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Week Six 

Rediscovering Christian Community                                      

as the Body of Christ 

 

Readings for the Week 

1 Corinthians 12:1 -31 

Key Points 

• Setting the scene 

• Learning from the person and ministry of Jesus 

• Discovering the way of the early Church 

• Engaging with the teaching of Paul 

• Some principles and practices  
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Exploration  

a) Setting the Scene 

 However, the term ‘laity’ (‘laos’ – the people, in 

Greek) should not be banished nor abolished, but 

rather re-instated to its rightful place so that the 

ministry of the whole people of God might be 

rediscovered and released in new and transforming ways as we seek to address the mission 

landscape we are now crossing.  

It has been said that as the Christian faith moved out of its Jewish setting into the Greek world it 

moved from being a faith to a religion. In many ways there seems to be some truth in this statement 

– it was at this point that much of the dualism which has affected the Church over the centuries 

entered Christian thinking, along with the role of the priest and the ordained. As this Christian 

religion then moved into its Roman setting, eventually becoming the religion of Empire, it saw the 

birthing of Christendom and the division between the ordained and un-ordained became 

entrenched in its thinking and practices. These are still dominant today and there is a need to re-

engage with the N.T. to understand afresh the meaning of laity and the Spirit’s calling to and 

formation of the whole people of God. 

In order to understand the calling of the whole people of God it is necessary to go back to the N.T. 

and rediscover its understanding and teaching about the Church – the Christian Community that 

was birthed at Pentecost with the coming of God’s Spirit. 

The opening chapters of the Acts of the Apostles emphasise the corporate nature of this new 

community. However, a key moment comes in chapter 9 with the conversion of Saul to St Paul. As 

he makes his way from Jerusalem to Damascus and has his meeting with the risen Lord Jesus, the 

question that is asked is very simple: - 

     ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’ 

John Robinson in his book ‘The Body’ suggests this was a deeply formative moment and challenge 

for Paul, which informed and shaped the rest of his ministry. It was in this meeting with Jesus Christ 

that Paul realised that the church is not just a group of followers of Jesus, but rather the expression 

of Christ here on earth – the Body of Christ; not a metaphor nor simile, but an actuality through 

which, and in which, the power of the Spirit continues to make the nature, mission and ministry of 

Jesus known throughout the world. In the months and indeed years which followed this encounter 

Paul continued to explore and then teach this foundational insight – the Church, as a community, 

where-ever that might be expressed, is the Body of Christ and as such should display his nature, 

character, calling, gifting, ministry and fundamental commitment to the on-going mission of the 

Father in and through the power of the Spirit. 

 

 

The term laity is one of the worse in 

the vocabulary of religion and ought 

to be banished from Christian 

conversation 

Karl Barth 
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b) Learning from the Person and Ministry of Jesus 

In order to understand more fully the calling of the Christian Community as the Body of Christ, it is 

necessary to engage afresh with the Mission and Ministry of Jesus as expressed both in a specific 

moment of history and in a particular place – the region of Galilee and then the journey to 

Jerusalem.  

There are 5 aspects to this exploration: - 

i) The Incarnation – in the opening verses of John’s Gospel it is made clear that the 

Word, which called creation into being, has become flesh, and, as such, from the 

stream of eternity and history is now linked to a specific time and place. The key 

issue that needs to be noted is that the eternal becomes limited to this time and 

space and is committed to bringing the eternal word of God to a particular 

moment in history. 

ii) The Focus on Mission – as the incarnate Jesus engages with this particular time 

and space, he does so with the mission heart of the Father constantly and 

continually shaping his ministry and his engagement with the world. Whether it 

is speaking to the crowds, or caring for the individual, challenging the powers 

that be or encouraging the broken and marginalised, he is clear that he does so 

from this mission perspective; reaching out to bring about transformation and 

the promise of the new kingdom and reign of the Father.  

iii) The Centrality of Prayer – as Jesus continues his mission focused ministry, he 

does so from a constant engagement with the Father in prayer. Whether it is 

rising early before dawn, or the long agony in the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus 

is clear that the formation of his mission and ministry must be the will and way 

of the Father, no matter what the challenge or cost. 

iv) The New Perspective – this life of prayer and an openness to the Father’s will and 

way leads to new perspectives and attitudes. These new perspectives are 

constantly echoed in the teaching of Jesus, in his relationships, both with the 

disciples and the crowds, and in his challenge to the current context – its cultural 

norms and values. 

v) The Way of Servanthood and Suffering – to live counter culturally, as Jesus did, 

will inevitably bring opposition and conflict. Throughout his ministry Jesus is 

clear that to live the way of the Kingdom will demand courage as well as new 

ways of seeing and being.  As he faced opposition Jesus made it clear that his 

was not a negative response but one of Servanthood and self-giving. At the very 

heart of the suffering, the purposes of the Father were being fulfilled and this 

self-giving was birthing the new and providing a foretaste of the coming 

transformation of all things – the gift and promise of redemption. 
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As we reflect on these 5 aspects of the mission and ministry of Jesus and seek to understand afresh 

the purpose and place of the whole people of God as the Body of Christ the following begin to 

emerge: - 

I. Just as the Word of God became a human being and was limited to a particular time, place 

and moment in history, so each expression of Christian Community, as the Body of Christ, 

must be committed to a particular place and time – living out the promise and reality of the 

incarnation. 

II. As the mission heartbeat of the Father informed, shaped and motivated the Son, so that 

same missional motivation must be at the centre of the present Body of Christ, wherever it 

is expressed and lived out.  

III. The centrality of prayer must become a reality as each Christian Community explores and 

then lives out its calling to be the Body of Christ to its unique setting and moment in history. 

So frequently, in the current expressions of church, prayer is side lined or formalised, rather 

than being the formative and motivational powerhouse as it was for Jesus. Further, prayer 

can simply be the request that God blesses the decisions that have been made. Jesus shows 

that engaging with the Father in prayer, means seeking his will and way, allowing the Spirit 

to open that way step by step and then to have the willingness to walk that way no matter 

what the cost. 

IV. All the above will lead to new perspectives and new ways of seeing the world and the issues 

and challenges. The focal point for Jesus was the coming kingdom of God, which came with 

him, but will be seen in all its fullness and glory when he returns. The call of the Christian 

Community, as the Body of Christ, is to become a visual aid of this coming kingdom, to live 

in its light and to speak prophetically of all that will be. 

V. As in the mission and ministry of Jesus, to walk in his way, as his body, will mean responding 

to the call to Servanthood and self-giving. It will also, and sometimes frequently, entail 

misunderstanding, rejection, and even suffering. This is the way of the Cross to which Jesus 

calls us – the way of redemption and the promise of renewal. 
 

c) Discovering the Way of the Early Church 

The following provided the foundations for that early community and should shape the 

contemporary Christian Community as it seeks to understand what it means to be the Body of 

Christ: - 

I. The Universal and the Local – the early Christian Communities, taught by the Apostles, 

recognised that they were connecting with the universal and eternal Father, but were called 

to live out the promise of the new creation in their local context – an echo yet again of the 

incarnation.  

II. Living the New Creation – these same communities, either consciously or unconsciously, 

lived out the promise of the new creation – the fullness of God’s kingdom. They did not see 

themselves primarily as instruments to bring about change, but rather as visual aids of the 
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new way of living. It was this new way that challenged people and brought about the 

transformation. 

III. The Centrality of the Spirit – the testimony of Acts of the Apostles makes clear that the 

early Christian Community discovered, sometimes to their amazement and surprise, the 

need to recognise and then respond to the Spirit of God. Whether it is Peter meeting 

Cornelius, or Philip baptising the Ethiopian Eunuch, it was the Spirit that led the early 

Christian Community across every frontier and barrier, just as he had Jesus during his earthly 

ministry.  

IV. The Centrality of Community – it was this same Spirit that allowed the early Church to grow 

together in unity. As they met to hear the Apostles teaching, to serve each other or to share 

the bread and wine, they did so in the light of the new beginning which the Father had 

brought in Jesus and which was continuing in and through their life and witness. 

V.  

 

d) The Teaching of Paul 

It is in the light and experience of all the above that Paul meets Jesus on the road to Damascus and 

begins his own journey of faith and a deepening understanding of the purpose and role of the 

Christian Community as the Body of Christ. A reflection on the life and letters of Paul begin to 

illustrate how he understood and sought to develop such thinking and teaching. The following 

seem central to this: - 

I. The Christian Community as the Body of Christ – as said above Paul’s understanding of the 

Church as the Body of Christ seems to come from this initial meeting with the Risen Christ 

on the road to Damascus. As Paul withdrew to reflect on his future ministry the centrality 

of the Christian Community is obviously at the fore-front of his thinking and then teaching. 

II. The Birthing of Christ – at one point, in his letter to the Galatians (4:19) Paul, says that he is 

like a woman in labour longing to see Christ birthed amongst them. Whilst this may seem a 

metaphor, beneath it there is the real longing for that small and fragile community to 

become the person of Christ to those amongst whom they were living. 

III. The Nature of Christ – again in Galatians (5: 22-23) Paul lists out the fruit of the Spirit –‘love, 

joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, humility and self-control’.  Where are 

these qualities seen most fully? They are seen in the person of Christ. They shaped his 

character, which in turn shaped his attitude to his ministry and relationships and his 

willingness to walk the way the Father had set before him. 

IV. The Gifts of the Spirit – in 1 Corinthians 12 and Romans 12 Paul lists out the gifts which the 

Sprit gives. In Corinthians he uses the image of the body – showing how each part is 

dependent on the other. There is also the recognition that each person who has discovered 

new life in Christ, is gifted by the Spirit and called to a particular ministry – either to enable 

the body to grow as the Body of Christ or to enable that Body to reach out to the wider 

community and world with the grace and redemptive love of Christ. Such missional 

engagement and ministry will enable the new kingdom to be experienced and the promise 

of the coming new creation to be realised. 
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V. The Gifts of Ministry – in Ephesians 4 the foundational gifting and ministries are listed which 

will be required for the Body of Christ to grow effectively as that Body and then touch and 

transform the world as Jesus did as the Word made flesh. The following should be noted: - 

 

a. Apostle – the gifting and ministry of the Apostle is not just to protect and keep the 

Christian Community safe, but also constantly to take it to the new place that the 

Spirit is showing. The Spirit will consistently lead the Christian Community to new 

places – crossing frontiers, barriers and appropriate boundaries. The role is also to 

enable the Christian Community to live as the visual aid of the coming new creation 

and to challenge contemporary culture and ways of thinking and being. This will 

enable the release of the oppressed and the encouragement of imagination and 

creativity. 

b. Prophets – the role of the prophet is to enable the whole Christian Community to 

live prophetically – to speak the word of God into the present moment and each and 

every situation, but also to live in the transformed life of the new kingdom – to a 

different rhythm and set of values and principles. 

c. Evangelist – the Body of Christ is to live in the way that Jesus lived during the time 

of the incarnation. During his ministry Jesus lived iconically – firstly as an exclamation 

mark – ‘look here is the kingdom’ and then as a question mark – ‘do you want to 

respond and become part of this new way of being and living?’ This is to be the role 

of the Christian Community – living the new life and constantly and consistently 

inviting others to be part of it. 

d. Pastor/Teacher – the Christian Community needs to grow with health and vitality 

and the work of the pastor/teacher is to enable this growth to happen – both for the 

community as a whole, but also for each individual within it.  

Reflection on these gifts of Ministry will show 3 important factors: - 

1. There will be particular individuals who are gifted in the above ministries and also have the 

gifting of leadership. However, this gifting is not just for the individual, but to enable the 

whole body of Christ to exercise and live out that particular area of ministry.   

2. At the present moment and within the Christendom mind set, there is particular focus on 

the pastor, teacher, and this is then underlined by the hierarchy of Bishop, Priest/Presbyter, 

and Deacon as expressed in the Pastoral Epistles. There needs to be a renewed engagement 

with Ephesians 4 so that the whole people of God can be released to live in the light and 

power of the 4 areas of gifting and ministry. 

3. As these gifts of the Spirit are released so the Body grows in maturity and stability. It also 

demonstrates the fullness of the life of Christ and as such lives the renewed life of the 

Kingdom into the present moment – to its setting and cultural context. 

 

e) Some Principles and Practices 

Principles 
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The following principles are vital if the Christian Community is going to re-engage with current 

culture and society: - 

1. Recognition that the days we are in are as key and crucial as those of the first reformation.  

2. Realisation that the mission landscape we are now traversing is fundamentally different 

from that which was faced in the past.  

3. This will require a leadership which recognises this new and radically different missional 

scene and is ready to traverse it in new ways. 

4.  It will also require a leadership which is not only willing but has the courage to begin to 

allow the principles as set out in the New Testament to shape its thinking and practice. This 

will be a huge step for many people – not simply because there may be uncertainty and even 

fear, but simply because this new way of thinking is so different from the past models and 

the shaping of Christendom 

5. So frequently people cling to the past assuming that those past ways of thinking and being 

will return - they will not! It will require those who have the courage to allow the Spirit to 

blow them into the new ways. 

 

Practices  

The following will need to be in place: - 

1. A willingness to move from a hierarchical model of leadership to a servant foundational 

model which is seeking to enable every member of the Body of Christ to be equipped and 

then released into her or his gifting and calling to ministry with continuing resourcing and 

encouragement. 

2. Recognition of the need to move from a programmatic expression of Christian Community 

to one which is focussed on and values the individual – the place of people. 

3.  A willingness to move from an organisational model of Christian Community to a more 

organic expression led and fuelled daily by the gift and gifting of the Spirit. 

4. Openness to the new mission landscape we are not traversing. One key issue is that people, 

especially younger generations, are looking for relationships with integrity and authenticity 

which model and encourage real participation. It will be the participation that will enable 

people to discover and then live out the new life of the kingdom. The place of propositional 

argument is dying. (The relational/participation model actually mirrors the ministry of Jesus, 

who invited the twelve to participate with him and in relationship with him to reflect on 

what was happening). 

5. Within this participation there will be the need to enable every member to discover their 

particular gifting and the place of ministry to which the Spirit is calling them. It will then be 

necessary to release them into that ministry with on-going equipping, resourcing and 

encouragement. 

6. The four areas of ministry as expressed in Ephesians 4 will need to be lived out amongst the 

deepening and maturing Christian Community. 
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7. All the above will require new ways in which the Christian Community will be expressed – 

often through small missional communities. Such communities will live to an agreed rhythm 

of life which will encourage deepening relationships within the community and enable an 

on-going missional engagement with the wider community and society. 

 

 

Reflections for the Individual 

Take time each day to reflect on the above explorations. As you do so, prayerfully consider: - 

• Am I ready to see the Church as the Body of Christ in each place? 

• As part of that Body, am I prepared to allow the Spirit to challenge me afresh each day? 

• Do I know the gifts the Spirit has given me? 

• Do I see each day and each relationship as an opportunity to share the life of Jesus and 

his Kingdom? 

• Do I live the life of the new creation into the present moment?  

 

 

 

Discussion Material for the Group 

As you share time together, perhaps round a meal, think through the following: - 

• What were the key thoughts which struck each member? 

• Is there a commitment to seeing the Christian Community as the Body of Christ? 

• What are the gifts which each member brings? 

• How might this local Christian Community engage afresh with its own context and  

wider community and society? 
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Prayer for the Week 

 

O, Lord, this is the thing I would most hate 

to be casually caught  

on a string and some tired old bait. 

  

Rather, may I be caught and held 

by your wonderful story,  

freshly told 

Let my soul be detached, 

Not grasping at anything in this world, and 

thus overcome in my life the power of habit, 

daily routine, dullness, fatigue, fear. 

Create in me a carefree tranquillity, 

a place for every encounter, 

Unreserved receptivity, 

An unhurried disposition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


