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I Corinthians 1: 10 – 18

Is Christ Divided?


The apostle Paul did not like long pastorates.  He was not the kind of pastor who wanted to stay in one church for a long time.  Paul was an evangelist, a wandering preacher he did not want to be tied down.  He seems to have spent the better part of his life traveling, starting a church here and then moving on to the next town to start a church there.  He was definitely chair of the New Church Development Commission for the ancient church.  We have no way of knowing how many churches Paul started, or how many of them survived after he was gone.  But the names of a few of Paul’s churches have been immortalized forever by the letters he sent to them.  Churches in places like Galatia, Philippi, Thessalonica, and Corinth.  These were all cities where Paul preached the gospel of Jesus Christ and started churches.  But the churches he started were not like what we think of as churches today.  They had no buildings to meet in, no ordained clergy, and no legal right to exist in the Roman Empire.  These churches were just a couple of families who met together in someone’s home and tried to be like Jesus.  When their church outgrew one home, they would simply split up and meet in several different homes.  So when we read a letter like this one addressed to the “church of God in Corinth”, we need to realize Paul is really writing to what amounts to a series of small house churches spread around the city.  

Though Paul did not stay long with churches he started, he did try to stay in touch with them after he was gone.  Paul would continually write and receive letters from his churches and try to help them sort through the issues they were facing.  Some of these letters have survived and are included in the New Testament.  Though Paul’s letters have been used for centuries as sources of Christian Theology, for the most part Paul was not trying to do theology when he wrote.  What he was trying to do was to sort out the everyday problems that existed in his churches.  Most of Paul’s letters were written in response to very specific concerns and real life problems his churches were experiencing.  And when it came to problems in churches that needed Paul’s attention, the church in Corinth seemed to have more than its share.  In the Bible we have two long letters Paul wrote to Corinth.  And in these two letters we see references to other letters Paul sent to Corinth as well as responses he received from the churches there.  Apparently, the issues in Corinth dragged on for a long time.  So what was it that had this new church tied up in knots?  What was this church facing that caused Paul to write letter after letter in an attempt to sort them out?  
The answer lies in the passage we read this morning.  It seems the church in Chloe’s household has informed Paul there are divisions and quarrels among the churches in Corinth.  The churches do not see eye to eye on things, they are fighting and choosing up sides against one another.  There is a total lack of unity among the churches in Corinth.  As this letter goes on Paul mentions several issues that are creating this division, but he begins with the one he is most outraged by.  Apparently, there are debates in Corinth about which leaders have authority over the community.  You see, after Paul left Corinth other traveling preachers came to town, some of them preaching a slightly different message than Paul.  So now there are some who say that they are followers of Paul, while others claim to follow Apollos or Peter, and still others say they just follow Christ.  Paul cannot believe that this kind of division exists in a church he started.  He seems to be downright angry with his friends in Corinth.  How can they argue over something so stupid?  In this passage Paul challenges the Corinthians, asking sarcastically, “Was Paul crucified for you?  Where you baptized into the name of Paul?”  He is incredulous that they could be divided when they know they were all baptized in the name a Christ.  How could they have forgotten who it was who saved them?  They were not saved by Paul or Peter or Apollos, they were saved by Christ.  In light of all their quarreling and division Paul asks the church in Corinth: “Is Christ Divided?”

It is a good question.  One Paul clearly intends his friends to know the answer to immediately.  He expects them the respond with a rousing: No!  Absolutely not!  Christ is not divided!  But in reality, given the state of the church in Corinth, the right answer might be yes.  Yes, it does seem that Christ is divided.  The divisions in the church at Corinth run deep, and the people need some serious help to sort out their differences.  And the Corinthian church is certainly not the only one to struggle with the issue of unity.  It seems to me that Paul’s question, “Is Christ Divided?” may be one of the most important questions in the whole history of the church.  It is certainly one we are believers have been wrestling with for a very long time.  From the very beginning of the church we have struggled with unity.  Only a few days after the formation of the church at Pentecost the community experienced the first challenge to its unity.  A dispute arose over the relationship between Jews and Gentiles in the church.  From the very beginning the church has struggled with what is means to be a multi-cultural church, and how to find unity in midst of diversity.  

This problem has plagued the church for the last two thousand years.  Our history is filled with divisions: from infighting in local communities to great splits in the church like the separation of the Eastern and Western churches and the separation of Protestants and Catholics.  In our day and age the church is more divided than ever.  We have so many churches and denominations we can’t count them all.  Just as Protestants in America we are divided into Presbyterians-Methodists-Episcopals-Lutherans-Anglicans-Southern Baptists-American Baptists-Disciples-AMEs-AME Zions-Reformed Church in America-American Reformed Church-United Church of Christ-Church of God-Moravians-Amish-Shakers-Mennonites, etc, etc, etc . . . And then beyond all these there are the independent churches, churches who can’t find a place to fit in any denomination.  And then even within one denomination we are still divided by things like: Liberal and Conservative, Black and White, English Speaking and Spanish Speaking, Rich and Poor, Third World and First World, Infant Baptism or Adult Baptism, Traditional Worship or Contemporary Worship, Filled with the Spirit or Decent and In Order.  And of course these lists could go on and on and on.  
Anyone who takes a good hard look at the church of Jesus Christ today would have to conclude that yes, in fact, Christ is Divided.  The church is divided into little communities who do their own thing and try to be faithful, but want nothing to do with the rest of God’s children.  Even within our own little world of Presbytery of Greater Atlanta we have at least one church that simply cannot stand to be affiliated with the rest of us any longer.  They are trying to leave the presbytery.  And yes, even within our own church here at College Park we sometimes have trouble being united.  We struggle to find common ground and unity with those who are fellow members here in our little church.  If we can’t even manage to have unity with the people sitting next to us in the pew, then how in the world are we ever going to be united with all God’s people of every race, language, color and culture around the world?  Yes, it seems that Christ really is divided.  In two thousand years we have not managed to move beyond the challenge faced by the house churches in Corinth in the time of Paul.  

In his letter Paul makes every effort set the stage for unity.  He tries to remind the Corinthians of what he taught them when he was there.  He asks them to remember that, though he may have baptized some of them, they were not baptized in his name, they were baptized in the name of Christ.  All the believers on both sides of whatever divisions there may be were baptized in the name of Christ.  And Paul tries to remind them what that means.  Through baptism they were joined to Christ, they became part of the body of Christ.  And, as Paul argues later in this letter, a body cannot choose to separate some of its parts.  The whole body works together as one unit.  And this is how the church works.  All those who are joined with Christ are part of one body and they cannot be divided.  

Paul tries to make it clear exactly what happened when he started the church in Corinth.  It was not his wisdom or eloquence that created the church it was the power of God.  This is a very important point for Paul.  These folks did not come to believe in Jesus because of what he said or did, or what anyone said or did, they came to Christ because of the power of the cross.  It was through the death and resurrection of Jesus that these folks came to be a part of the church.  They did not make a decision to join the church, they were not persuaded by logical arguments.  No, they were called by the power of God.  They did not choose to be Christians, God chose them.  This is the essence of Paul’s argument.  God chose the Corinthians to be part of the church.  Some may have heard God’s call through the preaching of Paul, while others heard it through the words of Apollos or Peter, but all of them belong to God.  They are all joined with Christ and with one another through baptism.  And there is nothing they can do to change that.  No matter how much they may disagree with one another, or dislike one another, they are still part of each other, they are one body.  They cannot be separated.  They are stuck with one another.  They are united in Christ, whether they like it or not.

And, of course, the same is true for us.  We too are called by God into the church and joined with Christ through baptism.  We too are members of the body of Christ, a body that cannot be separated.  We may think we are members of the church by choice.  It may appear to us that we can choose to come to church or not come, or that we can choose to leave this church and join the one down the street.  We may think we are free to leave behind this community and join another one where the people agree with us more or like us better.  It may seem that we can choose to love some Christians and hate others.  But in truth we do not have that choice.  We are a part of the body of Christ and we are joined with all other believers.  We do not get to decide which Christians we like and which ones we don’t, we do not get to decide which Christians we agree with or which ones we want to be around.  We are stuck with one another, like it or not.
The old saying is ‘blood is thicker than water’, meaning that family loyalties are stronger than all other bonds.  But if the water we are talking about is the water of baptism then water is much thicker than blood.  The loyalty we have to our brothers and sisters in Christ is the deepest loyalty there is.  When we are joined with Christ in baptism our bond with our fellow Christians is made deeper than family bonds, deeper than marriage bonds, deeper than bonds of race or class or nationality or language.  We are united with our fellow Christians through the power of the Spirit.  When we are called by God we are Christians first and everything else second.  Our unity with our brothers and sisters in Christ is more powerful than anything else.  
Now, or course, we can choose to ignore this reality.  We can choose to live as if these bonds did not exist.  In much the same way that we can choose to live as if our blood relatives did not exist.  I have a friend who hates her family.  She doesn’t talk with her siblings or her parents for months and years at a time and constantly says bad things about them.  She often treats strangers on the street with more kindness than she treats her family . . . but you what, they are still her family.  There is nothing she can do to change that.  She can choose to ignore them or mistreat them, but she cannot stop being related to them.  And this is the same situation we find ourselves in the church.  We are connected to our brothers and sisters in Christ in a way that cannot be broken.  We may choose to treat them badly.  We may choose to ignore them or call them names or pretend they are not like us.  But no matter what we do we cannot change the fact that we are joined forever with our fellow believers.  And the one who has called all of us wants us to live like we are one.  In our passage this morning Paul pleads with the church in Corinth to remember that they are all one in Christ.  I pray that two thousand years later we might heed his call and learn to live as one with all our brothers and sisters.  Amen.               
