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Text: 1 Corinthians 12:12-31a 
Title: A Lesson from Mr. Potato Head 
Focus: Paul uses the metaphor of a human body to describe how 

the Church as the body of Christ should function, with each part 

valued for its role and all working together for the common good 

(see 1 Cor. 12:7). The example of the body working together 

makes sense to us—it would seem silly to say Paul is wrong, but 

do we miss the connection to how we live as the Body of Christ? 

 

Epistle Reading: 1 Corinthians 12:12-31a 

12For 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. 13For in the one Spirit we were all 
baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink 
of one Spirit. 14Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many. 15If the 
foot would 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. 16And if the ear would 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. 17If 
the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole body were 
hearing, where would the sense of smell be? 18But as it is, God arranged the members 
in the body, each one of them, as he chose. 19If all were a single member, where would 
the body be? 20As it is, there are many members, yet one body. 21The 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.” 22On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are 
indispensable, 23and those members of the body that we think less honorable we clothe 
with greater honor, and our less respectable members are treated with greater 
respect; 24whereas our more respectable members do not need this. But God has so 
arranged the body, giving the greater honor to the inferior member, 25that there may be 
no dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one 
another. 26If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all 
rejoice together with it. 

27Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it. 28And God has 
appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then deeds of 
power, then gifts of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership, various kinds of 
tongues. 29Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work 
miracles? 30Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all 
interpret? 31But strive for the greater gifts. And I will show you a still more excellent way. 
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Paul’s Metaphor for the Church 

 I brought a friend with me today. . . Though the sermon title says, “A Lesson from 
Mr. Potato Head,” it turns out Mr. Potato Head was busy and so Mrs. Potato Head is 
here. 

 In today’s epistle reading, the Apostle Paul is writing to the church in Corinth. His 
message is pretty easy to grasp: He’s comparing the church or the way the church 
should function to a human body. He’s saying that the Body of Christ is like a human 
body.  

 Each part or each person has their own role or their own function. Earlier in this 
chapter, in the reading that was designated for last week, he said that “there are a 
variety of gifts, but the same Spirit which gives and activates and inspires them” (See 1 
Cor. 12:4, 11). They are intended for the common good or for the building up of the 
body of Christ.  

 In today’s reading, he develops this metaphor of a human body to describe the 
relationship among the members of the Body of Christ. Continuing an idea he 
emphasized in the first part of the chapter, he tells them that they are one body. The 
one Spirit baptizes them into one body.  

 Mrs. Potato Head is helpful in the next part of Paul’s clear and well-reasoned 
argument: He says,  

• 15If the foot would 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.  

• 16And if the ear would 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.  

Pushing his point even further, he says,  

• 17If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? 

• If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be?  

And then he concludes,  

• 18But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as [God] 
chose. 19If all were a single member, where would the body be? 20As it is, there 
are many members, yet one body.  

• 21The 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.”  

• 22On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are 
indispensable, . . .  

Especially with Mrs. Potato Head to provide the model, it’s a simple enough 
message: the body is designed to work together with each part or “member” offering 
their distinct role. Together they have a variety of gifts. Together, as blessed by the 
Spirit, it is intended that people work together for the common good.  
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It’s easy to understand, but, of course, there’s a reason he has to be so blunt 
with these brothers and sisters in Corinth. It’s not the complexity of the message that 
trips people up, it’s actually living it out in the life of the community in the church in 
Corinth. Early in the letter, he refers to the divisions among them as a primary reason 
prompting his writing:  

11For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among 
you, my brothers and sisters. (1 Cor. 1:11).  

• They had loyalties to different leaders 

• There were practices that divided rich and poor 

• Over and over throughout the letter, he talks about unity or being one.  

• There were divisions rooted in their racial ethnic heritage.  

• Corinth had access to water and fertile land and these resources, along with its 
strategic location all combined to make it a rich and powerful Greek city. 

To Whom Was Paul Writing?  

 Paul was writing, of course, to a particular church community in a particular 
place. As we see throughout the writing, it truly is a letter; he speaks directly to the 
people and makes references to particular things he has heard going on in that 
community. You could say that it’s a particular letter relevant to that community.  

 And yet, of course, this letter to this particular community is included in the canon 
of scripture because early church leaders recognized its power or influence on the much 
broader community of the whole Church. They recognized, of course, that the 
Corinthian church is not the only community troubled by division and by overlooking and 
diminishing some gifts in order to elevate others.  

What have you seen in the communities of which you have been a part (in 
terms of welcoming or rejecting gifts or observing unity or division)?  

I myself have been around long enough as a pastor that I have seen and 
observed and experienced firsthand a particular congregation and the broader Church 
functioning well and valuing the gifts of a variety of people. I have also seen and 
observed and experienced firsthand division, betrayal, and undue blame.  

I have experienced the Church at its best and at its broken and divisive worst. A 
few weeks ago, before Christmas, when we had a video segment from Anna in the 
sermon, I was talking about how precious it is when we have worship guests to 
welcome, and we have the responsibility as stewards to invite them into the community 
of faith which we enjoy together. That atmosphere of welcome and community is 
precious and also fragile: Anna talked about how when she’s worshiping with her family, 
which includes young children, a look from a grandparent type can communicate 
something like, “Yeah, we’ve been there; parenting is tough—we’re with you, hang in 
there.” What she was saying is that that’s what she’s experienced here at Good 
Shepherd.  

In my own comments, I pointed out that just a look is powerful and that it can also 
convey, “What are you doing here? You don’t belong here!” 
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Paul is encouraging the church in Corinth and us in the “capital C” Church to 
welcome a variety of gifts. Sometimes we do that well and sometimes we fall short of 
that. The presence of community (Greek koinonia), which means to refer to the 
idealized state of fellowship and unity that should exist within the Church, is a precious 
gift for which we are all responsible.  

A Healthy Church with a Variety of Gifts: 

• Adapting to COVID Challenges: COVID has challenged churches and family 
groups, businesses, schools, health care providers, and every other organization 
in all kinds of ways. At Good Shepherd, that we have been also to have regular 
worship together in some form during the challenges and unpredictability of 
COVID for now approaching 2 years is a reflection of having a variety of gifts and 
people working together. 

• COVID Task Force Wisdom: A pastor recently gave thanks for the COVID Task 
Force in the congregation he serves.  

Pastor Mark: I'm feeling really good right now. We're going to livestream only for 
the third Sunday in a row. That's rough but what has me encouraged is our 
COVID Task Force. We established it back in March of 2020 and have met at 
least monthly since then. It consists of doctors, public health policy experts, 
county health workers, a hospital chaplain and yours truly. They have been so 
single-minded and so faithful in keeping everyone safe. Probably the smartest 
thing I ever did in 20 years of ministry was to call that group together way back 
when. They have had my back the whole time and shared the load. I look forward 
to the time they are no longer needed but am thankful for them now. 

• Comment: “All members of your church? Wow!” 

• Mark’s response: Yes. We were very fortunate to have them as a 
resource. I mean, how many people have a PhD in public health policy to 
begin with, and then for that person to be in the congregation and already 
on session? It was awesome. 

I could have written this myself; this reflects what I think about our own 
COVID Task Force with its members: Medical professionals, scientists, 
leaders of public entities, past and present leaders at Good Shepherd and 
all invested in the life of the church.  

 

• Gifts of Tech-Savvy and Time: Here’s a recent example—maybe not as difficult 
a challenge to overcome, but still a sign of a healthy church and people offering a 
variety of gifts for the sake of the common good: Two weeks ago Saturday, our 
projection unit that allows us to show text and images on the screen went 
down—its inner workings went out with no fix possible. It was no one’s fault—no 
one mishandled something or broke it—it just happened. But through clever, 
tech-savvy people offering their time and gifts, we have a temporary solution.  

• Joy of Working Together: I told the Bible study group this week about an 
experience I had years ago in Summer Camping Ministry, which was a formative 
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experience for me. I was 20 years old and in college and was a part of a summer 
staff that led camping programs for the church for a variety of age groups from 
elementary through high school. I recall getting my first paycheck for being a part 
of this program. I had led many things as a volunteer at my home church and this 
summer camping seemed like an extension of those positive experiences. I had 
fun and I enjoyed doing it. When I got the paycheck, I was almost like, “Wow—
you mean I get paid, too?”  

Of course, I knew that that was a part of the deal, but the point is that it was a joy 
for me to be a part of a team and doing something I loved. We worked hard and 
we worked well together, and it was fun.  

The Church’s Brokenness 

 And I have been a pastor where I have been unfairly blamed. I have seen people 
take their anxiety and anger or their grief or their fear out on others. I have experienced 
betrayal and the destruction of a community, of koinonia.  

 For all the joy I had working in Summer Camp Ministry and the startling pleasure 
I had at receiving that first paycheck, I have also left a place in which there would have 
been no amount of money that could fairly compensate me for the cost of personal 
health, harm to myself, and harm to my family.  

What are other pastors and church leaders saying about how the church works? 
Some reflect the division or brokenness that Paul is acknowledging.  

• Sometimes pastors are harmed when the church is divided and broken: 

Poor Treatment of Pastor: Here’s what one pastor wrote in the last week:   

Just a hypothesis.... people in congregations treat their pastors [poorly] (He used 
more colorful language that that.) because that is how they are treated in their 
employment and so they are taught that’s how you treat people you perceive to be 
“your employee.” 

Other pastors commented on their experience being similar. One offered a 
differing perspective. Another replied to that person to explain what she has 
experienced:  

“While it is true that not every congregation as an institution treats its pastors 
[poorly], it is also true that in every single congregation I have served (and that has 
been over thirty different congregations (She is an interim pastor who has served 
many congregations)), there has been at least one individual who seems to feel 
perfectly entitled to treat me badly. Plus, I have served in several congregations 
where councils as a whole seemed to feel entitled to treat me more rudely than they 
would ever treat one another. Again, not every one, but enough, and there should 
not be a single one. 

I would also submit that your experience, as a male pastor, is very, very different 
from those of us who are female. It is well-documented that church councils treat 
women candidates very differently when it comes to negotiating compensation, for 
example. Every single compensation negotiation I have had involved people 
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attempting to make me feel guilty for using the synod guidelines. Every.single.one. 
Again, in some councils someone else will speak up and make a statement about 
following guidelines, but there have been other councils where their overall goal was 
to get me as cheap as they could. 

And of course, there are all the countless examples of women pastors not being 
given the basic respect for our pastoral office that is granted to men. 

I'm pleased for you that you have apparently not experienced these things, but 
please try to have some compassion and understanding for your many, many, many 
colleagues who are less fortunate.” 

 

• Sometimes people are harmed when the church is divided and broken: Our 
Good Shepherd Welcome Statement has different affirmations about whom we 
aim to welcome. One of those directly acknowledges that the Church has harmed 
people: Our statement says, “Welcome especially to all who have ever been 
made to feel unwelcome by the church.”   

 

A Final Word from Paul (from this chapter):  

 Paul closes this chapter with a summary affirmation:  

27Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.  

 And then he hints at his next point which he’ll develop in the following chapter, 
which is that love has the power to overcome division.  

31But strive for the greater gifts. And I will show you a still more 

excellent way. 

Thanks be to God for the power of love which can overcome division.  


