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Introduction: Church, Human or Spiritual? 
 
Check the box that makes the most sense to you:  
 
[     ] The Church is a human social organization like any other, and can be analyzed 
accordingly.  
 
[     ] The Church is a spiritual community, founded by Christ, and cannot be analyzed 
according to merely human categories.  
 
So, what do you think? Which box do you check?  
 
I think the best answer is both/and, not either/or.  
 
The Church is in fact a human social organization, and can be analyzed accordingly. In 
particular, it is a membership-based voluntary association, in the nonprofit sector, supported 
primarily by the freewill donations of its members.  
 
Like any other voluntary association, the Church competes for members with other churches, 
with other associations, and with other ways people might choose to spend their time and money. 
The effectiveness of any particular congregation in attracting and retaining members, and 
deepening the loyalty and participation of members, is very important – at least if one cares 
about the survival and flourishing of the church as an organization. Of course a lot of people 
don’t care too much about that, but I do.  
 
It is possible to develop expertise in the dynamics of successful voluntary associations, including 
churches. Any church needs to have people in it who are reading, thinking, and strategizing 
based on this research. It is perfectly appropriate, even necessary, for a church to avail itself of 
this expertise and put it to work in a hardheaded and realistic way.  
 
But that is not all there is to it. The Church is more than merely a human organization. The 
Church is also a spiritual reality. How we understand church health, church growth, and the 
proper functioning of a church cannot be left entirely to the experts in organizational theory. We 
must attend to what the Bible says. Our two passages today can help.  
 
The Church as Body of Christ with Spirit of God 
 
Romans 12:4 says: For as in one body we have many members, and not all members have the 
same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members 
one of another.  



 
1 Corinthians 12:4-7 says: Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are 
varieties of services (ministries), but the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities 
(accomplishments), but it is the same God who activates (empowers) all of them in everyone. 
To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. 
 
Paul was the first theologian of the church. As in so many other areas of Christian thought, he 
was the pioneer.  
 
The most fundamental element in his theology of the church was his claim that the church is the 
body of Christ on earth. Dietrich Bonhoeffer was right, I think, in taking this claim quite 
literally – he said that ever since the resurrection and ascension of Christ, the place on earth 
where Christ’s body can be found is the church. The church is the body of Christ. If you want to 
encounter Christ bodily, go to church. If you want a hug from Jesus, go to church.  
 
Like all bodies, the church as Christ’s body has many parts. Probably most of us have been in 
church sometime when a pastor laboriously compared the different members of the church to 
various body parts. Ann Smith is our left eye, and Chris Faulkner is our right hamstring, and it is 
hard not to see Eddie Campbell as our left ventricle. You get the idea.  
 
Also, like all persons, this Body has a spirit. That is, a Holy Spirit. The Spirit of the Body of 
Christ is the Spirit of God. Here is where we begin to connect to our Holy Spirit theme of this 
sermon series. Paul says that the spirit of the body of Christ is the Holy Spirit. And the Holy 
Spirit is busy doing something in and for this Body. The Spirit is busy distributing spiritual gifts 
to the various parts of the body.  
 
Now is where you might think I would go right on and do the exposition of the different spiritual 
gifts that are mentioned in Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12. I’ll get there, but I think it is 
important to pause and think a bit more about what picture of community we are already getting 
in this imagery of the church as the body of Christ, inspirited by the Holy Spirit.  
 
The Church as Collective Living Organism 
 
First: notice that the church is a collective living organism, indeed, a collective person. There 
was only one Jesus, but we are collectively the body of Christ on earth.  
 
While I think this certainly applies to the church universal, over 2 billion people, that is really 
hard to wrap our minds and hearts around. It is easier – not easy, but easier – to think of this 
local congregation in that way, as a collective person, a collective living organism. We. Us. 
Together.  
 
The modern world is individualistic, and most of us tend to think in “I” rather than “we” terms. 
But just a bit of thought can get us out of that pattern. 
  
A family is an example. A family is more than a collection of individuals, but together is a living 
organism. The Stanford Family.  



A community also kind of works. Decatur City is more than a collection of individuals, but 
instead also a community.  
 
This is certainly true of the church. We are a collective living organism. Together, a collective 
person. Kind of like a person, with a body, which has many parts, but one core identity, with all 
parts deeply intertwined and interconnected.  
 
This has certain implications, some of which Paul spells out here in these passages, some of 
which he mentions elsewhere.  
 
--Because we are one interconnected body, what happens to one happens to all. If one suffers, 
we all suffer. If one recovers, we are all healthier. This feels true to the extent that we are most 
deeply connected to each other, like in a small group.  
 
--Because we are one interconnected body, the choices I make affect others. If I become a 
healthier and holier Christian, everyone benefits. If I give in to my worst instincts, all are 
affected.  
 
--Because we are one interconnected body, if I leave when I feel frustrated, it affects others. If I 
stay and help us all get healthier, we all benefit.  
 
--Because we are one interconnected body, if I use my spiritual gifts, the whole body benefits. If 
I refuse to do my part, or allow my gifts or contribution to weaken or erode, the whole body 
suffers.  
 
--Because we are one interconnected body, each doing our own tasks as gifted and assigned, if I 
think of myself as more important than you, that’s absurd. If I think of myself as less 
important than you, that’s also absurd. If I try to do all the roles of all the different body parts, 
that’s absurd. If I withdraw and do none of the roles, that’s also absurd.  
 
The overall picture then, is clear.  
 
The Church is not just a human organization. It is the living body of Christ on earth. It contains 
many parts, or members, like any body.  
 
The Church is empowered by the Holy Spirit of God.  
 
The Spirit distributes gifts to each part of the body. These gifts are for “the common good” (1 
Cor 12:7), that is, for the overall well-being of the body and what the body is trying to do in the 
world.  
 
Any gift that a member of the body manifests should be viewed not merely as a human trait or 
skill but as a spiritual gift, a gift from the Holy Spirit.  
 
Like any other gift, if you get one, you haven’t done anything, so there is nothing to be prideful 
about. That’s why Paul says in Romans 12:3: Do not think of yourselves more highly than you 



ought to think, but think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God 
has assigned.   
 
The first proper response to the reception of a gift is gratitude. Everyone knows that, which is 
why my Mom ALWAYS emphasized writing thank you notes.  
 
And because gifts are given to be used, the other proper response to a gift is to go out and use it  
for the purpose for which it was intended.  
 
If while you are out there using your gift for the purpose it was intended, you see another 
member of the body using their gift for the purpose for which it was intended, the only proper 
response to that is more gratitude. God, thank you for how you have gifted so and so for the 
work that they do.  
 
The proper response is NEVER envy, as in, O God, why did you gift them and not me? Or, I 
wanted their really visible gift, like playing the organ, and not my less visible gift, like managing 
Sunday School records. Nope. That’s not how we roll in the body of Christ.  
 
The Actual Gifts 
 
There are lots of lists in the New Testament, and no two of them are the same. I think that’s 
significant. The two spiritual gift lists that we find in these passages do not contain the same 
gifts. The fact that the lists vary allows us to have some freedom with how we think about the 
gifts of the Holy Spirit for our church today.  
 
I think it is best to organize the gifts into broad categories: 
 
Teaching Gifts—these include the discernment and communication of God’s Word and will, in 
preaching, corporate worship, and presumably in all kinds of one-on-one and small group 
contexts. God’s Word is like food to us. We need it. We need someone to serve it to us.  
 
Caregiving Gifts—these include compassionate response to others’ need and suffering, ministry 
to those who are suffering which can include visits, cards, calls, talk, hugs, care, service, 
hospitality, all expressions of mercy contributing to healing, hope, and wholeness.  
 
Leadership Gifts—these include casting vision, setting direction, administrating projects, and 
exhorting the body to fulfill its mission and vision.  
 
And though I don’t see this included anywhere, surely every Christian community has a need for:  
 
Just-Put-Me-To-Work Gifts: the body needs hands and feet and backs willing to just do what is 
required. Move chairs. Pick up stuff off the floor. Clean bathrooms. Serve tables. Be the 12th 
member of a committee. Come to workday and wield a paintbrush. A church needs an awful lot 
of people with such gifts.  
 
A Final Word about FBCD 



 
In my eight months as interim pastor, I have been deeply impressed by how well our particular 
local body of Christ functions. It’s especially impressive given that it has been two years since 
this church has had an installed permanent pastor. 
 
I have very much appreciated the latitude given to me to exercise whatever gifts I might have in 
teaching, caregiving, and leadership.  
 
But I have been fully aware that this church is filled with others who also have teaching, 
caregiving, leadership and other gifts.  
 
I have understood it to be part of my responsibility to allow – actually to encourage, inspire, 
empower -- gifted staff, ministers, and laypeople to exercise their Spirit-given gifts to the fullest 
of their ability.  
 
On the paradigm of the Church as a body with many parts, each member being gifted by the 
Spirit in some way, it is imperative that we continue to deepen a culture in which each member 
is a serving member.  
 
But also we need to create a culture in which each member is given opportunities to grow in 
the discernment and deployment of their gifts. A culture in which it is never about grabbing or 
hoarding power, office, or role, but about giving away power, office, and role to others who can 
learn by doing.  
 
A great concern I have about the future of this church – of many churches – is this –I am 
concerned that we find a way not only to attract those under 40 to want to come to our church, 
but also to want to become serving members of our church. We need next generations to take 
their place in the long line of generations here since the 1860s, with leadership organically 
passing from one generation to the next. As this happens more and more, we will be reminded 
once again of God’s goodness. We will see that the Holy Spirit can still be counted on to give 
good gifts to the body of Christ for the work of Christ.  
 
  


