1 Corinthians (2): 1.10-18 The Scandal of Division

Having set the scene, Paul now starts to tackle one of his main concerns, the splits in the church at Corinth. : 

The Problem of Splits       
1.11-12

Different groups have own label/slogan – Paul/Apollos/Cephas/Christ. The differences are not about fundamental doctrine or Paul would take a very different line (arguing for the 'truth'); they are about different  personalities, struggles for leadership/influence. Very probably the slogans claimed links rather than having genuine one. Just as ivy clings onto walls/trees so it can climb up, so people in Corinth as a whole clung onto influential patrons in order to advance: the same attitude had spilt over into the church – as a result people concentrated on rivalry with one another rather than on partnership under the same umbrella.

1 of the great pictures of the church is the body of Christ: if the body is at war/in competition with itself (as it is with cancer) that leads to disaster – how can it be complete/what it is meant to be?

How sad it would be if in Christ Church people went about saying, 'I'm a David Williams person, I'm a Michael Hunter person, I'm a Jeffrey Froggatt person': it would be equally sad if people went about claiming, 'I'm a just- come-to-church-and-don't-do-anything-else person, I'm an organ person, I'm a World Mission Team person, I'm an Alpha person, I'm a Mothers' Union person, I'm a band person, etc.'  

The Vision to which Paul appeals
1.10

· For the church to be in agreement/harmony, of the same mind and with perfect unity. That doesn't mean agreement with other Christians about everything: it does mean an agreed vision/goal, a non-competitive attitude that sets aside all hint of power play, with people ready to set personal interests aside in the interest of a greater good.

· If this is the vision, it raises the question of how far the church is prepared to go to see that vision fulfilled 

· If this is to be true for the church at Corinth, why should it not also be true for Christ Church, Dore? So  how far are we prepared to go to see it fulfilled?

The Group working with the architect on our Purposes Statement have had to work together to agree common goals: once it is endorsed by the church as a whole we shall all share a common responsibility to be committed to it. We will need to work through the areas of tension where there are different emphases and also those of non-communication so that we get to know and really engage with those who are not in our particular group.

The Basis of Paul's Appeal 

a) The Authority of the Christian's Lord 
1.10

Paul writes & speaks as an apostle/church leader but he doesn't emphasise this: his emphasis is on the authority (name) of the Lord Jesus Christ. What Paul does as a leader is to remind the Corinthian church of that authority and their need to obey Jesus Christ. 

The nature of authority within the church is complex but all would agree that Jesus Christ is supreme: how that works out varies. One extreme may argue that every member is completely free to make up their own mind; the other extreme puts great emphases on the personal authority of the church leader(s). I would suggest that both extremes are unBiblical, that while I have no authority to tell church members exactly what to believe or do in detail, I do have an authority/responsibility to point out to members of this church that Jesus Christ commands us to work together in partnership not competition, to be committed to a common goal: insofar as we are not doing this we are being disobedient to Christ.

b) The Significance of Christian Baptism
1.13-17

Baptism is always meant to be a response to Christian preaching and never an end in itself. There is only one

founder of the Christian faith = Jesus Christ. Christian baptism is always into Christ, irrespective of who carries it out. The important thing is what is done, not who does it; the identity of the latter is irrelevant (just as, for those who have been confirmed, the confirmation does not depend on which bishop took the service).

At baptism the person baptised declares allegiance to Christ. Sometimes there can be given the impression of an enormous halo being put on certain church leaders at the expense of magnifying Christ – BEWARE! Church leaders are never to emphasise personal allegiance at the expense of personal discipleship of Jesus Christ. If my identification with a certain church leader is greater than my commitment to the church itself or to Christ then serious questions need to be asked. A gifted preacher was told by one member of his congregation, 'I was going to come to church on Sunday but then I realised that you weren't going to be there that Sunday so I decided to stay at home': his response was, 'Why? Christ was still there!'

Many members of a church find that within their church one particular group is especially important to them – maybe they came to faith through that group or its members supported them at a particularly difficult time: we're to praise God for these different groups but, no matter which it is, if I magnify that particular group at the expense of the church as a whole, so that my loyalty is to that group rather than to the whole body of Christ, then I am causing a very similar danger to that of the church in Corinth, causing one part of Christ's body to be in tension with another rather than looking to work in partnership/harmony together.

c) The Foolishness of the Christian Message
1.18

There will be more about this next week but it makes a significant PS here as well as an introduction to next week's section. Corinthian society's emphasis on success, strident arguments and personalities was carried over into the church. Paul makes it clear that this is quite the wrong tack. He asks them: do you desire power or the power of the cross? 

In human terms the Christian message is not about success/human power/big battalions; but about true effectiveness. According to human standards the way Paul ministered was very foolish but although some thought the message foolish, they were those who are 'perishing' – on their way to ruin – living without meaning/purpose/hope. Others recognised in it the way to salvation and as a result they were now 'being saved' (when we are in the lifeboat we have been saved from the sinking vessel, we are being saved – on the way to the shore/safety, we shall be saved, when we eventually reach the shore)

Although the message of the cross seems foolish/unattractive, in actual fact it is powerful; in our own day we do well to remember that the cross that lies at the heart of the Christian message is not a pretty ornament/to be surrounded with roses. We do well to remember that the heart of the Christian message is not about 'being a nice person/as decent as possible' but is the conviction that the death of one particular man as a convicted criminal is the key to understand the world & and the hope for the world. Submission rather than rebellion, self-sacrifice rather than self-assertion is the way to true fulfilment. 

How foolish that is. But it is God's way & He makes it clear that to stay divided with an attitude of competition is a scandal.

**************************************************

1. In your experience of local church(es) have you found things that have threatened to divide the church? How are those threats best dealt with?

2. Paul says that obedience to Christ means working in partnership with others in the church, not in competition with them. What do you think this might mean for Christ Church, Dore?

3. The Christian's loyalty, expressed in the promises made at baptism/confirmation, is promised to Christ. In what ways do you think that this loyalty can be threatened by personal loyalties to particular church leaders, groups or emphases? How can we resist this threat?

4. In what ways do you think that your church leader(s) have authority and how should they use it?

5. Some of the difficulties faced by the church in Corinth arose from the fact that it adopted many aspects of the current secular world view. What have you found helps the church today distinguish between the attitudes of contemporary society and those Christ calls us to have? 

6. 'The heart of the Christian message is not about 'being a nice person/as decent as possible'. What would you want to say to the person who thinks it is? And what would you say is the key to being a Christian?

