
THE CHURCH: ONE BODY IN CHRIST
Rev. Harold Wells

Romans 12: 1-18; Matthew 16: 13-18

Our text from Romans 12 this morning is part of a long letter written by the apostle Paul 
to the young church in the city of Rome, around about the year 60 of the first century.

Keep in mind that the letters of Paul were written before the gospels; they put us in 
touch with that very early Christian church in the decades immediately following the 
events of Jesus life, death and resurrection.

Imagine a small gathering of Christian people, probably meeting in a secret place, 
probably in someone’s home. They are delighted to have received this long instructive 
letter from the apostle Paul.  

They read it aloud together, perhaps in short bits at a time, as we have this morning. 
Perhaps they discuss it together.  They pray together, and share stories of Jesus, his 
teaching and deeds, his death and resurrection. 

Maybe they sing, perhaps a psalm, since some of these early Christians are Jews, and 
know the Hebrew scriptures.  

Then they break bread and drink wine together, just as we do today when we celebrate 
holy communion.  

Who are these people?  Some are Jews, some are Greek speaking, or Latin speaking 
gentiles, some are free people, maybe some of them financially well off, some are very 
poor. Some are slaves.

They meet in secret because they are a persecuted minority. It is illegal to be a Christian,
because they refuse to worship the emperor, and some of them refuse military service in 
the Roman army.  

Why?  Because they acknowledge another king beside Caesar.  Caesar, they say, is the 
head of a brutal empire, a society and economy built on slave labour. An oppressive 
power that occupies and dominates other nations through violent force.  

But Jesus, the Christ, the crucified and risen one, he is the real king.  Their loyalty is not 
to the Emperor, but to Jesus.  Jesus is Lord, they insist. They live and die by that.  
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We know that there was a major persecution in Rome in the year 64, when Nero was 
Emperor; hundreds of Christians were rounded up and put to death.  

Despite the danger, the church grew rapidly.   

What drew these people to be Christians?  What so inspired them, that they were willing
to put their lives in danger in this way?

It must have been the message.  The story of Jesus himself. Surely it was the gospel 
message of the victory of life and love over evil and death, in Jesus’ resurrection.

It was the message of the love and grace of God poured out for all people, in and 
through Jesus, his teaching and deeds, death and resurrection.

Because he was a poor man who suffered, poor people especially could identify with 
him; especially the slaves, since it was often slaves who were crucified – they found 
meaning and hope, and direction for their lives, in and through Jesus.

Imagine. A poor slave woman, who had been stolen away, kidnapped by Roman soldiers
in France, taken in chains and sold to a rich Roman family, forced to do all their dirty 
work – without pay, and subject to overwork and personal abuse.

Such a woman found joy in that small gathering of Christians, who welcomed her, 
treated her with dignity, and loved her.  

She must have had to sneak away from her place of work, to meet her fellow Christians 
in their secret place. It must have been dangerous to do so. But she shared with them 
their faith in God the Creator, and his Son, Jesus, who had reached out to her with love 
and compassion. 

Now, I tell you this as background to our own thinking about our church in our time.
 
Our texts this morning stimulate some questions in our minds:  What is the church?  
What is the church for?         

By the church, I mean both the individual congregation, such as we are here this 
morning, and the whole world-wide, ecumenical Christian Church.  

In this bit of Paul’s letter to the Romans, which we’ve read this morning, he names the 
church as the Body of Christ.  It is indeed the Church of Jesus Christ, and as such, the 
Church of God, and the Church of the Spirit. 
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Last time I was in this pulpit, about a month ago, I preached about the Christian mission.
Josephine had suggested that day that it’s not that the church has a mission, but that the 
mission has a church.

A good insight:  in other words, there is a sense in which the church, as the Body of 
Christ, exists for its mission. It’s not an end in and of itself.  

At the same time, though, as the Body of Christ, the church does also have an internal 
life of its own.  

I mean the worshiping and community life of the congregation. 

Yes, we are meant to reach out to the world.  But we are also called to “BE the church.”  

As the Body of Christ, we are a worshiping, caring community. The church is meant to 
be a community that sustains us, inspires us, gives us meaning and hope through all the 
joy, and all the trouble and sorrow of life. 

Sometimes in the New Testament the church is described as a “family,” or a 
“household.”  That slave woman in Rome, must have experienced the church as a kind 
of family, in her case, the only one she had. 

As a family, “We are called to celebrate God’s presence” (as our creed says). That is, we 
are called to worship. We are a people who praise and thank God, and therefore joyfully 
celebrate the life God gives us in God’s good creation.  

We celebrate God’s love and grace. We rejoice in our hope in God in the face of sorrow 
and death.  We challenge one another to live better lives. We are meant to be a joyful, 
worshiping community of people. 

When I say ‘community’ I mean something more than just a crowd. 

We’re not just an audience, which has come together to consume what the minister has 
to offer.  Rather, we’re meant to be a kind of family participating together in a worship 
event. 

When we say the church is a family, we imply that we know each other by name, and 
care about each other, and even, look after each other.

Being a small church makes that easier, in a way. Nowadays, East Plains is a small 
church, perhaps not much bigger than that early church in Rome, to whom this letter was
written.  
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In a small congregation, we can actually know almost everybody personally and by 
name.  That process is enhanced, though, by small committees and small groups for 
study or prayer, or action.

Now, when we say the church is a community, or a family, we imply that there are some 
things that the church is not. 

Let’s spend a few minutes thinking about what the church is not. 

First, the church is not the building.  Obviously.  We don’t worship the building. The 
building is not the be-all and end-all of a church. It’s an instrument, a tool that enables 
us to do certain things together.

Keeping in mind that early church in Rome, that met secretly in homes; it helps us to 
realize that the building is not really essential to what the church is. 

Let’s remember that for the first three hundred years or more, perhaps the most powerful
and dynamic years in the church’s history, there were no church buildings. 

That early, growing Christian church, became one of the factors that transformed, and 
eventually brought down the Roman Empire. 

And foundations were laid for what became a world-wide ecumenical Christian 
movement. 

All of this without church buildings!

So, church buildings may be very valuable, they may be beautiful, conducive to worship
and fellowship, helpful for educational and outreach purposes. 

We love the symbols: especially the great cross at the front and center. The church 
building is a cherished place of baptisms, and weddings, and funerals; 

a place to come and nurture one another in faith and hope, to be together in fellowship. 

We tend to love and cherish our church buildings; we become very emotionally attached 
to them. And that’s nice. That’s OK, it’s natural.

But buildings are not essential to what the church is:  i.e., the church is the Body of 
Christ, the worshiping, caring community of Christian people, called to live out our 
mission.
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Now, this also implies that the church is not a business.  

Yes, I know it has to be business-like in some ways. I’ve heard it said that “the church is 
a business, like anything else.” An aquaintance of mine met me on the GO train one day,
and said: “Hello Harold, How’s the religion business doing?” 

But no, the church can resemble a business, in that it needs money to function; it may 
have paid personnel and staff, it may own property.  It has bills to pay; it has income and
expenses. All of these things have to be handled in a business-like way.  

But we should avoid getting into a mentality where we think of the church as a business,
and of its members as customers.  

As members, we are not clients or customers to be catered to, to whom we provide 
goods and services.  

Sometimes we send out appeals for financial contributions.  But we don’t send out bills. 
People contribute to the church what they choose to contribute, voluntarily. 

I assure you, no business could operate in that way. Not on a voluntary basis. 

But we are not a business, but a worshiping, caring community of people, called to live 
our mission. 

So also, if this is who we are, we are not simply a club.  Though in some ways we do 
resemble a club.  But not just a social club, not just a place to meet your friends. Though
we do meet our friends here. 

And, like some clubs, we do try to look after each other, to be supportive and caring to 
one another.

In his letter to the Romans, Paul said:  “Rejoice with those who rejoice; weep with those 
who weep.”  People have names in the church; we are real persons, not just customers or
clients.

Nor are we a social justice or charitable organization. We do seek social justice, and 
environmental justice, and we do charitable work. And so the church resembles some of 
these other organizations.  But the church is something distinct from all of those.  

Here we need to pay closer attention to Paul’s concept of the Body of Christ.  
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He says we are “one body in Christ.”  This implies a particular relationship with God, in 
Christ, that we are “in Christ” and Christ in “in us,” both individually and as a 
community.   

Paul offers a metaphor:  Our relationship with Christ and with one another is like the 
relationships within the human body.  Christ is the living head, we are the various other 
parts:  the hands and feet, the eyes and ears, and so on.  

He’s speaking of an intimate relationship, a relationship of unity between Christ with his
followers. We are one with Christ; he is one with us; we are one with one another.  

We are, as Paul says, “one body in Christ.” 

We have differing functions within the life and mission of the church.  We don’t all do 
the same thing, because we have different gifts.  

He mentions the teacher, the exhorter, the giver, the leader.  In other texts Paul mentions 
pastors, evangelists, healers, administrators, and so on. Today, we would add musicians, 
artists, people with technological skills.  

Notice Paul’s words about the relationship of Christians to each other in the Body of 
Christ.  He says we are “members one of another.” 

These are words directed specifically to church members about their relationships within
the Body:  He wrote to that little church in Rome:   

“Love one another in mutual affection.  Outdo one another in showing honour…. 
Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep… Live in harmony with one 
another; do not be haughty… do not claim to be wiser than you are.  Do not pay anyone 
evil for evil; as far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all….”

Paul knew that that little church meeting in secret in Rome was not perfect in itself; 
there must have been some quarrels, some people seeking to dominate others, some 
people backbiting with others.  

He knew that such things can tear a church apart. It was a good message for the church 
at Rome, and a good message for us today.  
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Now, when we say that Christ is in us, and we are in Christ, we mean that Jesus Christ is
not a dead prophet, somebody who lived a long time ago and whom we remember with 
respect.

Rather, Christ is the risen, living Lord who lives within us and among us.

It means that Christ is not just our founder, as other organizations have founders.  

For example, Lord Baden Powell is founder of the Boy Scouts; Karl Marx can be seen 
as the founder of Marxism; companies and corporations can be said to have founders, 
often a person who long ago passed away, but is remembered as the founder.  

But Jesus is never called the founder of Christianity.  Rather, he is the foundation.  As 
the hymn says:  “The church’s one foundation is Jesus Christ, our Lord.”  

Our text from Matthew this morning depicts the apostle Peter saying to Jesus:  “You are 
the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  

Jesus replies:  “You are Peter, and on this rock I will be build my church and the gates of
hell shall not prevail against it.”

Now, we might notice, as an aside, since we’ve recently had a visit from the pope, that 
the Roman Catholic Church uses this text to legitimize the pope as the head of the whole
Christian church. 

They say that Peter, the apostle, was the first bishop of Rome (which is in itself 
questionable).  They say that the pope is Peter’ successor as bishop of Rome, and that all
subsequent bishops of Rome are the rightful head of the church.

The Protestant reformation rejected this interpretation of Matthew 16.  No, they said, it 
is Peter’s affirmation of Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the living God – that is the rock 
on which the church is built.  

In our tradition, the head official of the church is a Moderator, in office for only two 
years; not a very powerful person.  We distrust putting too much power into any one 
office. Our Moderator today happens to be a woman, and an aboriginal woman 
(something not noticed in the Canadian press in recent weeks.)

 Now, most of us like the present pope. An admirable man and a fine church leader; we 
don’t hate the pope.  Nor do we consider that we are better Christians than the Roman 
Catholics. Not at all.  

Now, when we say that Christ is in us, and we are in Christ, we mean that Jesus Christ is
not a dead prophet, somebody who lived a long time ago and whom we remember with 
respect.

Rather, Christ is the risen, living Lord who lives within us and among us.

It means that Christ is not just our founder, as other organizations have founders.  

For example, Lord Baden Powell is founder of the Boy Scouts; Karl Marx can be seen 
as the founder of Marxism; companies and corporations can be said to have founders, 
often a person who long ago passed away, but is remembered as the founder.  

But Jesus is never called the founder of Christianity.  Rather, he is the foundation.  As 
the hymn says:  “The church’s one foundation is Jesus Christ, our Lord.”  

Our text from Matthew this morning depicts the apostle Peter saying to Jesus:  “You are 
the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  

Jesus replies:  “You are Peter, and on this rock I will be build my church and the gates of
hell shall not prevail against it.”

Now, we might notice, as an aside, since we’ve recently had a visit from the pope, that 
the Roman Catholic Church uses this text to legitimize the pope as the head of the whole
Christian church. 

They say that Peter, the apostle, was the first bishop of Rome (which is in itself 
questionable).  They say that the pope is Peter’ successor as bishop of Rome, and that all
subsequent bishops of Rome are the rightful head of the church.

The Protestant reformation rejected this interpretation of Matthew 16.  No, they said, it 
is Peter’s affirmation of Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the living God – that is the rock 
on which the church is built.  

In our tradition, the head official of the church is a Moderator, in office for only two 
years; not a very powerful person.  We distrust putting too much power into any one 
office. Our Moderator today happens to be a woman, and an aboriginal woman 
(something not noticed in the Canadian press in recent weeks.)

 Now, most of us like the present pope. An admirable man and a fine church leader; we 
don’t hate the pope.  Nor do we consider that we are better Christians than the Roman 
Catholics. Not at all.  



However, it is not the pope, but Jesus Christ himself is the foundation and head of the 
Christian church.  As the hymn says, “The Church’s one foundation is Jesus Christ our 
Lord.”  

But of more interest in this text, we hear the strong affirmation:  the gates of hell will not
prevail against the church.  In other words, the powers of evil, will never destroy the 
church.  

Particular congregations may not last forever, but the church ecumenical, the worldwide 
Body of Christ, will not perish.  

Because it is founded in the truth, and the truth cannot die.   

That little persecuted congregation in Rome, 2000 years ago, which included slaves, 
probably never dreamed that one day their numbers would spread into the hundreds of 
millions. 

And we, here this morning, are one of thousands, even millions, of Christian 
congregations that have lived and worshiped and loved, and carried out their mission, 
down through the centuries.

We are one small cell of the universal Body of Christ. 

We are one in the communion of saints – that great body of witnesses, our ancestors, 
who may have been Roman Catholics, or Anglicans, or Methodists, or Presbyterians, or 
Congregationalists, or Mennonites or Lutherans - 

whatever, we are one with that great body of those who have gone before us and have 
passed on to us a wonderful heritage of faith and love.

Let’s keep this in mind: Whatever troubles our church may face, that gates of hell will 
not finally prevail against us.  

And so, to Christ, our rock, our foundation, and to God our Creator, and to the Spirit 
who is the Spirit of Christ, be all praise and glory, now and forever.  Amen. 

Hymn:  “We are one”  VU#402
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