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“Living the Good News” 

January 27, 2019 

Scripture: I Corinthians 12:12-31a; Luke 4:14-21 

 

 

 How do we live our faith in a way that reflects the sense of urgency and depth of 

commitment we can hear in Paul’s words or in the gospel stories? Paul’s description in 

Corinthians is straightforward and easy to understand. The community is like a body. We all 

have a body; we all know that certain parts of our bodies have certain functions, so it’s easy to 

relate to an analogy like that. And, as it turns out, Paul didn’t invent that analogy. Other 

philosophers in the Greco-Roman world used the body as a way of talking about their society. 

 

 The big difference was, when other philosophers used it their purpose was to reinforce 

the existing social hierarchy. So, in that use the brain is the seat of decision making and control 

while all the other parts work in service to it. We tend to think that way when we reward a CEO 

hundreds of times more compensation than the average worker in the company, giving the 

impression that an organization could function and produce with our without the lowly workers 

at the bottom. For Paul’s world, and largely for ours, a strict hierarchy was necessary to maintain 

order.  

 

 But Paul sees the world differently. He’s convinced that something new has occurred in 

the world and all the old hierarchies have collapsed, or are about to collapse. And in their place 

what has emerged is what he calls the Body of Christ. So the people in his communities are no 

longer tied to the old social structures. Even though they’re still living in society, that society is 

no longer their home. They live as members of the Body of Christ.  

 

 As he names all the different members in this body, he’s not just talking about division of 

labor; this isn’t some utilitarian metaphor. He wants them to understand their connectedness, 

their mutual interdependence. They rely on one another; they need one another. In a world where 

society is rigidly divided, Paul says God has created a new model for community. The heart of 

that model is summed up in the words, “When one suffers, all suffer together; when one is 

honored, all rejoice together.”  

 

 For Paul that claim is the essence of the gospel. Identifying with the needs of others is 

what living the good news is all about. When Jesus stands and reads from Isaiah about bringing 

good news to the poor and release to captives, he’s setting the stage for the community Paul is 

describing. Jesus announces his purpose in this passage more clearly than anywhere else in the 

gospels. He identifies with the poor and imprisoned; he takes his stand alongside them to be their 

champion and their hope.  

 

 I’ve been reading the book Just Mercy this month, I hope some of you are, too. It’s by the 

lawyer Bryan Stevenson who founded the organization Equal Justice Initiative. Bryan and his 

team take on cases of people who are imprisoned unjustly. Some of them are on death row, some 

are serving sentences way too harsh for their crimes, all in the state of Alabama.

 Their cases are 

                                                 

 Since writing this sermon, I’ve read the rest of Stevenson’s book. In fact, EJI is active all over the country 

advocating for incarcerated people to reduce or eliminate unjust sentencing. 
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reviewed and investigated to see if that people have received due process and that the justice 

system has performed correctly for them, following all the rules for criminal proceedings. A lot 

of their clients are African American, which isn’t surprising considering the over representation 

of African Americans who are incarcerated. Many of his clients are mentally ill; he says at one 

point, “Today [he’s writing in 2014] over 50 percent of prison and jail inmates in the United 

States have a diagnosed mental illness, a rate nearly five times greater than that of the general 

adult population.” Most of these people are not receiving any kind of treatment for their 

condition and are often being mistreated through solitary confinement or physical restraint while 

they’re incarcerated.  

 

 But the one thing all his clients have in common, regardless of their skin color or their 

mental health, is poverty. He writes in the introduction: “Proximity has taught me some basic 

and humbling truths, including this vital lesson: each of us is more than the worst thing we’ve 

ever done. My work with the poor and incarcerated has persuaded me that the opposite of 

poverty is not wealth; the opposite of poverty is justice.” When he says “proximity” has taught 

him these things, he means by getting close to people in these circumstances, by truly trying to 

see the world through their eyes, he’s gained a completely different understanding of the world.  

 

 Isn’t that what Paul is saying about being members of the Body of Christ? Isn’t that what 

Jesus is doing through his ministry and his teaching? When does Jesus ever turn someone away 

because they fail to measure up? When does he ever condemn someone because they don’t 

conform to what society says is their role? Instead, he brings them good news. The good news is 

they are loved; they are valued; they are cherished…and they are worthy of respect and dignity. 

Bryan Stevenson lives that good news through his work among people who are incarcerated. He 

believes the moral character of a society is revealed through how it applies justice. I hope you 

have a chance to read this book. It’s heartbreaking at times, but over all it’s incredibly hopeful.  

 

 I find voices like his in the world a cause for hope. I think hope is found wherever people 

are willing to stand alongside those who are rejected or dismissed or vilified because of poverty 

or racial bias or religious difference. But to do that we have to be willing to get close. We have to 

be willing to collapse the divisions we create in our society and put ourselves in the place of 

people who are impoverished or are trapped in circumstances beyond their control. And I don’t 

think we can do that in the abstract. We need to hear people’s stories, we need to look them in 

the eyes and really see them. How else can we suffer and rejoice with them? 

 

 When Paul says that to the Christians in Corinth, he probably means they should do that 

among themselves. He sees them as a sort of oasis of hope in the middle of a desert of despair in 

their society. But Jesus doesn’t sound nearly that insular. Jesus is talking about the whole world. 

He doesn’t qualify or limit his words just to the people in that synagogue. And I think the 

movement of the gospel over time has been to go out and not close in. We need to think beyond 

ourselves. We need to think about how we can live the good news in the world, how can the 

prophet’s words be fulfilled through us.  

 

 And that means we have to be really intentional about who we are. Everything we do – 

the songs we sing in worship, the signs we put on our front lawn, the ways we use our resources 

– all of it says something about who we are and what kind of people we want to be. In other 
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words, nothing we do here is just business. All of it is a statement of our desire to live the good 

news, to be the Body of Christ. 

 And we’re going to make mistakes along the way. We won’t always get it right. That’s 

why Paul is writing the people in Corinth in the first place; they were getting it wrong. And right 

after Jesus reads these lines from Isaiah in his own hometown, they turn on him and run him out. 

But the hope is even when we make mistakes we can grow from them and correct them and 

move on together. We can do this because we are a people of hope and the world needs us more 

than we know.  

 

 The world needs the Body of Christ, a community of justice and compassion and 

generosity to stand against the forces of division and hatred and fear. The world needs hope. It’s 

up to us to bring it. 

 

Amen 


