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The Church Only Works When Every Part Does 

1 Corinthians 12:1-31  

Teacher’s Guide 

Introduction: One Church, Many Parts 

A few years ago, a high school marching band was featured on the news—not because of a 
major performance, but because their halftime show almost fell apart. The drumline 
missed a cue, the brass section hesitated, and the formation unraveled on the field. But 
what made it newsworthy wasn’t the failure—it was the recovery. A single band member, a 
freshman clarinetist, started playing her part with confidence, found the tempo, and 
gradually helped pull the rest back together. 

Later, the band director said, “Most people in the crowd wouldn’t even know her name. But 
that one small part held the whole together.” 

That’s how the body works. That’s how the church works. 

In most sports, players have different roles. You wouldn’t ask a catcher to pitch or expect a 
lineman to run routes. That’s not a weakness—it’s a design. Each person has a place, and 
when everyone plays their part, the team functions as one. 

That’s the picture Paul paints in 1 Corinthians 12. 

The Corinthian church was full of gifted people, but their view of spiritual gifts had become 
distorted. Instead of using their gifts to build up the church, they were using them to build 
themselves up. Some elevated certain gifts as more spiritual than others—especially the 
more public or dramatic ones. The result was pride, envy, division, and confusion. 

Paul writes to correct their thinking—not to shame their gifting, but to restore their 
understanding. He reminds them that all spiritual gifts come from the same Spirit, that 
every gift has a purpose, and that the church is meant to function like a body—many 
members, one body, under one Head. 

This passage isn’t just about what gifts we have. It’s about how we see the people around 
us. It’s about how we honor the work of the Spirit in each other’s lives. It’s about how the 
body of Christ grows strong when every part serves with humility, joy, and love. 
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In a world that ranks people by platform, performance, and popularity, 1 Corinthians 12 
invites us to live differently: to see one another not as competition, but as complement. To 
stop comparing and start contributing. Because the body only works when every part 
works together—for the glory of God and the good of His people. 

Starter Question: Why do you think people are sometimes tempted to rank spiritual gifts 
or roles in the church? 

Possible Answers: 

• We tend to value what’s most visible or impressive 
• Our culture celebrates platform over service 
• We assume the more public the gift, the more spiritual the person 

I. Every Gift Comes from the Same Spirit  

Now concerning spiritual gifts, brothers, I do not want you to be uninformed. 2 You 
know that when you were pagans you were led astray to mute idols, however you were 
led. 3 Therefore I want you to understand that no one speaking in the Spirit of God ever 
says “Jesus is accursed!” and no one can say “Jesus is Lord” except in the Holy Spirit. 
4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; 5 and there are varieties of 
service, but the same Lord; 6 and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same 
God who empowers them all in everyone. 7 To each is given the manifestation of the 
Spirit for the common good. 8 For to one is given through the Spirit the utterance of 
wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, 9 to 
another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, 10 to 
another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another the ability to 
distinguish between spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, to another the 
interpretation of tongues. 11 All these are empowered by one and the same Spirit, who 
apportions to each one individually as he wills. (1 Corinthians 12:1-11, ESV) 

What’s Going On Here? 

Gifts Are Given, Not Earned 

Paul opens the chapter by addressing confusion in the Corinthian church about spiritual 
gifts—especially the ones that seemed more dramatic or public. Some believers were 
elevating gifts like tongues or prophecy as signs of deeper spirituality or divine favor. Paul 
immediately reframes their thinking by pointing them back to the source: the Spirit. 
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He reminds them where they came from—“You know that when you were pagans, you 
were led astray to mute idols…” (v. 2). Before Christ, they followed gods who could not 
speak. But now they serve the living God who does speak—and not just through prophets, 
but through the lives and gifts of ordinary believers. 

Paul’s list of gifts in verses 8–10 includes a range: wisdom, knowledge, faith, healing, 
miracles, prophecy, discernment, tongues, interpretation. It’s not an exhaustive catalog, 
but a representative sampling of how the Spirit equips the church. And what unites them 
all is this: “All these are empowered by one and the same Spirit, who apportions to each 
one individually as he wills.” (v. 11) 

In other words, gifts are not achievements. They’re not rewards for obedience or signals of 
spiritual status. They’re graces—freely given by the Spirit, assigned according to His 
wisdom, and distributed for the building up of the body. 

No one is overlooked. No one is gifted “more spiritually” than another. Every gift matters, 
and every believer has a role. 

Unity Is Found in the Giver, Not the Gift 

Instead of dividing the church, the variety of gifts should deepen our dependence on one 
another and increase our wonder at the wisdom of God. The same Spirit who gives one 
person a bold prophetic voice may give another quiet discernment, patient 
encouragement, or administrative clarity. The church needs all of them. 

Paul doesn’t tell the Corinthians to pick their favorite gifts or chase the flashiest ones—he 
reminds them that the source is what matters most. The Spirit doesn’t just empower 
individuals; He knits the body together through His generosity and creativity. 

The problem comes when we forget that the gifts aren’t about us. They’re about the glory of 
God and the good of His people. When we start comparing, resenting, or competing, we’re 
no longer walking in step with the Spirit—we’re seeking the spotlight. 

True unity happens when we celebrate the Spirit’s work in one another and steward our 
own gifts with humility and joy. 

II. Every Member Belongs to the Same Body 

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 
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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. (1 
Corinthians 12:12-20, ESV) 

What’s Going On Here? 

Diversity Is by Design 

To correct the Corinthians’ unhealthy obsession with ranking spiritual gifts, Paul gives 
them a simple but powerful image: the human body. A body is made up of many different 
parts—hands, feet, eyes, ears—not one of them the same, and yet all belonging to one 
another. The differences don’t weaken the body—they make it function. The body is unified 
not by uniformity, but by design. 

Paul ties this directly to our identity in Christ: “So it is with Christ.” The church isn’t just like 
a body; it is the body of Christ. The members are inseparably connected—not just 
institutionally, but spiritually. They’ve all been baptized by the same Spirit into one body. 
Race, status, or background doesn’t change that. Jew or Greek, slave or free—each 
believer drinks from the same Spirit. That shared spiritual identity is what binds the church 
together, even across all its diversity. 

God never intended for every believer to look the same, sound the same, or serve the same 
way. The church is a mosaic, not a mold. 

Every Member Matters 

In Corinth, some believers felt inferior because their gifts weren’t as public or dramatic. 
Others likely wondered if they mattered at all. Paul exposes the lie behind that kind of 
thinking by imagining a conversation between body parts. What if the foot said, “Because 
I’m not a hand, I don’t belong”? What if the ear decided it was useless because it wasn’t an 
eye? 
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It sounds ridiculous—but that’s what comparison does. It convinces us that if we aren’t 
like someone else, we must not matter. But that’s not how God thinks. 

God Himself is the One who arranged the members of the body. Every person, every gift, 
every role is part of His intentional design. If He placed you in the body, then your presence 
is purposeful and your contribution is needed. 

This truth reshapes how we view ourselves and others. No believer is an extra. No gift is 
unimportant. We are not interchangeable parts—we are essential members. And when 
each one embraces their role without envy or apology, the church becomes what it was 
always meant to be: a living, unified, Spirit-filled body that shows the world what Jesus is 
like. 

III. Every Part Depends on Each Other  
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. (1 Corinthians 11:21-26, ESV) 

What’s Going On Here? 

We Need Each Other 

After correcting those who felt inferior or unnecessary, Paul turns his attention to the 
opposite problem: spiritual superiority. If some believers were tempted to say, “I don’t 
belong,” others were acting like they didn’t need anyone else. Paul confronts this head-on. 
In a body, the eye can’t function without the hand, and the head can’t disregard the feet. 
The more prominent parts still depend on the ones that work quietly behind the scenes. 

Within the church, it’s easy to assume that some roles matter more because they’re more 
visible. But God flips that logic. He often gives special honor to those gifts and people the 
world might overlook. The quieter members, the less celebrated acts of service, the 
behind-the-scenes ministries—they aren’t optional extras. They’re indispensable. 
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This design isn’t accidental. It’s intentional. God builds the body in such a way that we 
need each other. He arranges it so that no one can say, “I’ve got this on my own.” That 
dependence is a feature, not a flaw. It protects us from pride, and it fosters humility, care, 
and honor within the church family. 

We Share Honor and Suffer Together 

What God intends for His church is not a hierarchy—it’s a household of honor. A place 
where members are so connected that they rejoice in one another’s blessings and carry 
one another’s burdens. Paul puts it simply: when one member suffers, the whole body 
feels it. When one is honored, the whole body celebrates. 

This is the kind of spiritual community Christ envisioned: deeply connected, genuinely 
loving, and relationally invested. It's not a crowd attending the same event—it’s a family 
sharing the same life. 

True unity isn’t just structural—it’s emotional. It’s the kind of unity that makes room for 
tears and applause. The kind that walks with the wounded and claps for the faithful. It’s the 
kind that reminds us: we don’t just go to church—we belong to each other. 

When we embrace that truth, the body becomes stronger. Not because everyone is the 
same, but because everyone is seen, needed, and honored. 

IV. Every Gift Must Be Guided by Love 

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? 31 But earnestly 
desire the higher gifts.  And I will show you a still more excellent way. (1 Corinthians 
11:27-31, ESV) 

What’s Going On Here? 

Gifts Are for the Church, Not the Individual 

As Paul closes this chapter, he reinforces one of the most important truths about spiritual 
gifts: they are not given for the sake of the individual who receives them—they are given for 
the sake of the body. 
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He reminds the Corinthians that they are not just a collection of individuals with different 
talents. They are the body of Christ—one organism made up of many members, each 
uniquely gifted, each intentionally placed. No one is the entire body. No one is 
independent. And no one’s gift exists for their own platform or spiritual prestige. 

Paul’s list of roles—apostles, prophets, teachers, miracle-workers, healers, helpers, 
administrators, those who speak in tongues—is not meant to be exhaustive, but 
illustrative. His point isn’t to elevate certain gifts—it’s to show how God’s Spirit meets the 
wide range of needs within the church by empowering different people in different ways. 

This is why he asks a series of rhetorical questions: “Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are 
all teachers?” Of course not. But every gift has a place—and every gift is for the church. 

Spiritual gifts are not spiritual trophies. They are tools for service, meant to build up, 
strengthen, encourage, and unify the body of Christ. When we make gifts about personal 
recognition, we’ve distorted their purpose. But when we use them to serve others, we 
reflect the very heart of Christ. 

To say it simply: your gift is not about you. It’s about what God wants to do through you for 
the good of others. 

This is how the church grows—not by competition or comparison, but by mutual 
submission and Spirit-empowered service. And it’s this Spirit-led, others-oriented view of 
gifts that prepares the way for Paul’s next—and most powerful—point: love is what gives 
every gift its meaning. 

Love Is the Most Excellent Way 

After all his teaching on gifts, Paul turns the page with a sentence that shifts the 
conversation: “Earnestly desire the higher gifts. And I will show you a still more excellent 
way.” 

That way is love—the subject of 1 Corinthians 13. Paul doesn’t say gifts don’t matter. But 
he makes it clear: they don’t mean anything without love. No matter how impressive or 
public or powerful a gift may seem, if it’s not motivated and guided by love, it is empty. 

In the Corinthian church, people were exalting gifts but neglecting love. And Paul refuses to 
separate the two. He reminds them—and us—that the true mark of spiritual maturity isn’t 
what you can do for the church, but how you treat the people in it. 
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Don’t just seek to be gifted. Seek to be loving. The Holy Spirit doesn’t just empower us to 
speak or serve—He empowers us to love like Jesus. 

Living Out God’s Word This Week 
Celebrate the Gifts You Don’t Have 

In a culture that thrives on comparison, the gospel calls us to gratitude. Instead of feeling 
insecure about what you lack, celebrate what God is doing through others. When you see 
someone teaching, encouraging, organizing, or serving in a way you can’t, let that move 
you to thankfulness—not jealousy. God designed the body this way on purpose. We’re not 
supposed to have every gift—we’re supposed to need each other. 

“For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have the 
same function...” (Romans 12:4–5, ESV) 

Use Your Gifts to Serve Others 

Your spiritual gift is not for your resume—it’s for the church. Ask yourself: Where is there a 
need in my church family? Where has God given me time, ability, or passion that could 
meet that need? Whether it’s teaching, helping, praying, organizing, encouraging, or 
showing mercy—your gift isn’t small, and it isn’t extra. It was given to you on purpose for 
the building up of others. 

“As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God’s 
varied grace.” (1 Peter 4:10, ESV) 

Honor Someone Whose Role Is Often Overlooked 

Paul reminds us that the parts of the body we think are less important are often more 
necessary. In your church family, who serves quietly without recognition? Who prays 
behind the scenes, cleans the building, sets up chairs, or cares for others without being 
asked? This week, choose one person and intentionally affirm them. Write a note. Send a 
message. Speak encouragement. Let them know: “You matter. And you’re seen.” 

“Therefore encourage one another and build one another up, just as you are doing.” 
 (1 Thessalonians 5:11, ESV) 

Pursue Love Above All 
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Spiritual gifts are powerful. But Paul ends this chapter by pointing us to a greater pursuit: 
love. Without love, gifts become noise. Without love, service becomes empty. So this 
week, ask God not just to help you use your gifts, but to help you express them in love. 
What does that look like in your tone? Your patience? Your willingness to sacrifice or defer? 
Let your service be shaped by the heart of Christ. 

“If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong...”  
 (1 Corinthians 13:1–3, ESV) 

Group Discussion Questions 

1. What do we risk losing when we compare our gifts with others instead of celebrating 
them? 

2. Who in your church or community has a quieter role that’s been vital in your life or 
faith? 

3. Why do you think God gives certain gifts more visibility while others are less seen 
but equally necessary? 

4. In what ways have you seen the body of Christ function beautifully in unity through 
diverse gifts? 

5. What’s one relationship or ministry opportunity where God might be calling you to 
use your gift more selflessly this week? 

Conclusion: Many Gifts, One Body 

The church is not held together by talent or personality—it is held together by the Spirit of 
God. And His design for the body is not uniformity, but unity through diversity. We are many 
members, with different gifts, callings, and strengths—but we belong to one body, under 
one Head: Christ. 

No one has every gift. No one is giftless. And no one is greater or lesser in the eyes of the 
One who arranged the body just as He chose. 

Every time we serve with humility, we reflect the character of Christ. Every time we 
celebrate the gifts of others, we affirm the wisdom of the Spirit. And every time we love one 
another as members of the same body, we show the world what it looks like when Jesus is 
truly Lord of the church. 
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So let’s reject comparison. Let’s resist pride. Let’s rejoice in the Spirit’s work in one 
another. And let’s build up the body—not by being the same, but by each doing our part in 
love. 

Because that’s what the church is: one body, many gifts, and one glorious purpose—to 
make Christ known. Together. 

Closing Prayer 

Father, 

We praise You for the grace that not only saves us, but places us in the body of Christ. You 
have called us into a family of faith and given each of us a role to play—a gift to use for Your 
glory and the good of others. 

We’re grateful that You arrange the body as You see fit. Nothing is random. No one is 
forgotten. 

Forgive us, Lord, for the times we’ve compared, competed, or disconnected. For the 
moments we’ve doubted our place, downplayed our gift, or diminished someone else’s. 
Cleanse us of pride, insecurity, and the desire for recognition. 

Teach us to walk in humility. Help us serve with joy. Let us love with sincerity. Make us a 
church that honors one another well, where every member is valued and every gift is used 
in love. 

May our unity reflect Your wisdom. May our fellowship reveal Your grace. And may our life 
together proclaim that Jesus is Lord of this body. 

In His name we pray, 
 Amen. 
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