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1 CORINTHIANS 12 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 Now concerning spiritual gifts, brethren, I do not want you to be unaware. 2 You 
know that when you were pagans, you were led astray to the mute idols, however 
you were led. 3 Therefore I make known to you that no one speaking by the Spirit 
of God says, “Yeshua is accursed”; and no one can say, “Yeshua is Lord,” except by 
the Holy Spirit. 
 
12:1 A theme which dominates 1 Corinthians chs. 12-14 is the proper employment of the 

gifts of the Spirit, and Paul issuing various corrections, clarifications, but also rebukes to his 
audience: “Now about the gifts of the Spirit, brothers and sisters, I do not want you to be 
uninformed” (TNIV). The exact label is tōn pneumatikōn, “spiritual things” (YLT), which does 
not always have to be representative of spiritual gifts (cf. 2:13; 9:11), but can be employed a bit 
broader in terms of “spiritual matters” (LITV). The tenor of what Paul communicates, 
addressing various spiritual gifts and various roles within the Body of Messiah, strongly 
supports that he is responding to previous written correspondence, or an oral report, issued 
to him by the Corinthians. 

That there has been some confusion, misunderstanding, and division between various 
Corinthians or Corinthian factions, over the spiritual gifts, is easily deduced—something 
which later on becomes quite clear in the discussion over tongues (ch. 14). The Apostle Paul 
makes the effort to direct how all Believers are part of the same Body of Messiah—and hence 
all—regardless of what spiritual gift or gifts they have been granted, are interconnected with 
one another. Believers are to use their gifts as a means of mutual blessing, guided by the 
imperative of love (ch. 13). People claiming themselves to be more spiritual than others, or 
having reached some peak of spirituality, was causing problems. Marion L. Soards directs, 

“Among the Corinthians the flamboyant gifts are more cherished and more highly 
esteemed. Remarkably, some people in Corinth seem to have become so elevated in their 
spirituality that they had no use for, and even expressed disdain for, the all-too-human Jesus 
who suffered the disgrace of dying on the cross.”1 

Gordon D. Fee, who is widely identified as being Pentecostal and charismatic, asks, “Had 
their emphasis on spirituality, manifested by tongues, become an end in itself, so that they 

 
1 Soards, 252. 
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were focusing more on these things than on God himself?”2 While there are legitimate 
spiritual gifts witnessed in Paul’s discussion with the Corinthians, whether or not such gifts 
are edifying of other Believers, and are tempered by a demeanor of love and edification for 
one another—should serve as an important test as to whether or not such “spiritual things” 
originate from the true Holy Spirit, or some other place. 

12:2 Paul makes a very interesting statement regarding the disposition of his audience, 
which is majority non-Jewish. He speaks to their previous, pre-Messiah condition, 
remarking, “You know that you were Gentiles, carried away to these dumb idols, however 
you were led” (NKJV). Unlike Ephesians 2:11, which identifies the non-Jewish Believers as 
“the Gentiles in the flesh” or “the nations in the flesh” (YLT), ta ethnē en sarki, speaking of 
physical descent—1 Corinthians 12:2 does claim hoti hote ethnē ēte, directing most versions to 
necessarily render it as “You know that when you were heathen” (RSV) or “You know that 
when you were pagans” (ESV), speaking of a spiritual condition. David E. Garland indicates, 
“The noun e;qnh (ethnē) is the Jewish term for Gentiles (the assumption is that Jews are the 
nation; the rest are simply the nations), and in the context of idols, the translation ‘pagans’ is 
apropos.”3 Richard B. Hays actually draws the conclusion that with the non-Jewish 
Corinthians, no longer to be regarded as pagans—and he invokes the English “Gentiles”—
they are to be regarded as grafted-in to the community and heritage of Israel: 

“When he indicates that the Corinthian believers are no longer Gentiles, Paul is 
unmistakingly suggesting that they have turned away from idols to serve the living God of 
Israel (cf. 1 Thess. 1:9) and thereby become grafted into Israel (cf. Rom. 11:17-24). That is why 
he can speak of Israel in the wilderness as ‘our fathers’ (1 Cor. 10:1): He includes the 
Corinthian Gentiles among those who can rightly claim ancestry from the Israel of the Old 
Testament stories...[H]is offhand turn of phrase reveals much about his ecclesiology and his 
understanding of the place of his converts in relation to the people of Israel.”4 

There is an unquestionable spiritual heritage in the Tanach or Old Testament that the 
Corinthians who have expressed faith in Israel’s Messiah, must consider: “You know how, in 
the days when you were still pagan, you were swept off to those dumb heathen gods, however 
you happened to be led” (NEB). That idols were considered to be dumb or mute, is rooted 
within the record of Israel’s Scriptures (1 Kings 18:26-29; Habakkuk 2:19-18; Psalm 115:4-8; cf. 
Acts 17:29). Paul has prefaced his words to the Corinthians about a proper handling of the 
spiritual gifts, by reminding them of where they came from, and in essence asking them if 
they have truly improved from the quality of pagan spirituality they once embraced. In the 
estimation of J. Paul Sampley, “Paul’s ‘back-to-basics’ move discloses his abiding conviction 
that the Corinthians’ behavior shows them to be babies in the faith (cf. 3:1-2), a note to which 
he will explicitly return in 14:20.”5 

 
2 Fee, 583. 
3 Garland, 564. 
4 Hays, 209. 
5 Sampley, in NIB, 10:941. 
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12:3 The Apostle Paul affirms something very important to the Corinthians, as they will 
have to evaluate and consider the quality of their spirituality: “Therefore, I want to make it 
clear to you that no one speaking by the Spirit of God ever says, ‘Yeshua is cursed!’ and no one 
can say, ‘Yeshua is Lord,’ except by the Ruach HaKodesh” (CJB). If a man or woman speaks via 
the distinct influence of the Holy Spirit, then with it will come a clear declaration of Yeshua 
as Lord. Soards indicates, “According to Paul genuine enthusiasm affirms the lordship of 
Jesus, whereas the practice of ecstasy generates behavior contrary or hostile to the 
affirmation of Jesus’ lordship.”6 Contrary to this, exclaiming Anthema Iēsous or “Yeshua is 
accursed” or “Curse Jesus!” (Goodspeed New Testament), is decisively not an action of the 
Holy Spirit. Paul’s remarks in v. 3 are properly concluded to be a form of shock language. 
Craig Blomberg remarks that perhaps some of the Corinthians had even cursed Yeshua the 
Messiah, formally, before receiving Him into their lives: 

“Some of them had doubtless spoken seemingly inspired utterances during various 
Greco-Roman rituals (v. 2). But in those settings, participants who had heard of Christ’s 
claims might well have cursed him, so Paul notes that no one can sincerely declare Jesus to be 
anathema who is a true believer (v. 3).”7 

The term anathema notably possesses a Tanach background via the term cherem, which 
can mean either “devoted thing” or “devotion, ban” (BDB).8 BDAG details anathema as “that 
which has been cursed, cursed, accursed...LXX as a rule= [cherem]: what is ‘devoted to the 
divinity’ can be either consecrated or accursed. The mng. of the word in the other NT passages 
moves definitely in the direction of the latter.”9 Presumably, none of the Corinthians 
subsequent to making a declaration in favor of Yeshua as Messiah, had declared Him to be 
anathema or accursed. But, how many were acting in a manner which was more consistent 
with an environment of dishonor to the Messiah, than honor? Hays makes the critical 
observations, 

“Paul is simply using this dramatic fiction of cursing Jesus to emphasize that those who 
are inspired by the Holy Spirit will speak and act in ways that glorify the lordship of Jesus. 
This provides him with a fundamental criterion that allows him to critique the behavior of 
those at Corinth who are in effect denying the lordship of Jesus even while engaging in 
inspired spiritual speech—even though the actual critique is deferred until chapter 14.”10 

Surely also to be considered is what the positive declaration Kurios Iēsous or “Yeshua is 
Lord” would mean to the Corinthians. For certain, Yeshua being declared as Kurios would 
mean that other lords, be they the gods and goddesses of the Greco-Roman pantheon, or a 
political leader such as Caesar, were not “Lord.” Via its Septuagint connection rendering the 
Divine Name YHWH/YHVH, an affirmation of Yeshua as Lord would require people to 

 
6 Soards, 254. 
7 Blomberg, 243. 
8 BDB, 356. 
9 BDAG, 63. 
10 Hays, 209. 
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recognize the Messiah as being Divine, and not some supernatural but ultimately created 
being (cf. John 20:28; Acts 2:21; Romans 10:9, 13; Philippians 2:11). Fee astutely explains, 

“The use of ‘Lord’ in such a context meant absolute allegiance to Jesus as one’s deity and 
set believers apart from both Jews, for whom such a confession was blasphemy, and pagans, 
especially those in the cults, whose deities were called ‘lords.’ Thus this became the earliest 
Christian confession, tied in particular to Jesus’ having been raised from the dead and 
therefore having become the exalted One.”11 
 

 
4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit. 5 And there are varieties of 
ministries, and the same Lord. 6 There are varieties of effects, but the same God 
who works all things in all persons. 
 
12:4-6 That there is going to be some diversity in the spiritual gifts, that are granted to 

Believers, is something which is notably rooted within the diversity of the very God that the 
redeemed serve: “Now there are various kinds of gifts, but the same Ruach. There are various 
kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are various kinds of working, but the same God 
who works all things in all people” (TLV). If there is some diversity within the God that the 
Corinthians serve—with Father, Son, and Holy Spirit all working together—then surely 
there can be some degree of unity and cohesion among the human beings made in the image 
of this God, and who claim to emulate this God. Fee states how “the unity of God does not 
imply uniformity in gifts; rather, the one and the same God is responsible for the variety 
itself.”12 This God actively runs an ordered universe. Those who emulate this God should 
likewise be able to facilitate some kind of edifying spiritual environment for those who need 
His love and salvation. 

It cannot be overlooked that within 1 Corinthians 12:4-6, there are references to the Holy 
Spirit (v. 4), the Lord Yeshua (v. 5), and God the Father (v. 6). Some look for a formula of 
Father, Son, and Spirit for a revelation of a tri-unity in the Godhead—but vs. 4-6 can be taken 
as sure Biblical evidence that such a formula is not necessary in order for the Father, Son, and 
Spirit to be detected. David H. Stern is right to point out in his Jewish New Testament 
Commentary, “The word ‘Trinity’ is never used in the New Testament, but the elements which 
led theologians to develop such a concept are seen in passages like this one, where Spirit, 
Lord, and God refer respectively to the Holy Spirit, Yeshua the Messiah, and the Father.”13 
 
 

 

 
11 Fee, pp 581-582. 
12 Ibid., 586. 
13 Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary, 476. 
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7 But to each one is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. 8 
For to one is given the word of wisdom through the Spirit, and to another the word 
of knowledge according to the same Spirit; 9 to another faith by the same Spirit, 
and to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, 10 and to another the effecting of 
miracles, and to another prophecy, and to another the distinguishing of spirits, to 
another various kinds of tongues, and to another the interpretation of tongues. 11 
But one and the same Spirit works all these things, distributing to each one 
individually just as He wills. 
 
12:7 Paul makes it clear that far from the spiritual things (v. 1), which are to be present 

among the Corinthians, being a cause of division or factionalism, “The point of the spirit being 
revealed in each one is so that all may benefit” (Kingdom New Testament). Spiritual gifts 
manifested among the Corinthian Believers are “for the profit of all” (NKJV) or “so we can help 
each other” (NLT). 

12:8-9 Both the qualities of wisdom and knowledge were highly valued by various 
Corinthians (chs. 1-4, 8), and while many of them were misguided, there is indeed a proper 
employment of such virtues, for the edification of all in the faith community: “To one is given 
through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge 
according to the same Spirit” (v. 8, RSV). This is mainly to be regarded as the wisdom 
expressed in the good news, and how knowledge of God via the atoning sacrifice of Yeshua 
the Messiah, will truly empower God’s own to achieve His Kingdom’s objectives. While there 
is no doubt that deep wisdom and intense knowledge are to be found in an individual person’s 
relationship with the Lord—and with it apparent interactions between redeemed people and 
the Lord, and plumbing into the deep recesses of His Word—such wisdom and knowledge 
needs to have a practical value to it, as His people grow in grace and holiness. Mutual blessing 
to those within the assembly, as others are given faith, and still others are given the 
supernatural empowerment to heal the sick, is stated in Paul’s further thought, “another, 
from his union with the same Spirit receives faith, another, by one and the same Spirit, the 
ability to cure the sick” (v. 9, Goodspeed New Testament). 

12:10 A wide listing of spiritual gifts, which various persons in the Body of Messiah will 
receive from the Lord, is detailed in v. 10: “to another, the performing of miracles, to another, 
prophecy, to another, distinguishing between spirits, to another, different kinds of 
languages, to another, interpretation of language” (HCSB). There are various commentaries 
which will go into detail dissecting these various gifts, and determining whether there is 
much of a difference between healing (v. 9) and performing miracles. What does a gift of 
prophecy involve? Does it involve some kind of futuristic prediction (Acts 11:28; 21:10-11; cf. 
Deuteronomy 18:20-22), or might it be some kind of a bold prediction of the will of God (Acts 
13:1-2; 14:1-5, 26-27)? Certainly there is a need to be able to tell the difference in “discerning 
of spirits” (KJV), as the origin (vs. 2-3) of supernatural activities is evaluated to either be the 
God of Israel, or some other force (1 John 4:1-6). 
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Huge controversies and debates are present not just in reading this section of 1 
Corinthians, but also today via the emergence of the Pentecostal and charismatic movements, 
regarding how glōssa, “a tongue, language” (LS),14 should be approached. Some of the general 
options are presented by C.M. Robeck, Jr. in the Dictionary of Paul and His Letters: 

 
“In 1 Corinthians 12:10 the phrase heterō genē glōssōn has been translated as ‘various 
kinds of tongues’ (so the RSV and NRSV), ‘different kinds of tongues’ (so the NIV, which 
also always applies the alternate reading of ‘languages’ for ‘tongues’), ‘divers kinds of 
tongues’ (AV/KJV and ASV), and even ‘ecstatic utterance of different kinds’ (NEB). The 
diversity in translations of the noun glōssa, from the generic ‘tongue’ to the alternate 
reading ‘language,’ or the interpretation ‘ecstatic utterance,’ represents the diversity of 
presuppositions embraced by various translation committees. The reading ‘languages’ 
suggests that the Pentecost event described in Acts 2:5-11, in which the crowd heard the 
120 speaking in various human languages (xenolalia) other than their own, provides the 
background for the reading. On the other hand, the translation ‘ecstatic utterances’ 
reflects the conclusions of modern social-scientific studies....”15 
 
More literally than not, glōssa is to be rendered as “tongue,” but does “tongue” represent 

distinguishable dialects of known human languages, such as those present when the Holy 
Spirit was poured out at Shavuot/Pentecost (Acts 2:4, 6, 11)? Others think that, at least for 1 
Corinthians 12:10, some kind of Spirit-induced “groanings too deep for words” (Romans 8:26) 
or Heavenly communication used by angels (13:1), is intended. Ben Witherington III actually 
thinks, “It is a term that in Corinth would likely connote something other than ordinary, 
contemporary, comprehensible speech or language, namely, speech in an unknown or 
forgotten language. It is nonetheless a sort of speech (cf. 13:2; 14:9, 14).”16 For those, including 
this writer, who believe in the continuance to our present time of the gift of “tongues”—while 
one does have to consider “tongues” being some sort of Heavenly language, there are also 
hundreds of thousands of known dialects of languages, which are effectively dead today. 
When various people claim to speak in “tongues,” how are we to know whether they might 
actually be speaking in an ancient, regional dialect of a language employed at one time or 
another in human history? 

12:11 While there is a diversity of spiritual gifts that Paul has just detailed to the 
Corinthians (vs. 8-10), he stresses, “All these are empowered by one and the same Spirit, who 
apportions to each one individually as he wills” (ESV). The same Holy Spirit provides a 
portfolio of abilities to born again Believers. While Western people will more easily recognize 
than not, that the Holy Spirit is non-discriminatory toward the men and women, the Jewish 
and non-Jewish Believers, who will be gifted various supernatural abilities and skills—this 
was not at all true in First Century Corinth. In fact, it would have been widely thought that 

 
14 LS, 116. 
15 C.M. Robeck, Jr., “Tongues,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, pp 939-940. 
16 Witherington, 258. 
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those, who were wealthy and prestigious, would have been more likely to receive various 
spiritual gifts, than the poor and lowly. Stephen C. Barton correctly points out, 

“The true benefactor in the...ekklēsia is not a wealthy patron but the Holy Spirit; and the 
gifts are given, not according to status or merit but in freedom by ‘the same Spirit.’ As such, 
they are for the building up of the [assembly] in the Spirit, not for its division into factions 
(i.e., a kind of spiritual elite versus the rest).”17 

Moving forward to a Twentieth Century evangelical Christian context in his 
commentary, Blomberg asserts, “Leadership must encourage each member to exercise his or 
her gifts and help each person to find ways of using them within the local body of believers. 
When it is time to fill the slots of church responsibilities, people should be matched with areas 
of their strengths and not their weaknesses. And members ought willingly to volunteer for 
jobs in those areas without waiting to be asked.”18 Today’s broad Messianic movement tends 
to have to navigate much of the same, as leaders evaluate who should serve in various 
positions within the Body of Messiah. Yet, it cannot go overlooked that we have more 
conscious tensions over Jewish and non-Jewish people, and what they presumably can and 
cannot do (v. 13)—which probably makes us more like the Corinthians Paul is addressing, 
than we may care to recognize or admit. 
 

 
12 For even as the body is one and yet has many members, and all the members of 
the body, though they are many, are one body, so also is Messiah. 13 For by one 
Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves 
or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit. 14 For the body is not one 
member, but many. 
 
12:12 Many of us, at one point or another have talked about “the Body of Messiah” or “the 

Body of Christ,” but we tend to focus more on “body” (sōma) as being akin to “community” or 
“group.” To what extent do born again Believers make up the “body” as the visible 
representation of the Messiah on Planet Earth (cf. Ephesians 1:22-23)? “The human body has 
many parts, but the many parts make up one whole body. So it is with the body of Christ” 
(NLT). Certainly if we all thought more of ourselves as composing Messiah Himself on Earth, 
then we would take better care of how our Lord is represented! 

Even though there can be a great deal of dissection of the terms employed in vs. 12-31 
about the Body of Messiah, the overall thrust of Paul’s words is obvious enough: God grants 
gifts to all Believers, not all Believers have the same gifts, not all Believers are the same parts 
of the Body of Messiah, and all parts of the Body of Messiah need to work together as 
interdependent limbs and organs. While many of us in more modern times, need to be 
refreshed in approaching “the Body of Messiah” as composing an organism of sorts, with us 

 
17 Barton, in ECB, 1341. 
18 Blomberg, 251. 
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all having some important role to play—all Believers making up interdependent and 
interconnected body parts may not have been received too well by the Corinthians. Many 
Corinthians would have thought themselves and their (presumed) spiritual gifting to be so 
important, that they could look down on others. Paul’s words which will follow directly 
subvert such an idea. 

Various interpreters will make light of a Fifth Century B.C.E. speech by Meneius 
Agrippa, as he compared the state to the human body, and in the process urged the end of a 
revolt: 

 
“In the day when man’s members did not all agree amongst themselves, as is now the 
case, but had each its own ideas and a voice of its own, the other parts thought it unfair 
that they should have the worry and the trouble and the labour of providing everything 
for the belly, while the belly remained quietly in their midst with nothing to do but to 
enjoy the good things which they bestowed upon it; they therefore conspired together 
that the hands should carry no food to the mouth, nor the mouth accept anything that 
was given it, nor the teeth grind up what they received. While they sought in this angry 
spirit to starve the belly into submission, the members themselves and the whole body 
were reduced to the utmost weakness. Hence it had become clear that even the belly had 
no idle task to perform, and was no more nourished than it nourished the rest, by giving 
out to all parts of the body that by which we live and thrive, when it has been divided 
equally amongst the veins and is enriched with digested food—that is, the blood. 
Drawing a parallel from this to show how like was the internal dissension of the bodily 
members to the anger the plebs against the Fathers, he prevailed upon the minds of his 
hearers” (Livy History of Rome 2.32.9-12).19 
 
Witherington discusses how unlike the intention of Meneius Agrippa speaking in order 

to stop a plebian revolt, and hence see political order restored—Paul uses the analogy of the 
human body and spiritual gifts as a means of leveling the presumed value of the strong versus 
the weak in Corinth: 

 
“M. Agrippa draws an analogy between the state and the human body in which the 

body’s members or parts represent the quarreling parties or factions in the state. With 
this analogy he exhorts the revolting plebians to cease their strife and be united with the 
patricians, submitting to their authority (cf. Plutarch Cor. 6; Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
Ant. Rom. 6.86; Livy 2.32). This deliberative argument against sedition speaks of a revolt 
of the hands, mouth, and feet against the stomach, which weakens the whole body. 

“Strikingly, Paul’s use of the argument moves in precisely the opposite direction. He 
urges the strong (probably the well-to-do) to give more honor and respect to the weak, 
and so cease their factitious behavior.”20 

 

 
19 Livy: Livy in Fourteen Volumes, Books 1 and II, trans. B.O. Foster (London: William Heinemann, 1967), 325. 
20 Witherington, pp 253-254. 
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Shira Lander expresses the thought in the Jewish Annotated New Testament, “Paul’s body 
metaphor inverts Roman popular usage that supports the empire’s class system.”21 Barton 
describes how Paul’s usage of Believers being interconnected body parts, while not entirely 
unique to various associations seen in Ancient Israel, Second Temple Judaism, or Greco-
Roman classicism—does still present something different, especially in terms of its 
democratic component of spiritual gifts available to whomever God gives them: 

“While not without precedent and analogy at various points—the life and traditions of 
Israel, the temple cult in Jerusalem, the Qumran sectaries, the Pharisaic conventicles, the 
Greco-Roman voluntary associations, the mystery cults, the philosophical schools, and so 
on—what is represented here, particularly in its urban, Roman imperial context, is a pattern 
of ‘coming together’ of considerable social novelty and countercultural significance...Herein 
lie its vitality, creativity, and witness but also its vulnerability to pressures without and 
within.”22 

12:13-14 The universal availability of being endrenched into the reality of the Holy Spirit 
is indicated by Paul: “For in one Ruach we were all immersed into one body—whether Jewish 
or Greek, slave or free—and all were made to drink of one Ruach” (v. 13, TLV). He is notably 
not talking about water immersion or baptism here, but rather Spirit immersion (Matthew 
3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; Acts 1:5; 11:16; Galatians 3:27). The Spirit is distributed to 
all people who recognize Israel’s Messiah, who hence compose a very wide and broad Body of 
Messiah: “For the human body does not consist of one part, but of many” (v. 14, Weymouth 
New Testament). This should necessarily cause brothers and sisters, with a diversity of gifts, 
talents, and skills (cf. Romans 12:4-8), to express mutual honor toward one another (Romans 
12:10). And, as Blomberg appropriately states, “Whether gifts promote unity or division can 
also help to sift the genuine from the counterfeit.”23 
 

 
15 If the foot says, “Because I am not a hand, I am not a part of the body,” it is not 
for this reason any the less a part of the body. 16 And if the ear says, “Because I am 
not an eye, I am not a part of the body,” it is not for this reason any the less a part 
of the body. 17 If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the 
whole were hearing, where would the sense of smell be? 
 
12:15-17 Viewing each Believer, and a man or woman’s spiritual gifts, as being akin to a 

member of the human body, Paul writes a fictional scenario of various body parts speaking: 
“Would it seem right for the foot to cry, ‘I am not a hand, so I couldn’t be part of this 

body’? Even if it did, it wouldn’t be any less joined to the body. And what about an ear? If an 

 
21 Lander, in Jewish Annotated New Testament, 307. 
22 Barton, in ECB, 1341. 
23 Blomberg, 255. 
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ear started to whine, ‘I am not an eye; I shouldn’t be attached to this body,’ in all its pouting, 
it is still part of the body” (vs. 15-16, The Voice). 

Regardless of the self-importance that various Corinthians may have felt about their 
spiritual giftings, they were still members of a much larger Body of Messiah. Not thinking of 
themselves of the Body of Messiah, and just off all alone by themselves—is about as ridiculous 
as a body part such as a foot, an ear, or an eye, thinking that it can function off all alone by 
itself. As Paul inquires, “Imagine the entire body as an eye. How would a giant eye be able to 
hear? And if the entire body were an ear, how would an ear be able to smell?” (v. 17, The Voice). 
A human eye or a human ear or a human nose, all off on its own, is not able to do much. In 
some cases, it may be just a lump of protein left open to be eaten by scavengers. But, 
integrated into an active human organism, it can allow a person to function as God designed. 
Garland correctly states, 

“A well-functioning body requires a multiplicity of members with a multiplicity of 
functions. The application may or not have been obvious to the Corinthians. A church full of 
only glossolalists would be no less freakish. It should quickly shrivel up and die from the loss 
of its other senses and its lack of nourishment.”24 
 

 
18 But now God has placed the members, each one of them, in the body, just as He 
desired. 19 If they were all one member, where would the body be? 20 But now there 
are many members, but one body. 
 
12:18-20 Once again, Western readers who live in a plural society, where men and 

women are often evaluated on the basis of how hard they work and the time and energy they 
invest into their achievements—can be at a significant loss for appreciating the subversive 
quality of Paul’s words about the Corinthian Believers being individual members of the Body 
of Messiah. As he informed his audience, “But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, 
every one of them, just as he wanted them to be” (v. 18, NIV). Regardless of the spiritual gifts 
one may be granted by God (vs. 7-11), He is the One who distributes them to people regardless 
of their personal status (v. 13). It does not matter if one is rich or mighty, or if one is poor and 
destitute, as God’s placement of the different parts in the Body of Messiah is by His 
choice. 

A diversity of members within the Body of Messiah is necessary, if there is indeed to be 
a legitimate “body” of sorts, which performs the work of God in the world: “For if everything 
were concentrated in one part, how could there be a body at all?” (v. 19, Phillips New 
Testament). A diversity of constituent components is indeed required: “A body isn't really a 
body, unless there is more than one part. It takes many parts to make a single body” (vs. 19-
20, Contemporary English Version). Keener makes some interesting observations of the 
analogy of the Believers in Corinth being like a body, emphasizing some of the sexual 

 
24 Garland, 595. 
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admonitions Paul has previously issued (ch. 5), as well as how further on he will discuss the 
significance of the bodily resurrection: 

“Paul’s attempts to direct and regulate the head, mouth, hands, feet, and genitals of the 
Christians in Corinth arise not simply from concern for personal morality. He also seeks to 
protect the body of Christ from acts and attitudes that can harm it. In such a context, it is no 
accident that the climax of all the arguments in the letter has to do with the resurrection body 
(ch. 15). Paul is so concerned about bodily behavior not just because it affects the body of 
Christ now but also because the bodies of Christians will play a role in the new creation. The 
human body, as well as the human spirit or personality, is destined for redemption. What one 
does with one’s body now has ecclesiological and soteriological implications.”25 

Indeed, the metaphor of depicting the Believers, as the Body of Messiah, is not just 
intended so that the ekklēsia would accomplish the work of God; the Believers are to also 
regulate and discipline their individual selves and physical behavior, as the resurrection of 
the dead is forthcoming in salvation history. 
 

 
21 And the eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you”; or again the head to 
the feet, “I have no need of you.” 22 On the contrary, it is much truer that the 
members of the body which seem to be weaker are necessary; 23 and those members 
of the body which we deem less honorable, on these we bestow more abundant 
honor, and our less presentable members become much more presentable, 24 
whereas our more presentable members have no need of it. But God has so 
composed the body, giving more abundant honor to that member which lacked, 25 
so that there may be no division in the body, but that the members may have the 
same care for one another. 26 And if one member suffers, all the members suffer 
with it; if one member is honored, all the members rejoice with it. 
 
12:21-22 Paul offers another fictional scenario to the Corinthians, of various body parts 

speaking to one another, in order to convey an important point to his audience. The Message 
paraphrase of v. 21 uniquely communicates the intention here: “Can you imagine Eye telling 
Hand, ‘Get lost; I don't need you’? Or, Head telling Foot, ‘You're fired; your job has been phased 
out’?” This is an absurd scenario in the human body, as a human body which is to function at 
one-hundred percent needs eyes to see, hands to carry, and feet to walk—among other things. 
Paul further indicates, “No, it is quite otherwise. Even those parts of the body which are 
apparently somewhat feeble are yet indispensable” (v. 22, Weymouth New Testament). Eyes, 
hands, and feet are obvious external elements of the human body which are required in order 
to move from one place to another, and do something useful. But what about those other parts 
of the human body? What about the brain, the heart, the stomach, even the digestive system? 
They are needed just as much! 

 
25 Keener, 255. 
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12:23-24 Paul directs the Corinthians that it is important to regard “the parts that we 
think are less honorable we treat with special honor. And the parts that are unpresentable are 
treated with special modesty” (v. 23, NIV). Here, Paul urges his audience to remember that 
some members of the Corinthian assembly are proverbial “stomachs” or “digestive systems” 
or the like. Without such parts in the Body of Messiah, toxins can build up and will not be 
appropriately excreted, causing health risks or even death. But what does Paul mean in the 
statement, as the RSV puts it, “and our unpresentable parts are treated with greater modesty” 
(v. 23b)? That Paul could take this as the right time to emphasize proper sexual conduct 
among the Corinthians is certainly understandable. At the same time, the term euschēmosunē, 
“the state of being appropriate for display, propriety, decorum, presentability, of 
clothing” (BDAG),26 “seemiliness” (NASB), might instead be taken as emphasizing a more 
equitable approach to all parts of the Body of Messiah. And indeed, there is a definite concern 
for the weak and powerless expressed throughout Paul’s letter (i.e., 9:22; 11:21-22; cf. 2 
Corinthians 5:12). That God is concerned for honor and dignity, to be demonstrated toward 
all parts of the Body of Messiah, is clear enough from v. 24: “while our presentable parts need 
no special treatment. But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater 
honor to the parts that lacked it” (NIV). 

12:25-26 A fair degree of proper decorum or propriety (v. 24b) for different parts of the 
Body of Messiah, is to manifest “so that there should be no division in the body, but that its 
parts should have equal concern for each other” (v. 25, NIV). A community reciprocity, where 
the interdependent and interconnected members of the Body of Messiah, functioning 
together, is asserted by Paul: “So it happens that if one member suffers all the other members 
suffer with it, and if one member is honoured all the members share a common joy” (v. 26, 
Phillips New Testament). This is not the only place where fellow brothers and sisters are to 
recognize their interlocked relationships one to another, is emphasized by the Apostle 
(Romans 12:15; 2 Corinthians 11:29; Galatians 6:2). 
 

 
27 Now you are Messiah's body, and individually members of it. 28 And God has 
appointed in the [assembly], first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then 
miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, administrations, various kinds of tongues. 
29 All are not apostles, are they? All are not prophets, are they? All are not teachers, 
are they? All are not workers of miracles, are they? 30 All do not have gifts of 
healings, do they? All do not speak with tongues, do they? All do not interpret, do 
they? 31 But earnestly desire the greater gifts. And I show you a still more excellent 
way. 
 
12:27 That there had to be some form of individualistic self-importance adhered to by 

various Corinthian Believers—although it is overwhelmingly dwarfed by today’s European-

 
26 BDAG, 414. 
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American individualism—is deduced from v. 27, as Paul admonishes how individual people 
are each a part of the Body of Messiah: “Now you together constitute the body of the Messiah, 
and individually you are parts of it” (CJB). 

Spiritual gifts are granted at the direction of God, and not because individual people 
might think that they require them for their self-fulfillment or self-enrichment. Individual 
Believers, with talents and skills granted by their Creator, are to be employed together for the 
purposes of His Kingdom. Keener directs how for the Corinthians, “Whereas normal patrons 
helped clients and bestowed benefactions on cities...Christian patrons would serve all God’s 
people.”27 Sadly, things have hardly changed in the Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries, as 
religious people do have a tendency to focus on their own self-interests before the needs of 
the greater Body of Messiah. While it is true that a wide degree of focus on self-interest is 
done as a means of self-protection—and as a definite means to prevent being hurt by various 
religious leaders or religious people—as we approach the return of the Messiah and various 
false Believers fall away, the interconnectedness of us one to another will need to become 
more apparent. 

12:28-30 That there are some significant roles, for people in the Body of Messiah to fill, 
is clear enough from what Paul says in v. 28: “God has put into His community first 
emissaries, second prophets, third teachers, then miracles, then healings, helps, leadership, 
various kinds of tongues” (TLV). There is a certain parallel between this and what Paul will 
assert later to the Believers in Asia Minor: “And He gave some as apostles, and some as 
prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the 
saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Messiah” (Ephesians 4:11-12). 
The differences between these two statements should demonstrate that neither lists the only 
roles which can be fulfilled within the Body of Messiah, as they are rightfully taken to be ad 
hoc remarks by Paul. The major stress, given how divisions have manifested in Corinth about 
the issue of speaking in tongues (whatever “tongues” may be), is that this is the last of the 
categories listed in 1 Corinthians 12:28. There are more significant spiritual gifts to be 
considered. And, each one of these diverse abilities is to be necessarily employed in concert 
with those of other people: 

“Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all do miracles? Do all have gifts 
of healing? Do all speak in other languages? Do all interpret?” (vs. 29-30, HCSB). 

One of the overarching factors, that can be easily overlooked, is how each individual, 
who has been granted a particular ability, is not to function alone and isolated, but is very 
much to recognize his or her interconnected status as a member of the Body of Messiah. When 
an individual in the Body of Messiah needs help or some kind of ministry, another individual 
should be there to step in and offer the assistance required. Unfortunately in my own 
experience, I have seen instances where people were crying out to various leaders and 
teachers for answers, but these people would not step in and help those who needed some 

 
27 Keener, 104. 
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resolution to a crisis or an issue—because they came from “that group.” Sadly for Paul’s 
audience, there were various Corinthians who needed to be seriously prodded into realizing 
that their God-given gifts, talents, and skills were not given only for self-edification; they 
were given to help their fellow brothers and sisters. Surely we each do need to go through a 
maturation phase as we develop in our understanding of the Lord and His Word—but we will 
still reach a point of effectiveness where we can be legitimately used. When we reach such a 
point, let us appeal to our Heavenly Father, to know how and where and when He wants us 
to serve. 

12:31 Paul’s word to the Corinthians who were self-importantly absorbed about their 
ability to speak in “tongues”  of some sort, is forthrightly, “But earnestly desire the higher 
gifts. And I will show you a still more excellent way” (RSV). As the Moffat New Testament 
puts it, “Set your hearts on the higher talents.” There are ways to not just bless the wider Body 
of Messiah, but even be self-edified, which go beyond a supernatural ability to speak in 
tongues. The contents which will follow in ch. 13, make it clear that regardless of how people 
speak, without the presence of agapē in their lives, it will mean very little. 
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