Summer Series: One in the Spirit

#2 – “One in Variety”

I Corinthians 12: 1-11

 If you were here last week, I hope you enjoyed gathering together in one worship service as much as I did. I have to say; I did indeed enjoy it – all of us being in here together. It’s great to be ONE church!

 Our theme for the month of July is “One in the Spirit.” And I am thankful that for 13 years this month it has been my joy to serve a church that is united in spirit. On a week-to-week basis, we may worship at three different times on Sunday, but I happen to believe that there is a blessed oneness that FPC Cartersville has. For that I am grateful.

 During this month were reading the 12th and 13th chapters of 1 Corinthians – using Paul’s epistle to one of the churches he founded – to reflect on the matter of church unity. As we noted last week, 1 Corinthians is helpful in considering what makes for a united church, because the church in Corinth so sorely needed unity.

 That congregation was divided in many ways – socio-economically; theologically, philosophically, and practically. And Paul’s efforts in his letter seemed to be focused on helping them discover how they can be a more unified church.

 As we noted last week, one of the first things Paul challenged them to see was that the unique and fundamental starting point for their unity was a common confession – the earliest confession of the church – “Jesus is Lord.” As Paul writes them, he reminds them of their former diverse backgrounds, but shares that what makes them a church now, is one common belief – that Jesus Christ is Lord. It was that common confession first of all they should focus on and let it define them as a church.

 We also, still today, must begin right there – with the common confession; the shared faith in Jesus as Lord. That is one of the reasons I think we have an essential unity at FPC. As we said publicly to one another last week, we all believe that Jesus is Lord, do we not? So our common confessional commitment is the first key to our oneness.

 However, the Apostle Paul does not stop there in helping the Corinthians or the Cartersvillians in understanding what makes for “oneness in the Spirit.” He goes further in vv.4-11 explaining what makes us united as a church. For simplicities sake, I’d like to invite us to take note of two words in those verses that are repeated several times that captures the essence of Paul’s further reflections on church unity. The first of those two words is…

…Varieties

  After reminding us that the Holy Spirit, initiates and confirms our oneness in the common confession of Jesus as Lord, Paul then writes:

 “4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; 5and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord; 6and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone. 7To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.

 Notice that Paul, being a wise pastor, even though he wants the church in Corinth to be one in Spirit, he nevertheless acknowledges right up front the broad diversity that is present among the people gathered there. And the word he uses to express that diversity is “varieties.”

 This is the only time this word is used in the Bible and it appears 3 times right here. And I suspect it’s not a word that Paul uses without some trepidation. His use of it has both pluses and minuses to it. And here’s why: in the Greek the word “varieties” is the word diaheresis – from which is derived our English word “heresy.” A heresy is, of course, any belief or doctrine that is a departure from the orthodox or the accepted teaching. And in fact, theological heresy – a departure from apostolic faith - was one the things that Paul was concerned about in Corinth. He was concerned that there were people being led from the truth of the gospel as it had been passed on to them through him, Paul.

 And so it is interesting that Paul would use this word here – diaheresis – “varieties” in a positive way. Is Paul suggesting that heresy in beliefs is the way to go? Is he saying that all of the various teachings about Jesus can be true and the church still united? No! And that will become clear in a moment, as you will see. 

But here, for just a moment, Paul dares to challenge a common assumption that was present in the Corinthian church. It’s an assumption that is still often held by many today who want a united church. And the assumption is this:

“The way to have a united church is to have uniformity”

 In other words, the assumption is that we all have to believe exactly the same way, worship the same way, act the same way, talk the same way – dress alike, look alike – and if we can do that: if we can be uniform, then we will have unity amongst God’s people.

 And by using this word – diaheresis – “varieties,” Paul, I would suggest proposes a heretical thought: that the church can be a place of huge variety and yet still be united. It can be place of great diversity and yet still have an essential unity.

 Now wait just a minute, Paul. Don’t you know we can’t have a church if everybody’s doing his or her own thing, and everyone’s not fitting into the mold? And Paul dares to proffer the heresy that actually the only way you can have a united church is for their to be “varieties.”
 And here’s the varieties Paul proffers:

· Varieties of gifts

· Varieties of service

· Varieties of activities

The “gifts” Paul speaks of are the charismata – the spiritual gifts he goes on to elucidate in verses 8 –11 (wisdom, knowledge, faith, healing, miracles, prophecy, discernment, tongues and interpretation.)

 And the “service” Paul speaks of is the diakonia – the many different ways that the gifts can be put into use for the kingdom of God.

And the “activities” Paul speaks of are the energemata – the assortment of unique and different ways the gifts “energize” us to be the people of God in the world.

 Here’s the heresy Paul dares to assert – that it is actually in our diversity (in our variety) that we are made “one in the spirit.” It is actually about unity, not uniformity.

 And I have to say; I think Paul’s heresy is right. Wouldn’t it be a sad place if all of us at First Presbyterian were alike? 

· What if all of us liked the same three hymns and that was all we could agree on to sing each Sunday? (Boring!)

· What if the only spiritual gift present in our church was speaking in tongues? We’d all get together and rattle off something unintelligible and no one would understand a word?

· What if we all had the gift of knowledge, but none of us had the gift of wisdom? We’d know all the right answers, but not have the common sense to put it to work.

· What if our only activity was worship on Sunday? We’d make a big noise in here, but make no difference in the lives of people in the community around us.

 And so “varieties” is the first word that Paul uses repeatedly in our text today to point to what it takes to have a united church. A second word he uses repeatedly is complementary. It’s the word…

…Same

 In the same breath that Paul utters the heresy of variety as a reflection of a church’s unity, he also speaks of sameness. But notice the object of sameness in Paul’s words. Listen again to verses 4 and 5:

“4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; 5and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord; 6and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone. 7To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.

 Do you get where Paul is going with this with the church in Corinth? It’s as though he is saying, 

“Yes, you are peculiar and unique conglomeration of people. You have so many different gifts, talents, ways and means of serving and being a congregation. But remember, that all of it comes from the same source – from the one God who is Father, Son and Holy Spirit.” 

 Paul is saying, what we have in common is God. There are a variety of expressions of his work among us, but it is the same God, the same Spirit, and the same Lord. It is in His sameness, not in ours that our unity as a church lies. 

 And Paul couldn’t be more right. God’s sameness is the still point in an ever-changing universe. You and I will change. We could not stay uniform even if we wanted to - for we will change. Our minds will change, our hair will change, and our bodies will change. 

  Did you know that it’s been proven by scientists that over a span of 7 years every cell of your body will have actually died and been replaced by new ones. So if some days you don’t feel like yourself, it’s because you’re not! I’m not the pastor you called here 13 years ago. And if you call Julie Jensen today to be our Associate Pastor, she will not be the same minister in 7 years. Variety is built into our DNA.

 But here’s the good news: the source of all our variety; the source of all our giftedness; the One who birthed us as his creatures and who has made us his church never changes. He is Lord and he is God. His name is Jesus. And the book of Hebrews dares to say of him, “He is the same, yesterday, today and forever.”

 And it’s that same Lord who beckons us in all our diversity to be one in the Spirit, so that the world might know the love, grace and mercy of Jesus, through us.
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