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In 12:7 Paul had said that the manifestations of the Spirit are for the common good. In 12:12 and 

following he enlists the metaphor of the body to illustrate this point. The Corinthians had viewed some 

gifts as superior to others and the analogy of the body shows how their distorted and narrow view of 

spiritual gifts contributes to their lack of social cohesiveness.  

 

12:12 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 Christ. 

12:13 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. 

12:14 For the body is not one member, but many. 

 

In 12:13 Paul insists that the Spirit saturates the church and all Christians are imbued with the same 

Spirit. This makes them a cohesive unit. At the same time there is a diversity of parts. There is unity in 

plurality, but not uniformity in members (12:14).  

 

12:15 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. 

12:16 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. 

12:17 If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole were hearing, 

where would the sense of smell be? 

12:18 But now God has placed the members, each one of them, in the body, just as He 

desired. 

12:19 If they were all one member, where would the body be? 

12:20 But now there are many members, but one body. 

 

Just as the human body has many limbs and organs, and yet despite their number and differences, they 

make a single body. However, in Corinth there was disunity and division.  

 

In verses 15 and 16 Paul envisions the envy or disdain that the members of the body might have for one 

another. He is sensitive to those who feel that they contribute very little, or have no gift to edify the 

church. He reminds them that no matter what they may think or how they feel about themselves, they 

are just as needed, and just as much a part of the body as anyone else.  

 

In 12:17 Paul carries the idea even further: “If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing 

be? If the whole were hearing, where would the sense of smell be?” If the body was only one part, it 

could not function. If the body was just an eye, there would be no sense of feeling, hearing, or any 

ability to move. A body by definition requires a multiplicity of parts that function together.  

 

After pondering the dysfunctionality of a body that lacked diversity, 12:18 introduces the reality that 

diversity is not only necessary, it is the will of God.  

 

“The conclusion is obvious that no single body part can claim to be the essence of the body, and no 

bodily function can be considered the only legitimate manifestation of the body’s life. The application 
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may not be so obvious. Members of the body should accept humbly their gifts without pretentiously 

flaunting them, belittling another’s, or envying another’s.” (Garland, 595). Just as every body part is not 

expected to be able to hear, neither is every member of the body of Christ expected to speak in tongues 

or prophecy.  

 

12:21 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.” 

12:22 On the contrary, it is much truer that the members of the body which seem to be 

weaker are necessary; 

12:23 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, 

12:24(a) whereas our more presentable members have no need of it.  

 

Just as the foot cannot say it is not part of the body because it is not a hand (12:15) and the ear cannot 

say it is not part of the body because it is not an eye (12:16), neither can the eye say to the hand, “I 

don’t need you” or the head say to the feet, “I don’t need you” (12:21).  

 

Almost every Greek word in verse 23 permits a play on words which enhances Paul’s rhetoric (Thiselton, 

1008).  The word periti,qhmi (peritithemi) in Greek commonly means to “bestow” or “confer,” but it also 

means “to place a piece of clothing around” (Matt. 27:28; Mk. 15:17). In English, perhaps we could say 

that someone is clothed with honor. When Paul is speaking about bestowing honor on particular body 

members, he is using words which in other contexts speak of putting clothing on someone. Thiselton has 

tried to preserve this word play as much as possible by translating it as “and on what we deem to be less 

honorable parts of the body we invest with greater honor, and our unpresentable private parts have 

greater adornment to make them presentable” (Thiselton, 990). The ESV reads, “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.”   

 

With this in mind, we are to think of the different types of “body parts” (people) and the adornment 

(the clothing [the honor]) they should receive.  

 

In verse 21, the eyes and the head represent those who are in more prominent positions, or those who 

possess gifts that are conceived as superior. In verse 24 they are called “our more presentable 

members” (euvsch,mona euschemona). These parts of the body do not require clothing or adornment 

(that is, they don’t need special attention); like the face, they are regularly exposed to view.  

 

Because these individuals tend to get special treatment and more attention than the other members, 

they can wrongly conclude that the other members are unnecessary (v. 21). However, in verse 22, Paul 

says that the opposite is actually true (“on the contrary”). Far from being unnecessary, the weak 

(avsqene,stera asthenestera), those less endowed with the power or status of the others, are not only 

indispensable (v. 21), they are needed just as much as the more prominent members (v. 22). As Martin 

points out, “the normally conceived body hierarchy is only an apparent surface hierarchy” (quoted by 

Thiselton, 1007). 
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Verse 23 introduces two more types of members. In addition to the weak, there are “members of the 

body which we deem less honorable” (avtimo,tera atimatera v.. 23) AND (in addition to these) there are 

“less presentable” (or, “unpresentable”) members (avsch,mona  aschemona).   

 

Then there are body parts “which we deem less honorable” (avtimo,tera atimatera—v.23a).  These parts 

“we bestow more abundant honor” (v. 23b).  The analogy would be to body parts such as the trunk, 

hips, shoulders, arms, and legs which do not necessitate clothing, but are often adorned with clothing to 

become more pleasing to the sight. 

Then there are body parts that are always carefully clothed for the sake of modesty. These are “our less 

presentable members” (avsch,mona  aschemona—v.23c). Thiselton paraphrases these members as 

“unpresentable private parts.” These are the parts of the body that are never exposed. When they are 

clothed, they “become much more presentable” (v. 23c).  

Paul is showing through this word play that even the parts of the body that are not exposed, are not 

despised; instead they are given special attention (honored)—extra care is taken to ensure that they are 

properly adorned (with clothing) (Robertson, 275, 276).  

In sum, all the parts of the body are necessary and treated with care; attention is given to all the parts— 

even the unseen ones.   

12:24(b) But God has so composed the body, giving more abundant honor to that member 

which lacked, 

12:25 so that there may be no division in the body, but that the members may have the same 

care for one another. 

12:26 And if one member suffers, all the members suffer with it; if one member is honored, all 

the members rejoice with it. 

God has composed the body of Christ in the same way. Just as the hidden member of the physical body 

is still given attention, so the seemingly “hidden” member of the body of Christ is given more honor. 

God’s reason for composing the body like this is (1) “so that there may be no division in the body” and 

(2) so “that the members may have the same care for one another” (12:24b). As Fee says, “God has 

arranged things (v. 24b) in such a way that there should be no strife among the members of the body, 

who mutually need each other in order to function as a body (v. 25)” (Fee, 614).   

In 12:26 Paul rounds off the application by elaborating on the positive side of verse 25; namely, that all 

the members should have equal concern for one another so that “if one member suffers, all the 

members suffer with it; if one member is honored, all the members rejoice with it.” “The body is really 

one. It has a common life and consciousness. The pain or pleasure of one part is common to the whole” 

(Hodge, 260). 

 

12:27 Now you are Christ's body, and individually members of it. 

 

Up to this point, the writer has made general observations about the body, but now he explains 

specifically the comparison he is making by way of a summary statement. Although his readers were 

causing schisms and promoting jealousy, Paul does not tell them what they should be, but rather he 

informs them of what they are. He reminds them of the privilege they enjoy in God’s sight despite the 
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factions that exist. He does not condone their behavior, but provides a reminder of the immensity of 

God’s grace toward them. Implicitly he urges them to behave in a way that is outwardly appropriate to 

the position they hold. 

 

12:28 And God has appointed in the church, first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, 

then miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, administrations, various kinds of tongues. 

12:29 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?  

12:30 All do not have gifts of healings, do they? All do not speak with tongues, do they? All do 

not interpret, do they? 

 

In verse 28 it is difficult to decipher what the enumeration of the gifts is intending to convey. Is this a 

temporal sequence? That is, does it mean that the apostles came first in time, then the prophets, and 

then the teachers? Is this an order of descending importance, rank, or indispensability? Is this saying 

that the apostles are the most valuable for the edification of the body, next the prophets, and then the 

teachers? Or, is this simply a way of starting a list? Although it is hard to be definitive, it seems to be a 

ranking of some sort. The apostles received direct, inerrant revelation, the NT prophets received 

revelation in part (see notes on NT prophets), and the teachers were given the ability to explain what 

was revealed. The difficulty with this is that if these are rankings, why would miracles, gifts of healings, 

helps, administrations, and various kinds of tongues be ordered as they are? Also, hadn’t Paul just 

argued that all are important?  

 

12:29–30 makes a single point: you need others and others need you.  

 

12:31 But earnestly desire the greater gifts. And I show you a still more excellent way. 

 

Some see an apparent conflict between the Spirit distributing gifts as He wills (1 Cor. 12:11), and 1 

Corinthians 12:31 and 1 Corinthians 14:1 where Paul says, “earnestly desire the spiritual gifts.” They say 

that 14:1 should be translated as “you earnestly desire” (which is a bad thing) not as a command, 

“earnestly desire.”  However, it seems more likely that Paul is not trying to discourage people from 

seeking what is best, but from making any one gift essential (as evidence whether the Holy Spirit was 

present or not). Christians should pursue the gifts that bring the most benefit to others, but ultimately, 

they do not determine the gift they get. 

 


