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When was the last time you felt oppressed?  When did you feel unable to do something because you 

were compelled to do something else?  Maybe not since you left school, or maybe as recently as this 

morning!  When did you last feel that you were blundering about in a fog?  Or that God was far from 

you?  If you have ever been a person in any of these situations, then when Jesus stood up in Nazareth 

to declare his purpose, he said that God had sent him to be relevant to you. 

 

Of course, he was also sent to be relevant to the people who were in the synagogue that day, sent to 

be relevant to them first of all.  In the same way, Paul wrote the letter that we read part of today, not 

primarily to the 21st century people of Badenoch, but to the first century Christians of Corinth.  But 

it doesn't mean that he isn't also speaking to us.  In a fact the more we know about the situation and 

trials of those first audiences for what are now our scriptures, the better we can see where they tie in 

with our lives today. 

 

Paul talks to the Christians of Corinth about the different bits of the body having different functions, 

and says that the members of Christ's church are like that. He is writing to a new congregation which 

is finding its feet.  A congregation based in a very hierarchical city - all cities in the Roman world 

were hierarchical. There were the very few rich who lived the leisured, civilised life that history has 

made the Roman Empire famous for. Then there was a slightly larger group of merchants and such 

like. But most people were not like that. Most were urban poor or slaves. The call of the gospel came 

to all, but how easy it would have been, how easy no doubt it was, for the structures of society to be 

replicated in the church, so that the better class people were seen as being more important, having 

more to offer. (The letter of James tells us that this did in fact happen in the early church.) 

 

This was a pattern of societal replication which also happened in the church in Europe, from the 

Dark Ages until at least the Reformation. And even after that great egalitsing movement, the nuances 

and more of society crept back into the church, so that there were pew rents and lairds pews in 

Scottish churches. 

 

But Paul saw that this was a danger, or was already happening. And he said that this must not be. 

And so he gave us this famous analogy of the parts of the body and the gifts of the Spirit. In her 

sermon last week, Mary tried to make the point that all the spiritual gifts that God gives us are of 

equal value. It is a point that has to be made over and over, because we are so conditioned to looking 

at each other with the eyes of the world.  

 



There is still hierarchy in how we view people. There is the traditional hierarchy of rank or 

profession. "What do you do?" or "Who do you know?" are still questions we want to find out about 

people when we meet them, even if most often we are more discreet than to ask so baldly and bluntly. 

 

But there are other hierarchies. There is the status of looks. Someone who conforms to the current 

idea of beauty, or who presents themselves as fashionable and up to the minute has, for some people, 

more obvious value than the more homely or old fashioned in appearance. There is also the status of 

wealth or of fame and celebrity - I almost said notoriety. We live in a culture that has a strong 

element which values these things, and those who seem to have them. Surely they have most to offer? 

Then there is the hierarchy of age. You see that especially among younger people, where the older 

young people (but not old people) are seen to be better, more important. There are all sorts of 

hierarchies among which we live, and which we can incorporate in our understanding of church, 

almost without realising it. So Paul gives us this vivid picture to help us guard against doing this. 

 

We are all important. God has given us all gifts which are important and necessary to the health of 

his body, the Church. It is a truly inspired analogy. The body needs all the parts God gives it. We 

don't always think about that when things are going well, but when they go awry, the we realise the 

truth of that simple premise. 

 

When I was 12 I broke both my arms. Suddenly simple things, like washing, dressing, writing - 

things that I had been doing for years - became complicated or impossible. Another time I broke my 

jaw (yes, you do have an accident-prone minister) and while it was wired up to help it mend I really 

missed it. I missed it for chewing, and had to live on soft foods, but more than that, I missed it for 

smiling. For three weeks I could not smile, and when you can't smile, life can become pretty dismal. 

It is only when a part of the body is out of service, temporarily or permanently, that we fully realise 

how much we need it.  

 

That is Paul's point about the gifts that God gives each one of us - each one of us - for the building of 

his church. We should not rank them, or the people who are given them - since gifts don't come 

separately from people - by who has them, or by how spectacular they seem to be.  All of them are 

equally necessary for the church to function properly.  If all of God's gifts are needed to help the 

church function: apostles, prophets, teachers, healers (and you know that there are those who are 

good at healing communities and lives as well as bodies), people who are helpers, who are leaders, 

who have gifts to do with speaking in various ways; if all of these are needed, the question surely is, 

needed for what? What is the church supposed to do that takes all these different people to help it do 

it properly? 

 

Very often when we think of the church functioning properly we think in terms of our structures: in a 

Presbyterian structure like ours we expect to need a minister and elders, maybe Board members (oh, 

and we could do with a few more Board members; now is a good time to begin to think who might 

be gifted to do that job).  We think in terms of making worship happen week by week and keeping 

things running. But is that really the function of a church?  

 

When Jesus spoke in the synagogue in Nazareth, when he quoted Isaiah and said what God's Spirit 

had anointed him to do, he didn't talk in terms of structure, nor of fulfilling roles, of keeping things 

ticking over. What did he say he was to do? Preach the good news to the poor, proclaim release to 

the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free and proclaim the year of 

the Lord's favour. 

 



That was Jesus' job, and so that is still our job as Jesus' body on the earth. That is what the Spirit of 

God gives each of us gifts to do together.  When Jesus made this declaration, he was speaking to 

people who knew about needing good news in their lives, especially in their national life, as 

conquered and subject people; who had to witness signs of alien Roman lord-ship every day. They 

knew about people being made captive: wasn't that what the Romans did, taking people captive and 

shipping them to other parts of the empire as slaves? They knew about being oppressed all right, and 

about wondering where God was and why he allowed this, and whether he loved them any more. 

 

When we read these words we may feel the need to spiritualize them, to talk of demonic oppression, 

or captivity to the power of sin, or of being blind to the things of God. These can be real situations 

for us and for those among whom we live, and yes, the dawning of the reign of God in our lives can 

and will give us liberation from such things. But that is not primarily what Jesus was talking about; 

or maybe it was what Jesus was talking about deep down, but he was referring to the very obvious 

and outward forms that evil can take in a life.  People in his audience did not have to think hard to 

find examples of oppression, of blindness, of bondage and captivity.  

 

If we think that things have moved on since then, and that these verses can't be applied literally in 

today's society, then our view is severely blinkered.   

 

We live with poor around us, in our land.  The poor are not only overseas - though many, many of 

them are there as well.  But they are in our cities, and sometimes also in our rural areas, in places 

like this, where they are less likely to be noticed.   They are the parents who cannot give their 

children breakfast before school, or a warm house to come home to, or adequate clothing as they so 

quickly grow out of what they have.  They are the old people who sometimes choose between heat - 

especially at this time of the year - and food, and who go to bed  or don't get up to save money.  If 

the church's job is to preach good news to them, we have to ask, what is the news that they would 

consider good?  It can't be just the message that God loves them, if that love is not shown in practical 

meeting of their needs.  That is another point which Jesus' brother, James makes in his letter.  Good 

news is not good, and a spoken blessing is no blessing if it is not accompanied by action.  And that is 

why God gives the church gifts. 

 

Jesus said he came to proclaim release to the captives.  I don't think he meant this in terms of a sort 

of storming of the Bastille: and in fact we know he did nothing quite so radical.  Or did he?  Jesus 

stormed another Bastille - he turned over the money-lenders' tables in the temple.  The temple 

authorities, the religious leaders, were holding people captive, to their rules and their desire to have 

power over others.  Jesus would have none of it, and set people free.  This week I heard of an 

extreme example of someone who is held captive to the spirit of the age.  You often hear people 

talking these days about indulging in a spot of "retail therapy".  And we think that this is a harmless 

occupation.  But what if you are a person who cannot stop spending, buying, acquiring?  What if it is 

driving your family crazy, if your house is filled with stuff you don't need, if you know that you are 

putting everything you hold dear, and the ability of your family to be provided for at risk by your 

debt and compulsive buying, and still you cannot stop, still retail therapy is the only thing that makes 

you feel good about yourself?  The day that the advertisers got the first person to buy something 

which they had not before perceived as a need, was the day that this society allowed a new form of 

captivity to take hold of them, allowed themselves to live under a new oppression.  God gives his 

church gifts to set people free, to give a different way of looking at life, to live for different values 

and priorities.  And God gives us gifts to work on behalf of those here and elsewhere who are locked 

up with no good reason, and to speak out about the conditions in which prisoners are kept. 

 



Jesus' people lived with the signs of the Roman occupation of their country everywhere: that was 

deliberate, designed to mould them into thinking in the Roman way.  We live with the idols of our 

age everywhere to be seen, deliberately, so that we may think the way that market forces and those 

behind them want us to think.  But we are given gifts of God's Spirit, not only to free us from seeing 

and thinking as we are told, but, primarily to reach out to others with liberty, with clear sight, with 

good news in word and action.  God grant that he give us his gifts to build us up in the doing of his 

will in the world.  

 


