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Text: 15 If the foot should 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. 16 And if the ear should 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. 17 If the 

whole body were an eye, where would be the sense of hearing? If the whole body were an ear, 

where would be the sense of smell? 18 But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each 

one of them, as he chose. 19 If all were a single member, where would the body be? 20 As it is, 

there are many parts, yet one body. 

21 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.” 22 On the contrary, the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are 

indispensable, 23 and on those parts of the body that we think less honorable we bestow the 

greater honor, and our unpresentable parts are treated with greater modesty, 24 which our more 

presentable parts do not require. But God has so composed the body, giving greater honor to the 

part that lacked it, 25 that there may be no division in the body, but that the members may have 

the same care for one another. 26 If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is 

honored, all rejoice together. 

27 Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it. 28 And God has appointed in 

the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healing, 

helping, administrating, and various kinds of tongues. 29 Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are 

all teachers? Do all work miracles? 30 Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak with 

tongues? Do all interpret? 31 But earnestly desire the higher gifts. 

And I will show you a still more excellent way. 

Prayer: Our heavenly Father, you have made us members of this body through baptism. You 

have placed us into this great flowing river called Christendom; a stream that will flow into 

eternity. We pray for the oneness of your Church on earth. Unite us, by your great mercy and 

may we love one another, so that the world may see we have one Faith, One Lord, and One 

baptism. Amen. 

Sermon: People of God, we conclude chapter 12 this morning with Paul’s sober reminder that 

we are one body with many parts. Paul has stated this idea over and over throughout this Epistle. 

In fact, one may think that Paul is overstressing the point of unity with so many illustrations. 

Peter once stated that “there are some things in Paul’s writings that are hard to understand (II 
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Peter 3:16);” but this teaching in First Corinthians is not part of that list of hard things to 

understand. Paul makes himself abundantly clear in this passage. Unity is what every Christian 

should pursue. Disunity is the hallmark of the immature.  

Let’s review briefly. 

In verses 1-3, Paul stated that the Christian who confesses “Christ is Lord” is becoming like the 

True God, whereas the immature becomes like the speechless idols they worship. In verses 4-11, 

Paul gives us a list of spiritual gifts, which serve the common good of the body. In verses 12-14, 

Paul returns to the genesis of Church life, which is baptism. In baptism we enter the Church, but 

it is not merely water that accomplishes this, it is the Spirit working through baptism to bring you 

into union with Christ and His Church. 

Our passage this morning is divided into three sections. 

First, verses 15-20.  

There is a strong sense of comedy in Paul’s words. As you read these verses, try to picture in 

your mind what Paul is saying. Imagine a body composed of an ear and nothing more. Your 

ability to hear things would be accentuated a thousand fold. You could hear conversations miles 

down the road. But what’s the problem? What is hearing if you cannot speak?  

The other problem Paul addresses is that of an individual body part saying to another body part. 

As Paul writes, “If the foot should say, because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body.” 

Paul’s conclusion is that this would not make it any less a part of the body. You cannot escape 

the apostolic rationale for the unity of the body. There are many parts, yet one body.  
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“…the fact is, Paul wrote what he did precisely because these Corinthian Christians, in a 

way typical of all Christians, at least some of the time, were making a life of looking 

down their noses at one another, or thinking themselves better than the other, or worrying 

that someone might think himself or herself better than they. He used his illustration of 

the church as like a human body to take people down a notch or two, not to lift them 

higher in their own estimation.”
1
 

In the Church of Christ no member is superior to another. The problem in Corinth was their 

pride; their self-sufficiency. But Paul is saying: “You are not enough! Your gifts depend upon 

the presence of the gifts of others. We tend to think that this is not so, that we are somehow 

uniquely indispensable, but that is just another lie our pride is always whispering to our hearts.”
2
 

Second, verses 21-26.  

Paul is now arguing that some are making themselves too indispensable in the body. Some are 

suggesting that they do not need the other. It is like the tongues’ speaker saying to the interpreter: 

“I have not need of you.” Paul says that this hierarchy of superiors in the Church does not exist. 

Paul is probably making a reference to chapter 11 where he discusses the Lord’s Supper. In that 

context, those who were “haves” and who considered themselves superior were taking away 

from the “have-nots” at the Lord’s Table, thus they were despising the very unity of the Church. 

Paul puts the right order in our passage. On the contrary, he says:  

“…the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, 23 and on those parts 

of the body that we think less honorable we bestow the greater honor, and our 

                                                           
1
 Robert Rayburn, Expositions on I Corinthians. 

2
 Ibid.  
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unpresentable parts are treated with greater modesty, 24 which our more presentable parts 

do not require. But God has so composed the body, giving greater honor to the part that 

lacked it…”  

Charles Hodge says that “…it is an instinct of grace to honor most those members of the church 

who least attract admiration.”
3
Paul’s message was a direct tsunami to the Corinthian pride. 

They had built the church into a center of religious pomposity. They were parading their 

ostentatious loftiness of language. Since they had the gifts that were in greater display to the 

congregation, their conclusion was that they were the tongue and the others were the lungs. But 

what they did not understand is what would the tongue do without the lungs? It is true that the 

lungs are neither seen nor heard, but without it the tongue is useless.
4
 As Pastor Robert Rayburn 

observed:  

“The church requires the entire range of the Holy Spirit's gifts and you have but one or 

two of them. Others have been given gifts and, presentable or not, they are likewise 

critical to the church's life.”
5
 

This thinking does not come from St. Paul alone; in fact, the Prophets were always on the side of 

the weak and helpless in the Old Covenant Church. In the New Covenant, our Lord Jesus is on 

the side of the weak and helpless. Christ calls the little children unto Him and by necessity we 

can say of the elderly in the Church Paul says in Romans 15: “We who are strong have an 

obligation to bear with the failings of the weak, and not to please ourselves. 2 Let each of us 

please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.” Because the weak are needy, it invites the 

                                                           
3
 Charles Hodge, The Crossway Classic Commentaries, I Corinthians, pg. 230. 

4
 Partly drawn from Hodge. 

5
 Robert Rayburn, Expositions on I Corinthians.  
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people of God to exercise grace, mercy, and love to the weak, so they may be strengthened and 

built up. 

Finally, verses 27-31.  

Paul now concludes his thoughts by summarizing his point in verses 27: “Now you are the body 

of Christ and individually members of it.” We are truly members of one another.
6
 This is why 

verses 26 is applied the way it is. If one suffers, we all suffer. If one is honored, we all rejoice. 

Why, because we are all members of the same body.  

 

Earlier Paul gave us a list of gifts, now he gives us a list of offices in the first century. These gifts 

are given by God to these individuals to carry out the necessary mission of establishing the 

Church of our Lord Jesus Christ. These are the examples Paul gives us: 

 

 First, apostles; apostles
7
 are the “immediate messengers of Christ, made infallible as teachers 

and rulers by the gift of teaching.”
8
 They are foundational to establishing the Church and to 

spreading the fame of Christ to the world. Second, prophets; the prophets were endowed with an 

uncommon wisdom. They were ambassadors who communicated God’s will to the people. 

Third, teachers; Calvin writes that the “office of Teacher consists in taking care that sound 

doctrines be maintained and propagated, in order that the purity of religion may be kept up in the 

                                                           
6
 John Calvin, Commentary on I Corinthians. Christian Classics Ethereal Library on-line. 

7
 The commentary on these “offices” comes from Charles Hodge and John Calvin. See both expositions of I 

Corinthians. Calvin’s position is clear concerning these offices: “As to the passage before us, we must observe, that 
of the offices which Paul makes mention of, some are perpetual, others temporary. Those that are perpetual, are 
such as are necessary for the government of the Church; those that are temporary, are such as were appointed at 
the beginning for the founding of the Church, and the raising up of Christ’s kingdom; and these, in a short time 
afterwards, ceased.” 
8
 Hodge, 232. 
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Church.”
9
 These “uninspired men” had received the gift of teaching and preserving truth in the 

Church, so was the work of young Timothy. Fourth, miracle workers; they were endowed with 

the “power of working miracles.”
10

 Fifth, we can bring together the gifts of healing and helping; 

these were “people qualified and appointed to help the other officers of the church, probably in 

the care of the poor and the sick.” 
11

This may be a reference to the office of a deacon or 

deaconess, as many of the early church fathers believed.
12

 Sixth, administrating; this may be a 

reference to those who rule well. They may not have the gift of teaching, but they administer the 

matters of the Church wisely. He concludes with those who speak “various kinds of tongues.” As 

I have mentioned before these are those who speak foreign languages. These are intelligible 

languages. You may ask the question, “Why did Paul place this one last?” It may be because this 

is the gift that the Church in Corinth most abused. Paul may be saying that what you deem most 

significant is not superior to the other gifts. Whatever the case, Paul here gives us another list. 

This is not an exhaustive list, but it serves to demonstrate that the Church is filled with different 

offices and different gifts. We will note in a future sermon that the offices and gifts are 

transformed in this New Covenant. Some of them are temporary like the office of an apostle. 

 

Paul then asks a series of rhetorical questions: “29 Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all 

teachers? Do all work miracles? 30 Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak with tongues? 

Do all interpret?” Just as the body is not all eyes or all ears, so in the church we all have different 

gifts and functions. It would be “preposterous if the members of the church should covet the 

                                                           
9
 Calvin’s commentary on verse 28. 

10
 Hodge, 232. 

11
 Ibid. 

12
 Calvin appears to disagree with Chrysostom’s initial assumption that we have no idea what this may be, but then 

Calvin agrees with Chrysostom latter assumption that this is a reference to deacons. See Calvin’s commentary. 
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same gifts.”
13

 As Charles Hodge concludes: “God distributes his gifts as he pleases; all are 

necessary, and the recipients of them are mutually dependent.”
14

 

 

But Paul says “eagerly desire the greater gifts.” These are the gifts that are most useful to the 

body; gifts that will encourage and edify one another. Paul refers to one in particular, the gift of 

love, which he will emphasize in chapter 13. 

 

How Shall we Then Live? 

 

As we conclude chapter 12, allow me to talk about the implications of this passage by re-

iterating what has already been stressed from this pulpit in the past. 

First, remember that Paul’s purpose is to see the unity of the body. This is not just his purpose 

with the local church, but also with the global church. We, as a body have our theological 

distinctions. These are important because we believe it is the best biblical theology to pass on to 

our children and the best and most consistent theology to live by in this world. But if we are 

realists we must know that not everyone will share our position. We must learn to live with other 

Christians from different traditions. Sometimes: “We begin to take too much pride in our 

doctrinal position and they become ways of building wall between us and other Christians. We 

focus on things that separate us from other Christians.”
15

 But unless you want to live in a 

separatist, solitary world, we are called to love one another in Christ. We need to learn that when 

it comes to loving one another, it is not the non-essentials, but the essential creeds of the faith, 

                                                           
13

 Hodge, 234. 
14

 Ibid. 
15

 Rich Lusk, Lectures on I Corinthians 1.  
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which we confess every Sunday that unite us. When we confess the creeds, we are declaring that 

the Church of Christ is global, universal, and catholic.  

This is why at Providence our church vows are vows that anyone from any theological 

background can affirm; anyone living in the 21
st
 century or the 1

st
 century church. Is this a 

Reformed Church? Unquestionably! But is this a Church that desires catholicity? 

Unquestionably! 

Finally, I want to bring once again to your attention why our Table is an open table. If we do not 

open this table for the baptized children or for the baptized elderly, who can no longer hear, 

remember, or speak cogently, then we have fallen in the same error that the Corinthians fell. The 

Corinthian Church was dividing the church with the weak on one side, and the strong on the 

other. Paul says we are all one body; all brought into this one Church by our baptisms, and we all 

drink and eat of the same Spiritual drink and food.  

You are all members of this one body. Use your gifts for the common good, do not despise the 

weak, love the little babes, love the adults who are spiritual babes, love the elderly, love one 

another, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. In the Name of the Father, Son, and Spirit. 

Amen. 

 


