Summer Series: One in the Spirit

#1 – “One in a Common Confession”

I Corinthians 12: 1-7

 Here we are, altogether in one service of worship. It’s good to see all of you here today. Week in and week out, here at First Presbyterian, we gather at three different times to worship and so often we do not get to see one another. And so it is good this month that 8:45 worshippers, 9:45 worshippers and 11:00 worshippers are all here together rubbing elbows. We need times like this as a church family.

 Two of our long time church members encountered one another recently during the week in our church office. Both are deeply committed to Christ and to our church family. One asked the other in a very caring, non-judgmental manner, “How come I don’t see you in church as much on Sunday?” And the member said, “I’m here almost every Sunday at the 8:45 service. And the other member, chagrined said, “Well, I guess that’s why…I’m at 11:00.”

 Since 1992, FPC has had 2 worship services. In 2007, we began the 9:45 service. Even with 2 services, there were times when not only I but also our members felt like we had 2 different church families. Since we began the 3rd service, I’m sometimes concerned even more about the unity of our congregation. How do we remain one church, even though on most Sundays, we worship at 3 different times?

 Of course, we are by no means, the only church that has to work at its unity because of multiple services. We’re not even the only church in Cartersville that has to struggle with that.

 And so, while we are all here together in one service during July, I’d like to invite us in this time of unified worship to reflect on our church unity – to ponder what it is that unites us as a church and how to build on that in such a way that we remain a vital community of faith. 

 As an entré to our reflections on church unity, we are going to be reading from Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth. And it’s a good biblical jumping-off-point to think about church unity, because if ever there was a church that sorely needed unity, it was the church in Corinth. That church was a mess!

 The Apostle Paul spent more time in Corinth than in any other city where he started a church. For a full 18 months, Paul labored to initiate a Christian community in this city of 80,000 people. And his labor was needed too, because of the tremendous diversity of the people that Paul had to work with.

Corinth was one of the jewels of the Roman Empire at that time. Situated in Southern Greece, Corinth was a true urban center, one of the wealthiest cities in the world in Paul’s day. It boasted a large theater that seated 18,000 and a concert hall that seated 3000. Music and entertainment of many forms were regularly brought to the city. A large market was in the center of town and the farmers from the outlying rural communities came and brought their produce to sell. 

 It was a secular and multicultural environment as well. All races and religions were represented in Corinth. A massive hill, similar to Stone Mountain, overlooked the city and atop were shrines to such gods as Asclepius, the Greek god of healing; Isis, the Egyptian goddess of seafarers, and her Greek male counterpart, Poseidon. (see Craig Blomberg, The NIV Application Commentary:  1 Corinthians, p.19)

And so, for 18 months Paul preached and planted a church in this city. Then he left to start other churches in other towns. But Paul stayed in touch and he began to hear about the difficulties in the church in Corinth.  To his dismay, division was rocking the church.

 In the first chapter of this letter, Paul writes:

 “Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters,* by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you should be in agreement and that there should be no divisions among you, but that you should be united in the same mind and the same purpose. 11For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters.”*
 But quarrels were just the tip of the iceberg. Behind the quarrels were people taking sides about which preacher they liked the best – Paul or his protégé Apollos. The wealthy people in the congregation were trying to throw their weigh around and run things. There was an unruly women’s group in the church that wanted to speak at every worship service and had to be asked to cease and desist. In one family, there was incest going on and some men felt they could be Christians and still go up the mountain and participate the ritual prostitution of the former pagan life style. The church in Corinth was a mess! And it was deeply divided.

 And so Paul writes to express his concern and consternation to see if he can address the matters that were dividing the church. Now, having heard all the problems 1st Church Corinth had, doesn’t it make you feel better about the challenges of FPC Cartersville?

 We’re only going to use a portion of Paul’s letter over the next 4 weeks – chapters 12 and 13. However, I believe we will see in these two chapters some guidance for the church today (for our church) about how we can be, “One in the Spirit” as our theme for this month says.

 Most of chapter 12 of I Corinthians focuses on spiritual gifts, sometimes referred to as the charismata. And we will be dealing with that issue in the weeks to come. But today I want to draw our attention to one little phrase that is in the opening verses if chapter 12 that is essential to consider in the matter of a church’s unity. It’s the phrase that takes the form of a confession of faith. It’s the phrase…

“…Jesus is Lord.”

 It has been said that the confession, “Jesus is Lord,” may have been the first creedal statement of the church. It is the criterion for everyone who becomes a member of the church. He or she must confess, “Jesus is Lord.” In doing so, one affirms where one’s ultimate allegiance lies. For the earliest Christians, to affirm this creed was a profoundly political act.

 Did you know that in the Roman Empire, the Caesars were considered part divine? If you look back in the history of the Roman Empire, you note occasions where the Caesar was called a “son of the gods.” It was even asked of citizens that from time-to-time that they affirm their loyalty to the state by actually professing in public, “Caesar is Lord.”

 Of course, both Jews and Christians could not affirm such a thing. The Jews, with their radical monotheism, affirmed daily the schema, 

“Hear, O Israel the Lord our God, the Lord is One and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and all your strength and all your soul.”

 And Christians came to believe the scandalous affirmation that in Jesus of Nazareth, the one God had become flesh and lived among us. And so they confessed to their own great peril that “Jesus is Lord.”

 And here’s the interesting thing about Paul referencing this earliest of creeds: to a church that is filled with wrangling and divisiveness; racked with quarrels and questions; a church that is not at all united by outward appearance, Paul, its founder, beckons them back to the founding truth of the fellowship. It is a common confession – that Jesus is Lord.

  What is it that makes a church, a church? Many a Christian, many a theologian, has wrestled with that question. The classic determination for Presbyterians has been this:

 “Wherever the Word of God is rightly preached and wherever the Sacraments are rightly administered, there is a church.”

 And so, one does not have to have a building for a church to exist. There can be any number of ways to worship. The style of music can vary as greatly as the ear can imagine. There do not have to be hymnbooks or pews, pianos or drums for a church to exist. There only needs to be the Word and the Sacraments rightly preached and administered. If you’ve got that, say Presbyterians, you have a church.

 However, I would go even more basic than that. I would add that for there to be a church anywhere, there has to be a group of people who are bound together by a common confession; a common belief that is lived out day-in-and-day-out – the confession that Jesus is Lord.

 I think Paul knew that and so that is why he beckons these cantankerous Corinthians to quit their quarreling and remember what makes them one – the common confession that Jesus is Lord. If nothing else, says Paul, go back and agree upon that and build from there. And let that common confession shape your life – as individuals and as a community of faith.

 What was true for the Corinthians is no less true for the Cartersvillians – our unity as a church can only begin in the common affirmation of the Lordship of Jesus Christ. And that common affirmation is enough to make us and keep us a church because it’s the one thing that binds us together despite all our differences.

 Let me ask you folks who worship as 11:00 – Is Jesus Lord? How about you 9:45ers? Is Jesus Lord? Do you who come to worship at 8:45 believe even at that early hour that Jesus is Lord? Of course, we all believe that!

· It just so happens that some of us, who confess Jesus as Lord, like a little guitar and drums in our worship and some prefer the organ.

· Some like a band with singers and others prefer a full choir.

· Some of us prefer to get to church early. 

· Some of us believe that God meant for all Christians to worship at the appointed hour of 11:00AM on Sunday. 

· Some of us like communion every Sunday so they go to 9:45 church.

· Some of us who share that common confession are Republicans and some are Democrats but Jesus is neither. 

· Some consider themselves conservative and some liberal, but Jesus is neither. 

· Yet, we all confess that Jesus is Lord. That and that alone is what makes us a church.

One Christian theologian, Benjamin Farley, writing on this verse says:

 “This criterion of the Christian faith, ‘Jesus is Lord’ (1 Cor.12:3), is still the polestar of all our hope and promise as God’s children, worldwide.” (Lectionary Homiletics, December 2003 – January 2004, p. 54)

Farley calls this common confession, “the polestar.” Do you know what a polestar is? A pole star is a visible star, especially a prominent one, that is approximately aligned with the Earth's axis of rotation; that is, a star whose apparent position is close to one of the celestial poles, and which lies (approximately) directly overhead when viewed from the Earth's North Pole or South Pole.

 Our polestar in our hemisphere is Polaris – the North Star. When you know where the polestar is, you can navigate anywhere and you will always know your location.

 The polestar of any church is the common confession that Jesus is Lord. No matter what else happens, if we can agree on that polestar, the Spirit can take us anywhere and we will still be one church, for we have the same Lord, the same God, the same Spirit holding us.

Thanks be to the polestar of the church, Jesus Christ. Amen.
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