU are Christ’s body.”  If anybody in Corinth is going to know what Jesus is like, it is going to be through you and your love for each other and your unity.


That is a daunting statement because he would say the same thing to us, today. Each congregation is aptly described as “Christ’s body.”  Each one is a “corpus Christi.”  And if people in Northwest San Antonio are going to know what Jesus is like, it will be through us and churches like us.  His Body is on display HERE.


Diversity


But, in this unified church that is the body of Christ to this community, believers don’t lose their individual uniqueness.  The church is not a melting pot but a salad bowl where each “individual” retains his and her identity.  And this individual uniqueness is something that I am coming to value, to cherish, more and more.


When I don’t know a group of people, it is easy to view them as a grouping.


“That is a group of young people.  There is a group of senior citizens.  Look, a group of parents.”

Once I enter into relationship with the people who make up a group, though, I can no longer view the group the same.  I see individuals, each one of whom leads a life that would make a block buster movie.  Each individual life consists of stories with depth and texture and complexities that are astounding.  Each one of you here is living a great novel.


Realizing this more and more, the word “individually” (v. 27) stands out to me more and more and more as time goes on.  Every person in this (and every other) church broke the mold.  God never made another one like you, or like me.  We are uniquely gifted.  We are a church filled with people whose life stories are full of amazing grace and high drama, dazzling failures and roaring successes.


What a gorgeous palette of colors He has collected here (and in every church).  What an assortment of gifts.  What diversity!


If I want to cooperate with God’s program, I had better learn to appreciate diversity of opinion and talent and interests and passions and perspectives - and so had you!  God LOVES diversity.  You can see that by the way He has put the church together.

The Glory And The Beauty Of Diversity In The Church (vv. 28-31a)


“[28] And God has appointed in the church, first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, administrations
, various kinds of tongues.  [29] All are not apostles, are they? All are not prophets, are they? All are not teachers, are they?
 All are not workers of miracles, are they?  [30] All do not have gifts of healings, do they? All do not speak with tongues, do they? All do not interpret, do they?
 [31a] But earnestly desire the greater gifts.”

You are more gifted at certain things that need to be done in the church than I am, and for that I should be extremely grateful, not grudging.  I am more gifted in some ways than others, and for that, you should be grateful, not jealous.


When Paul ends this chapter with these words, “[31b]....And I show you a still more excellent way” he is transitioning to a consideration of the excellencies of love, which will be the theme of our studies during the month of August.  But as we wrap up this morning, let’s consider again the church - a unified diversity.

Conclusion: 

Throughout my adult life, I have seen the church compared to many objects and institutions.  Many of these comparisons have helped me understand the church and have expanded my vision of what the church could be.


The church could be compared to an Emergi-Center medical care facility.  It is open long hours, convenient to get to, and filled with people who are willing to serve the needs of those who drop in with unexpected emergencies.


The church is a team where we cheer each other on to victory and console each other in defeat.


The church is a family, an institution where acceptance is not based on looks or intelligence, but on spiritual heredity.


The church is God’s welfare office, an entity set up to heal the blind, set free the captive, feed the hungry and bring Good News to the poor.


Years ago, Chuck Swindoll suggested that the church could be the equivalent of the neighborhood bar - a hangout for people who know all about your lousy boss, your mother with heart trouble and the teenager who won’t cooperate, a place where you can unwind, spill your life story and get a sympathetic arm around your shoulder, not a self-righteous judgment, a place where everybody knows your name.


But, there is no image of the church as enduring or as endearing as the human body.  The body holds together in perfect balance the polar forces of unity and diversity  The church comprises people of all shapes and sizes who nevertheless are made one in Christ Jesus.


What is the shape of God’s body?  Tag, WE’RE IT!!  God no longer reveals His shape in the form of a pillar of cloud and fire, or an awesome presence in the Temple, or through the physical body of His Son walking the roads of Galilee.  His shape is seen in the mongrel collection of believers that is Northwest Community Church (and every other church).


In this analogy of the human body, we find comfort (we really are Christ’s body), challenge (we can be a better representation of who He is in the world) and hope (by God’s grace and the strength He provides, we can resemble Jesus more and more as we walk with Him and with each other).

� The analogy of the human body standing with the workings of an organization was well-known in ancient literature.  Livy ascribes the use of the metaphor to Menenius Agrippa (c. 494 BC).


� There are a number of verses that speak to the issue of baptism of the Holy Spirit, all of them, except here in 1 Cor. 12, occur in the Gospels and Acts and either quote John the Baptist as predicting that Jesus will baptize with the Holy Spirit (Matthew 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16) or recall John’s words (Acts 11:16) or look forward to the event on the Day of Pentecost as the baptism by the Holy Spirit (Act 1:5).


�  Secular uses of the Greek word “baptize” () sometimes describe a ship that sinks.  It is immersed in the ocean.


� As one author has written, “Given that Paul says all the Corinthian believers have been baptized by one Spirit, and given the level of immaturity of at least some of them, it is impossible that Spirit-baptism should be any kind of second blessing or subsequent experience of God apart from conversion and the initial arrival of the Spirit into a person’s life.”


� Note that the foot does not compare itself with the eye and the ear doesn’t compare itself with the hand.  We are prone to envy those who have similarities to us, rather than those who are patently in a different class.


� Many have thought that Paul has the internal organs and the sexual organs in view here.


� This passage reminds us of the crucial need in every age for the church to model heterogeneous groupings that cause the world to marvel at our unity within diversity.  “Church” should be a place where people gather and get along with each other who have no merely human reason for doing so.  Diversity within unity seriously challenges those prevailing models of church growth that stress homogeneous grouping principles.  Perhaps at certain foundational levels, outreach and fellowship occur best among those most like ourselves.  But the most dynamic evangelistic power of the Gospel comes when the world is forced to sit up and take notice that people are loving each other in ways it cannot account for with humanistic presuppositions.


� Administrations - the activity of the man who steers a ship.  In the church, this would be a leader.


� Teaching would have been tremendously important in the early church, as to have a hand-copied edition of one of the Gospels would have represented a years’ wages, a full New Testament, 8 years’ wages!  The function of a teacher in such a church must have been tremendously important.


� The three kinds of gifted members listed first (apostles, prophets and teachers) were probably rated lower in Corinth than those who had the more spectacular gift of tongues.  But, they were probably considered by Paul to be “greater” because of their benefit to the whole church.  The gift of tongues, on the other hand, suited the Corinthian penchant for self-expression and the pursuit of personal freedom and is listed last.








