“THE VALUE OF COMMUNITY”
(1 Corinthians 12:12-27)

Down through the centuries of human history a reality has become known and experienced as amazing. No two people are the same! Though there are characteristics which many have in common, no two persons are identical. Even siblings whom we label as “identical twins” have authentic differences. Any list of diverse characteristics found among people is quite extensive. Personalities, tastes, perspectives, mannerisms and methods and styles of communication are but a few of the variances found among those who make up the human population of this world. 
What I just shared with you brings mixed feelings to most. In today’s culture, individuality is considered simultaneously both a curse and a blessing. Welcome to a world of ambivalence! On one hand, you and I welcome and foster our own personal identity. It separates us from others. And yet, we sometimes have difficulty accepting others because they differ from us. On one hand we want to be different from those around us. At the same time, we often reject those who do not fit into what we’re like. We can react very negatively if they dress, act or think differently than we do. At times we might even shun or avoid them because of their difference. This is, certainly, not true across the expanse of the human race, but each individual has certain differences they accept in others while having no tolerance for other of their traits. God’s Word informs us that His work in creation was perfect; including its diversity. From the configuration of each single snowflake, or the multiplicity of features found on any of the planets in the solar system, even to the ingredients found in each person’s DNA, no plurality of things is exactly alike.

It is essential that we recognize the diversity, individuality and difference which the Creator built into the world of mankind. God’s will is for people to maintain individuality but gravitate, at the same time, toward unity and oneness. The Almighty has chosen to work His purposes, at all times, through a “community of people”. In the centuries before the coming of Christ, (the Old Testament period) God called Israel to be His “community”. Since the ascension of Jesus to heaven (following His time on Earth) God’s “community” has been the Church. Just as the Godhead is a Trinity (three personal beings who are one in essence), God sees His people as a diverse collection of people who are also a COMMUNITY together. In Scripture, this community is identified in many ways such as: the Family of God, the Body of Christ, the People of God or the Temple of God. Several other word pictures are also used. All of this brings us to consider the next identifying value statement of the First Baptist Church of Cottonwood. Several years ago we established ten statements of values which this congregation holds ‘near and dear”. The second to last one (on our list) is “Community”. Listen as I read the statement to you!

WE VALUE COMMUNITY – God’s church is a community of believers, put together by Him and committed to investing in each other for spiritual growth and encouragement. As with our other values, there are sections of Scripture we list to substantiate the value statement. One of those identified for this value is 1 Corinthians 12:12-27. 

READ 1 CORINTHIANS 12:12-27
In this sermon, let me make three observations, from our Scripture passage, for our consideration.  

I. ALL CHRISTIANS ARE PLACED, BY GOD, IN A COMMUNITY!

Did you notice verses 12 & 13 specify that “the body” is “A UNIT” and “made up of many parts”. Furthermore, “though all its parts are many, they form ONE BODY”. It goes on to tell us “For we were all baptized by one Spirit into ONE BODY”. Verse 13 finishes by naming a couple special diversities found within the “ONE BODY”: “whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free”. Do you see what I see? Various ethnic groups and different economic situations are all included. In verse 27 the section is summarized with these words: “Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it”. 
Interestingly, we, as individuals, do not determine whether or not to be part of God’s team! Clearly when you or I came to know the Lord Jesus personally (as Savior and Lord) we were “baptized” (literally, fused together) “by one Spirit into one body”. Let me be direct in the teaching of this passage, so we don’t miss the import of what’s being said. When a person receives Jesus, God assigns said person to His team. There is no rationale which can conform to God’s will while (at the same time) declaring, “I am a Christian, and I don’t need the church”. Those two statements do not go together. If you belong to Jesus, you belong to His church: PERIOD! We have a choice as to which local expression (congregation) of His church we choose to join. But each believer is assigned by God to be an active part of church life in some local church. That is the foundational starting point of our lesson today. Now, the plot thickens, as we follow the train of thought found in this section of the Word of God.

II. ACCEPTANCE AND UNITY IS A PART OF COMMUNITY!

Did you notice what verses 15 & 21 tell us? They identify two distinct attitudes with which God is not pleased. In verse 15 we read “If the foot should say, ‘Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,’ it would not for that reason cease to be a part of the body.” God says that a Christian is negating his or her belonging to God’s church if they will not be a part of it because they are not the same as those in the church. He is telling us that we can make that disclaimer, but it does not “hold water”. It is not a viable argument. PERIOD! To buy into the notion that a Christian can “take or leave God’s church” is completely false. Refusal to be an active participant in the ministry of a church is outward disobedience of God. If a believer knows how God has gifted him or her and doesn’t see that fitting the needs of a local congregation then they’d best give themselves to finding a church where they can fit in and be useful.

In verse 21 we read of the second wrong attitude: “The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I don’t need you!’... On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor.” Once again individualism is to give way to acceptance. Unity is the hallmark of God’s expectation for a Christian in relation to His church. Most of us in this room have seen individual ways of looking at things which create divisions within the body. It might be one’s musical preference not being used, one’s favorite version of the Bible not being used, or how people dress when attending worship; just to name a few. To specifically apply this Scripture to Christian viewpoints today, such an “I don’t need you” attitude is unpleasing to God. Often Christians use such diversity in order to draw lines and cut brothers and sisters out of fellowship. To be sure, the church when united is expected by God (when needed) to exercise “church discipline” on a member because of outward sin or holding unbiblical views of fundamental doctrines. We are not condoning a lackadaisical approach to discipline matters. Paul even shares the need for such church discipline in an instance existing in the Corinthian church. Even in such a blatant occasion of outward sin, the goal in “excommunication” is to bring about reconciliation. This is why the entire congregation is to decide such a harsh verdict. In summation, neither of these two attitudes is acceptable: (1) not getting involved in a local church or (2) rejecting others over personal taste or preferences. There is yet, one more observation to make from these verses.

III. DIVERSITY IS TO BE HONORED IN COMMUNITY!

Let’s take a look at what is taught in verses 24-27? In these verses concerning the diversity seen between “parts that seem to be weaker”, “parts we think are less honorable”, “presentable parts” and “unpresentable parts” a declaration is made “that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other.” (Verse 25) It is in this context that a two-part conclusion is reached. First of all, “If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.” (Verse 26) Secondly, “Now you are the body of Christ and each one of you is a part of it.” (Verse 27) 
Why is it that Christians, in the same church, so quickly evaluate each other with the outcome of having no acceptance or respect toward them? God understands that any church is composed of human beings, who are still sinners. Many times believers refuse to accept any weakness in their spiritual brothers and sisters. More times than I’d like to, I hear members tell me, “Pastor, it is good that you can look beyond that person’s tendencies, I am not mature enough to do that!” They usually say it to me without any concern for their attitude or the well-being of the other person. God is grieved by division in His church. Regardless of how we evaluate another’s capabilities, gifts or personality; each of us must allow God, the Holy Spirit to develop in us a genuine acceptance of one another. Our scripture this morning has provided a clear understanding of God’s value of community, and with understanding also comes responsibility. Our response must be to enter church life with the goal of being an encouragement and making an investment in the lives of others. May we view with seriousness the command for ALL Christians to be “COMMUNITY PEOPLE”. Let us commit ourselves to the task and give ourselves to the ministry of respecting one another!   Jesus went on record concerning His attitude toward such sinful complacency. He told His disciples in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” May our Lord find us His faithful servants!
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