Summer Series: One in the Spirit

#3 – “One in the Body of Christ”

1 Corinthians 12: 12-27

 If you’re a parent you will identify with the fact that one of the first things you do when your child comes into this world is to look at him or her (or ask the doctor and nurse to) and confirm that your new child is physically healthy.

Is she breathing? You count his toes and fingers to see how many he has. You listen for her cry and judge from it if all is well. And from that moment on – even into their adult years- as a parent you concern about the well being of her body.

 I can’t tell you the number of times I arose in the middle of the night just to strand over Ashley or Ian’s cribs just to assure myself that they were breathing. When they became sick, I fretted over them getting well. When they fell and hurt themselves, I was quick to want to help them up and care for their cuts and scrapes. It’s what parents do, I suppose, care for their little one’s bodies until such time as they can care for their own.

 It’s funny in a way; I’ve experience the same thing as a pastor. I sometimes find myself doing the same thing with the body of believers we call the church. I assess its well being all the time in my mind. Where are the hurts? Where is there health? How many fingers and toes are there? Is their any missing and if so, what happened to them? Like the parent with her child in the middle of the night, pastors sometimes find themselves doing the very same thing: praying over the crib of the church that that Lord will take care of that little body.

 And the church is like a little body. At least that’s what the Apostle Paul says in our text this morning. In fact, the passage this morning is framed by the image of a body. Our opening verse today reads:

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.

 And the closing verse of our text today reads:

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

 And all of the verses framed by this image focus in Paul’s well-known analogy between the human body and the body of Christ. In the passage the members of the body are described as hands and feet; ears and eyes. The body has “many members” writes Paul. But yet, all of its members constitute one body – one living breathing organism. And it’s that living breathing organism and it’s health and vitality that Paul is concerned about as a pastor.

 The last 3 Sundays we have been looking closely at this 12th chapter of Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth with particular attention to its message about church unity. As you may recall if you heard the sermons from the last two weeks, Paul was very concerned on the oneness of the church he had spent 18 months establishing in the thriving urban center in Greece called Corinth. The church there was an extremely diverse church and an extraordinarily gifted church. It’s members came from all kinds of backgrounds – Jews and Greeks; devout and newcomers to the religious scene; some were wealthy and some were even slaves; men and women; the church was a true melting pot of people. 

 In 1 Corinthians 12, Pastor Paul is trying to help his multi-cultural church celebrate their diversity, yet find the common ground upon which all believers in Christ can stand.

 Two weeks ago, we noted that Paul’s first effort was to challenge the Corinthian Christians to recognize how they were all united in a common confession – that “Jesus is Lord.”

 Last week, we saw how Paul invited them to trust that even though they were a diverse people and that there was great variety among them; this variety was strength not a weakness.

 And this week, the doting pastor Paul hovers over the crib of the Christian church he has helped birth and you can almost see him counting fingers and toes and watching to see if the church is breathing. And I can only imagine that the image of a human body pops into his mind and he proffers it as an analogy for the church he is so concerned about in Corinth.

 I’d like to suggest to you that there are two overarching messages in this image of the body of Christ delivered by Pastor Paul to the church he was fretting about 2000 years ago. And it’s a continuing message to our church that wishes to be “one in the spirit.”

 The first message is that in the body of Christ…

…Each of us is needed.

With all of the diversity present in the First Church Corinth, it was inevitable; I suppose that cliques would form. The formation of these cliques would, of course, lead to some feeling like insiders and some feeling like outsiders; some feeling arrogant and others feeling abased. And Paul tries to put the kibosh on these cliques. He first appeals to their spiritual oneness through a common sacrament:

 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.

 If there is anything that levels the playing field in the church it is the fact that whatever our racial of cultural divide, we ALL have come to kneel at the font of baptism and acknowledge our need for salvation in Jesus Christ. In the body of Christ, we are all birth the same way – through the cleansing waters of the spirit, made visible in the sacrament of baptism, and claimed in our professing Jesus as Lord. Such a common origin faith must trump any cliques.

 And because we all become members of the body through the same channel of the spirit, each one of us is needed for the body to be whole and functioning properly. Each of us in needed to be the body of Christ. The way Paul writes it is this:

 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 a part of the body.

 In Paul’s words we can discern that there were some in Corinth who felt they were not needed because of who they were. “Because I am not a hand…because I am not eye,” say they, I am not needed in the body. And Paul’s begs them to see that without them, there would not be a complete body. Each of us is needed to be the body of Christ.

 The same happens in the church today. Sometimes whether the message gets intentionally sent or whether the message is just assumed by those of us who suffer from a kind of false humility, we can sometimes come to believe that each of us is not needed in the body of Christ. Paul says, Pushaw! Nothing could be further from the truth! Each of us is needed; each of our gifts is necessary; each of our contributions is essential; otherwise we are not a complete body.

 You might be familiar with a short story by Anatole France, entitled “The Juggler of Notre Dame.” There was once a juggler who roamed France, appearing at fairs, to ply his trade. He would unroll his rug, lie on his back, and juggle various objects with his hands and feet. He was very skilled and made an adequate living this way. In time he grew old, weary and becoming ill, retired to a monastery to recover. Once recuperated, he was granted permission to remain.

 The monastery in question was dedicated to the service of the Virgin Mary. Each monk brought before Mary gifts that represented their many talents. Those varied from illuminated manuscripts to offerings of flowers and fine-crafted works of art. The juggler had none of these to bring. In the evenings he would sit quietly before her altar in reverent but sad silence. Finally in desperation, he resolved to offer her the only thing he knew he could do well. So, he began to sneak into the chapel when no one else was around; he would unroll his small rug, lie on his back, and juggle whatever objects were available.

 It came about that one evening he was discovered by several monks who were outraged by his sacrilegious acts. Summoning the others, they returned to the chapel to confront he juggler. When they arrived however, they were chocked to observe Mary descend from her pedestal, smile and wipe the sweat from the juggler’s brow. (Lectionary Homiletics, December 2003 – January 2004, p.62)

 In the body of Christ, there is a kind of “principle of indispensability” at work (Ibid.). Each of us is needed, no matter what our gifts, what we have to offer to Christ, each of us is needed.

 And a second and equally important message to us that is inherent in the text today is that in the body of Christ…

…Each of us needs each other.

 Paul always beckons the church then and the church now, back to the sovereignty of God; to take our eyes off ourselves and place them on God. Twice in the passage today Paul reminds us that the body of Christ exists as it is with all of its members present, because:

“God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose.” (v.18, 24)

 As the embodiment of Christ in the world, the church is primarily, not a collection of individuals, but an organic whole arranged by God for God’s purposes. And as such, the individuals parts of that whole need one another to be the full embodiment of Christ:

  With almost a tone of chastisement in his voice, Pastor Paul says:

 19-24But I also want you to think about how this keeps your significance from getting blown up into self-importance. For no matter how significant you are, it is only because of what you are a part of. An enormous eye or a gigantic hand wouldn't be a body, but a monster. What we have is one body with many parts, each its proper size and in its proper place. No part is important on its own. Can you imagine Eye telling Hand, "Get lost; I don't need you"? Or, Head telling Foot, "You're fired; your job has been phased out"? (The Message)

 In short, what Paul is saying here is that in the body of Christ, on the one hand it is false humility to say that each of us in not needed. However on the other hand, it is arrogance to think that we do not need one another. (Lectionary Homiletics, December 2003-January 2004, p.63)

 I saw a bumper sticker once that could be the motto of our individualistic culture. It said, “I couldn’t have done it without me!”  Unfortunately, we have come to live that way far too much in our society. However, the scripture constantly and consistently beckon us to see just how much we need one another. We are in interconnected and interdependent organism. Our very health and lives depend in one another. And in the church, Pastor Paul says that is especially so. Listen further to the way Paul’s words are paraphrased in The Message translation:

25-27The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives together as a church: every part dependent on every other part, the parts we mention and the parts we don't, the parts we see and the parts we don't. If one part hurts, every other part is involved in the hurt, and in the healing. If one part flourishes, every other part enters into the exuberance.  You are Christ's body—that's who you are! You must never forget this.

Indeed let us never forget that we are the body of Christ. Each one of us is needed and each one of us needs one another.
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