
“A Messy Community: Studies in 1 Corinthians” 

Lesson 31: 1 Corinthians 12:12–31 

We live in a society that prizes independence and autonomy. Though people may like the thought of 
harmonious community, they do not want it at the expense of independence and autonomy. God, however, 
has designed the church to be a community of complementary interdependence, which is Paul’s burden in 
the second half of 1 Corinthians 12. 

The Beauty of Interdependence 
As God designed it, the church does not operate as a collection of separate individuals or as a democracy. 
In God’s design, the church functions as a body. The body metaphor perfectly captures what God 
designed for the church. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Paul speaks of us being “baptised into one body.” What do you think he means by “baptised,” and in what 
way are we “baptised into one body”? What are the practical outworkings of this truth? 

In the human body, there is great diversity, and yet diversity does not hinder, but furthers, unity. Stephen 
T. Um gives a good illustration of how this works: 
   

When we stub our toe, our whole body reacts. Our legs react; we bend our knees and raise our feet. Our 
arms react; we reach down and grab our toe. Our mouths cringe, and we yell. Our eyes dart to see what 

we stubbed our toe on. The body works seamlessly and organically together. There are no individual 
decisions to be made. The body reacts as a whole unit. 

   

As in the human body, each member plays a vital, almost indispensable, role. One member cannot claim 
to have no need of another member, for without that member, the first member will suffer. It is utter 
folly to think that we do not need our fellow church members. At the same time, we should remember 
that it is not the individual, per se, who is indispensable, but the gifts that God has given to that person. 
God can, and does, replace gifted individuals with equally gifted individuals as necessary. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
If it is true (and it is) that each member of the church needs each other member, what happens when one 
member ceases to function as God designed? How does one member’s failure to exercise his or her 
spiritual gifts affect the body as a whole? 

It is helpful to note a few things about the interdependence of which Paul writes. 

1. Interdependence is God’s design. As much as we may bristle against interdependence in our quest for 
independence, we should recognise that “God has so composed the body” (v. 24). Interdependence is by 
no means a show of weakness but a display of God’s design for the church (and, in reality, for humanity). 

2. Interdependence produces unity. The Bible recognises the need for individual faith in Christ 
(“individually members” [v. 27]), but individuality must never lead to disunity or “division” (vv. 25–26). On 
the contrary, if every member operates as God intends, the body will function as a unified whole. 

3. Interdependence assumes spiritual gifts. Though we are “individually members” of the body (v. 27), we 
must recognise that “God has appointed” various gifts to be used in the body (v. 28). The same God who 
“composed” the body (v. 24) has “appointed” how the body must operate. The spiritual gifts that God has 
given to his people are not meant to be exercised in isolation from, but in the context of, the local church. 
The corporate exercise of spiritual gifts highlights the beauty of interdependence. It is through the 
exercise of spiritual gifts that mutual care is expressed by members of the church for other members of 
the church. 
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The Lack of Interdependence 
If local churches operated as God designed them to operate, our communities would be so refreshingly 
compelling that outsiders would be attracted. Sadly, this is often not the reality. Instead of displaying 
cohesive interdependence, churches often devolve into places of hierarchy, celebrity culture, and 
backbiting. Why is this. The problem, in our present context, is really twofold. 

First, there is a lack of cohesive interdependence when we consider others to be dispensable. If we 
approach the church as consumers, we end up isolating ourselves from others. Sadly, this is the way that 
people can sometimes approach the church. If they see in others the gifts that they need, they consider 
them useful; if they do not see gifts that meet their perceived needs, they consider those members 
dispensable. But that fails to recognise God’s design for diversity: “Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are 
all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak with tongues? Do all 
interpret?” (vv. 29–30). 

God has given to every member a gift (or some gifts), but he has given to no member all gifts. Some have 
gifts that are more obvious (preaching, teaching, etc.), but the church cannot operate properly without 
the more invisible gifts, and when we fail to realise this truth, we will fail to behave cohesively 
interdependent on others. When we fail to see the necessity of the diversity of gifts in the body, we view 
as dispensable and God’s compositional design for humanity is missed. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Practically, how can we avoid looking down on others as dispensable? What are some of the practical 
things you can do to remind yourself of the need for godly, cohesive interdependence? 

Second, and on the flip side, there is a lack of cohesive interdependence when we pursue self-care. If we 
are overly concerned with caring for our own needs, we can easily miss our responsibility to care for 
others. We will then not suffer when others suffer or rejoice when others rejoice (v. 26). The pursuit of 
self-care produces a church that looks less like Christ and more like the world. 

The Recovery of Interdependence 
The solution to the sad lack of interdependence in the church was the gospel. The solution for us remains 
the same. There are at least two ways in which the gospel helps us to recover a sense of healthy 
interdependence in our churches. 

First, the gospel recovers interdependence by reminding us that Christ did not view sinners as 
dispensable. We are identified with Christ through the gospel, pictured in baptism (v. 13). If you consider 
your fellow church members to be dispensable, remember that Christ did not consider them so when he 
died for them. If you have talked yourself into believing that you are dispensable, remember how Christ 
viewed you when he gave his life for you. 

Second, the gospel recovers interdependence by reminding us that Christ saves people from a self-
centred lifestyle. We are members of the body by identification with Christ; there is no need for us to 
make ourselves members through our own efforts. The exercise of our gifts does not secure us a position 
of some sort in the body; the exercise of our gifts is for the benefit of others, not ourselves. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
What is the danger if we fail to recognise the proper design of spiritual gifts? That is, what is the result 
when we fail to recognise that we are members of the body by grace, and try to secure our place by the 
exercise of our gifts, rather than using our gifts for the benefit of others? Can you think of practical 
examples of what the outcome might be? 


