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Biblical Context 

Paul has begun addressing the matter of the things of the Spirit (πνευματικός, pneumatikos) in 1 Corinthians                 
12. The Corinthians had become imbalanced in their thinking about spirituality and the gifts, elevating particular                

1

gifts over others and maintaining a spiritual arrogance. He has stressed the need and design for diversity in the                   
body of Christ, but points to the Spirit as the one who endows the Christian with χάρισμα (charisma, “gifts”) to                    
proclaim Jesus, build up the church, and spread the Gospel. Operating in the gifts is unmerited and at the initiation                    
and discretion of the Spirit of God (1 Cor 12:11). Paul now continues the discussion, focusing not only on the                    
unity of believers, but now on the diversity found within the body of Christ. Paul chooses to use verbal imagery of                     
a body and its members in order to articulate his point. He previously pointed that the individuals in the church                    2

were one unified body (10:17), but now turns his focus to how the unified body is made up of many members.                     3

The Corinthian position was not unity but uniformity, that all should operate in the same gift. Continuing with the                   
theme of Baptism (12:13a; cf. 10:2) and Lord’s Supper (12:13c; 10:16), he argues for the unity of source, the                   
Spirit, who unites people across lines of ethnicity (e.g. Jews or Greeks) and social class (e.g. slaves or free) that                    
would normally divide them. Paul reiterates that the body does not consist of one member but of many (12:14).  

In 1 Cor 12:15-26, Paul lists various parts of the body. Like his listing of gifts (12:8-10), this list is not                     
exhaustive but is used to articulate his point. He breaks the discussion into two parts—what the member says                  
about itself (12:15-16, a reassurance to those with supposedly “inferior” or “dispensable” gifts) and what the                
member says about others (12:21, rebuke to those with supposedly “superior” gifts). It would be absurd for the                  4

foot to say, “because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” or the ear to say, “because I am not an eye, I                            
do not belong to the body.” Each part of the body has a function, and no part of the body should look down on                        
itself because it functions differently than another part. God arranged each part of the body, with its distinct                  
function in the body, as he chose. Therefore, one part should not envy another nor doubt itself (12:15-20).                  
Conversely, the eye could never say to the hand, or the head to the feet “I have no need of you.” The “strong” or                        
“powerful” parts of the body could not say to the “weaker” parts of the body that they were inferior and unneeded.                     
Rather, the “weaker” and less notable parts of the body are essential (12:22). Referencing cultural norms for                 5

beauty and modesty, Paul notes that some parts of our body which are less notable are “dressed up,” while other                    
parts of our body are treated with modesty. Other parts of the body, however, which are more presentable neither                   6

need to be “dressed up” nor concealed. “But, God has so composed the body, giving greater honor to the part that                     
lacked it” (12:23-24).  

The obvious application of the body imagery is to that of the church. Many in Corinth considered themselves                  
spiritual, and some were operating in Spirit-given gifts, only to cause disunity in the body because of pride. Some                   
members were envious of others because they did not function the same as other members. Some who operated in                   
the more overt gifts (such as speaking in tongues) were looking down on members with more behind-the-scenes                 
gifts. Some Corinthians were divided along ethnic lines or social status. Just as it is absurd that any member of a                     7

1 Because of the conjugation of the word in Greek, it could be either masculine (and refer to spiritual people) or neuter (and refer to gifts or things). In 1 
Cor 14:1, Paul encourages the Corinthians to earnestly desire pneumatika (neuter), and thus the matter of spiritual “things” or “gifts” comes into view. 

2 Paul uses similar verbiage in other passages such as Rom 12:4-8; Eph 1:22-23; 4:4, 12-16. Here, “body” (σῶμα,  sōma) is used 18 times. 
3 Paul is adapting imagery that had been commonly used to describe the Roman state or for the universe. “When the plebeians (the lower class in earlier 

Rome) had proposed revolt, the aristocrat Menenius Agrippa convinced them that although they were less noticeable members (like the stomach), they were 
necessary; the upper and lower classes had different roles but equal importance.” Further, Stoics borrowed the imagery to describe the universe (which is like 
a body) and that reason (or God’s logos) was “the mind or head that directed it.” Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 1 Cor 12:12–26.  

4 Roman society was culturally divided into two groups, the honestiores (privileged or honorable) and the humiliores (those who lacks wealth or 
education). This type of division continued to permeate the thinking of the church. Witherington, Ben, Conflict and Community in Corinth. (Grand Rapids, 
1995), 259–60. 

5 External organs, such as hands, feet, eyes, and the tongue, are needed, to be sure. However, internal organs that are never seen, but can sometimes be 
viewed as “weaker” are essential for the body to function properly.  

6 Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner, The First Letter to the Corinthians, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, 
U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010), 605. 

7 Paul has addressed this previously, (cf. 1 Cor 1:26, For consider your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not 
many were powerful, not many were of noble birth.” 

 



  

human’s body would be envious of, or look down on, another member of the same body, so Paul insinuates that it                     
is absurd for the Corinthian church to do the same. Each member must recognize that God is the one who has                     
arranged each member, with its function, in the body of believers. The exercised gifts are to benefit the                  
community of believers and glorify God. He has designed the body so there is no division and that each member                    8

has the same care for one another (12:25). “Paul does not have some minimal or superficial unity in mind, but one                     
that entails a profound solidarity between the members of the body: If one part suffers, every part suffers with it;                    
if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it” (12:26).  What effects one member affects the whole.  9

In case it has not become clear to the Corinthian believers, Paul explicitly states, “Now you (ya’ll) are the                   
body of Christ and individually members of it” (1 Cor 12:27). Paul returns to his primary concern—“the need                  10

for diversity, not uniformity, in gifts and ministries.” He does this by giving another list of giftings which                  11

differs, in part, from the list in 12:4-11, thus showing again that these lists are not exhaustive but merely                   
representative. This list includes some elements from the previous list as well as others, thus listing ministry                 
giftings (domata; cf. Eph 4:8), charismata (gifts), and deeds of service, showing the range of ministries in the                  
church. The first in the list—apostles, prophets, and teachers—are ministry gifts, or offices, also found in Eph                 
4:11-16 which are for the equipping and building up of the body of Christ. The gifts that follow are in no                     12

particularly stated order (two of them, miracles and healing, are in the opposite order as the previous list). The fact                    
that no exhaustive hierarchical list exists shows that the emphasis is not on individual gifts, but the diversity of                   
gifts in the unified body. Paul asks a series of rhetorical questions. The way that he asks this in the Greek implies                      13

a negative answer. “With these questions that is made plain. ‘Are all one thing? Do all function with the same                    
ministry?’ The intended answer is, ‘Of course not.’ Paul’s point, then, is: ‘Correct; so why don’t you apply this to                    
yourselves and your singular zeal for the gift of tongues?’ Paul does not argue against the existence of any of the                     14

gifts. However, the Corinthians had ended up in unbalanced pursuit of one gift over another and had been missing                   
the point of unity and diversity. God has, in fact, gifted each believer differently, but with the sole purpose to                    
build up the body and glorify God. The Corinthians were eager for manifestations of the Spirit (14:12, lit. “zealots                   
of the spiritual”). Paul encourages the Corinthians to desire the “greater” (μέγας, megas) gifts. He will go on to                   
explain the more excellent way (12:31): desire the gifts out of a sacrificial love for the building up of the church                     
community and to glorify God.  
 
Connection and Application  

The Corinthians became imbalanced in their pursuit of spiritual gifts. Emphasizing only the gift(s) that were                
more “honorable,” they lost sight of the fact that they are unified not by a gift, but by the Spirit of God. The Spirit                        
unites us across ethnic lines and social class. God, in his wisdom, arranged members of the body with distinct                   
functions—and all are needed. Each member of the church community is essential and placed by God. No                 
member should say, “Because I am not _______, I do not belong in the body.” Nor should a member say of                     
another member, “Because you are not _______, you do not belong in the body.” Each member is indispensable.                  
The body of Christ is less without one member. Pray about the gift that stirs within you, that would build up the                      
body of Christ and glorify God.  Serve in your giftedness. We are less without you. 

8 “Christians must give up anxiously comparing themselves with each other.… It leads to jealousy [cf. 1:10–12; 3:1–4] and discouragement.… They 
complain that they are not like so-and-so.… They develop an inferiority complex and lose all the joy of salvation. The foot grumbles because it walks in the 
dust and carries the whole weight of the body.… Others would like to be the eye which oversees or [especially!] the mouth which speaks.… God knows why 
he has made each one of us as we are; he knows what use each one of us can be.” Deluz, Gaston. A Companion to 1 Corinthians. (Darton, Longman & Todd, 
1963), 179–80. 

9 Ciampa, 608. 
10 In previous passages, Paul has shown how the church is also the temple of the Holy Spirit (cf. 3:16-17; 6:19-20). As he has called the church to act 

according to their identity by eradicating division and sexual immorality, so Paul again calls the church to live consistent with their call and identity as the 
body of Christ. 

11 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, ed. Ned B. Stonehouse et al., Revised Edition., The New International Commentary on the New 
Testament (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014), 683. 

12 The complete list in Ephesians 4—apostles, prophets, evangelists, shepherds and teachers. These personal ministries are essentially church leadership 
positions with the responsibility to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for the building up of the body of Christ (Eph 4:11-12). Paul seems to list 
apostle, prophet, and teacher as “first (πρῶτον/ prōton)… second (δεύτερον/deuteron)... third (τρίτον/triton)...” “not because they are more important, but as 
to the foundation and building up of the local church.” Fee, 686. 

13 That tongues is listed last is not indicative of being the least of importance, but emphasizing that it has been the focus of the Corinthian issue.  
14 Fee, 688–689. Some sects of Christianity believe that tongues is requisite evidence of having the Spirit. Paul, here, implies that not all have this gift. 

 



  

 

 


