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Introduction - In how many ways are people different from one another?


Take a moment to look around you this morning at the variety of people assembled here.  On the one hand, we have all been drawn by a common love for Jesus the Messiah, and a common vision and passion to see the good news of Jesus known and understood and embraced by the Jewish people.

Yet we are so different from one another, aren’t we?  We come in all kinds of sizes, shapes and colors, interests and personalities, backgrounds and experiences, languages and cultures. 

And that creates a challenge in working together, networking together, partnering together, praying that God would give us grace to celebrate our unity with such joy, while also celebrating and appreciating our diversity, that Jesus can love Jewish people and make himself known to Jewish people through us. God’s Word teaches us that we are better together. And that is not only true as individuals within a local fellowship. It is also true as organizations working toward the fulfillment of a common vision, the vision that the apostle Paul described, as we saw yesterday in Romans 11:26: “And so all Israel will be saved.”

As we read the opening chapters of the Book of Acts, we see the amazing unity and harmony that marked the church in Jerusalem during the first few months of its life.  In the Upper Room they joined together to pray in one accord.  They all received the filling of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost Sunday.  The expanded circle of believers devoted themselves to the same priorities of teaching, fellowship, breaking of bread, and prayer.  In Acts 4:32 we find the summary statement: “All the believers were one in heart and mind,” and then a vivid illustration: “No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had.”


But that incredible unity was challenged again and again.  By the time we reach Acts 5, we find competition and one-upsmanship creeping into the church, as some members tried to appear more generous than they really were in sharing their material goods.  In Acts 6 we find resentment and arguments and accusations of unfairness, fed by inter-cultural differences.  In Acts 10 and 11 we witness the first arguments of the church over whether and how to put Jews and Gentiles together in the same fellowship.  The early believers were beginning to discover how different they were from one another, and to wrestle with what that meant for being the church.


In his first letter to the Corinthians, the apostle Paul was writing to a church that was as cracked and fissured as the mud of a dry riverbed.  They had factions and fights, arguments and lawsuits.  They had plenty of strong-willed and independent-minded people who didn’t hesitate to challenge the apostle Paul’s authority and counsel.  They divided over allegiance to different leaders, how to handle church discipline, where to draw the line on worldliness, how to understand spiritual gifts, and a number of other issues.


So in his first letter to the Corinthians, the apostle Paul shared the illustration of the human body, an organism that functions as a single unit in spite of the variety of its parts.  It’s an illustration that anyone can understand— fishermen and accountants, elementary school children and college professors, dwellers in jungle huts and residents of urban high rises— because each of us lives in a body, and has access to this illustration 24 hours a day.  We don’t need a graduate degree in biology to understand that the toenail is different from the tongue, or the lips are different from the liver— but that each part has a distinct function that contributes to the well being of the whole.


This is one of Paul’s favorite illustrations.  In Romans 12, verses 4 and 5, he says, “Just as each one of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.” In Ephesians 2:16 and Ephesians 3:6 he says that Jesus has made one body out of Jewish and Gentile believers.  In Ephesians 4:4, he says it again: “There is one body.” Then he lists different equipping gifts given to the Body— apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, teachers— “so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God…” (Ephesians 4:11-13).


In Colossians 3:15 he reminds the believers that as one body they were called to peace.


But Paul unpacks this illustration most fully in I Corinthians 12.  In that chapter Paul reminds us of how different we are from one another, in so many ways, as members of the Body. Please turn with me in your Bibles to I Corinthians 12, and I will read verses 4 through 7. [Read I Corinthians 12:4-7].

I.  HOW ARE WE DIFFERENT FROM ONE ANOTHER?

A.  Gifts


First, in verse 4, he says there are different kinds of gifts.  A gift is a special capacity for blessing and contributing to the spiritual up building of other people, given by the Spirit of God to everyone who believes in Jesus. 


Two sample lists of gifts are given in this chapter— first in verses 8 through 10, and again in verses 28 through 30.  The lists overlap, but they aren’t identical.  Paul also mentions spiritual gifts in Ephesians chapter 4, and in Romans 12.  In each case, he gives a somewhat different list of gifts, with a different emphasis.  But the basic point is the same.  We are not clones of one another.  We are not photocopies.  

Some of us in this room are evangelists. Some are teachers. Some are administrators. Some are encouragers. Some are givers. Some are helpers.  And even though we can summarize our gifts in general categories, the specific shape of our gifts is as unique as our fingerprints.

B.  Service


Verse 5 says that there are also different kinds of service.  That is, there are different spheres of ministry in which we may exercise a spiritual gift.  The gift of helping may be used to run the copy machine, or to set out chairs, or to run errands for someone who is sick.  The gift of teaching may be used to help the Scriptures come alive in a children’s Sunday School class, or to write study questions for a women’s Bible study, or to lead a discipleship group for young workers in an office.  The gift of discernment, or distinguishing between spirits, may help a counselor to get quickly to the true root of a person’s issue, or may guide an intercessor during a prayer walk, or may help someone on a nominating committee to discern who is ready for spiritual leadership.

C.  Working


Next, verse 6 says that there are different kinds of working— that is, differences in effectiveness, differences in the amount of power that flows through the exercise of the gift.  For example, one person’s gift of evangelism may enable him to lead individuals one by one to faith in Jesus, whereas another’s gift of evangelism may be used to bring thousands to faith in a single meeting.  One person’s gift of administration may be quite adequate to lead and organize a small church planting team, whereas another may have a broader administrative gift that can smoothly and joyfully coordinate hundreds of people for a major conference.  


Our gifts are different, our areas of service are different, and our power in working is different— by God’s own design.  As verse 7 says, “To each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.”  And verse 11 reminds us, “All these are the work of the one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines.”

D.  Culture and language


But not all the differences in the Body are the result of the specific new creation of the Holy Spirit.  We bring some areas of difference into the Body from our birth and our upbringing. [Read verses 12 and 13].

In verse 13 Paul says that the Body contains both Jews and Greeks.  This was one of the biggest divisions in the ancient world, but it is representative of the various differences of culture and language that have been with us ever since the Tower of Babel. 

Even within the Jewish community there are great differences in culture between those whose roots are in the Middle East, and those who have lived for generations in Europe or in North America, and between orthodox, conservative and reform movements.

E.  Socioeconomic position


Verse 13 also mentions the differences between slaves and free— this is representative of differences in socioeconomic position. 


It is important to realize that slavery in the first-century Greek and Roman world was considerably different from slavery in 17th to 19th century America.  


In the first century, as many as one-third of the population in the large cities were slaves, many of whom had sold themselves into slavery to pay off debts, to obtain more secure employment, to obtain special jobs, or even as a way to climb socially through serving in a the household of a prominent person.  Very few people grew old and died in slavery.  Most were freed by their owners by the time they were aged 30 or 40.  


Under Greek, Roman and Jewish law, slaves could own property, or even other slaves.  Some received good educations from their owners.  Slaves served as cooks, tutors, physicians, nurses, managers of estates and shops and ships.  Now some were employed in street-paving and sewer-cleaning, but others were administrators of funds and personnel and had executive decision-making power. You couldn’t tell a slave from a free person by clothing or appearance or race.  


Slavery in the first century was more often a temporary phase of life rather than a permanent condition. Yes, it was definitely considered preferable to be free, but the slaves comprised such a large percentage of the labor pool that people could barely have conceived of an economy without slavery. But slave and free was one of the main categories of difference between people in the first century, including in the church. 

F.  Function


Beginning in verse 14, Paul begins to develop the illustration of the body, giving a number of examples of members with different functions— foot, hand, eye, ear, nose.  Each different part of the body has a different job to do, a distinctive function to perform.  In fact, the longer that medical researchers continue to study the human body, the more they discover functions for parts that were never considered that essential or important in the past.

G.  Strengths and weaknesses


In verse 22, Paul notes that some parts of the body appear to be weaker than other parts.  Some parts need the rib cage to defend them from injury.  Some parts can be more easily bruised or crushed or broken.  So there are different strengths and weaknesses.

H.  Amount of favorable attention received


There are differences in the amount of favorable attention different parts of the body receive.  Some parts are presented to the world largely unadorned, like our faces and our hands, whereas other parts are honored with the covering of clothing, or with ornamentation like earrings and necklaces.

I.  Degree of attractiveness


Next there are differences in the degree of attractiveness of different parts of the body, Paul reminds us in verses 23 and 24.  Some parts are considered presentable, and are freely uncovered, like the hair of our heads, whereas other parts are modestly covered and hidden from public view.


Now beauty is in the eye of the beholder, so I will not attempt to suggest which parts of the Body of Christ may be more attractive than other parts. But each of us individually knows which followers of Jesus, and which groups of followers, we are more naturally drawn to than others. 

J.  Experiences of joy and sorrow


There are also different experiences of joy and sorrow, of suffering and pleasure, that come to different parts of the body at different times.  Our stomachs may be comfortably full, or growling with hunger, or churning with tension, or in agony from a bleeding ulcer.  Our fingers may enjoy the soft stroking of a baby’s face, or may endure the searing pain of touching a hot iron by mistake.  


In the same way, at any given time, there are some members of the Body who are rejoicing with new births, or success in their work, or radiant good health, while others are laid low with sickness, or lack of employment, or bereavement, or estrangement in their families.

II.  WHAT ARE SOME COMMON RESPONSES TO OUR DIFFERENCES?

A.  Formation of factions - birds of a feather flocking together


Now how do we commonly respond to all these differences?  How do we deal with our diversity in gifts, cultures, social position, life experiences, and so much more?  Unfortunately instead of letting these differences enrich us and draw us together, we often let them divide us.  Instead of celebrating our unity, we fracture over our diversity.


For example, earlier in this letter to the Corinthians, we find that the Corinthians formed factions around different leaders.  Some liked the razor sharp intellect of Paul.  Others preferred the colorful oratory of Apollos.  Some liked the down-to-earth and straightforward style of Peter.  And still others looked down their noses at all human leaders, and claimed to follow Jesus only.  It sounded so spiritual, but in actuality it gave them an excuse to reject the authority of any church leader they didn’t care for.  

Birds of a feather flock together, so the saying goes.  And yes, people often like to cluster with those they perceive to be most like themselves— generation X-ers, baby-boomers, or World War II veterans; bowlers and golfers; singles and marrieds; people with children and people without children; Republicans and Democrats.  Look at any high school campus, and see the kids who hang out together, clumping according to the music they listen to, the activities they participate in, the clothes they wear.


And sometimes the church is not distinguishably different from the culture as a whole in its recognition and treatment of differences.  Factions form, congregations split, denominations and movements splinter—less often over crucial issues of essential biblical truth, but more often over differences in style or culture, or personality clashes, or power struggles.

B.  Feelings of isolation and independence


Another common response to differences is the feeling of isolation, like the “foot” in verse 15 who says, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body.” [Read vv.15-20].  

Because of our differences, we pull away from each other. We say, “No one else here is anything like me.”  This can be a statement of inferiority. We are sometimes intimidated and cowed by the differences between us. “His ministry is so much bigger than mine.” “She is so much better educated than I am.” “His gifts are so much more powerful than mine.”

But the statement, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” can also be an expression of self-sufficient pride. We can say, “Our ministry is big. We have many resources, lots of people. We are seeing plenty of success. Why do we need to collaborate or partner with anyone else?”


Because of our differences, sometimes we pull away from others in the Body. But other times, because of our differences, we push others away, like the eye saying to the hand, “I don’t need you.” [Read v.21].

We say, in effect, “You may be part of the body, but I can function just as well without you, thank you!” We may push away the parts that to us appear less strong, the parts that we consider less honorable, the parts that we find less attractive. We fail to appreciate the ways that the other parts can enrich us and teach us and challenge us and assist us and complement us.


One of the healthiest movements in the church worldwide today is an increasing appreciation of our need for one another.  More and more mission agencies are working in partnership to reach particular unreached people groups.  This conference itself is an expression of believers desiring to say, “We need one another. We belong to each other.”  By traveling such distances and taking such time to be together as members of the Body at this conference, we are saying to one another, “Yes, I do need you.  No, we are not independent of one another.” That is part of the spirit of Lausanne.

The fact is that we are connected, whether or not we acknowledge it. [Read v.26]. A victory for one is a victory for all. A defeat or wound for one is a wound for all. What happens to one of us impacts all of us.

III.  HOW DOES GOD WANT US TO SEE OUR DIFFERENCES?

A.  Affirm all that we have in common

God is the one who has made us different in so many ways.  He is the one who has distributed the gifts, and created the different languages, and designed each unique individual.  God could have made every snowflake, and every person, identical, if he had chosen to do it.  But he didn’t.  He created us as unique and special individuals.  And even after adding us to his body, baptizing us into Jesus the Messiah by His Holy Spirit, he continued to differentiate us through different gifts, different working, and different ministries.  


But how does God want us to see our differences?  How does he want to unify us as members of one body? How can we complement one another as members of one body, instead of fracturing and fragmenting in our factions, our isolation, and our independence?


First, God wants us to affirm all that we have in common.  This chapter contains many references to the ways in which we are different.  But it has just as many references to all that we share in common.  [Read vv.4-6, with emphasis].  As followers of Jesus, all of us share in a personal relationship to the Triune God— Father, Son and Holy Spirit.


Notice how many times we find words like “same” or “all” or “each one” or “every” [Read vv.7, 11,13,18,26,27].  Yes, we are different, but we have so much in common.  We have been joined to Jesus the Messiah.  We are members of the very same Body.  The same Holy Spirit is at work in each one of us.  We are connected.  We are joined together.  We are interdependent.  


Just as the same blood flows through the whole body, and just as each part is connected through the nervous system to the Head, so we believers are all joined to one another through faith in the blood of Jesus for the forgiveness of our sins, and we are all joined to him as our head.


In marriage counseling I often use the diagram of the triangle, with God at the apex, and the husband and the wife at the base.  The closer they each draw to the Lord, the closer they come to one another.  But if they begin to cool off in their intimacy with the Lord, it will affect their intimacy with one another.  Similarly, if they pull away from one another, they will lose something of their closeness to the Lord as well.  The same principle can be enlarged to apply to the church as a whole.  We need to affirm and to celebrate all that we have in common through Jesus.

B.  Accept God’s arrangement


In the second place, we need to accept God’s arrangement of the parts.  Verse 18 says [Read].  That means that the parts of the Body who are close to me, and yet different from me, were put there by God— not to distress me, or to annoy me, or to distract me, but to teach me something new about the Lord, and to contribute something to my life.  


Again and again over the years, I have found that some of the parts of the Body that I was least drawn to, or with whom I first thought I had least in common, became some of my dearest friends.

C.  Appreciate one another’s contribution


In the third place, God wants us to appreciate one another’s contribution— to honor each part for their own unique gift to the Body, to look for the ways in which they are essential to the functioning and health of the whole.

D.  Acknowledge our own unique gifting


And finally, God wants us to acknowledge our own unique gifting.  Instead of being jealous of the parts that we are not, God wants us to take joy in the part that we are.  


The questions in verses 29 and 30 are all worded in the original Greek in a way that they anticipate a “No” answer.  That is, “All aren’t apostles, are they?  Of course not!  All aren’t prophets, are they?  Certainly not!”  In other words, there is no gift which is identical for all.  


Even our right thumb and left thumb are different, as any fingerprint expert will affirm.  Even though every cell in the body contains the same genetic code, every cell is different from every other cell.  


You are unique!  You are one of a kind!  There is no one else in the world like you!  Jesus can express his life through you, and can bring blessing to others through you, in a way that is distinct and different and special!


On the individual level, our spiritual gifts become evident from the process of interaction and fellowship and service together.  None of us will find our spiritual gift written on our forehead at the time of our conversion.  No, it’s as we live and work together that we come to recognize our own unique gifting, and to appreciate the different gifts, services, and working of the people that God has placed around us. 


And in the same way, as different church planting movements and different mission organizations, we discover the unique role that each of us plays in the larger work of the Body through our fellowship and collaboration and partnership and networking with one another.  As we meet to pray together and to envision together and to plan together, we begin to experience at a deeper level than ever before why each of us must say to each of the rest of us, “I need you. You need me. I belong to you. You belong to me.”


This is an extraordinary time of opportunity to function as one body in our world today. There is a new receptivity to the gospel in many places. There are new doors of freedom opening. There is a new spirit of cooperation developing among many senior leaders and among many emerging leaders. 


We know the prayer of Jesus in John 17:20-23, and what he promised would happen when his people truly began to function as one. The world would believe that God loved them, and the world would believe that God had sent Jesus. That is, the essentials of the gospel message would become credible.  

That means that the stakes are incredibly high.  And we can expect the devil to do everything possible to derail us. We need to pray for one another as Jesus prayed for his disciples in John 17. Protect them. Sanctify them. Unify them. Reveal your glory to them. 

And we need to commit ourselves to function as one body. Celebrate what we have in common. Affirm one another’s gifts. Refuse to be separated by jealousy or competition. Respect the fact that each one of us is needed. Believe that God has arranged each part of the Body just as he wanted it to be.

Would you take a moment once again to look around this room? As you look into each other’s eyes, will you say, “I need you. You need me. I belong to you. You belong to me. Your sufferings grieve me. Your successes delight me. We are one body— one body in Jesus the Messiah, one body for the blessing of the Jewish people, and for the world.” 
