3rd Sunday after the Epiphany, 1/27/08

1 Corinthians 1:10-17

Be United in Purpose!

 I. Don’t let preferences divide you.

II. Preach the gospel boldly.


From time to time you hear about large corporations selling off entire companies and the reason listed is that the particular company no longer fit under the corporation’s goals and objectives.

On the other hand, you also hear of stories in which companies have gone out of business and one of the reasons listed is that it lost its identity. The company was involved in so many different kinds of products that it failed to excel at any of them and sales plummeted.

A somewhat similar situation has occurred among mainline Christian churches in our country. When a church is no longer concerned mainly with the saving of souls, when ancient doctrines are tossed aside like yesterday’s newspaper, when the goal of the institution is simply to maintain the institution, is it any wonder why interest in the church wanes, why people no longer consider the church to be a critical part of their lives?

Fear that the same could happen to us might lead you to ask, “What’s our purpose as a congregation? Why do we exist? Thankfully our congregation’s constitution has clearly defined that for us from the very beginning of our congregation’s existence. It reads,

The continuing purpose of this congregation, as a gathering of Christians, is to serve all people in God’s world with the Gospel of Jesus Christ on the basis of Holy Scriptures. The primary objective of this congregation shall be: 1. To proclaim the Law and the Gospel, to lead sinners to repentance and faith in Jesus Christ for life and salvation. 2. To strengthen believers in faith and sanctification through the means of grace. 3. To equip believers as disciples, stewards, and witnesses for sharing the Gospel of Jesus with our fellowmen.

Perhaps you noted how often the above statement referred explicitly and implicitly to faith in Jesus as our Savior. One of the great blessings we have is that we are united in our faith in Jesus as our Savior. And one of the many ways that unity of faith expresses itself is in our unity of purpose.

In the congregation at Corinth Paul was faced with neither unity of faith nor unity of purpose. He deals with that situation in the words of our text from 1 Corinthians.

As a group of Christians united in our faith let’s let that unity show in our unity of purpose. Be united in purpose!

I.

Satan’s method of attacks on believers is as old as the account of the fall into sin in the Garden of Eden. One of his most deadly attacks is to get an entire congregation of believers to hold to false teaching rather than the truth of God’s word. False teaching is all over the landscape of the Christian church on earth. It’s been that way for centuries. If he can’t stop the church from gathering for worship and Bible study, then he will attempt to replace the truth of God’s word with false teachings.

Another one of his attacks is to cause divisions. Again, that attack is as old as the account of the fall into sin. He caused division between Adam and Eve and God. And he howls with glee in hell whenever he can drive the wedge of division between Christians in a congregation.

In the Christian congregation at Corinth he had succeeded at both. The list of false teachings among the Corinthians was long. I could spend 30 minutes just listing and explaining to you the false teachings that festered among the Corinthians.

And the members were aligning themselves into various parties in the congregation. Paul wrote, “My brothers, 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.’” Paul we know. Apollos was another preacher in the congregation. Cephas is the Apostle Peter, but as far as we know, he never even visited the Corinthians. It seems people were lining themselves up under their favorite pastor or preacher. Maybe it was the man who baptized them. And then there were those who tried to rise above this party-spirit and state that they followed Christ, as if to trump them all.

Paul wanted them to understand that who preached to them or who baptized them wasn’t the important thing. He wanted them to focus on what was important—God’s word and sacraments. And he wants us to do the same. Whether it’s me or someone else preaching to you, the person isn’t important. What’s important is the truth of God’s word. It’s not important who is distributing the Lord’s Supper, as long as they have been called to do so. What’s important is the sacrament itself. It’s not important who does the baptizing, as long as they have been called to do so. What’s important is the sacrament itself.

And certainly there’s room for debating things. For instance, what days and times should we worship? Should we add service on Sunday morning or at some other day and time? How often should the Lord’s Supper be offered? How many Bible classes should we offer? Who should lead them? We can debate these things, but they dare not divide us. For when they do, Satan wins.

Divide and conquer is an ancient military strategy. It’s how the Lord led Joshua to conquer the Promised Land. He divided it and then conquered the various pieces in separate battles.

It’s also an ancient strategy of Satan. He doesn’t want Christians to gather together and worship Jesus under one faith. So he will use whatever he can to get such Christians to divide. And it doesn’t even have to be a matter of Christian doctrine. It can be something as simple as the choice of hymns or the color of the carpet or who’s leading what. May it never happen here! Don’t let unimportant preferences divide you. We’ve been blessed with the truth of God in word and sacrament! Each week we confess our sins and hear of our forgiveness only through Christ. We receive forgiveness and the strengthening of our faith through the Lord’s Supper. We teach God’s word to our children and teens and adults. Those are the important things. Sure we could do a better job of it. No congregation does it perfectly. And we can debate how to do it better, but don’t let preferences divide you as it did the Christians in Corinth.

II.

An adult was speaking to a little girl about what she had done over the weekend. The little girl mentioned she went to Sunday School and church. When the adult asked, “Do you like church and Sunday School?”, the little girl quickly replied, “Oh, yes!” When the adult asked why, the girl responded, “Because that’s where I hear about Jesus.”

The Corinthians had heard about Jesus from Paul. Paul reminded the Corinthians of that fact. He wrote, “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.”

One of the reasons Paul wrote those words is that there was a great temptation for the Corinthians to put the preaching of Jesus on the back burner.

You see, at this time Greek people, which the Corinthians were, prized human wisdom and persuasive argumentation. Our society holds up athletes and entertainers. The ancient Greek world held up gifted orators—people who could persuade you to their way of thinking.

And just as we like to spend our day watching what’s on the TV or computer monitor, the ancient Greeks loved to spend their day sitting around and discussing the latest ideas.

Paul wanted to impress on the Corinthians that none of that was important. What was important was the gospel which Paul had preached to them—the message that Jesus is the Savior. That’s the message that supplies our greatest need—the need for forgiveness. Contrary to what people might think, forgiveness is our greatest need. We can’t do a thing about our sins. And without help for our sins, we’re headed for an eternity in hell. But the message of Jesus is the message of a Savior crucified for our sins.

To the Greeks, that message was foolishness. It still sounds foolish to our world today. Why should the death of a Jewish man on a cross have anything to do with you and me or anyone else? Because it was the death of the sinless Son of God. His death was the payment for sin—all sins, your sins and mine. That’s the message through which God saves us. Paul wrote to the Romans, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16). Paul preached that gospel boldly.

And that’s our purpose as well. That’s our purpose as a congregation—to proclaim the good news of forgiveness through Jesus to every sinner. Don’t think that’s some old stuffy doctrine that doesn’t apply to modern people. It’s the most relevant message there is. And that’s your purpose as an individual Christian—to share the good news of Christ with others.

Can we unite around that cause, that purpose, in 2008? I pray we can. I know we can through the strength that God gives. As a congregation of Christians, may we be united in purpose! Amen.

