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We’ve been thinking this month about community. 
Our Scripture lesson this morning reminds us that community is a gift – and community is a challenge. 
The Apostle Paul is writing to a church that is deeply divided. And so, Paul uses the analogy of the human body 
to talk about their differences and their unity.  

 
But, Paul is also talking about something more than just the church. 
He’s talking about community in all the different forms it takes. 
Community is God’s gift to us and God’s gift to the world – and community is always a challenge. 

 
I’ve invited Lynn to help me read this passage.  
As we do that, I invite you to listen for God’s word to you and for God’s word to all of us as it comes to us through 
Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth, 12:12-31. 

 
*** 

 
12For 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. 
 
13For 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. 
 

14Indeed, the body  
does not consist of one member  
but of many. 
 

15If 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. 
 

16And 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  
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a part of the body. 
 

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

18But as it is, God arranged the members  
in the body, each one of them, as God chose. 
 

19If all were a single member,  
where would the body be? 
20As it is, there are many members,  
yet one body. 
 
21The 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.” 
 

22On the contrary,  
the members of the body  
that seem to be weaker  
are indispensable, 
 

23and 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;  
24whereas our more respectable members do not need this. 
 
But God has so arranged the body, 
giving the greater honor 
to the inferior member, 
25that there may be no dissension 
within the body, 
but the members 
may have the same care 
for one another. 
 

26If one member suffers,  
all suffer together with it;  
if one member is honored,  
all rejoice together with it. 
 

27Now you are the body of Christ  
and individually members of it. 
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28And 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. 
 

29Are all apostles?  
Are all prophets?  
Are all teachers?  
 
Do all work miracles?  
30Do all possess gifts of healing?  
Do all speak in tongues?  
Do all interpret? 
 

31But strive  
for the greater gifts.  
And I will show you  
a still more excellent way. 

 
*** 

 
There’s a lot going on in this passage. But I think it’s a word we need to hear today – especially today. So, I’d 
like to take it a few verses at a time. 

 
*** 

 
1. Paul begins by pointing to the problem in verses 12-13. “The body is one, and has many members. And 
all the members of the body, though many, are one.” 

 
To have community you have to have both diversity and unity – and there will always be a tension between 
those things. 
You can’t have community unless there at least two people. And as soon as you have two people you have 
differences. 
But somehow, if we want to experience community, we have to discover the unity, without getting rid of the 
diversity. 

 
Now that diversity is real and significant, and we can’t ignore it. Paul says, “For in one Spirit we were all 
baptized into one body – Jews and Greeks …”  

 
Jews and Greeks in Paul’s day were deeply divided. 
They were divided by religion and by culture by nationality. 
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And all those kind of religious and national and cultural divisions are still alive and well today.  
 

If anything, it seems worse. 
Even within the Christian family we’ve got Evangelicals and Progressives and Catholics and “nones” and 
“dones” and “spiritual but not religious” – and then all the other religious too. 
Even within our nation we’ve got Republicans and Democrats and populists and libertarians and social 
conservatives and democratic socialists. 
We’ve got African Americans and Native Americans and Hispanic Americans and Jewish Americans and White 
Anglo-Saxon Protestant Americans. 
The divisions go on and on. 

 
Paul says there is “slave and free.”  
And that’s another type of division, class and wealth. 
There are those at the top and those at the bottom and a lot of us somewhere in between. There’s the 1% and the 
elites and the middle class and the upper middle class and the lower middle class and the working class and the 
working poor and the just plain old poor, and we are all living in different worlds. 

 
Paul leaves out a third area of division, but he points to it in other places.  
In his letter to the Christians in Galatia Paul says that in Christ there is no longer “Jew or Greek, slave or free, 
male and female.”  
And we’re still wrestling with that divide between men and women and now also with various forms of gender 
identity.  

 
 This diversity is real and we can’t ignore it. But the unity is real too. And so we’ve always been 

wrestling and will always wrestle with tension between the two. That’s the challenge of community. 
 

*** 
 

2. As we do wrestle with this tension, Paul says there are two things that we cannot say. This is in verse 
14-20. 

 
Paul says, “If the foot were to 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.” 

 
Every part of the body belongs.  
But we don’t always know it. We don’t always feel it.  
And so sometimes we say, or at least think, “I don’t belong.” 

 
In a wonderful book called Braving the Wilderness: The Quest for True Belonging and the Courage to Stand 
Alone, Brene` Brown says that one of the deepest sources of pain in our life is when we think that we don’t 
belong. 

 
Brown tells the story of moving to Houston. She was the new girl in a very large High School.  
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She decided to try out for the drill team, the Bear-Kadettes. She says she’d never wanted anything as much as 
she wanted to become a member of this team.  
At the tryout she nailed her routine and she really thought she was in. But she had to wait for a few agonizing 
hours before they posted the results on the door of the gym. 

 
Her family was leaving for a trip to San Antonia, and so they stopped by the school on their way out of town.  
Brene` got out to check the list and was devasted to find that her number was not there. She didn’t make the 
team. 
She walked back to the car and got in, while girls around her were celebrating. And her parents did not say a 
word. They just pulled away in silence. 

 
Brown writes,  
“The silence cut me like a knife to the heart. My parents were ashamed of me. My dad had been the captain of 
the football team. My mom had been head of her drill team. I was nothing.” 
She says, “My parents, especially my father, valued being cool and fitting in above all else. I was not cool. I did 
not fit in. And now, for the first time, I didn’t belong to my family either.” 

 
There is no deeper pain. And when we experience this kind of pain, Brown says, there are only three outcomes. 
1) We live in constant pain and seek relief by numbing ourselves or inflicting it on others. I wonder how much 
of the brokenness and division we see around us is because of people numbing their pain or inflicting their pain 
on others. 
2) Or, she says, we deny our pain. And that denial ensures that we’ll pass it on to those around us and down to 
our children. 
3) Or, we find the courage to develop empathy and compassion for ourselves and others that allow us to spot 
hurt in the world in a unique way. 

 
And at least one way we find that courage and find the strength to deal with our own pain is when we hear the 
truth that Paul is pointing too – everyone belongs.  
Maybe not to the Bear-Kadettes. But everyone belongs.  
And if we say, “Because I am not _______ – you fill in the blank – I do not belong to the body,” it does not 
make us any less a part of the body. Whether we know it or not, whether we believe it or not, we belong to God.  
 
And once we discover that truth, there is something else we cannot say, “I have no need of you …”  
Paul says, “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 …” 
But we do it all the time. 

 
We say it with our words and with our actions – “I have no need of you …” 
We form our groups and our teams and our tribes and then we say to everyone else – “We have no need of you 
…” 
We say it in our politics and in our policies – “We have no need of you …” 

 
But it is not true. 
 
 There is a deeper unity. All the parts are connected. Everything belongs. And every one belongs. 
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*** 
 
3. That’s why Paul has this curious section in verses 22-26 where he talks about the members of the 

body that we think less honorable being clothed with greater honor, and our less respectable members 
being treated with greater respect. 

 
I think what Paul is saying here is that even the parts of the body which we think are not so important turn out to 
be really important after all. Even parts we may never notice, are playing important roles after all. 

 
And Paul says the same thing is true about the church and about community.  
The members of the body we think less honorable, have an importance we do not see.  
And the members we give less respect, may be the ones God uses to accomplish his purposes. 

 
You certainly see that in the stories of Scripture. 
Over and over again, God keeps lifting up surprising people, the youngest son, or the poor widow, or the 
powerful prophetess. 
God chooses the least and the last and the lost, and God uses these unlikely characters to bless the rest of us. 

 
And there is a reason for this, Paul says. 
Paul says, “God has arranged the body, giving greater honor to the inferior member, that there may be no 
dissension within the body, but that the members may have the same care for one another.” 
God wants us to see that we are all connected. Everyone has a role to play, even those we may not give much 
respect or honor. 

 
And so, Paul says, 
If one member suffers, all suffer. 
If one member is honored, all rejoice. 

 
That’s what community looks like.  
If any one of us suffers, somehow that suffering affects all of us, and we will all suffer together. 
And when one is honored and lifted up, it’s something we can all celebrate. 

 
Now, one question here is whether Paul is just talking about the church, or whether he’s also pointing to the 
larger communities that we are a part of.  

 
And that’s important.  
Is Paul just telling us to stick together and appreciate each other in the church? 
Or is he pointing to a deeper and broader community? 

 
In his letter to the Colossians, 1:15-17. Paul says, “Christ is the image of the invisible God, … all things have 
been created through him and for him. He himself is before all things and in him all things hold together.” 

 
 Paul is talking about the church, but he’s also talking about something more than the church. He’s 

also talking about Christ. And, “All things have been created through him and for him, … and in him all 
things hold together.”  
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*** 
 

Paul then reminds us who we are and what we need to do in verses 28-31. 
 

Paul says, “Now you are the body of Christ, and individually members of it.” 
Paul doesn’t say “You might be” or “You could be” or “Do you want to be?”  
Paul says, “You are the body of Christ.” Believe it or not, ready or not, we are the body of Christ, and 
individually members of it. 

 
We don’t lose our identities or our differences. 
Paul says there are many different gifts and many different ways to serve. He gives 8 examples here, but the list 
is much longer. 
There are so many ways that we can be gifted and use those gifts for God’s work in the world. Everyone has 
some gift, some opportunity, some way to make a difference. 

 
There is so much pain and brokenness and division and anger and hostility in the world today. 
And the brokenness and the pain are often within us too. 
But that’s not the whole story. That’s not God’s story. There is also this deeper unity. And we can find it and 
uncover it and celebrate it. 
 
So, remember who you are. Remember who we are. 
Find your gift, your opportunity, your calling. Every part matters. 
Don’t ignore the diversity. But look to Christ, and in him find that deeper unity. Keep pointing to it and 
claiming it and celebrating it.  

 
There are many parts.  
But we’re all one body.  
And we all belong. 


