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Apr. 24, 2016 – (Easter 5, Mar) 

Sermon Text – Acts 18:1-4 (1 Corinthians 1:10-18) 

 

- Now 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.  For it has been reported to me by 

Chloe's people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters…For Christ did 

not send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so 

that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its power.  For the message about the 

cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the 

power of God. - 

 

After spending time preaching and establishing churches in the northern part of 

Greece, Paul sailed south to Athens, where he debated with many of the leading 

philosophers of his day on Mar’s Hill in the shadow of the acropolis, and then 

continued further south to the seaport city of Corinth.  There he met Priscilla and Aquila, 

Jews who had been expelled from Rome, who shared Paul’s vocation of making tents.  

It seems that in Corinth, Paul settled down for a while.  He spent approximately a year 

and a half there, staying with his new friends, making tents and preaching in the 

synagogue.  Sometime after leaving Corinth, he wrote several letters back to the 

troubled congregation he left behind there.  We have much of that correspondence in 

the form of two letters in scripture, 1st and 2nd Corinthians.  We will be reading from 

these two letters now for several weeks.  Here’s what he writes in 1st Corinthians, as he 

begins to address the first of many problems they are having there: 

 

[Read 1 Corinthians 1:10-18] 

 

Here’s what we know about Corinth.  It was a working city.  As a busy seaport, there 

was much work to be had in the loading and unloading of ships.  Located on a narrow 

strip of land just south of Athens, before the Corinthian canal was dug, much shipping 

time could be saved by docking ships on one side or the other, unloading their cargo 

and hauling it to waiting vessels on the other side of the isthmus.  Sometimes whole 

ships were hauled from one side to the other.  This required a lot of human and animal 

effort and provided a lot of employment for those who were willing to work.  Of course, 

shipping, then as now, was a lucrative business.  Wealth flowed into the city as eager 

entrepreneurs came to Corinth to seek their fortunes.  It was a wealthy city.  And with 

the shipping, came products and people from around the world, who brought with 

them, their culture and their ideas and their fashion to this southern, Greek, crossroads.  

It was a cosmopolitan city.   
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 You probably already know much of the story of the Corinthian congregation.  

In many ways, they were a perfect mirror of many of our congregations today.  They 

were much gifted.  They had great resources.  They included many enthusiastic 

participants.  And yet, they had problems.  Paul basically begins his letter by reporting 

to them that he has learned from Chloe’s people that there are divisions in the 

Corinthian congregation and that people are quarrelling with one another.  And it’s not 

just one thing.  We only hear about the first of many issues in what we have read for 

today; but, there are issues of morality, of what food is ok to eat, of how to rightly 

celebrate the sacrament of Holy Communion, and of how to value the importance of 

one’s particular giftedness.  Paul will address all of them one by one in the course of 

the letter.  For now, let it be sufficient that he is not happy with those who are claiming 

to belong to this or that faction in the congregation according to which leader they 

choose to follow.  Hence, some are claiming that they belong to Paul, some belong to 

Apollos, some belong to Cephas, and some belong to Christ.   

 

 This is really no different than it is today.  We’re in the midst of an election year.  

The whole purpose of campaigning is to attract a following.  Turn on the television, 

listen to the radio, or open the newspaper, and you’re sure to receive a report on the 

latest polling numbers.  This many percent belong to Trump.  That many belong to Cruz.  

This many belong to Hillary.  That many belong to Bernie.  And, does anyone belong to 

Kasich?  Well, you see how it goes.  But that’s politics.  This is the church.  It’s not a 

popularity contest.  Its purpose is not the election of a new leader.  We do the same 

thing with sports, declaring our loyalty to this team or that.  You’re for the Vikings.  I’m 

for the Packers.  We’re all for the Twins, the Wild and the Timberwolves.  And thank 

goodness we have the Lynx to remind us that we can all cheer for a winner.  But that’s 

athletics and competition, not the church.  Or think about music.  I grew up in a day 

when it was popular to say, “I like the Beatles,” or “I like the Stones,” and then there 

were the few of us weirdos who would say “I like the Who.”  One of the good things we 

have learned, in this past week, is that apparently everyone liked Prince.  But that’s 

preference and entertainment, not the church.  The church is different.  And that’s 

Paul’s point.  The church is not to be divided up into factions, into cheering sections, or 

into loyalty groups.   

 

 Paul reminds the Corinthians of their commonalities.  They are all one, he tells 

them, because they have all been baptized into Christ.  That is something they can 

cling to.  That is something that unites them.  That is something that can bring them 

together even when disagreements threaten to blow them apart.  As I was preparing, I 

came upon the fact that, if you tune 100 pianos using the same tuning fork, the 100 

pianos will automatically be in tune with one another.  I guess that’s the transitive 
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property of piano tuning, for all you math geeks.  No doubt it’s true.  The suggestion is 

that 100 church members looking away to Christ and vibrating to the frequency of their 

baptisms are more likely to be in tune with one another than are 100 church members 

who have become “unity conscious” and decided to look away from Christ in order to 

strive for closer fellowship.  I like that thought.  Baptism unites us.  It is Christ who holds 

us together.  It is the power of the Spirit than makes it possible.  But, I’m not sure the 

analogy works.  We are not like 100 identically tuned pianos.  We are all individually 

gifted members of Christ’s body, individually enabled members of God’s family, 

individually empowered members of the communion of saints.  We’re all different, but 

we’re all included.  What Paul is advocating is not uniformity, but unity.  We have a 

oneness that brings us together, despite our individual differences.  “Unity” is not really 

much of a super power; but, it is a gift given to the church and exercised as we learn 

to look beyond ourselves.  Yes, there are many things that continue to divide us from 

one another – denominations, synods, congregations, squabbles and disagreements.  

But Paul would tell us that they are of secondary importance.  The fact is that we are all 

united.  And that is what really matters, to be one in Christ Jesus. 

           Amen. 

 


