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Epistle Lesson
1 Corinthians 1:10-18

I appeal to you, brothers (and sisters), in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree with one another so that there may be no divisions among you and that you may be perfectly united in mind and thought. My brothers (and sisters), some from Chloe's household have informed me that there are quarrels among you. What I mean is this: One of you says, "I follow Paul"; another, "I follow Apollos"; another, "I follow Cephas"; still another, "I follow Christ."

Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Were you baptized into the name of Paul? I am thankful that I did not baptize any of you except Crispus and Gaius, so no one can say that you were baptized into my name. (Yes, I also baptized the household of Stephanas; beyond that, I don't remember if I baptized anyone else.) For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel—not with words of human wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.

For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.

Sermon

A.J. Mealor

The last few weeks I have been down in Mexico experiencing a very different context than the one that is found here at Rehoboth. Fifteen students and two professors and their spouses spent two and a half weeks together in the Yucatan, the peninsula that shoots off the side of Mexico. I had a great time learning about a different culture, and being immersed in the culture for two and a half weeks which is completely different than sitting in a classroom for that length of time just hearing about it. 

While we were down there we learned a lot about their history, culture, and how those two interacted with their religious views and we got to experience this intermingling of culture and religion. While Protestantism is the main form of Christianity here in the States, down in Mexico about 85% of all Christians are Catholic. However, the person that arranged for us to come down there was one of the local Presbyterian pastors. He even showed us his official Presbyterians of Mexico identification card. This is important because Presbyterians and other Protestants do not consider Catholics Christians, so he was making it very clear what his affiliation is. 

Protestant pastors that we spoke with told us that this rift exists because the Protestants believe that Catholics celebrate pagan holidays and worship idols. For example, the Protestants believe that Mardi Gras is a pagan celebration and that instead of partying it up the night before Ash Wednesday, vices should not be celebrated the night before you go into the season of lent. Instead it should be like any other day. Also, they consider their adoration of the Virgin Mary, and another virgin named Guadeloupe, to be idol worship. For the Protestants, there is no unity with the Catholic Church in Mexico because Catholics are not Christians.

What I find interesting though, is that while they were easy to point out the weak points in the Catholic faith, they have a hard time looking at themselves under the same microscope. We asked them a few times if ancient Mayan traditions had any effect on their religious activities. They told us no, everything that they do comes directly from the Bible. However, a Pentecostal pastor that we spoke with went on to tell us of a time when the Holy Spirit had particularly moved him, but later on that night we found that this experience was actually part of a ceremony that the Mayans had for teenage boys marking their transcendence into adulthood. However, because of the Catholic Church’s practices, Protestants in Mexico do not view them as Christians. Just like in our passage this morning, Christ has been divided along ideological issues. They have lost what unites the two churches, Jesus. Just as these two churches in Mexico should remember that they are united in Christ, we must remember that we are one with them in Christ as well. Jesus, who died on the cross for us all, unites us as one church under his name throughout the world. His death did not leave anyone out of salvation.

The church in Mexico is divided by ideological issues. The church in Corinth was divided not only by ideological issues but their focus on different leaders rather than Christ as the head of the church. I believe that we here in the United States are even worse offenders of dividing Christ and following leaders, than the churches in Mexico or Corinth are. We have what seems to be hundreds of different Christian denominations, many of which are not separated on issues and ideas related to Christ, but are founded in support of certain leaders or ideas that are trivial in comparison to the unity that we all as Christians have in Jesus Christ. The church has divided Christ; we have divided Christ to fit our own personal beliefs and issues that are important to us, and church leaders have used Jesus’ image for their own personal gain, rather than spreading the good news of Jesus Christ. The 1980s saw the rise of televangelists who used the image of Christ to impose their own personal beliefs on their fellow Christians that were not founded in the message of Jesus, and on top of that took advantage of thousands for their own personal gain. There are churches today that are split when a new pastor emerges, or the old pastor leaves only to start his or her own church a few miles down the road. We must remember who is the head of the church. It is not the pastor, it is not the Session. The head of the church is Jesus Christ.

The greater church is divided by issues such as infant baptism, whether women should be ordained as pastors, if playing drums and an electric guitar are appropriate ways to worship God in the context of a worship service, the list of different stances on meaningless issues goes on and on. And while we may all have different opinions on these issues we must remember that these are not what the gospel message is all about, and that someone else’s opinion about church is just as valid as ours, as long as it is founded in Jesus. We continually point out to each other what divides us, and how we are better than one another. In the text Paul states that there is group that says, “I belong to Christ”, which on the surface sounds like a group we would want to be part of. However, they are using Christ’s name to say that they are the only ones who can claim that they are Christians because they were taught directly by Jesus’ disciples. They lift themselves above their fellow Christians saying that they are better than them, rather than remembering Christ as the great unifier. They speak down to their brothers and sisters in Christ because they do not see them as Christian enough. Paul is warning us about that kind better than the rest attitude when we are talking about not only our brothers and sisters in Christ, but our friends and neighbors who are in our greater community

I’m not saying that we must all think alike and act alike for us to get along with one another. That is uniformity, and I do not think our great God who created each of us differently, each with different talents, would appreciate it very much if that is the way that we became. If it were, he would have created us that way. But in all of his magnificent wisdom God created each of us differently. What I am saying is that while we are all different, and have different opinions we do not need to split Christ’s church because we believe one pastor is better than another, one way of worship is better than another, or one baptism is more valid than another. These issues, while they may be important to us, mean nothing in the greater context of Christ.

We here at Rehoboth like to think of ourselves as more than just a community of believers, we like to think of ourselves as a family. We look out for one another, and care for one another. A few of my seminary friends that have worshipped with us on occasion have said that they can tell how much this church truly loves one another. However, as we all know, families have their problems as well. But we cannot let our problems divide this family of believers. We have different opinions on what the front of the church should look like when the DOT finishes the expansion of the road, we have different opinions on how we should reach out to those who are not currently attending our morning worship, and whether a different worship service in the evening is how we should reach that missing demographic. These are great discussions to have with one another. Without dialogue, nothing would ever be decided on. However, these discussions, these differences, must all have a foundation in Christ. And we must remember that we are having these discussions with our brothers and sisters in Christ, who are united with us in spreading the Gospel throughout our community. Instead of just asking how do we reach out to a different age group, we should ask “how do we more effectively spread the word of Christ to the community around us? To those who are not following Christ or to those who do not already have a church home?” These people are already a part of our community. They go to our schools, they live in our neighborhoods, we see them at work. But there is more to the Christian community than just encountering someone at the grocery store. There is a Christian unity in the waters of baptism. 

In the Declaration of Pardon we are reminded that through baptism, the old life has gone, a new life has begun. We are a new people in Christ. We as Christians are united in these baptismal waters. When you were baptized you were not baptized in the name of Sam Christopher, or Joel Tolbert, or in my case Don Wade. They were the ones who baptized you in the name of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Just as Paul is saying in First Corinthians, “Was Paul crucified for you?” “Were you baptized in the name of Paul?” To both of these questions the Corinthians had to answer no, just as we must answer no. It is only through Christ’s death on the cross that we are saved. It is only through God’s grace that Christ was sent down to live amongst us, die for us. While the pastors at Rehoboth have been great leaders, and we have had great leaders on Session and Diaconate over the years, and they have come up with great ideas to help grow this church, we must always remember that these leaders are subordinate to Christ. That Christ alone is the head of the Church.

In our passage this morning Paul is calling for us to have our differences, for God’s sake to be our own people and have opinions. But he warns us to not divide the church for our own selfish and misguided purposes. He calls us to settle our differences within the church, and discuss with one another our problems, and most importantly to remember in whose name we were baptized and who was crucified on the cross. It is easy at times for us to get caught up in our human feelings, and forget the important fact that we are unified in Jesus Christ. Paul was worried about human feelings getting in the way of unity in the church, which is why he says that our unity must come not from the church itself which is a human institution that our unity must stem from Jesus. The church universal is saved and sustained only in the name of Jesus Christ. When we do not hold fast to that which is central to our belief then we become nothing more than another social group. Our central belief in God and his son Jesus Christ makes us different than a social group, or another religion.

In Ephesians 4:3-5 Paul says that we are called “to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace,” and that our identity is defined by “one Lord, one faith, and one baptism”. It is in these baptismal waters that we are united with one another not only here at Rehoboth, but with Christians throughout the country, the world, and the ages. Without Jesus the water is just water. Without Jesus, this table around which we unite as a community of believers and participate in communion is just a table. Everything that we are is bound in Christ. We are not bound together by a single leader, or a single social issue. When Rev. Christopher retired, Rehoboth remained because it is Jesus that unites us not a leader. When Joel leaves, Rehoboth will remain because it is Jesus that unites us, not because we have elevated a leader to the status of Christ. It is when we elevate a leader higher than Jesus, or become more concerned with the issues that divide us and do not have a foundation in Christ, that we begin to run the risk of dividing ourselves. 

During the Protestant Reformation in the 1500s there were five Latin phrases that summarized the Reformers’ basic theological beliefs. Sola scriptura, sola fide, sola gratia, Solus Christus, and Solu Deo Gloria. By Scripture alone, by faith alone, by grace alone, through Christ alone, and glory to God alone. Let us always remember that which unites us. It is in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ that we are united, and it is by the cross on which he died that we are saved. In Christ’s name, Amen.

- 3 -


