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The Body of Christ 
The Word of God is filled with vivid words that depict and describe the people of God: the temple in which God’s Spirit 

dwells, the vine planted and nourished for the glory of God, the flock that Christ shepherds, the bride of Christ, the family of 

God, etc. Each image provides insight into our individual and corporate identity as the ransomed, rescued, and redeemed. Each 

of these pictures is amazing when taken by themselves, but the cumulative effect of them together is astounding. It is as if our 

perception of the church changes from two dimensions to three, from black and white to color. Together they paint a robust and 

multifaceted picture of not only who we are but also how we are to function in fulfilling the calling of the gospel.  

In the next few sessions, we will examine different images in the Bible that describe the people of God, but first, we begin 

with perhaps the most dominant image of the church—the body. As the body of Christ, we are unified in our common salvation 

and mission. Though our relationship with God is personal, it is never private.  

Why do you think “body” language is helpful to our understanding of the church?  

 In this session, we will consider who we are in light of the biblical depiction of 

the people of God as the body of Christ. As we do so, we will see that the body of 

Christ is joined together and united in one Spirit, in a common experience of suffering 

and rejoicing, and in a shared opportunity and responsibility to serve each other. 

Voices from the Church 

“The picture of the church as Christ’s body points to its unity, its variety, and its mutuality. The idea of the body of Christ 

living under its head also points to Christ’s lordship.” 1 

–David Dockery  

1. The body of Christ is united in the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:12-20). 
12 For 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. 13 For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to 

drink of one Spirit.  

14 For the body does not consist of one member but of many. 15 If the foot should 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. 16 And if the ear should 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. 17 If the whole body were an eye, where would be 

the sense of hearing? If the whole body were an ear, where would be the sense of smell? 18 But as it is, God arranged the 

members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. 19 If all were a single member, where would the body be? 20 As it is, there 

are many parts, yet one body. 

On a recent trip to Europe for our honeymoon, my wife and I purchased an authentic Black Forest cuckoo clock. 

Sometimes I find myself staring at it in awe, mesmerized by the craftsmanship, both in function and form. Without the benefit 

of battery or electricity, it keeps accurate time through an intricate and delicate process. Its pendulum, weights, and gears all 

work together to accomplish a shared goal of timekeeping.  

But for all of its sophisticated complexity, a clock is nowhere near as intricate as a living body. Imagine the degree of care 

and concern that must go into the creation of a person! This truth also speaks to our identity as the body of Christ. If a 

clockmaker invests so much time in creating this complex mechanism, how much more should we be amazed at the creation of 
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the living organism that is the body of Christ!  

 

Think about all of the necessary movements that take place for a clock to operate. What would happen if one of the 

weights were missing or just one of the gears were broken? How might this perspective help us understand the 

importance of individual members contributing to the mission Christ has given us as a body?  

As the individual parts of the body are called “members,” so the individual persons of the church are called members. 

Membership is an interesting thing. Many, if not most of us, have been members before in various organizations and entities. 

We were once members of a high school sports team or the band, boy scouts or girl scouts, honor society or key club, FCA, 

PTA, YMCA, or Delta Delta Delta.  

What organizations have you participated in? Choosing one of these, what are some ways it was similar to or 

different from membership in the body of Christ?  

Those who are called the body of Christ share the same breath—the Holy Spirit—who enables and empowers His people 

for the mission of God. His personal presence is like the blood that pulses through the body and supplies oxygen to live and 

move. If the Spirit has united us through one faith into one body, then we can assume it is for a purpose. His intentions and 

plans do not drift aimlessly but are eternal and steadfast. And what purpose can we find in our participation in the body of 

Christ?  

While the Bible provides various insights into God’s intention for His people, one of the most accessible is that we were 

created to adorn the person and work of Jesus Christ. As people formed by the gospel, we are united to show forth the beauties 

of the gospel in the way that we love each other (John 17:20-23). Accordingly, the Spirit has composed the body of Christ in 

order to facilitate our working together to accomplish the mission of the kingdom of God. The more we understand and 

appreciate the glory of the body of Christ, the more we will be enthralled with the opportunity to contribute to its common 

good.  

What are some ways you and your group can practically pursue more faithful and diligent participation in the body?  

What are some potential areas of division in a local church body? How can we guard against unnecessary division?  

Voices from Church History 

“The unity of the body consists in the fact that its many members supply the things which the other parts lack.” 2  

–Ambrosiaster (circa 315-397)  

2. The body of Christ is united in suffering and rejoicing (1 Cor. 12:21-26). 
21 The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.” 22 On 

the contrary, the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, 23 and on those parts of the body that we think less 

honorable we bestow the greater honor, and our unpresentable parts are treated with greater modesty, 24 which our more 

presentable parts do not require. But God has so composed the body, giving greater honor to the part that lacked it, 25 that 

there may be no division in the body, but that the members may have the same care for one another. 26 If one member suffers, 

all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together. 

As God Himself is a holy community of three distinct Persons, so we were created to dwell in sacred unity in the church. 

For this reason, we need to embrace the biblical truth that a member cannot survive without a body. Cut off an ear and see how 

well it survives, much less hears. Though the body might survive the loss of a hand or foot, the appendage itself won’t last long 

once amputated. 

This is true of the body of Christ as well. Take a member of the church and disconnect him or her from the body, and it 
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won’t be long before disease and disorder begin to set in. Isolation is an enemy in our pursuit of sanctification. Those who 

honestly think that they don’t need the body of Christ are delirious and in great danger: “Whoever isolates himself seeks his 

own desire; he breaks out against all sound judgment” (Prov. 18:1). We need each other to survive and thrive as God intended. 

List as many parts of the body as you can in one minute. Which would you consider expendable? What functions 

would be hindered if these parts were absent? 

In this passage, Paul wrote that the entire body suffers when any individual 

member suffers, and the whole body rejoices when a member rejoices. In doing so, he 

pointed to the interconnected togetherness that marks the body of Jesus Christ.  

It is amazing how an injury to one part of the body will cause pain to another. A misaligned back can cause shoulder or leg 

pain. Compensating for a blister on one foot can cause difficulty in the other. Pretty soon, walking itself becomes a struggle. 

But the same interconnectedness is required for healing as well. A laceration will not heal without coagulants in the blood, 

and an infection will not clear up without white blood cells. When the body is functioning properly, it experiences both the pain 

of injury and the joy of healing.  

If we are members of the same body, then surely we shall suffer together. There is no way around it unless we isolate 

ourselves, but the isolation strategy for avoiding pain only leads to the disease and disorder we have already discussed. There is 

a profound interconnectedness in the body of Christ such that both pain and pleasure extend beyond individual members to be 

felt by the collective church. When one member suffers, all suffer. When one is honored, all rejoice. Individual rights and 

privileges and pride are laid down in the light of the gospel. 

  

What does our suffering and rejoicing together as the body of Christ communicate to those outside the church?  

Voices from Church History 

“Far be it from us to refuse to hear what is bitter and sad to those whom we love. It is not possible for one member to suffer 

without the other members suffering with it.” 3  

–Augustine (354-430)  

Voices from Church History 

“That which we would do for Christ if he were here among us we should do for [each] other who are members of the body 

of Christ.” 4  

–Peter Walpot (1521-1578)  

3. The body of Christ is united in service (1 Cor. 12:27-30). 
27 Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it. 28 And God has appointed in the church first apostles, 

second prophets, third teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healing, helping, administrating, and various kinds of tongues. 

29 Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? 30 Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak 

with tongues? Do all interpret? 

The original 1992 Dream Team of Olympic basketball was probably the greatest basketball team of all time. Larry Bird, 

Magic Johnson, Michael Jordan, Karl Malone, and Charles Barkley not only wowed the world with their art but absolutely 

dominated the competition, winning by an average of nearly 44 points a game. In fact, the closest game was decided by 32 

points!  

The individual talent on the Dream Team was astounding. But what was even more impressive was the way they were able 

to come together as a solitary unit. Good teams are composed of individuals with complementary skills. What if the 1992 USA 

team had been composed of five traditional centers or five power forwards? Who would have taken the ball up the court? Or 

who would have protected the lane and contested shots with a team of point guards? 
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The body of Christ is similarly constituted, with various persons having varying gifts, skills, and abilities. These were 

given not to pad individual stats in some fabled heavenly league but to contribute to the overall success of the team—the body 

of Christ. The Spirit has so composed the church that it is intended to function as a cohesive unit.  

How can you better steward the various gifts and talents you have been given for the sake of your local 

congregation?  

The concept of complementary gifts distributed by the Spirit for the common good of the body and the glory of Christ 

saturates the biblical text. Consider a few of the places where Paul expounded upon this reality (Rom. 12:4-8; Eph. 4:4-7,15-

16), or examine Peter’s words in his first letter: “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of 

God’s varied grace” (1 Pet. 4:10).  

Service is an essential implication of the gospel. After all, Christ Himself spoke of His mission as summarized by the idea 

of service: “For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” 

(Mark 10:45).  

As those who are being conformed to His image, we have a responsibility to mirror and imitate Christ in our serving and 

preferring others. We have a responsibility to humble ourselves, seek the good of others, and lay down our lives to adorn the 

glorious gospel of Jesus Christ. This is true in our parenting, marriages, workplaces, social circles, and especially in our 

churches.  

What are some practical ways you might live the life of a servant in your family, among your friends, and in 

your community?  

Conclusion   

Often admonitions to pursue unity are really just subtle admonishments to uniformity. The history of Christian missions is 

littered with stories of missionaries, many well-intentioned, who equated cultural conformity with conversion. But the clear 

biblical charge to pursue unity is not a call toward uniformity. God doesn’t desire a homogenous church of clones but a 

gloriously diverse body that highlights the creativity of God Himself.  

 

Voices from Church History 

“Even if the body had only its most important member, it would still be useless without the others.” 5  

–Theodoret of Cyr (circa 390-457)  

His Mission, Your Mission 
“As the body of Christ, the church is the extension of his ministry.” 6  
–Millard J. Erickson  

Your insights:  _______________________________________________________  

 __________________________________________________________________  

 __________________________________________________________________  

Live on Mission 
 

1. What are some characteristics that should mark our local church as the body of Christ united in the Spirit?  

 __________________________________________________________________  

 __________________________________________________________________  

 __________________________________________________________________  
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2. How can we practically suffer with those who suffer and rejoice with those who rejoice in our church body? 

 __________________________________________________________________  

 __________________________________________________________________  

 __________________________________________________________________  

 

3. What are some ways our group can unite together in service of our church? Our community? 

 __________________________________________________________________  

 __________________________________________________________________  

 __________________________________________________________________  
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