
Sermon 41: 1 Corinthians 12:14-31: Being a Part of the Body of Christ

OUTLINE

Addressing those who feel themselves not to be a part
Addressing those who feel others not to be a part

INTRODUCTION

There are three voices that we listen to that determine how we see ourselves 
and how we see ourselves fitting into any situation.  There is what we say to 
ourselves about ourselves; what others say to us about ourselves; and what God 
says to us about ourselves.  Whether we are joining a new school and looking for 
a group to be part of; whether we are starting a new job and trying to fit in; 
whether we are joining a church and trying to find where we fit in, these three 
voices play a huge role in how we will see ourselves and our place in the new 
group.  The trouble is that we often listen to the wrong voices.  Contrary to 
popular belief what we tell ourselves is not infallible, we believe lies and tell lies 
to ourselves about ourselves.  Likewise not everyone in our lives tells us the 
truth either, there are those who are for us and encourage us who may be 
biased, and there may be our enemies who lie to us.  The only voice we can 
perfectly rely on is God’s, He is the one who will always tell us the truth about 
ourselves, the bad and the good.  We tell ourselves that we are useless, others 
will tell us we are useless, but what does God say about us, that is the truth.  The 
problem with the self-esteem movement is not that it recognizes that we need to 
have a positive view of ourselves in order to function well.  No, the problem with 
the self-esteem movement is that it does not take into account what God says 
about us sinners and our need for Christ and the Holy Spirit in order for us to 
properly do what God made us to do. 

As we come to the next section in 1 Cor. 12:14-31 Paul draws our attention to 
these three voices.  In Corinth there was division over many matters but also 
because of spiritual gifts, there were those who had spectacular gifts, and this 
added with class differences and other social problems led to wrong views about 
ourselves and others coming into the church. Some had an inferiority complex 
and excluded themselves, others had a superiority complex and excluded others. 
Paul brings the truth of God to bear on these problems in Corinth.  In v14-20 we 
can see the things we tell ourselves about ourselves and the importance of our 
gifts and our role in the body, ‘because I am not a hand I do not belong to the 
body.’  In v 21-26 we can see the things we say about other people and whether 
they belong or not, ‘I have no need of you.’  So Paul addresses those who feel 
themselves to be unworthy; and Paul addresses those who feel others to be 
unworthy, and to both he brings the truth of God brought about through the 
gospel to bear, how we are all part of the body and gifted.  He does this 
throughout the section as well as in v27-31 where he brings some key 
conclusions to this discussion as well.  So we will be looking at what we say to 
ourselves, what we say about others, and what God says to both.

Addressing those who feel themselves not to be a part

V14-16, ‘For the body does not consist of one member but of many. 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.’  Paul begins with those who want to exclude themselves from 
the body because they think their gifts and therefore their contributions are not 
important.  His opening statement is an important truth needed to remind them 
that there is more than one type of member in the body.  Paul draws on humour 
as he portrays an imaginary body part having an imaginary conversation with 
itself.  If a foot says to itself that it is not part of the body because it is not a 
hand, that is ludicrous, we can all see how integrated the foot is with the body, 
how essential it is to the body, to define who is qualified by who is a hand is a 
self-evident error, even folly.  Likewise if an ear says it is not a body part 
because it is not an eye is the same self-refuting foolishness.  Paul has 
masterfully given us this imaginary conversation so that we will laugh at it, but 
he wants us to feel the sting of it.  How ludicrous would it be to say then that 
because you cannot preach a sermon, or because you cannot play an 
instrument, or because you don’t share the gospel every day, or because you are 
not good at praying in public that you are not a full member of the body of 
Christ?  Ridiculous!  And yet this is what the Corinthians had been saying to 
themselves.  Those with less spectacular gifts were buying the lie that they were 
useless and had nothing to offer.  Overlay this with class structures and a feeling 
of inferiority due to station, class, income, race.  Paul meets this lie with that 
opening truth in v14, there are many members in the body. 

This false assessment or to put it in modern terms, this low self-esteem is based 
on lies.  Even the modern self-esteem movement recognizes that we have to 
correct our thinking by telling ourselves the right things and not the wrong 
things, the problem with the self-esteem movement is that it does not include 
God’s truth.  What is God’s truth that we need to hear when like the Corinthians 
we are cutting ourselves off because of feelings of inadequacy?  Paul has 
reminded us that we have all received the Spirit, that we are all children of God, 
that we are all united to the body of Christ, that the baptism of the Spirit 
overcomes the most significant social divisions to unite us as one.  Paul tells us 
to recognize that God has made up the body of many parts not just one.  He 
goes on. 

V17, ‘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?’  Here is the next 
humorous word picture Paul has for us.  Imagine thinking that the whole body 
was an eye.  Imagine an eye with no eye lids, no eye lashes, how dry and 
irritated it would become, an ear with no blood flow to feed it oxygen and 
nutrients, no brain to interpret the data, no skull to protect and hold it, or ears to 
hear approaching danger or directions, no body to move it around.  The picture is 
ludicrous but that is Paul’s point.  He is pushing back at those who are under a 
delusion of uniformity that insists that one is only a legitimate part of the body if 
they are like a specific valuable part they think is important.  This picture is used 
by Paul to push back at the behavior that has been making tongues the be all 
and end all of the gifts. 

V18-20, ‘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.’  Those opening words of v18 underline the 
God given facts.  God has sovereignly arranged the body.  You are not an 
accident, your abilities and opportunities are not an accident.  God chose for you 
to have what you have you were not overlooked when gifts were handed out, nor 
are you being punished, but are equipped according to the wise and sovereign 
action of God.  God has individually and personally arranged you in the body.    



To criticize this is to criticize God; to reject what He arranges is to rebel against 
His design; to complain about what He has given is to commit the sin of 
murmuring as Israel did in the wilderness.  We can see how this truth applies.  
There is a false humility that denies these truths that insists on a self-effacing 
attitude all the while denying the authority of God, the good gifts of God and the 
wisdom of God in what He has made you.  If God is the source of your gifts, 
humbly accept what God has made you to be.  Don’t do this in a fatalistic way 
where you refuse to improve your gifts through use.  Recognize that God has not 
only appointed your gifts but others.  This thought should lead to contentment 
and not envy.  Do you want different gifts because secretly you want to be seen 
as more important, you want approval, you want a role that will raise you up and 
get the appreciation of others?  Should we not be seeking to live to please God 
and not others?  Don’t belittle the gifts God has given you.  We can see a 
wonderful example here of how Paul brings the truth of God and what He has 
done to overcome the lies we tell ourselves about ourselves.

Addressing those who feel others are not a part 
  
V21, ‘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.”  We can feel Paul addressing a new 
group here, not the first group that had a sense of inferiority and disobeyed God 
through envy and false humility, but rather those who have a sense of 
superiority.  It has been suggested that those who were of the upper classes, 
who had status, who seem to have the more spectacular gifts like tongues were 
running rough shod over others in the church.  We see a typical pattern of 
behavior, those who feel superior also tend towards self-sufficiency.  Once again 
Paul uses humour to show the folly of self-sufficiency.  How many of you have 
gotten something in your eye?  There are you walking along and the wind shoves 
a large particle of something right up under your eyelid.  Now imagine, how 
many of you have tried to remove what is in your eye with your toes?  How many 
times have you used your hands to shade your eyes so they could see in bright 
situations?  Likewise heads may be good at speech and talking and breathing but 
they are not very good at moving around, feet are essential.  Paul is driving 
home the lesson of interdependence in response to their independence. 

There are no unimportant parts in the body of Christ, this is easy to illustrate, 
think about your own bodies for a moment.  Think about a blood vessel.  What 
happens if one blood vessel in the brain has an aneurysm?  That is a stroke, it 
can be fatal, and if not fatal debilitating to the functions of the body with lasting 
consequences.  Your heart has four valves, what happens if just one of those 
valves gets leaky, the health of your whole body suffers?  Or if you get 
inflammation in your vestibular nerve, this causes vertigo, and those who have 
experienced vertigo can testify to how debilitating this can.  Every part of the 
body is important.  This means that we cannot despise those who are not in 
prominent roles like the Corinthians.  This truth also causes me to be very 
concerned over those who think that they don’t have to be part of a local church. 
Today we have a category for Christians who don’t go to church, we call them 
dechurched, or disenfranchised Christians.  Sadly we live in an individualistic age 
where we have privatized religion and relate to God apart from His people, we 
have lost our group identity as being part of the church.  This has led to many 
Christians impoverishing themselves in their spiritual lives, they are not 
benefitting from the growth that comes from being part of the body.  They are an 
unnatural experiment living in a petri dish living on false forms of life support 
instead of being plugged into the body and growing naturally.  God has given the 



gift of elders, deacons, preaching, aspects of our corporate worship like singing 
and praying and reading, and the ordinances.  Eph. 4:11-16 gives a picture of 
God pouring out His gifts upon the body, where there is a priority given to 
teaching offices, word based offices, where as the truth is spoken in love, Christ 
washes His bride with the word and nourishes her by the word, which in turn 
gives health to each part which then contributes to the health of the whole.  ‘And 
he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, 
12 to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 
13 until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of 
God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, 
14 so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and 
carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in 
deceitful schemes. 15 Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in 
every way into him who is the head, into Christ, 16 from whom the whole body, 
joined and held together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part 
is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in love.’  Are 
we harboring attitudes and ideas that dney the truth of our union as a body? 

V22-26, ‘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.’  Paul follows up with another argument from the 
body.  There are various body parts that we do not put on display that we honour 
by clothing them and spending time and money ensuring they are covered.  The 
Corinthians have not been acting in this natural manner.  Paul is highlighting how 
the Christian ethic as it administers body care has a code of no-body-part-left-
behind.  V25 is one of the important implications that Paul wants to draw from 
this analogy.  Every part of the body should be part of the whole with no 
divisions, no amputated body parts.  But Paul goes further, he points out that the 
opposite of divisions is not merely no divisions but that all the members have the 
same care for each other member. 

Lynn and I were once having a conversation about teenagers and debating 
whether thoughtlessness was selfishness.  You know how it is, your teenager 
lives in your house, they are oblivious to the sacrifices you as a parent make, 
they only see they way they are being denied but not the way you are constantly 
rethinking and agonizing over how you run your house to see if you can 
accommodate their latest demand.  They leave a mess in every room not 
thinking about who is going to pick it up.  They make plans with friends 
expecting you to drop everything you are doing to take them there and pick 
them up.  They have a sense of entitlement where you have to buy them the 
latest expensive gadgets because their friends have decided they have value, 
even though they have no concept about how your budget works.  And we could 
multiply the ways in which there is a self-absorbed, selfish, thoughtless way 
about those who are immature, who have not had to live in another’s shoes, who 
do not know the value of things.  They are not maliciously selfish, but they are 
thoughtlessly self-absorbed, and as a result of this they do not care about much 
more than their own image, their own money, their own friends, their own 
pursuits.  One of the things we do as parents is we try to train our teenagers to 
be more thoughtful and to care about others not only themselves.  Paul is saying 



something similar here about the church, we are not to be selfish, nor are we to 
be thoughtlessly distracted and so self-absorbed with our own family issues, and 
work issues, and parenting issues and marriage issues, and holiday issues, that 
we do not care for the members of the body.  Do you care for the body?  Do you 
pray for the people of this church, seek to meet the needs of those in this 
church?  Feel for the needs of those in this church?  Open your home and seek 
out relationship with those in this church?  Are you serving these people with 
your gifts?

In v26 Paul points out that this is not just for your favourite body members but 
each and every one, that if any part of the body suffers you are emotionally 
available, mentally available, financially available, time available, service 
available to enter into their pains and help them.  And if one is honoured, 
exalted, praised, we are not those who are driven by envy but can genuinely 
rejoice in their exaltation.  The envious person always has to point out something 
negative about someone they feel threatens them so that he/she can control the 
opinion of those around them.  Sadly they try to get a good opinion from others 
by making them have a bad opinion of your competition.  This ability to rejoice 
and suffer with the body is an indicator whether you care.  The self-absorbed 
person is untouched by the lives of those in the church, unaware and not seeking 
out info on them.  The caring person is invested and actively pursuing the people 
in the church.  The church is counter-cultural not only in that it includes every 
race and class of people overcoming those things that divide in society; nor only 
in that it makes sure every person is fully included and valued; but also in that it 
cares about every person in the body.  One of the great losses of modern life is 
the way we live in larger cities where we are essentially anonymous to each 
other, strangers to each other, and we happily allow rivers of humanity to go 
past us without a care as we distractedly go about our own business.  Not so in 
the church. 

Why do we have this care?  The key lies in something Paul says to husbands in 
Eph. 5:29-30, ‘For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes 
it, just as Christ does the church, 30 because we are members of his body.’  
Husbands and wives are a union where serving the other serves the health of the 
marital union.  Christ’s own care and sacrifice for His body the church becomes a 
model for how husbands should ensure the health of that union.  In the same 
way, Christ has died for the least, washed the feet of the least, adopted the 
least, given title and gifts to the least, and this sets the tone for how we serve 
the body.  We do not serve the church in this way because these people are 
better than those in the world.  No, the church is full of sinners too.  And Christ 
died to save sinners, He not only died to save them but continues to pour out His 
gifts for their good.  Each one of us has been saved when unworthy being served 
with a love that goes the second mile, that seeks the good not only of our soul 
but our whole selves.  How can we not love the church the way Jesus has.  This 
care is not a burden of legalism that we afflict ourselves with but the logical 
implication of imitating the love that loves us. 

Paul then comes to the last section where he adds further truths to the situation 
to address the problems Corinth is experiencing, v27-31, ‘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.’  Again he affirms the 
spiritual reality, we are the body of Christ, every individual who is Christ’s 
belongs to the body, is a full member and a contributing member.  Secondly, we 
see that the Corinthians have been promoting tongues at the expense of the 
unity of the church so Paul illuminates the fact that there is a proper order, first 
in the list are the teaching offices of apostle, prophet and teacher.  This is a 
token list Paul does not list all the word bearing offices.  Then we see those gifts 
that could be classified as serving gifts, miracles, healing, helping and 
administration.  Helping has to do with helping those in physical need, namely 
the poor.  Administration is the word for helmsman or harbor master, it has to do 
with serving in a leading/administering role.  Last in the list is tongues.  Every gift 
benefits the body, but some gifts benefit the body more than others and the gift 
that the Corinthians have been emphasizing benefits the body the least.  Thirdly, 
and this is where Paul segues into the famous love chapter.  Paul recognizes 
their zeal for the gifts but wants them to pursue the gifts according to love which 
serves the body as a whole not as a zealot that does damage. 

Let us conclude.  We often have wrong views about our own gifts and their 
importance, as well as others gifts and their importance.  We need to hear what 
God has to say about our union with one another, the gifts that He has bestowed 
and the way we are supposed to use them. 
  


