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For the Common Good
1 Corinthians 12:4-7

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 (1 
Corinthians 12:4-7).

The Hijacked Church

Not long ago I ran into an old volleyball friend.  He was part of that 
old school, earthy, sixties beach volleyball culture—a bit of (what we once 
called) a hippie.  We caught up with each other’s lives a bit when I took the 
opportunity to invite him to church.  He paused, gave me a smile (as if 
seeking to find a reason to say ‘no’) then looking at the ocean, replied, 
“This is my church.”  Clearly he had a fundamental misunderstanding of 
what a church is.

Even more recently I had a brief conversation with a lady who had 
become disillusioned with her church.  I asked where she and her husband 
were attending.  She said they weren’t attending church and that it was 
“okay.”  They continued in their own private devotions and study which she 
viewed as sufficient to fill the church void.  Are these accurate definitions of 
church?

A great 20th century irony is how so many organizations and 
functions have hijacked the word ‘church’ to define who or what they are 
(whether the church is the beach or a church of religious science or even 
an informal Bible study) and how the church has chosen to abandon the 
name, preferring titles such as ‘Christian fellowship’ or ‘Christian center’.  
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Be that as it may, the word ‘church’ has become a very liquid and 
undefined term.  This is not a new problem.

Shortly after the Reformation of the 16th century, when many 
Christians felt liberated from the constraints of the Roman Catholic Church, 
there was a sort of ecclesiological pandemonium taking place.  It became 
like a religious Spring Break for many professing believers who recklessly 
organized churches which didn’t (in the eyes of many learned believers) 
appear to be true churches at all.  This was something that many Roman 
Catholics feared would happen and they were correct.  Even Luther was 
horrified at what was taking place in these neo-religious communities.  The 
issue had to be addressed post haste.

The Marks of a True Church

What makes a church a church?  One of the earliest Protestant 
Confessions (even before the Westminster Confession) took to the task.  
The Belgic Confession offered a definition of the defining marks of a true 
church that has remained the gold standard definition for centuries.  Article 
29 (first three paragraphs) states:

We believe that we ought to discern diligently and very 
carefully, by the Word of God, what is the true church-- for all 
sects in the world today claim for themselves the name of "the 
church." 

They may have included Roman Catholicism in this, but they were 
clearly addressing a wider problem.

We are not speaking here of the company of hypocrites who 
are mixed among the good in the church and who nonetheless 
are not part of it, even though they are physically there. But we 
are speaking of distinguishing the body and fellowship of the 
true church from all sects that call themselves "the church."
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They were not speaking of unbelievers who attend a true church but 
organized religious bodies that are not churches at all.  And here are the 
defining marks:

The true church can be recognized if it has the following marks: 
The church engages in the pure preaching of the gospel; 
it makes use of the pure administration of the sacraments 
as Christ instituted them; it practices church discipline for 
correcting faults. In short, it governs itself according to the 
pure Word of God, rejecting all things contrary to it and holding 
Jesus Christ as the only Head. By these marks one can be 
assured of recognizing the true church-- and no one ought to be 
separated from it.
    
In short, a true church engages in the pure preaching of the gospel, 

the pure administration of the sacraments and church discipline.  If these 
three things are not happening, one should not think they are attending a 
church.  One might ask, “What about prayer, singing in worship, fellowship, 
love, giving, acts of service and mercy and the many other attributes and 
activities that should be found in the gathering of the saints?”    

Prayer, singing, fellowship, love, giving, acts of service and mercy 
and so forth are not restricted to that organism called the church (an 
organism with pastors, elders, and deacons).  Believers can, and are 
encouraged to, pursue those attributes and activities both publicly and 
privately.  But it is the church (as a defined entity) that has been given 
the responsibility to exercise discipline, to administer the sacraments and 
preach the gospel—recognizing that it is the elders who take responsibility 
for that which is preached from the pulpit.  

That being said, how many of us would attend a church that didn’t 
exercise prayer or didn’t sing or demonstrate love and service?  It certainly 
wouldn’t seem very spiritually healthy for church members to attend church, 
hear a sermon, partake in the Lord’s Supper, and see if anyone was 
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excommunicated then shuttle off to their cars only to return next Sunday 
to do it again.  Sounds a little ridiculous but there are many churches that 
function (somewhat) that way—a weekly meeting, like parolees visiting 
their parole officer and exiting.

But this type of thing could only happen if one has a very deficient 
view of preaching, sacraments and discipline; because word (preaching), 
sacrament and discipline—properly or purely done assumes and requires 
many things.  

Preaching assumes that the word of God has been heralded in such 
a way as to lay claim to all who hear.  It is not merely teaching (though 
it includes teaching), but a heralding to which all must respond the way 
nation would be called to respond to a new king or a new law.

The sacraments (baptism and the Lord’s Supper) seal and signify 
those who, by the grace of God, have obeyed the gospel (Romans 10:16) 
and they live in accordance with it.  This presupposes a certain level of 
knowledge and intimacy between those who administer and those who 
partake.  It shouldn’t be too difficult now to see how closely the sacraments 
are related to church discipline.

In the fencing of the table during the Lord’s Supper we ask that 
those who partake be members in good standing of a true Christian church 
because those who take communion must be in a position (heaven forbid) 
where it is possible for them to be ex-communioned or excommunicated 
(brought under church discipline).

The church disciplinary process (and this is a critical point) doesn’t 
begin with the elders or deacons, but with the members.  Jesus taught: “If 
your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and 
him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother (Matthew 
18:15).  It is only after this that two witnesses and then the church become 
involved.  Again, all of this assumes a prior knowledge and intimacy 
between brothers and sisters in Christ.

One Fountain
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Perhaps we can begin to see now how everything that is authentic 
and truly profound and worthwhile proceeds from Christ who is presented 
by word and sacrament—the purity of which is protected by discipline.  And 
it is from that fountain that fervent prayer, dynamic worship, brotherly love, 
heartfelt service and mercy begins to weave the brethren to Christ and 
together to form a single unit, a single body, “For he himself is our peace, 
who has made us both one” (Ephesians 2:14).

We should not try to do this backward.  What I mean by that is that 
we should not try to build the church by service, mercy or even brotherly 
love and worship apart from the centrality of word, sacrament and 
discipline.  The foundation must always be Christ and Him crucified.  He is 
the head from whom the whole body is “joined and held together by every 
joint” (Ephesians 4:16).  
Ministering to One Another

And it would appear that when Christ is heralded—when by word, 
sacrament and discipline His church is built—that something amazing 
takes place; implanted in the heart of the people is an increasing love for 
Christ for one another and a God-given ability to minister to one another—
as the Apostle Paul would put it:

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 (1 Corinthians 12:4-7).

Writing of gifts, services and activities, the Apostle indicates some 
things we ought to take notice of.  Verse seven in particular: “To each” 
hekasto is singular, meaning this includes every single person in the 
church.  “Is given” didotai is passive, which means it has, in a sense, fallen 
on each one of us from above.  We may or may not seek to master the gift, 
service or activity—we may or may not even seek to utilize it.  But we have 
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it.  We may ask “What do I have?”  
The Apostle writes that we have a “manifestation of the Spirit.” 

“Manifestation” phanerosis contains the idea of making something known 
or to bring to light.  The Spirit of God is Himself invisible, but He is made 
known through each person.  Excuse the somewhat crass illustration, but it 
is as if we were all broken flashlights but when the light of Christ shined in 
our hearts (2 Corinthians 4:6) the Spirit of God turned our light on.  And 
many merely shine their light against a blank wall or place it under a basket 
rather than putting it on a stand that it might give light to all in the house 
(Matthew 5:15).

There is a reason we have a Spirit-given gift or ability to contribute in 
a service or activity.  It is “for the common good.”  “Common good” is just 
one word in the Greek, sympheron.  This is a compound word, the prefix 
means “together”.  We might think of a symphony.  A symphony is written 
for an orchestra—they play together to form a sound phony—a harmony.  
The root pheron means to carry or bear—as in bearing a burden.  
“Common good” sympheron, means we bear the burden each other.

One Body

It is through these Spirit given provisions that we “bear one another’s 
burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ” (Galatians 6:2).  In light of this it 
becomes (I hope) easy to see how the Apostle likens the church to a body 
(1 Corinthians 12:12).  And how critical each part of the body is—how 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” (1 Corinthians 12:21).  

The eye should not say that to the hand, nor should the hand think of 
itself that way.  How would any of us feel if our feet simply decided they 
were unnecessary to the functioning of our body?  Yet I must say here, this 
problem is endemic in today’s western church—especially in churches that 
are so large that you can easily maintain anonymity—churches that simply 
appear not to need you—where you’re expendable.  
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As I grow older in the ministry (especially being in the same church 
for so many years) I appreciate more and more every body part.  To walk 
in my own church and be warmly greeted at the door is refreshing, to see 
the elders, deacons, worship leaders, ushers, Sunday school teachers, 
people organizing potlucks and dinners—seeing people enjoying each 
other’s company makes me feel like a dad whose children love each other 
and are willing to help each other.

Formal and Informal Ministry

Some in the church may find it difficult to become part of the body in 
any significant way.  Sometimes things just naturally or organically happen 
on their own accord.  Some exercise their gifts, services and activities for 
others in a very private and informal way that I (as a pastor) may never 
even know about—or may be surprised to find out about.  Sometimes 
these gifts, services and activities become public enough that they are 
brought before the session for approval or formalized as something the 
church will take responsibility for and promote.

These types of things generally fall into three categories: ministerial, 
service and social (or fellowship).  Ministerial would be things like 
preaching, Bible studies, home groups, teaching at various places (Beacon 
Light, Little Company of Mary, retirement homes, etc.), evangelism, etc.  
Service (or mercy) would be things like Project Angel Tree, Beacon Light 
(serving tables or cleaning the kitchen), meals ministry, bereavement, etc.  
Social (or fellowship) would be organizing park days, Christmas party, 
beach days, etc.

I must say here that one of the saddest statements I recall hearing 
was a person who bemoaned the social events and simply refused to 
attend them because they, in their estimation, lacked depth.  There was 
nothing profound about the Christmas party or the church picnic (unless 
the picnic had a devotion).  That’s like telling a high-powered businessman 
that there is no value in playing golf with a potential client or a dad there is 
nothing profitable about playing catch with his son.  It’s not the golf or 
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playing catch as much as it is an opportunity to spend time with someone 
of value or who you care about.  It’s face time that you don’t always get in 
church or a Bible study.

We have never been a church with a top-down program-oriented 
methodology.  I personally am feeble at starting and organizing events of 
any kind.  I have no ideas or visions (by vision I mean great ideas of what 
should or needs to take place).  One of the most difficult questions for me 
to answer from a member is “How can I serve?”  Yet over the years this 
church has developed (by some counts) over fifty different ministries—
almost all of them coming from people in the church with an idea on how to 
serve.   

Today you will all have an opportunity to see what those areas 
of ministry are and have an opportunity to take part in the symphony of 
“mutual upbuilding” (Romans 14:19).  Perhaps it will be a time for you to 
offer help on something missing.  

I would like to close by stressing how important it is for us to 
recognize the source of our love and service toward one another and the 
direction or purpose of our love and service for one another.  The source of 
our love and service is Christ and His love in serving us.

…even as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, 
and to give his life as a ransom for many (Matthew 20:28).

And..

…When he ascended on high he led a host of captives, and he 
gave gifts to men (Ephesians 4:8).

And the direction or purpose of our love and service for one another 
is back to Christ.  

…whoever speaks, as one who speaks oracles of God; 
whoever serves, as one who serves by the strength that God 
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supplies—in order that in everything God may be glorified 
through Jesus Christ. To him belong glory and dominion forever 
and ever. Amen (1 Peter 4:11). 

He is the alpha and the omega—the beginning and the end of all 
things—not the least of which is our love and service toward one another.

Questions for Study

1. What are the various ways people define church?  Why do you 
suppose some churches resist the word (pages 2, 3)?

2. What are the marks of a true church?  What about prayer, singing 
and fellowship (pages 3, 4)?

3. How do the marks of a church begin to affect the entire function of the 
church (pages 4, 5)?
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4. Why must one be a member of a church to take the Lord’s Supper?  
Where does the disciplinary process begin (page 5)?

5. From where does fervent prayer, dynamic worship, brotherly love and 
heartfelt service flow?  What happens if we do this backward (page 
5)?

6. What amazing thing happens when Christ is herald by word, 
sacrament and discipline (page 6)?

7. To whom are gifts given and why (pages 6, 7)?

8. Why is it critical to view the church as one body (page 7)?

9. What are the various opportunities given to serve one another?  Have 
you considered how you might serve (pages 7, 8)?

10. What is the source and purpose (or end) of our love and service 
toard one another (pages 8, 9)?
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