
Sermon 141: Romans 12:4-5: The Body

OUTLINE

Body
Unity and diversity
One of another

INTRODUCTION

Your viewing affects your doing.  Your perspective on a thing will affect how you act.  For 
example, if sexual intercourse is viewed as an expression of love for marriage and prefigures
our consummate union with God, this will affect how you view your sexuality and what you 
do with it.  Worldview shapes action; belief shapes doing.  Paul knows this and so as he is 
calling us to be living sacrifices, he calls us to serve in the church.  But you will see that Paul
doesn’t call it the church he calls it ‘one body.’  He outlines a view of the church which 
should affect how we act towards it.  Paul has told us that in order to serve faithfully in the 
church we need a correct perspective of ourselves.  Now he is introducing us to a correct 
perspective on the church, it is ‘one body in Christ.’  Your view of the church will make all 
the difference to your service of the church.

There is an endless tedium of wrong views of the church that have resulted in wrong action.
For example, many Christians today think that because they are part of the invisible 
Church/universal church, but that they don’t have to be part of the visible church/the local 
church.  They do not prioritise meeting with the Lord’s people on the Lord’s Day.  An 
inadequate view of the church as both visible and invisible, local and universal leads to this 
error.  Two great errors which shape our activity in and towards the church are 
institutionalism and individualism.  Institutionalism is an antisupernatural pragmatism that 
forgets the spiritual nature of the church and emphasizes organization at the expense of the
church as an organism, and fails to acknowledge the Bible as the norm for the church and 
follows worldly trends and principles.  This is dross that has carried over from the 
management revolution of the last century.  Individualism is another view that shapes how 
people treat the church.  Consumer preferences, comfortable practices and timetables, 
entertainment oriented approaches and other selfish concerns become driving forces for 
engagement with the church.  Paul presents us with a view of the church which should 
revolutionise your view of the church and your approach to it.  In Romans 12:4-5 Paul lays 
out some basic assumptions about the church before he goes on to talk about service in the 
church.  In these verses we want to ensure that we are thinking correctly that we can then 
go and act correctly.  We will see three things.  Firstly, we will see the concept of the church 
as a body.  Secondly, the necessary implication of unity and diversity that flows from the fact
we are a body; and thirdly, the nature of the relationship and its implications for our 
interrelating. 

Body

When I say the word church what is the first image that comes into mind?  Perhaps you will 
think of this building we are in.  Or maybe you think of the universal church of both living 
and dead saints.  Maybe you think of a temple with living stones, or the bride of Christ, or a 
flock.  In this section Paul does not use the word church but he does use the word body.  
Now for us this may be one of several possible choices but let me suggest to you that this 
notion of the church as the body of Christ is a central idea for Paul, for how he sees the 



church and the basis upon which he calls for proper conduct.  We must share this notion 
with him if we are to properly grasp his instructions.  

To speak of a group of people as a body was not original with Paul, philosophers and 
politicians had used this idea before him.  But Paul was using the notion of the church as a 
body in more than merely a metaphorical way.  This central idea was impressed upon Paul 
from the day of his conversion.  Remember how Paul was a persecutor of the church, and 
how he vociferously volunteered to persecute the church beyond Jerusalem.  And while on 
his way to Damascus, Christ appeared to him in a vision.  Do you remember what Jesus 
said?  Acts 9:4-5, ‘And falling to the ground he heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why
are you persecuting me?" 5 And he said, "Who are you, Lord?" And he said, "I am Jesus, 
whom you are persecuting.’  Here is Paul acting against what he takes to be a group of 
heretics, and Jesus reveals that Paul is not merely attacking people but persecuting Jesus 
Himself.  Twice in these two verses the point is made that to persecute the church is to 
directly persecute Christ.  This connection between Jesus in the church would not have been
fully understood at this point, but as Paul writes his letter we see the various details and 
realities that he was originally confronted with being expounded.  

Where other groups of people could be called a body metaphorically Paul came to see that 
by the Spirit we are actually one because we are all the body of Christ.  Turn to 1 Cor. 
12:12-13, ‘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.’  Here we have some very important insights into what Paul means by body.  In 1 
Corinthians 12 Paul is discussing the place of spiritual gifts seeking to neutralise an 
obsessive fixation on tongues and point the Corinthians to gifts which benefit others not 
merely themselves.  He has just outlined the variety of gifts that occur in the church, so that
it is a picture of unity and diversity.  He draws on the picture of a body to indicate this reality
but notice the striking way he speaks of it in verse 12.  You can see the expected stress on 
the oneness of the body and the diversity of its various parts, but look at how he ends verse
12.  He uses the words, ‘so it is with Christ.’  Now you would expect Paul to have said, ‘so it 
is with the church.’  But no, he goes all the way into the Spiritual union we have with Christ 
and seeing the reality of our union with Christ in our bonds with one another.

  This is a very important perspective he uses here.  He is seeking to impress upon the 
Corinthians that we are a single body with many parts, but Paul’s way of impressing this 
upon us is done in a way no other relationship shares.  Because of our union with Christ by 
the Spirit, we each by the Spirit are joined to Him and His body.  We are not joined to the 
state, our wives, or our children in this way.  He so identifies us with Christ that, just as 
Jesus spoke of the church when He appeared to Paul on the Damascus road, Paul identifies 
the church with Jesus Himself.  This is a profound and unique perspective on the church 
which no other institution can share.  This is what makes the church transcend being an 
institution and makes it also an organism.  Now this is most important in terms of how we 
view things.  Paul begins with the notion of our union with Christ and then moves out from 
the centre to the particulars and differences, holding all the parts together by virtue of their 
unity as Christ’s body.  Do you begin all your thinking about the church moving from Christ 
outwards or is it the last thought in your minds that these other saints are one with Jesus 
and with you?    

Now let us immediately clarify something.  If we are part of Christ, this does not mean that 
we are in any way divine.  Rather by means of the Holy Spirit we are united to Christ in a 
way that we are not united with anyone else.  This union is not a confusion of being, nor a 



divination.  We must guard against any new age misunderstandings at this point, yet while 
highlighting this unique way in which we ought to view the church.

Please notice how we receive this unity in v13.  Every Christian is baptised in the Spirit when
they believe.  When we first believed we received the Spirit and were sealed as God’s 
children and possession.  It is only those who have received the Spirit in the new birth who 
are in fact one body with Christ and part of His church.  One only becomes part of the body 
when by the Spirit we are joined to Christ.  Baptism is the outward event which speaks of 
our union with His death and resurrection and speaks of this union with Him and the body.  
To have walked through these doors today does not make you part of the church, even 
being baptised with water does not make you part of the body of Christ.  It is only those 
who have been born again who are part of Christ’s body.  Eph. 1:13-14 tells us that we 
received the Spirit when we believed.

More evidence which points to the centrality of this notion in Paul’s thinking is how he sees 
the Lord’s Supper.  In 1 Cor. 10 Paul speaks about not participating in idol feasts and the 
Lord’s Supper, v14-17, ‘Therefore, my beloved, flee from idolatry. 15 I speak as to sensible 
people; judge for yourselves what I say. 16 The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a 
participation in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a participation in the 
body of Christ? 17 Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all 
partake of the one bread.’  Notice how Paul moves from the body of Christ, to the bread to 
the Church in his thinking.  This would be a good argument for why the physical body of 
Christ is not present in the meal.  For if Christ’s physical body is in the meal and we are that 
body we would be literally eating ourselves.  However, if we recognise that we are united to 
Christ by the Spirit and to one another by the Spirit, then this helps clarify the nature of the 
union expressed in the meal.    

Paul draws many applications from this perspective.

Unity and diversity

Paul says in Rom. 12:4, ‘For as in one body we have many members, and the members do 
not all have the same function.’  Here Paul states that there is one body and many 
members.  Paul moves from the unity of the body to its diversity, from its oneness to its 
many different parts.  And you will notice that the body is both one and many but not in the 
same way or relation, so it is not a contradiction.  Paul uses this fact many times to quell 
divisions in the church.  In 1 Cor. 1:13 we know that the Corinthians were dividing into 
factions as unbelievers would do and defining themselves by the men whose teachings they 
followed, Paul applies a simple rhetorical question, ‘Is Christ divided?’  As Christians we have
to realise that we do not make unity, we recognise it and honour it and live it out or not.  
We are one in Christ and the diversity of the different parts in no way undermines this.  We 
will have differences among us, there are different nations represented here, different 
generations, different sexes, but none of these primarily defines us, we are one in Christ.  
Ignore it you can but break it you can’t.  

Another application that Paul makes is that there is one Spirit yet many gifts, one body with 
many functions.  Once again in the Corinthian church this was a major problem.  There they
were fixated on tongues and not pursuing the gifts that resulted in the body being 
benefitted.  Paul uses the body illustration to clear up this overemphasis.  1 Cor. 12:14-18, 
‘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.’  Differences in intelligence, effectiveness, talent, public appeal, etc are 
not indications of whether you are in the body or not.  All our gifts are given by God and 
essential and we cannot be elitist and divide over difference as people do in the world 
because this is a fundamental denial of the spiritual realities about us, we are a body of 
diverse functions, ‘so we though many are one body in Christ.’    

One of another

We have been showing how Paul’s thoughts about the church are dominated by the truth 
about us as a body that was central to his thinking from the day of his conversion.  We have
demonstrated how this centrality comes forward and even in surprising statements that 
bring that reality into the limelight over and over again.  We saw a glimpse of this in 1 Cor. 
12:12 when Paul spoke of Christ when we would expect him to talk about the church.  We 
have another instance of the spiritual truths about us coming to the foreground again in 
Rom. 12:5, ‘so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of 
another.’  If we were saying these words we would have said, ‘so we, though many, are one 
body in Christ, and individually members of Christ.’  He says something like this in 1 Cor 
12:27, ‘Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.’  But in Rom. 12:5 he 
goes beyond that.  We don’t speak like Paul, we are not as convinced as he is of the spiritual
truths about ourselves.  We are indoctrinated by the individualism of our time.  Personal 
space, personal time, personal hobbies, personalized timetable, personalised pleasures, 
tailor made everything puts me, the individual, and my pleasures at the centre.  Life in Eden
would never have had this self-centred orientation, sin came in a destroyed true community,
and now in Christ we have a new spiritual reality wrought by the Spirit which rebuilds the 
bridges to one another.  Paul drawing on the reality of our pneumatic unity in Christ says we
are members one of another.  

I want you to see the two staggering truths Paul always works with that flow from our union
with Christ.  If we are united with Christ all the benefits of being His and in Him become 
ours.  This living union makes us partake by the Spirit of all the resurrection and new 
creation benefits of our salvation even now.  Our union with Christ is a channel through 
which many blessings flow to us.  This reality undergirds all of Paul’s thinking.  But there is a
complimentary truth that flows from this reality, if we are all individually members of Christ, 
then by virtue of our union with Him we become also members of one another.  Earlier I 
spoke about how our union in a body is unlike any other union known to man, this is how.  
You can have your head separated from your neck, your soul from your body, and wife can 
be separated from her spouse by death, but you and I will never be separated from one 
another because we can never be separated from Christ.  Here is the radical otherworldly 
element, and the way in which we constantly fail to think.  And if we fail to think in terms of 
this truth, that we are members of one another, then we will fail to act accordingly.  The 
demands upon the Christian to love one another like Christ loved us, the radical love 
witnessed in the early chapters of Acts, and the many other imperatives laid upon us, the 
many one anothering verses.  They only make sense because of this truth.  You are part of 
me and I of you.  This changes everything.

To view yourself not as an independent individual but rather as eternally bound to these 
others must necessarily affect your attitude and behaviour.  This unity does come with 
automatic responsibilities.  Perhaps you have felt that we are very strong on emphasizing 
your being a part of the church and that you must live your life out of the church, that each 



one should be committed to the life of the church.  I assure you we have no agenda to try 
and create a false community that fences people in, rather we are seeking to acknowledge 
and give expression to this underlying truth.  I belong to you and you belong to me, we are 
not independent but members one of another.  All of your life must be radically affected by 
this truth.  It will affect how you use your home, your time, your money, your talents.  And 
unless you see your investment as necessary because of this integral unity we have by the 
Spirit you will chaff under these expectations and interpret them to be legalistic.  Don’t look 
at the many things expected you of as a Christian rather meditate as Paul is doing on the 
spiritual truth that we are one, and move from that truth to its logical conclusions.  Move 
from the indicatives to the imperatives, from what God has wrought to what you should do. 
This is not a case of a set of rules you must now perform as much as it is a reality which 
you need to acknowledge.  

When we see that we are a body that is intended by God to receive spiritual blessing and 
get built up through office bearers who teach the word, we accept the authority of the 
elders and expect teaching in the church.  Not because we are committed to tradition or 
doing law for laws sake but recognise this as they way God has appointed the body to grow.
When we see that God has called His people together to live in such a way that the world 
will know we are Christ’s by our love for each other, then we gladly seek out each other for 
community, we no longer pit church against mission as a central truth, we go to church, we 
go to midweek meetings, prayer meetings and seek to nurture our family love.  Knowing 
improves our doing.  Here is a good modern day example, ‘Don’t make your problems my 
problem.’  In our modern day we see ourselves as independent, and having rights not to be 
interfered with or have anything demanded of us.  But in Christ, because we are members 
one of another, in reality your problems are my problems.  Or so that you don’t feel 
overwhelmed and take everybody’s problems to only yourself, your problem is our problem.  
To cut yourself off or shut yourself away not only robs you of the benefit of community, but I
lose a part of what I have to be in Christ, you rob me too.  

Paul unpacks this body dynamic in 1 Cor. 12:21-26, ‘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.’  Every part is recognised and incorporated.  Verse 26 is well 
known and repeated by Paul in Rom. 12:15.  If you are walking along and seriously stub 
your toe, what happens?  The whole body responds, the back bends, the other leg takes the
weight and hops, the hands shoot down to rub, the eyes look down, the mouth shouts out.  
When our neighbour breaks his arm we say ‘that man has a broken arm’ not look at that 
broken arm going around over there.  And so it is, or should be with the church.  Our unity 
implies responsibility.  Those who are distant, those who are indifferent, those who have 
invested their time, talents, and efforts in other places are not living in light of these truths 
but are gripped by a different narrative.  They don’t see the story of their life as a sinner 
taken up out of their selfishness and engrafted into the body of Christ to live in a pilgrim 
family as a body supporting one another and witnessing for Jesus on the highway of 
holiness to a better country.  Instead they live the way they do because they think the way 
they do, indoctrinated by the consumerist, individualist story where this is home, grasping at
the same happily ever after the unbeliever is.  No longer is the church countercultural in the 
way it acts towards each other, we are just like everyone else.  



Is this your view of the church?  Is the notion of being a body more than a metaphor?  Do 
you see it as the defining spiritual reality out of which you must necessarily live?  Do you live
right because you think right about the church?            

                                 


