“Milk and Meat”

1 Corinthians 3:1-23

October 12, 2008

Read 1 Corinthians 3

This morning we return to the “messiness of the church” as we go back and look at the church in Corinth. 

This sermon took a very different turn this week. 

I spent my week in the Presbyterian version of a trial. I served on a Permanent Judicial Commission hearing allegations of sexual abuse made against a pastor in this presbytery. The case started Monday morning and concluded 9:00 p.m. Friday night. The case was heard at Faith Presbyterian Church, which is over by SDSU. Faith has a wireless network, so I was able to connect online. On my laptop, I have an application called a “widget” which was keeping track of the Dow Jones. In between witnesses, I would pop on to see how the market was doing. 

Between the two, it was a tough week. 

For this morning, therefore, my focus changed from the first half of Chapter 3 to the second half.

The context of this section is Paul’s continued rebuke of the Corinthians for competing with each other for status on the basis of allegiance to leaders. As the title of the sermon listed in the bulletin indicates, I had intended on talking about maturity in faith. The Corinthian church had turned against itself, competing with each other on the basis of spiritual pride; which Paul notes, is an indication of spiritual immaturity. Just like I knew everything when I was a teenager and wondered how my parents had managed to survive as long as they did knowing as little as they did about how life works; I have only now begun to realize how much I do not know. The same is true spiritually: there comes a humility of faith when we plumb the depths of how fully dependent we are upon God. That was going to be the direction of this sermon, until this last week.

For many people, this last week has been terrifying. They have watched the money they invested lose value. It has happened almost overnight. Almost exactly a year ago, the Dow Jones Industrial Average closed over 14,000 points. This week, it dipped into the 7,000’s for a few minutes before ending in the 8,000 range. The experts do not agree whether we have hit the bottom or even if there is a bottom to hit. 

Plans, hopes and dreams have been impacted. Please know that I am not making light of this – I am simply reflecting back to you what I have been seeing. We received a letter this week from one of our neighbors when we lived in Escondido: the home we sold to move down here is now in foreclosure and no one lives there right now. Those were hopes and dreams that went away. 

It is not just economic things that cause us to be anxious. Here we are in October with Santa Ana conditions developing again. I was listening to the radio on the way in this morning and there is a brush fire in the north San Fernando Valley that threatens homes in an area where members of La Crescenta Presbyterian Church live – a congregation I served for more than four years. Fires, hurricanes, floods, tornadoes; can an earthquake be far behind?

Right now, life can be downright scary. It is one thing to talk about trusting God, it is another thing to take those steps of faith to actually trust God. It is one thing to contemplate God’s eternal goodness, it is another thing to live into it through the rough times. 

So what do we do? We remember. We go back to the basics. Paul does this crisply, by reminding the battling disciples that he came to Corinth proclaiming Christ crucified. It is the foundation of which he speaks. They were not a church, they were not a community, until he had come to preach Christ to them. That is why they are together. Everything else is dependent upon that foundation.

Paul takes them back to this in order to demonstrate why their competition on allegiance to human leaders is immature, foolish and destructive. First, he notes how he and Apollos are both servants of God’s choosing, with different gifts and purposes. Second, each of God’s servants is responsible for how they are uniquely building on the foundation God has set. Third, God will test the work. 

Now, right up front I want to point out what Paul is and is not saying. Paul is saying that works, behavior, and conduct matter to God. God cares about what we do. However, it is not our works that save us. Paul is writing to Christians in Corinth. He is not questioning their commitment to Christ; he is, in fact, presuming it and arguing on the basis of it. He is writing to the church – the gathered disciples of the risen Lord Jesus Christ – to exhort them to live into what it means to be an adopted child of the kingdom of God.

As much as we would like to think we have progressed beyond the problems described in the letter to the Corinthians, thinking we have puts us squarely in the same place they are. Paul’s words to the Corinthian church are directly applicable to the American church today and even to Chula Vista Presbyterian Church. They are words I need to hear. 

Each of God’s servants is unique, just as each one of us is unique.

The problem Paul was addressing is one that has not gone away. We compare and contrast leaders within the church, as if identifying with one or another makes us closer to God or more holy. This is a subtle and dangerous problem for Christians. 


For example, I know a number of people for whom Focus on the Family is gospel. What Dr. James Dobson says is the litmus test for Christian integrity. If you do not agree or if you view things differently, somehow you are less Christian. I would guess that Dr. Dobson would bristle at that for the same reasons that Paul bristles in the comparison to Apollos. Dobson is a servant of God as best as he knows how, but he is not the only servant nor is he the standard against which other servants will be judged. 

The problem is not just people who idolize Dobson and Focus on the Family. It is me, too. I compare and contrast this congregation with others. When the presbytery met in our Family Life Center last month, I was proud to hear CVPC cited as a good example in several different ways we have supported the work of the presbytery. At the same time, I was frustrated and disappointed in other congregations with more resources, people, and opportunity for not doing things the way I would like to see them done. “Why can’t they be more like us?” I think to myself.

I need to remember Paul’s words. There is reason to rejoice that God has given us a variety of servants and builders. One of the reasons I am glad to be Presbyterian is the opportunity to be in fellowship with some remarkable leaders of congregations around San Diego. I will always be thankful for my fellowship, friendship, and the things I learned from Jim Rauch. I have had access to wonderfully different gifted pastors like Bruce Humphries at Rancho Bernardo; Jack Baca at Village in Rancho Santa Fe, Mike McClenahan at Solana Beach, Paul Cunningham in La Jolla; Bob Mentze in Lakeside; Randy Yenter right here in Spring Valley. I have been edified and encouraged by Dave Pearson in La Mesa, Margaret Walls at First Presbyterian in Downtown. Doug Kelly at Christ, La Costa, showed me incredible pastoral care and compassion when I was grieving my mother’s death. 

You may know some of those names or they may only be names to you. But the point is that they each bring something unique to the table. You would not mistake Bruce Humphries for Randy Yenter – if you did not know they were both Presbyterian pastors, you might not realize that they were part of the same community. They are very different in style and gifting, yet their foundation is one and the same. One is not more Christian and another less; one is not better because he serves a smaller church or the other because he serves a larger church. 

Both are servants through whom people came to believe, as the Lord assigned to each. 

Each of God’s servants has a different gift to offer, just as each one of us has unique gifts to offer.

Like many other people, I have watched a number of the “Flip This House” kinds of shows. The idea of these shows is simple: someone buys a run-down house, they invest in renovating it, and then they try to sell it for a profit. What makes the shows interesting is the personalities of the “flipper,” the choices they make for renovations, and the dynamics with the workers who do the skilled labor. 

After watching a number of these shows, I have come to several conclusions. 

a. There is no such thing as an easy flip.

b. The smoothest and most efficient flips take place when the person has done their homework ahead of time and has a communicated a clear plan to the others.

c. The roughest and least successful flips take place when the person is trying renovation work for the first time and tries to have a hand in everything.

I have rarely seen disputes among the workers. They each know their tasks and stay focused on them. The plumber does plumbing. The electrician does electrical. Both are necessary and neither is “better” than the other. Sometimes their work overlaps and decisions about how to make both work have to be coordinated, but there is no question that both are needed. The same goes with cabinet makers, those laying tile, painters, roofers. 

If there is a solid foundation, all these other things can be worked out. If there is not a solid foundation – as has occurred several times on the shows – everything else stops. Without a solid foundation, none of the other things can work successfully. 

The church is no different. 

This church is more than these buildings. This church is more than our programs. This church is more than our resources. It is more than your pastor, your choir director, you elders. All of these are part of the church but are not – are not – the foundation. We all are builders on the foundation. We each have a piece. We each have a portion and a purpose.

Many people wonder about what is their portion and purpose. Some sing, some do not. Some speak and teach, others do not. Some do committee work (many do committee work), but some do not. Some pray, some reach out in care and love, some visit, some encourage, some exhort, some do acts of service. The truth is that no two of you give the same thing. The truth also is that this community of faith would be diminished by not receiving the gifts you have been given to share. What you give may seem simple, may seem little in worldly eyes; but friends, what you give has eternal value. 

The work of each of God’s servants will be tested, just as how we live our lives will be subject to God’s testing and fire.

Here is where we get into what has happened this last week. Fire. Testing. 

There is a common misperception among both Christians and non-Christians that receiving Christ and joining a church should make life smooth and ever nicer. 


No. 

But didn’t Jesus say (in Matthew 11), “My yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” Yes. That is accurate. Building on the foundation of Christ means that we do not carry with us the weight and shackles of sin. It means that Christ has taken in his own body the consequences of our rebellion against God. We no longer bear that burden. We are not tied to it and slaves of it.

That said, we still live in a broken and sinful world. We still live in a time in which we are called to bear witness to the grace we have received. We still live in a time in which rebellion against God is not only tolerated, but celebrated. We live in a world which refuses to see Christ, refuses to submit to Christ’s lordship. We live in a world of American idols, material idols, power idols, idols of security and self-fulfillment. 

The fire of testing reveals the folly of worshiping idols. Markets crash. Power corrupts. The insatiable pursuit of sex and money, instant gratification and the desire to declare ourselves good, for self-fulfillment and constant self-affirmation – these things destroy and are destroyed in God’s holy fire. (Now, to be clear, I am not arguing that the market action of this last week is God’s judgment – neither am I willing to say that it is not – but my point is that it is folly to worship money as the foundation of our eternal security.)

How are you building the temple of God? How are you responding to the indwelling of the Holy Spirit? Make no mistake, every disciple of Jesus Christ is engaged in the construction trade – what are you using to build the temple of God? If we use that as the illustration, think about what it means:

· Are you trusting your own insight and wisdom or training yourself up in God’s righteousness as revealed in His Word?

· Are you building yourself up in the foundation of fleeting security and satisfaction offered by the world, which can be taken away in a moment; or are you building yourself up in obedience and confidence on the foundation of the eternal grace you have received in Jesus Christ?

· Are you living each day preparing for, and expecting, the holy fire of God to test what sort of work you have done? Again, it is not our works by which we are saved; it is by the grace of God. But do not think that God will not judge our works – God is holy and perfect, sovereign and His will be done. Rebellion, sin, and imperfection will not stand His holy fire. “If the work is burned up, the builder will suffer loss; the builder will be saved, but only as through fire.”


Conclusion

What is God’s word to us this morning? It is that our foundation in Jesus Christ is strong enough to survive the crises of the day. There is nothing – nothing – not hardship, distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, peril, or terrorism – not death, life, angels, rulers, things present, things to come, powers, height, depth, or anything else – nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

Knowing that, consider how you are building the temple of God with your own life. Think about how are being a steward of what God has given you, building with eternity in mind. Think about how you are participating in the community to which God has sent you, offering what has been given uniquely to you for the purpose of building up those whom God has called you to love. 

And take hope. “All things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the future – all belong to you, and you belong to Christ, and Christ belongs to God.” 

Amen.

8:45 Prayer and Invitation to Offering

10:00 Invitation
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