
Sunday 27th September          Trinity Church Scarborough  

1 Corinthians 12:12-14 ‘Unity and Diversity’ 

12 Just as a body, though one, has many parts, but all its many parts form one body, so it is with Christ. 13 For 

we were all baptised by one Spirit so as to form one body – whether Jews or Gentiles, slave or free – and we 

were all given the one Spirit to drink. 14 And so the body is not made up of one part but of many. 

Good morning, or maybe ‘kale mera’, ‘bom dia’, ‘bonjour’, or even ‘g’day’.  Keep Bibles open, activity sheets. 

I have a friend who describes himself as ‘chemically maintained’. My friend is considerably older than I am 

(you may find that hard to believe), but I think I’m starting to understand what he means.  He takes something 

to keep his heart pumping, joints moving, blood pressure and cholesterol low and waterworks in order.  It’s so 

that each of his internal parts functions properly and he can continue to enjoy a healthy and active life.  

In a similar way, if a local church is to be healthy and active, it needs the contribution of many parts or 

members.  The idea of the church as a body is one that Paul has already introduced in this letter back in 

chapter 10: ‘we, who are many, are one body, for we all share the one loaf.’  The trouble was that Corinth was 

an unhealthy church.  It was marked by divisions, cliques and elitism; believers were taking one another to 

court and there was tolerance of open immorality.  And as for their celebrations of the Lord’s Supper!   

In these verses (12-14) Paul addresses the problem by drawing attention to two key features of the Church, 

the body of Christ.  What he says here summarises what he is going to say in the following verses, it’s 

something that he often does in the opening words of a paragraph or section.  He tells us that while a healthy 

church has great diversity, it also possesses an essential unity.  Now that has implications for us, so let’s look 

at what Paul says. 

 

1.  A Healthy Church Has Diversity vv (12a, 13b & 14)  

Is this a dance troop led by Ashley Banjo?  No, ‘diversity’ means ‘variety’, and a healthy church has variety – a 

variety of different kinds of people possessing different kinds of gifts and abilities. 

The New Testament uses the term ‘church’ in two ways: 

(i) The universal church, made up of all believers across all time and every place. 

(ii) but more commonly, the local church or congregation, believers gathering in a particular place and at a 

particular time. 

a. A healthy church has variety in gifts and functions.  Paul has already given a list of some of the 

different kinds of gifts the Spirit gives to different people in the preceding verses. There are other gift 

lists in the New Testament, and these include what may seem more practical abilities, like 

administration, serving and leadership.  There are also what we might call people gifts, pastors, 

teachers and the like.  What we contribute to the life of our church will be different for each of us, but 

of value to all of us.   

Often those putting together teams to start new churches (church plants) will look for people with a 

variety of gifts to do the different tasks that are needed as the church begins to meet.  One church 

planter wrote, “I would never have believed I would find myself praying for a bass guitarist.” 

b. A healthy church has a variety in ethnicity and social status.  That’s the point Paul is making in verse 

13 when he writes about ‘Jews or Gentiles, slave or free’.  The biggest cultural divide in first century 

society was between Jews and non-Jews (Gentiles), and the biggest social divide between slaves, the 

lowest class in society, and those who were not.  Those divisions are transcended in the church of 

Christ, where all sorts of people from all sorts of backgrounds are brought together through their 

common faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.   

I’ve heard it cogently argued that the word translated by the NIV as ‘Gentiles’ (it’s actually ‘Greeks’) 

could refer to the intelligentsia, the philosophers and sophists of the day - the ancient Greeks valued 

learning.  Today in a local church you can find people with multiple degrees alongside others who left 

school with hardly a GCSE to their name.  There is an amazing variety of people in a healthy church. 



And do you realise that Trinity Church has members from all five of the earth’s inhabited continents: 

the UK and Europe, Africa, Asia, the Americas and even Australia?  It’s not what I expected to find in 

Scarborough when I moved here four years ago from a large city down south that had more than 60 

languages in its primary schools. 

But the church is not meant to be monochrome, but made up of people of every race and language 

and all sorts of ages, educational backgrounds and levels of society.   

10 years ago, a friend of mine (yes, I do have more than one friend) started a charity helping churches 

to house and support homeless people.  They now manage 75 houses in partnership with 69 churches 

and house 300 tenants.  In a recent blog he wrote: 

“For all her faults and foibles, nothing competes with the Church in bringing people of diversity 

together week after week after week.  

More go to church on Sunday than attend football on a Saturday.  Nowhere else do you find 

men and women, rich and poor, black and white, old and young, and even ex-conmen and ex-

coppers, joining together–albeit imperfectly–over one cause.  When Paul penned those radical 

words that there is neither Jew nor Gentile, slave nor free, male nor female, for all are one in 

Christ, perhaps he pictured something like our present-day Church.  Certainly, he lit a 

radical philosophical fuse that, for two millennia, has inspired the belief that we can all be 

one.”   He goes on to write about the  

inclusion of the homeless in the ‘one’ and to make the point that while they may have much to 

gain from the church, the traffic isn’t one way; they have much to give too. 

Some of you may be familiar with the phrase ‘fresh expressions’ of church. Doing church in new ways.  

These are often focussed on one particular sort of person; youth, older people, bikers, surfers or 

young mums.  They can be great as a means of evangelism, but are no substitute for being part of a 

church that displays all the variety that the New Testament envisages.  One of my favourite words in 

the New Testament comes in Ephesians 3, it’s the word translated as ‘manifold’ referring not to a car’s 

exhaust system, but to the wisdom of God; his plan to bring together a people from all nations, ages 

and walks of life.  You can substitute words like ‘technicoloured’ if you like musicals, ‘variegated’ if you 

enjoy gardening or ‘many splendored’ if you are a fan of old love songs.  The term ‘rainbow nation’ 

coined by Archbishop Desmond Tutu to describe post-apartheid South Africa fits no people better 

than the church of Jesus, whether universal or local.   A healthy church has variety/diversity: v14 ‘And 

so the body is not made up of one part but of many.’ 

 

2.  A Healthy Church has Unity (vv 12b, 13) 

Remember that the Corinthian Church was suffering because of unhealthy divisions. It would have affected 

their growth and witness as well as their emotional and spiritual wellbeing.  Paul takes them back to basics, to 

two experiences shared by all believers in v 13.  

a. A past event: incorporation by the Spirit into Christ.  ‘We were all baptised by one Spirit so as to form 

one body’ v13a.  I’ve deliberately used a ‘body’ word – corpse, corps and corporation all have the same 

root – if you are a Christian you have been ‘incorporated’, added to the body.  There are many things 

that happen when someone puts their trust in Jesus.  They are given new life (regeneration), 

forgiveness and friendship by God (reconciliation), receive the benefits of Jesus death making them 

right with God (justification) and become one with Christ, part of his body (union with Christ).  That’s 

part of the work of the Holy Spirit at the very beginning of the Christian life.  It’s why the church is a 

family, we are brothers and sisters, with one God and Father, and Jesus as our head.  It’s also why Paul 

uses the word ‘Christ’, not ‘church at the end of verse 12.   

b. An ongoing reality: The Spirit’s indwelling of all believers. ‘We were all given the one Spirit to drink.’ 

v13c.   The Father and the Son do not leave us to our own devices, they send the Holy Spirit to take up 

his home in us, instruct us, empower us, assure us and change us into the likeness of Jesus.  As Paul 

puts it earlier in 1 Corinthians 6: ‘Do you not know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit, who 

is in you, whom you have received from God?’   



These unifying experiences are symbolised in the sacraments, baptism and the Lord’s Supper 

(Communion), one a one off, the other repeated, ongoing.  They are not simply a demonstration of my 

personal belief in Jesus, or a memorial of Jesus’ death on the cross nearly 2000 years ago.   Rather they 

identify us and draw us together as the people of God and signify our oneness in Jesus.  A healthy 

church has unity. 

 

3.  The Implications:  You need to be part of the body! 

a) If you are Christian.  The New Testament does not envisage go it alone believers, no lone rangers, 

hermits or one-man bands.  It’s why many of us have found this time of the COVID crisis hard to 

navigate, we need to be together.  We thank God for Zoom and online services, but it was a relief 

when we were able to come here to the barn, even if our interaction is still limited by government 

guidance.  However, I’m sure we’re all longing for the day when we can assign our face masks and 

sanitizing sprays to the scrapheap, and meet together not just gazing at one another across a socially 

distanced, uncrowded room on Sundays but able to give full voice to praising Jesus, and be able to 

meet together in our homes once more.   

We need to be part of a local church, that’s where our spiritual lives are developed and strengthened.   

There is a well-known story about a young man who felt that his Christian life was in trouble, he had 

lost his zeal for the things of Jesus and was feeling discouraged.  He visited an older Christian friend 

and explained how he was feeling.  The older man said nothing, but picked up the tongs and plucked a 

coal from the fire and placed it to the side of the hearth.  Gradually the colour of the coal faded from 

red to grey and then to black.  Then the old man placed the coal back onto the fire and soon it was 

glowing red again.  The young man got the idea, he had been missing out on meeting with other 

believers – on going to church.   

I’m reminded of some words that are often ascribed to Theresa of Avila, a c.16th mystic, but probably 

not penned by her.  They are usually applied to individual believers, but are possibly more appropriate 

for local churches.   

‘Christ has no body but yours, no hands, no feet on earth but yours, 

Yours are the eyes with which he looks out with compassion on the world.  

Yours are the feet with which he walks to do good, 

Yours are the hands, with which he blesses all the world.’ 

You may say, ‘I have been hurt’, well, I have too.  Churches are families and sometimes families find it 

hard to get along, but I’ve found no better therapy than getting involved in a heathy, active church, or 

perhaps better still, in working to see a church’s health restored.   

Or you may say, ‘They’re not like me, I won’t fit in.’  We need your difference, we need your variety, 

monochrome churches rarely go anywhere, it’s not God’s pattern for growth. 

b) If you are not a Christian. Maybe you’ve been unsettled by the pandemic and you are thinking about 

life’s big questions.  Perhaps you have been following Trinity Church on line, intrigued by what these 

Christians believe and what the Bible has to say.  Perhaps you’ve even made it here to the barn.  You 

need to become part of the body!  You need to accept Christ, to exercise faith and seek forgiveness.  If 

you do, you’ll be joining the universal, transgenerational, and multinational body which is the church 

of the Lord Jesus Christ, with all the blessing that it brings – peace with God, inclusion in his family, 

forgiveness for sin, new life now and the prospect of heaven ahead. 


