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That’s My Story and I’m Sticking to It!

I Corinthians 1:1-17

Today we begin a ten-week series in a letter that Paul wrote to the church in Corinth.  Since we are, indeed, reading someone else’s mail, let me tell you a little bit about Corinth and why Paul is writing to them.

We are in the middle of the first century and the good news of Jesus Christ was being carried out into the world, and the most active and famous carrier of this good news was the Apostle Paul.  In the middle of his second missionary journey, he received a vision from God, pleading with him to cross over to Macedonia and bring the good news there (Acts 15:9-10).  

He was not planning to go that direction but he did.  He always went to the Jewish synagogue first, since he was a Jew himself, as was Jesus, and the Jews were God’s chosen instrument to bring God’s revelation to the world.  So Paul would go into the synagogue teaching them that the crucified and risen Jesus was God’s Messiah.  Some wanted to hear more, but usually they ran him out, and he went and preached to the Gentiles instead.  A hand-full of believers were left behind in Philippi and Thessalonica and Berea as he was chased out of one city after another.  

He ended up in Athens and once again went into the Jewish synagogue and soon left.  So he walked right into the heart of their classic Greek world, with their pantheon of gods and their high regard for new philosophies and brilliant eloquence.  He was blown away by all their idols, and he made a brilliant speech himself.  However, their response was less than thrilling, so he left and went to Corinth (Acts 17:16-34).
In Corinth he received another vision telling him to stay put and not to worry about being chased out of town because there would be many who would believe there (Acts 18:10).  So Paul stayed there 18 months and taught them God’s word, and many people believed.  The church in Corinth was born.

As you can see on this map, Corinth has quite the strategic location.  It was a popular short-cut between Europe and Asia, so it was shaped by a lot of wealth.  It was a Roman colony so it was shaped by the empire.  It was steeped in classic Greek thought and religion and was shaped by all kinds of gods (Aphrodite, Poseidon).

By the time Paul writes this letter from Ephesus, which is not his first, the Christian community there is five years old.  Some are Jews who grew up on the Torah; most are Gentiles who grew up with a wide selection of gods.  Some are wealthy owners of households; some are slaves.  

Most importantly, they are all people who were called, like Paul and like us, to change the story out of which we live our lives.  Christians live out of the story of God rescuing the world in Jesus Christ.  In first century Corinth, they lived out of many stories: the story of the empire, the story of the gods they served, some special knowledge or following the right charismatic leader.  

The Christian community in Corinth was tempted to live out of those stories instead of Christ’s story – and they didn’t even know how much they were being conformed to the world instead of being 
transformed by Christ.  They thought they were doing great; in fact they were proud of how Spirit-filled they were.  They could not see how much their behavior reflected the world around them instead of Jesus Christ crucified.

Paul’s letter brings them back to living out of this story.  If you look at the letter as a whole, the opening chapters are about the foolishness of Christ crucified; it ends with the hope of the resurrection; and in the middle we not only have the famous love chapter and teaching on spiritual gifts (our next small group series), but there is a short little paragraph giving us instructions for the table (11:23-26).  That is why I am preaching behind the table today, because that is essentially what Paul does in I Corinthians.

Paul frames everything in reference to Jesus Christ:  Jesus crucified and raised from the dead.

I Corinthians 1:1-17

There was a small dying church outside of Nashville, Tennessee, that had about 50 people in worship, and the same people were serving on the same committees.  They kept meeting and talking about how dead they were, though they kept hoping that their proximity to Nashville would jump start some growth.  But nothing changed and pretty soon they were finding it hard to pay their mortgage or hire any staff.

God works in amazing ways, and an energetic and enthusiastic seminary grad was called to lead this congregation.  He didn’t have any interest in new programs or church re-organizing, and zero gifts in church administration.  The best way to describe him was that “he was completely in love with Jesus Christ and the gospel” – the good news.

He gathered a group of previously despairing members and invested heavily in them – not dreaming up new programs or new strategies for their church – but he took them deeply into the story of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and what it might mean for them to live out of this story.  

Within a few months the leadership was looking with new eyes at everything they did.  They set up a guiding principle to help them decide what they would do and what they would not do.  This was the guiding principle:  if it had nothing to do with God raising Jesus from the dead, then they would not fool with it.  This guiding principle turned this little dying congregation upside down, and within a year and a half, worship was on the rise.

They started an unusual Sunday afternoon worship experience called “Talk Back Church,” where people were invited to come with whatever questions or concerns they had about God or life.  They didn’t get a sermon at this worship service, but a discussion.  What happened is that instead of getting their questions answered, their questions were reframed in light of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

This is what Paul is doing with the church in Corinth.  They had questions, and it is part of the reason that Paul is writing this letter.  They had questions about whether or not they should eat food that had been offered to idols, or whether or not they were required to abstain from sex in marriage.  

Paul welcomes their questions and takes them seriously, but instead of answering them directly, he reframes everything in light of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  In fact, because they 
were living out of this story, the first thing he brings up is something they did not even ask him about, which is their factions:

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.

It seems that groups had formed around their favorite pastor/theologian – Paul, Peter, Apollos – or some even claimed to have the real truth, “I belong to Christ.”  You could see why it happened, because they came from a culture where people formed groups around different gods or philosophers, or they would cluster in different socio-political or economic groups.

Paul is saying, No!  That is no longer the story out of which you live!  You live out of this story, Jesus Christ, who brings everybody together at one table, as one body.  When you live out of these factions, you are conforming to the world’s story, not Christ’s.

This June 21-28, the Presbyterian Church will be holding its bi-annual General Assembly in San Jose.  This is a big deal, and it is a big deal that it’s being held in San Jose. 1,000 commissioners and advisory delegates from churches across this nation and representatives from ministries around the world will gather for a week right here in our own back yard.  

At this General Assembly I think we will get a glimpse of the best and the worst of what Paul was concerned about in I Corinthians.  Our various denominations – Presbyterian, Lutheran, Methodist – exist because hundreds of years ago we rallied around our favorite organizing pastors/theologians – “I belong to John Calvin,” “I belong to Martin Luther,” “I belong to John Wesley.”  Though most people could care less about denominations today, we still have our separate identities, which remain quite separate.

If you visit the Assembly you will find one huge room where all the organizations and special interest groups have their displays, including various lobbying groups for all the hot topics facing the church today.  “I belong to Presbyterians Pro-Life;” “I belong to Covenant Network.”  

I highly encourage you to go down there sometime during the week, because there is much to be offered from our various traditions and perspectives.  It’s not the different leaders that Paul is worried about in his letter – but the factions, their divisiveness and criticism of one another instead of coming together in Christ.  That’s the way the world lives its story – red/blue, liberal/conservative, rich/poor, white/black.  

Is Christ divided?  No!

The most important gathering in that whole General Assembly, the one we hope all of you can attend, will be Sunday morning, June 22, 10:00 am, when there will be one huge worship service down in the San Jose Convention Center.  Thousands of people from all over the socio-political-economic-theological spectrum – red/blue, liberal/conservative, rich/poor, white/black – will come together around the Lord’s Table using chalices from all over.  We will remember that we all live out of this story, not the world’s story, that this is the way God is rescuing and renewing the world:  Jesus Christ crucified and raised from the dead.

A crucified Messiah!  What a contrast Jesus’ story is to the powerful and eloquent Greek orators of Paul’s day – sought out for their eloquence.  What a contrast Jesus’ story is to the Platos and Socrates of that day with their special schools of knowledge.  And what a contrast Jesus’ story is to the success models that surround us today!

What do you think Paul would say to us if he were to write to “the church of God that is in San Carlos”?  Would he confront our denominations and factions?  Would he confront our love of knowledge, our comfortable Christianity?

Where would he reframe our questions and show us how we are not living out of this story but the world’s story?  There are a lot of answers to that question.  But I have to believe that Paul would try to get us to see what we are unable to see because we are already so shaped by the culture around us that we are blinded to it, just like the Corinthians.  

I would agree with Rick Barger and Eugene Peterson and many other writers today that our biggest blind spot is our consumer mentality.  I could preach a whole sermon on that.  But let me comment briefly.  Our consumer mentality causes us to come to faith and to church asking the question, “How is this going to meet my needs?” instead of asking “How is God at work in my life to meet God’s needs?”  We are trained to think this way as consumers, and we turn this around all the time without even knowing it.

The big megachurches are growing by following this marketing strategy of meeting people’s needs, with everything from Starbucks coffee and fresh bagels to slick programs and impressive graphics.  But the research is coming back that in the process of following that church growth model (e.g. Willow Creek) we are living out of the wrong story.  We are being conformed to this world and not transformed by Jesus crucified and raised from the dead.  

Rick Barger is a Lutheran pastor, and in their new members class they announce at the first session:  “The church does not exist to meet your needs.  It exists to meet God’s needs.”  He said that no one has walked out yet.  The reason they announce that up front: “to transform consumers to passionate owners of the church’s identity and calling.”
  From the world’s story to this story – which can so easily get lost.

You have heard of William Randolph Hearst, the wealthy California newspaper businessman who built Hearst Castle.  The story goes that he had his heart set on a particular painting.  He loved this painting so much and wanted it so bad that he sent members of his staff all over the world looking for it.  They went to hundreds of galleries on every continent; they interviewed curators and collectors far and wide; but they never found it.  Hearst finally gave up and resigned himself to the fact that he would never own this great work of art.  Some time later, after his death, they made an inventory of all the artwork and paintings he had stored in his basement.  To everyone’s surprise, the very painting that Hearst had wanted so desperately was found right there in his own basement.

How could he lose the greatest treasure for which his heart longed in his own home?

This is the church’s one treasure, the one great treasure for which the world longs.  How could we lose it in our own house?  But we can, and we do.  Dying churches and big megachurches.

Only what is served at this table keeps us on track – not our brilliance, not our successes, not your charismatic and eloquent leaders, not our great programs – but the cross of Christ and his resurrection.
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