“No Divisions”

1 Corinthians 1:4-17
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The risen Jesus stood with his disciples. Awed, they asked him if now was the time that Israel would be restored to power – overthrowing the Roman Empire. Face-to-face with Jesus, they still did not understand the mystery of God’s purposes and ways. They did not see that God’s way is not our way, God’s thoughts higher than our thoughts. 

“It is not for you to know,” was how Jesus responded to their question. But then he said, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Thus were the disciples commissioned as the church. Days later, the Holy Spirit fell upon them on Pentecost, and the church was sent out into the world.

When we think about those days, we generally have a History channel documentary version in our mind: step one led to step two, which in turn led to step three. That is not how it worked. The church was kick-started with three thousand people baptized on the first day and it has been stumbling along ever since.

Looking at the church today, you may wonder if or how God could possibly use us to proclaim the gospel today. Whether you think about the church around the world, or our denomination, or our presbytery, or even our local congregation, you might find yourself shaking your head at times thinking, “Lord, could this be what you had in mind?” For all our discussion about love, we see a lot of anger and division. For all our discussion about grace, we see a lot of judgment and rejection. For all our discussion about justice and righteousness, we see complacency and an unwillingness to change the status quo.

This week, I was knocking around on-line. I ran across the blog of a Presbyterian pastor who had recently taken a trip to Egypt. Apparently, there is a church built around what is traditionally reputed to be the burning bush Moses encountered. There is a large bush with a lot of branches set up with about a four foot retaining wall all around the base. On the retaining wall, over by the door of the church, is a fire extinguisher. 

Isn’t that just the picture of how we in the church often respond to God? Do you ever wonder why we have to be together as the body of Christ? 

Well, the messiness of the church is why we are going to take on this new series in the beginning of 1 Corinthians. Most of the letters Paul wrote – making up the majority of the books in the New Testament – were written to churches with problems or individuals working with churches with problems. 

Through Paul’s missionary efforts, God planted the church in Corinth. Corinth was a powerful city in the Roman empire. It was strategically located. There was a heavy concentration of “freed men”; former slaves from Rome who had grown wealthy enough to buy their freedom. The Roman authorities did not want a large number of these people lingering in Rome, so they subsidized and encouraged the building of Corinth as a way to get them to move away for better economic opportunities.

Thus, Corinth was a mix of newly-freed and newly-moneyed people. The several house churches which Paul founded began to reflect some of the cultural trends of this diverse population. Some of those who supported these house churches with money resented the fact that Paul had not accepted their patronage and had not developed a dependence upon their money. Rival factions had developed. The house churches developed into a kind of stratified congregations. (This is fairly typical in churches – where the wealthy can hold a power of the purse advantage which results in pressure on the preacher. It also is why this pastor specifically does NOT know what any of you give.)  Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians is an extended rebuke of this trend and a call to repentance and one-ness in Christ.

In his first letter to the congregations in Corinth, Paul addressed a series of problems that had arisen – problems that still arise today. Spiritual pride and division, discernment, discipleship, stewardship, discipline, sexuality, money, power, marriage, relationship with the outside world, and relationships within the church; all these are addressed in the first eleven chapters of this letter.

With that extended introduction, hear now 1 Corinthians 1:4-17.

Paul was writing to people he knew. He was writing because they had been squabbling and trying to get one up on each other spiritually. They had fallen into the pattern of trying to describe their spiritual pedigree by claiming allegiance to Apollos, or Cephas, or Paul. To feel good about themselves, they were looking down their noses at each other.

Thus, the inspiration for this letter is Paul’s aggravation. Yet he does not begin with aggravation – he begins with thankfulness. He is thankful for them. He is thankful that God has shown grace to them and that they know the power of salvation in Jesus Christ. This is what he means when he says, “For in every way you have been enriched in him.” He was reminding them:

The source and cause of every good thing they have is Jesus Christ. 

Who or what is the source and cause of good things in your life? Seriously, who or what is the source and cause of good things in your life? 

In the United States, we have the “American Dream.” We heard it a lot during the Olympics and during the political conventions – “If you work hard enough and believe enough, you will be successful and good things will happen for you.” In other words, according to our own cultural mythology, you are responsible for making good things happen in your life. 

I Google’d “positive affirmation” and was directed to www.more-selfesteem.com/positive affirmations. Here is what they have to offer:
· I deserve to be happy and successful

· I have the power to change myself

· I can forgive and understand others and their motives

· I can make my own choices and decisions

· I am free to choose to live as I wish and to give priority to my desires

· I can choose happiness whenever I wish no matter what my circumstances

· I am flexible and open to change in every aspect of my life

· I act with confidence having a general plan and accept plans are open to alteration

· It is enough to have done my best

· I deserve to be loved

“I deserve.” “I have power.” “It is enough to have done my best…” Now, I do not know about you, but this is a heavy burden to bear. If I am responsible for all the good things in my life, I must also be responsible for not having all the good things I could possibly want. I am not strong enough, fast enough, energetic enough, smart enough, or persistent enough to achieve the things that are important.

Scripture tells us something different. Doing my best is not enough. Doing better than everyone else is not enough. No one is righteous, not even one; and the wages of sin are death.

Scripture tells us something different. What we deserve – Scripture says quite clearly – is death. There is no room for looking down at someone else if my own life is not in order – and it is not. My hope comes elsewhere. 


Scripture tells us something different. What we are is powerless. We are slaves to sin. Elsewhere, Paul wrote, “Wretched man that I am, who will save me from this body of sin? Thanks be to God in Christ Jesus.”

Make no mistake, we are not the source and cause of all the good things in our life.

The second most popular choice is that someone else is responsible for making sure that I have good things in my life. I was listening to a news station on the radio on my way into the church this past week and there was a report on the recovery efforts for Hurricane Gustav. Damage is being assessed and relief materials are on the way; but that was not the subject of the report. The report was on the frustration that displaced people are feeling. The comment that caught my attention was, “We’re out here and the government has not given us any money or anything.” 

In other words, the government is the source and cause of good things in our life. And, if there was any doubt about that, listen to the political ads this year. We are being inundated with advocacy advertisements. Here’s the text of one:


To our leaders, free us. Free us from our addiction to oil. Free us from rising gas prices. Save our economy. Save us from this climate crisis. Give us truly clean energy. Use the wind. Use the sun. We demand that we use them. We demand that we repower America. There is a solution. There is no time to waste. We want a better future. We demand a better future. We the American people are no longer asking. Give us 100% clean electricity within 10 years. (From wecansolvit.org) 

Look, these goals are commendable; the problem is not the desire, the problem is the expectation that human leaders – political leaders – are capable and responsible for making these things happen for me. We demand? Save us? Free us? As Americans, we really have the right to demand that? Someone else provide for me even if I refuse to change? Friends, if I rely on someone else – a leader, a group, a government – to make sure that I am ok, I am bound to live a frustrated and limited life.

But look again at what Paul has said to the Corinthians, “I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that has been given you in Christ Jesus, for in every way you have been enriched in him.”

Good things come from God in Christ. Despite our not deserving it, he has provided for us by his grace – righteousness accounted to us through the cross of Jesus. “He will strengthen you to the end, so that you may be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. God is faithful; by him you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.”

This is not a new teaching. The Psalmists talk about this, “It is better to take refuge in the LORD than to put confidence in mortals. It is better to take refuge in the LORD than to put confidence in princes.” (Psalm 118:8-9).

And, not only do all good things come from God, God has called us to be in fellowship with one another. Fellowship is a priority. We tend to gloss over this part of the text as if it were just flowery words, but Paul invokes the name of Christ as the authority by which he appeals to the Corinthians to be in agreement. 

“I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same purpose.”

Paul appeals to them in Jesus’ name. They are to be together – not under Paul’s authority – under Jesus’ authority. They are to agree with each other – not because it comes naturally – but because Christ has called them together to be in agreement. Because Christ has called them to be together, the church matters; and because the church matters, they cannot simply throw up their hands and say, “Whatever.” The church is not a volunteer society that they can choose to join or not, they have been called to be with each other. We have been called to be with each other.

Fellowship is a priority, in large part because it is not easy and it is not how the world acts. It is a testimony to the power of the cross of Christ. We often approach it backwards, as if the power of Christ should make it easy to be together with other believers. No, history shows us just how difficult it is to be in fellowship with one another. 

Fellowship is hard work. Look at any of the issues that Paul will address in the course of this letter – pride because of spiritual wisdom, allegiance to leaders within the church, sexual immorality, litigation among believers, marriage, tolerance and pluralism – all of these issues are hot buttons today and all deal with the relationship among believers. They are hot buttons because people are passionate about them. These issues matter. It makes a difference what you believe; what you believe sets in motion what you do and how you act. 

Many non-believers write off the power of the cross because they see and read about the divisions within the church. They hear stories of congregations blowing up over the color of the cover of a hymnal (no kidding). There is genuine surprise when the Christian community embraces a young woman who has conceived a child outside of marriage – instead expecting the church to cast her down and throw stones. The fellowship of the church is an expression of the power of the cross of Christ – that it is Christ who is able to draw people together in a way that is not possible otherwise.

It is the power of the cross of Christ that draws us here. It is the power of the cross of Christ that forms the foundation of who we are together. We are drawn here by the command and invitation of Christ; the one who has prepared the table to which we go today. Communion is expression of fellowship. It is the model of how and why we get together. How? We are united in Christ; none of us worthy, all of us recipients of God’s grace and thankful for it. Why? Because it is an act of obedience, an act of remembering, an act of witness, an act of agreement, an act of unity. Christ’s body is broken for us, but we are united in receiving it.

So, look to your left and to your right. Look in front and behind. Friends, we have been called together by the Lord Jesus Christ himself. He has commanded us to be with each other, to work towards unity and agreement as an expression of the power of the cross to transform lives. We are bound to each other in Christ. We belong to each other – you to me, and me to you. 

As we approach the table today, let us do so with eyes open that we are approaching with brothers and sisters in Christ. There is nothing that separates us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord; nor is there anything that separates within the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. Let us break bread together on our knees, giving thanks to God through whom we have life, and hope, and salvation.

Amen.

8:45 Communion

10:00 Hymn: Behold the Goodness of our Lord #241
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