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Reading : 1 Cor. 12

Text       : 1 Cor. 12, 11 – 13, + 27
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Ps.  122 : 3
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Ps.      8 : 1,2,3,4,5 (collection song)

Ps.   65 : 3,5,6

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

One of the dangers of reading the Bible is we read something, we wholeheartedly agree, where after we just carry on with reading the next verse, without even pausing for a moment to reflect on what we just read. As a result, we often miss the depth of what Scripture is saying.  This struck me again, when in preparation of this afternoon’s sermon I started with the reading of 1 Cor. 12, a chapter about the various gifts within the congregation. Since this is the main theme of this chapter, quite easily we quickly work ourselves through the first verses, as being not so important to the main theme.  The result is that we do not do justice to the context and miss the real setting in which the apostle Paul writes about these various gifts.

To make clear what I mean, I would like to refer to vs. 3b of this chapter, where it reads, “No one can say Jesus is Lord, except by the Holy Spirit.” As Reformed people, who from the time that we were young have learned faith is a gift, we wholeheartedly agree, and so we carry on with reading the next verse, meanwhile overlooking what the apostle Paul wants to say with the words of vs. 3b in the context of this whole chapter. Hence, we should have paused for a moment to let this sink in, “No one can say Jesus is Lord, except by the Holy Spirit.” 

With this verse, Paul wants to highlight the greatness of God’s work. For if it had not been for the powerful work of the Holy Spirit, how could a congregation of Christ ever have come into existence in a place like Corinth, and for the same matter in a place like Perth?

In Ch. 2, 3 of this letter Paul recalls how he had come to Corinth with fear and trembling and no wonder when considering what kind of city Corinth was; a seaport, where people lived life to the full, by way of example like Northbridge on Saturday evening. It was even so bad that in those days there was a saying among the people, when speaking about living immorally, “That person lives like a Corinthian.” Telling indeed! 

To make matters even worse, outside the city was a hill of about 600 meters high, called the Acrocorinth, on which a temple was built in honour of Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of sexuality, of love. The 1000 priestess of this temple, who were sacred prostitutes, came down into the city when evening feel, plying their trade in the streets.

In the beginning of Ch. 12 Paul writes how in the past many members of the congregation in Corinth had also been carried away by this kind of idolatry. Yet through power from above, their life had changed. The Holy Spirit had worked faith in their hearts. Indeed this was completely God’s work alone, nothing they could boast of, since no one can say Jesus is Lord, except by the Holy Spirit. That’s the context of vs. 3b, whereby it is good to pause for a moment, considering that from ourselves we are not any better. At times, one can feel very much ashamed, when thinking back of life in the past or perhaps even at present, e.g. when we think back of the time when we were still young or a time that faith didn’t do much for us. We just lived for ourselves, for our work, our hobby, wasting time watching TV or behind the internet, having fun out in the world with friends, but in the meantime hardly any time for the service of the LORD.  One can only thank God, when things are different today. Since it is God’s work alone, when there is repentance and change takes place.

It’s good to keep this in mind, also when as congregation we busy ourselves with a project how to become more active in building God’s church, active in being a living congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ with each member becoming more and more involved. The point of this project should not be busying ourselves in taking all kind of initiatives and if it bears fruit saying: see how active we are. Also in being busy with this project we should remember, “No one can say Jesus is Lord, except by the Holy Spirit.” 

It’s Christ who builds the church, we are only instruments in His service. When using our talents, we should never forget that God alone is the Giver of all these talents. Nothing is ours. We too are dead in ourselves, yet – praise be to God – Christ renewed us by His Spirit, who alone can make us useful tools. The Holy Spirit does so, by having worked faith in our hearts first.

It is indeed good to highlight, beloved, when speaking about gifts, we should start with mentioning the most important gift, which we all have received, be it in different measures at times: the gift of faith! Yes, it is a gift indeed, when in obedience we want to do God’s will. Sometimes people wonder what gift do I have. Well, we all have received the gift of faith, a very special gift, since no one can say Jesus is LORD, except by the Holy Spirit.

It is this gift of faith, which binds us together, the unity of faith. At the same time in using this gift there is great variety within the congregation, since in the one body each has his or her own special function. Well that brings us to the heart of 1 Cor. 12. In unity, all having received the gift of faith, we go to work with different talents to build God’s church. This also means with all the variety there is within the church – people of different make up, different characters, and different talents – we all are busy working for the LORD and this together as a well-functioning body. At least that’s how it ought to be, as we will speak about it in this afternoon’s sermon. Summarizing all this, I may minister the Word of God to you about

THE CHURCH AS THE BODY OF CHRIST

Looking at this metaphor we will address

1) the unity that binds the body together

2) the diversity that causes the body to function well

I
When reading Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, Br. & Sr., it soon becomes clear that there was a lot of strife among the membership of this congregation. Factions had arisen, whereby one group of the congregation sided with one preacher, whilst another faction spoke much more highly of someone else. You can read about this already in the first chapter of this letter. In Ch. 1, 11, Paul writes, “...” Contentions, whereby the one said, “I’m of Paul”, another “I’m of Apollos”, and a third one “I’m of Cephas”. To make matters even worse, there was also strife about the variety gifts among the membership, whereby some were boasting of the greatness of their own gift, looking down on others. This latter aspect Paul addresses specifically in the chapter we will focus on this afternoon. He does so in connection with some questions he had received concerning this matter. 

Apparently, the Corinthians had written Paul a letter with a number of questions, to which the apostle is responding in the chapters 7 – 16 of this letter. We may conclude this from Ch. 7, 1a, where Paul writes, “...” It was quite a list of questions, which the Corinthians had put forward. Mentioning just a few of them, amongst others they had asked questions with respect to the matter of marriage, dealt with in Ch. 7; some questions with respect to the matter of eating meat offered to idols, dealt with in the Chaps. 8 – 10, and also some question concerning spiritual gifts, dealt with in the Chaps. 12 – 14, which brings us to the matter we will deal with this afternoon.

Addressing the issue of gifts, Paul starts with the aspect of unity, Ch. 12, 4 – 6, “...” I like to note that in these three verses, I just quoted, the apostle Paul is referring to the work of the Triune God. By His accomplished work on the cross, the glorified Christ upon His ascension into heaven received from the Father also the gift of the life-giving Spirit, whom on Pentecost He poured out upon His congregation, and through whom God the Father works in and among the believers. When looking at this Trinitarian aspect of the verses 4 – 6, which highlights the harmony of work of the three Persons within the Holy Trinity, upfront the apostle Paul wants to make clear that the great variety of gifts among the membership of the congregation should reflect that same unity and harmony in working together. It should never cause us to drift apart, whereby the one feels more important than the other does. Instead, realizing the common origin of all these gifts, we will use them also for the same common purpose, the building up of the congregation of Christ, the body of which we are all members. See there, beloved, how important these first verses of this chapter are, when Paul starts highlighting the unity we have in Christ. Indeed this unity should always be the starting point, when speaking about how to use the variety of gifts among the membership of the congregation.

Paul stresses this unity again in vs. 12, “...” Next, he writes in vs.13a, “...”  The members of the congregation – with all the variety there is among the membership – are all part of the one body, of which we became members when by baptism we were ingrafted into the Christian church. Referring to this, Paul speaks about being baptized into the Spirit, who came to dwell in us to work faith in our hearts. In Art. 22 BC we confess faith is the instrument, by which the Spirit imparts to us all the riches we have received in Christ. Next, this same faith also enables us to use our gifts for the purpose God has intended them, that is not for own glory, but for the wellbeing of the body, of which we are all members. “For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body ...,” Paul thus stresses with all the diversity there is within the congregation, our starting point should be the unity we have in Christ. 

Looking at ourselves, this unity is a great miracle, worked by the power of the Holy Spirit, by which people with all kind of different characters and weaknesses are renewed in such a way that they no longer look for own interest first, but become willing to reach out to one another in love. That’s what the apostle Paul is referring to in the first part of this chapter: the unity of the body as a whole. True there is also diversity. Yet we should remember this diversity always has as its aim to serve the unity. If this aim is forgotten, things go wrong, as the situation in the congregation of Corinth clearly showed. There were factions; there was strife, which caused disunity. And, beloved, we all know how easily this can happen also among us, when we forget the unity we have in Christ, in whom we all need the forgiveness of sins. Hence, none of us is more important than the other is. Only this humble knowledge will create true communion, whereby with all the variety there is among the membership, together we submit to the direction of Christ, who is the Head of the body. 

This is also at the heart of Answer 55 HC, where the question is asked, “What do you understand by the communion of saints?”  The answer reads, “...” From this answer we learn, practising this communion involves more than just having a social chat over a cup of coffee. After all, you can do this also with your unbelieving neighbour. However, communion of saints involves more, namely the mutual bond we have in Christ. I think we should try to rejoice more in this mutual bond, e.g.in our conversations with one another, when we are out visiting this evening. What will the content of these conversations be like? Will it be just a chat about the weather, cars, the latest fashion, sport and a host of other human interests? Is this what binds us together, and makes visiting one another so wonderful? Beloved, when we really rejoice in the unity we have in Christ, this should be reflected also in the things we talk about. Then from the fullness of the heart, the mouth will speak. Then renewed by the power of the Holy Spirit we will reach out to another in love, encouraging one another or when there is need also admonishing one another, building each other up on the most holy faith, as Jude writes about it in the concluding part of his letter, adding also the following, “praying in the Holy Spirit.” I think this is an aspect of caring for one another, which so often is left to the office bearers. Yet being one in Christ, why not at the end of an evening lay our common concerns before the LORD: the worries, the joys! I’m convinced this is an area within congregational life we surely can improve on. It’s a very practical example of using our gifts for the well-being of one another in very concrete form.

I still would like to say a bit more about vs. 13. Paul writes there – the first line of this verse, vs. 13a – “...” A more accurate reading of the Greek words used here would be, “For with one Spirit we are all baptized into one body...” Whilst the concluding part should read instead of “we have all been made to drink into one Spirit”, “we all have been watered with one Spirit.” With these words, Paul is once again emphasizing the unity referring to what happened on the day of Pentecost, when the Spirit was poured out both upon congregation as a whole, as well as on each member of the congregation individually. Hence, it was the Spirit, Who bound them together in caring for each other, loving each other. A beautiful example of this we see in that young congregation in Jerusalem, soon after Pentecost; a congregation where people indeed shared together the riches they had received in Christ. No doubt also at that time there was a lot of diversity among the membership. Yet unity prevailed in the most wonderful sense, in caring for one another each with the gift God had given him or her. Why is it that the apostle Paul starts with emphasizing this unity? The reason was that in Corinth some members of the congregation thought because of certain gifts given to them they were more special than others. They started boasting of themselves, looking down upon others. This in turn made others jealous. This applied in particular to the gift of speaking in tongues. Those who had not received this special gift often felt deprived, or guilty of having not enough matured in faith. 

Also nowadays, beloved, this can so easily happen with respect to the variety of gifts present within the congregation. We look at what others are able to do. As a result, at times there can be a feeling of guilt almost. If only I could do as much as him or her. Because of this, we may feel less worthy than other member. Yet in vs. 13 Paul now says, with all the diversity there is within the congregation one should not forget that we are baptized with the same Spirit, and so we are all equally members of the same body. In vs. 27 Paul writes, “Now you are the body of Christ, and members individually.” The NIV translates the latter part of this verse more accurately as follows, “and each one of you is a part of it,” i.e. part of this one body. This is indeed something we should never forget. We all are part of the body, each one having his or her own specific task within the body, whereby the task of the one is no more important than the task of the other is. It’s simply a matter of each having received different gifts and talents. This statement should make all of us very humble. After all, in the place where God has set me I am only a small part of the congregation as a whole. The LORD avails Himself of more opportunities and possibilities than the gifts I can offer. Often we are so quick in criticizing others, why he or she would not be able to do this of that, since... And then all kind of negative comments come out.

In preparation for this afternoon’s sermon, I read the following question, “Can a blind person be an office bearer.” If this question were put to a group, most likely with the vast majority of us, our first reaction would be why this man would not be able to function as an office bearer, instead of starting with the positive, how the LORD wants to use also the talents of blind people. I hope you get the drift of the example. So often, when judging the gift and talents of others, we go by our standards. At times even making the way in which we use our personal gift the standard of our judging. However, this is a great danger. We should never use our contribution and input as a norm to judge others. Instead, we should use the norm of God’s Word, and then judge first ourselves according to that norm, before pointing fingers at others.

If we all would start acting more this way, it would bring us closer together. It would cause less strife and greater harmony. It would make us less prone of entrenching ourselves in a fixed position, but instead create a greater willingness of listening to what others have to offer and all this around an open Bible as the basis on which we try to seek each other as members of one body. Then we make sure that despite all the diversity there often is, nevertheless the unity of the body is not harmed. 

II
Speaking about the congregation of Christ and its individual members, the apostle Paul uses the metaphor of the human body, as an organism through which the blood flows and of which the one heart forms the motor.  From the first point of the sermon we learned, the Holy Spirit works unity directing the lives of all church members to Christ. Yet, as within the human body each organ has its own specific function for the well-being of the body as a whole, so it is within the congregation of Christ, each member having his or her own specific task to serve the body as a whole. 

Dwelling on this metaphor used by Paul in more detail, this first of all means as members of the congregation we should be careful not to work alongside each other, each member doing his or her own thing. Instead, we should be tuned in to each other. If not, it will cause chaos detrimental to the harmony within the body. As members of the congregation of Christ we can’t live just for own interest, but we need to think also of the interest of the other members of the body. In more practical terms this means we must be prepared not only to receive, but also to give; be prepared not only to teach, but also to listen and to learn from each other. That’s how there will be harmony, a harmony that will foster growth and glorify God.

One may say, all this sounds great, yet the reality is often different. How often are there not conflicts, arguments, instead of the harmony there should be. This is indeed true. I would even say, one can even expect this in a life broken due to sin. Just think of the human body. At times, it also has to deal with infections, viruses causing sickness. Yet, beloved, do you know what happens  at moments like these, when the human body gets affected by a virus. If your immune system is working okay, the body starts fighting to get rid of the virus or the infection you suffer from and this with all the consequences involved, for example a high fever. Yet this high fever indicates that the body is doing its work.

Well, the same applies to the body of Christ, for example, when wrong teachings are taught, or when certain members live contrary to God’s commandments. These things harm the body as a whole and therefore they cannot be tolerated. Well – using the same terminology as before – if the spiritual immune system of the congregation works properly, the body will react. Then, when seeing certain sins in the life of a fellow brother or sister, for example, we don’t say in a typical post-modern way, “That’s his or her business, I’m not going to interfere. He or she is wise enough to make his or her own decisions.” Instead, because we are part of that same body as that wayward member, we all will do our utmost for the spiritual healing of that infected member. This is not a specific task only for the office bearers. We all have a task here. I realize opposing wrongdoings, opposing sin within the congregation, may cause conflict, struggle – high fever at times. Yet it’s a sign that the body is still working effectively, so be thankful for it when this happens. After all, what is at stake is the well-being of the body as a whole, where we need each member with the gifts God has given him or her.

As to the gifts mentioned in I Cor. 12, the apostle Paul uses the word ‘charisma’, a word that highlights that these gifts are a sign of the Holy Spirit being poured out upon the congregation, enabling the members to minister to the needs of Christ’s body, i.e. the church. Among the gifts listed in this chapter, Paul mentions special gifts like speaking in tongues, healing, and prophecy. These are gifts, which today are no longer found in the midst of the congregation of Christ. Yet next to these special gifts, Paul also mentions very normal gifts, as wisdom, knowledge, distinguishing between spirits, which are gifts no less spiritual than those other specific gifts mentioned by Paul.

Beloved, it’s a gift of the Spirit when a brother has received insight in Scripture, which enables him to teach and to admonish. However, such a brother should never boast about himself or look down upon others, but instead he should use his gift for building up the body of Christ. Someone else might have received talents that are more practical. The point is together we need each other. We need sisters, who have an open eye for needs in other families and where possible can give a helping hand. We need people, who are able to organize, but we also need people who are willing and capable of doing a simple cleaning job; we need musical talents to play the organ, typing talents, for example to prepare the church bulletin every fortnight, and so I could go on. Each one in the place God has given us should be willing to serve with whatever talent we have received and this with the aim to cause the body as a whole to function well.

We are all called to serve and this motivated by love, as becomes clear from the concluding verse of Ch. 12, “…” This more excellent way is described in Ch. 13, where Paul speaks about ‘love’ as the greatest gift. After all, even the most excellent gift means nothing, if it is not governed by love. Love not as a feeling or emotion, but as a commitment, as Paul writes this in Ch. 13, 4 – 8a, “...” Beloved, where this love determines our actions, no one will ever boast of himself or look down upon other members, but instead then we desire to use our gifts readily and cheerfully for the benefit and wellbeing of all the other members.
In conclusion, there still is one other element, to which I would like to draw the attention. From 1Cor. 12 we learned that each member as part of the body has received his own specific gift, his own function within the body as a whole. As I mentioned it before, with respect to all these individual gifts, we should be careful not to consider the one gift more important than the other. Paul also speaks about this in the vss. 21 + 22, “...” Each member has his own specific function within the body. Each member – male and female, young and old, the active person and less active person, the employed and the unemployed, the healthy as well as the sick and the handicapped. Within the body of Christ indeed each member has his own unique and irreplaceable function.
For this reason, we should be careful never to split the congregation up in two groups: members who need help and special care and members who don’t need special care, members who can give and members who so to speak are at the receiving end. For, beloved, also those whom we consider to be at the receiving end, for example the elderly and the sick – also those members still have their specific task and function within the body as a whole. They too must use their gifts readily and cheerfully for the benefit and wellbeing of the other members. The elderly, for example, may pass on their experience, their testimony of faith, to the younger generation. Likewise, the sick and the handicapped also have their special task. For example, what a tremendous testimony goes out from someone terminally ill, when that person speaks about his Saviour. Thus, the youth need the elderly and the healthy need the sick, and vice versa. We all need one another. That’s the picture, Paul draws in 1 Cor. 12.

One may think, an attractive ideal, but isn’t the reality often much different? If this is true, beloved, then the LORD says to all of us this afternoon, “You must repent!” Repent, not by looking first of all at others considering all their faults, instead I should start with myself, examining myself asking whether I with the gifts the LORD has given me, no matter how small these gifts might be – whether I with these gifts sincerely seek the benefit and wellbeing of the other members. The one who withdraws to himself will feel more and more lonely and as a result often becomes also more and more critical of others. On the other hand, whoever in self-denying love seeks the other member first, will be surprised what he receives in return. Then complaints about lack of communion will disappear. There will no longer be a system of passing the buck, but then out of thankfulness for all the blessings we have received in Christ we become eager to give ourselves. Yes, then – as it reads in the form for the celebration of the Lord’s Supper – “For the sake of Christ, who so exceedingly loved us first, we shall now love one another, and shall show this to one another, not just in words but also in deeds.” All this driven by love, not as a feeling or emotion, but as a commitment: unconditional, self-denying, and total, worked by the LORD!

Amen.
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