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Sermon  Covenant Presbyterian Church 

September 1, 2019  Rev. Zeta T. Lamberson 

 

 Words for God’s Church: Unity in Christ 

 I Corinthians 1:1-18 

 

 This week marked the return of college football.  For weeks now coaches have been coaching 

and teams have been practicing preparing for this day. They did everything they could to get ready but 

as the announcers kept saying until game time you just don’t know what you have as a team.  For 

unlike the pros there are no preseason games in college football.  Until the team is tested on the field in 

a game no one really knows for sure how a team will respond.   

 The same is true with life.  We go to school to learn but it is only when we are tested that we 

discover what we have learned.  When we begin a career often we begin with an internship to get in 

the field and discover if we really enjoy that field and if we understand what it takes to be a 

professional. The same is true with becoming a Christian.  We can learn about Jesus and what it means 

to be a Christian.  We can study the Bible and read the words but until our faith is challenged in some 

way it is hard to know if our beliefs have taken root and made a difference in our lives.  The story of 

the early church journals the lives of those who were taught the faith first by Jesus, then by Peter and 

the twelve disciples and then my Paul and other early missionaries.  Their stories reveal the struggles 

many had as they were tested by others on opposing teams.   

 Paul founded the church in Corinth, a bustling cosmopolitan seaport.  He initially stayed with 

them for eighteen months working as a tentmaker sharing the gospel of Jesus Christ with both the Jews 

and the Gentiles.  His letter, which was written several years after his initial visit, was written because 

word had reached Paul that there were disagreements in the church.  They had met the opposing team - 

some within the community and many influences beyond the church - and were not responding well. 

Paul could not travel to be with them immediately so he crafted a letter to share his concerns.  And we 

are grateful for from this letter we gain a glimpse of some of the struggles the early church had in a 
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very diverse culture as the gospel spread to the Gentiles.  Struggles that remind us that from its 

beginning there have been struggles in the church as people began to understand what it means to 

follow Jesus every day.  The church of Jesus Christ continues to struggle as society changes around us 

and there are diverse opinions about the role the church should play in our lives.  We continue to face 

game day conditions and need to be coached up daily on the sidelines. For following Jesus Christ is not 

for the faint hearted.  

 As we look together at Paul’s letter to Corinth the first thing to notice is that it is a letter of “the 

church of God that is in Corinth.”  This is not a letter to an individual but to the community - to those 

who have been set apart for a God-filled life by a relationship with Jesus Christ.  And this community 

is part of a wider body - “all those who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both 

their Lord and ours.”  Right here at the beginning Paul reminds those in the church of Corinth that 

they are part of something bigger than themselves.  And friends, that is important for us to remember 

as well.  We are part of the body of Christ throughout the world. 

 Following his greeting Paul moves to the thanksgiving section.  He does not just give thanks to 

God for his relationship with them but he goes on to remind them what their relationship is based on.  

The grace of God manifest through Jesus Christ.  It is God’s faithfulness to them that called them into 

fellowship with Jesus.  In other words their relationship is made possible through God’s gift of Jesus 

Christ.   

 That is what makes the things he has heard about the divisions among them so difficult.  They 

have forgotten what united them.  And so he appeals to them to be united in the same mind and the 

same purpose.  Listen carefully to what has been reported to him by Chloe’s people.  Some people are 

saying “I belong to Paul.”  Others “I belong to Apollos.”  Others “I belong to Cephas” which is 

another name for Peter.   These are great teachers and leaders in the church but are the people in 

Corinth called to belong to them?  Are they really the one the people of Corinth should be following?   
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 And then he adds “I belong to Christ” almost like he was wondering if anyone even says that.  

Or maybe he was saying that was who he Paul followed.  He dangles that out there to make them 

wonder.  Do you hear the edge in his voice?  And then he said “Has Christ been divided up?  Was 

Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?   The Greek tense used in these 

sentences implies a No answer to these questions.  It was not Paul who was crucified.  And even 

though Paul did baptize some of them that was not what was important about baptism.  They were 

baptized in the name of Jesus Christ.  What Paul wanted them to remember was that they belonged to 

Jesus Christ and that was what mattered.  Paul had been sent to proclaim the gospel - the fact that Jesus 

Christ died for them and that was what mattered in baptism.  It symbolized that they had claimed the 

power of God through their relationship with Jesus Christ.   

 The task of the leaders in the church and their task as disciples and ours is to tell the good news 

of Jesus - to proclaim the gospel message - and to live as Jesus calls us to live.  Our focus - the central 

message is that Jesus Christ died on the cross for us .  That is what unites us.  That is what gives the 

body of Christ purpose and power.  

 Every first Sunday of the month we come to this table - the Lord’s Table.  Here at this table we 

remember that Christ’s body was broken for us and his blood shed for us.  Here, at Covenant, as we eat 

this bread and drink this cup our eyes are drawn to our gorgeous stained glass cross - a cross with 

many colors reminding us that God calls into fellowship people of every race and every nationality.  

And as we eat together we remember again our calling - to share the good news that God loved us so 

much that he sent his Son into the world for us.  We eat the bread individually and reflect upon our 

lives - our witness.  But then we wait until everyone has been served and drink the cup together as the 

body of Christ for we have been called into fellowship with one another with Christ at our core.  The 

sacrament, the act of remembering that Christ gave his body and blood for us, gives us the power to 

witness together to the world.  



 

 

4 

  Hunter Farrell, who for many years was Director of Worldwide Missions for the Presbyterian 

church, tells a story of a night in Peru with pastor David Pumacahua.  On a bitterly cold night Hunter 

and David entered the New Jerusalem Presbyterian Church, a Quechua-speaking church that clings to 

the steep Andean slope in the indigenous community of Santa Barbara in Huancavelica, the poorest of 

Peru's 25 regions. As they entered the sanctuary pastor David looked at Farrell and whispered, "Pray 

with me, brother, because I'm going to do something different" .... 

 And he did.  After inviting the fifty or so people who had gathered for worship to stand in a 

circle, Pastor David took his Bible and placed it on the ground. Now, among indigenous folks in Peru, 

allowing the Word of God to touch the ground is a sign of disrespect, so pastor David quickly got the 

attention of the members of New Jerusalem … you could have heard a pin drop! 

 Pastor David spoke: "Brothers and sisters, what is the one thing we must do each day to be a 

disciple of Jesus Christ?"  

 There was an uncomfortable silence. A teenager answered, "We must follow Jesus every day."  

 "Yes," answered David, "so everyone -- take a step toward the Living Word," and they all took 

a step toward the Bible. "What happened?" he asked.  

 Again, silence.  

 Once again he asked them to take another step toward the center of the circle. Now they were 

standing uncomfortably shoulder to shoulder. "What happened?" he repeated.  

 Finally a young girl responded, "Pastor, we came closer together!"  

 (Hunter Farrell, "The first step toward unity," PresbyterianMission.org. Published online in March 2016. No longer available.) 

 Friends, this is what Paul knew.  If the church in Corinth would move closer to the Word made 

flesh as a community.  If they would focus on Jesus Christ and Christ’s message alone they would 

draw closer to him and in the process to one another. The same is true for the church in our world 

today.  We are called to focus on Jesus Christ.  To follow Christ’s instructions and not to get caught up 
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in distractions of our world or those who would like to drive us apart as a people of God.  This does 

not mean that we do not live in the world or converse with others who are not believers.  The opposite 

is true.  We are called to go out into the world.  To meet people where they are.  And to show them 

who Christ is by how we live our lives.  We are called to offer others love, kindness, gentleness. We 

are to model compassion and care that looks beyond the outer signs of life and looks beneath to the 

person God created.  As the body of Christ gathered here at the corner of Canton and Piedmont we are 

called to go into our community and to witness to what Christ has done for us and what a difference it 

makes in our lives.  If we stay focused, united in the same mind and the same purpose, to proclaim 

Christ and Christ crucified offering love, hope and compassion to others the power of God will come 

among us.   

And we will be drawn closer to Christ and to one another.     

 And so I appeal to you as Paul appealed to the people of Corinth to be united in the same mind 

and the same purpose as we follow Jesus into the world proclaiming the good news that Christ died for 

all.   

 


