20th January 2019
1 Corinthians 2.10-16; 3.1-11
Wouldn’t it be nice if we could all get on with each other? ‘Theresa come around for tea and let’s talk these matters through. I’m sure we have differences but let’s focus on the common interest and make some compromises and we ‘ll all get on together.’ Theresa and Jeremy walk off into the sunset horizon, holding hands. Cue the final credits and the Disney logo”!

Life as we know it is not always one of unity, agreement, reconciliation and harmony. Bitter differences remain, people put their truth, their views before any compromise or desire for unity. Compromise by definition means you don’t get all that you want: some are not prepared for that.
And of course, here we are in the car crash called Brexit. Or rather the impasse called Brexit – the only car crash this week involved Prince Philip. We continue to pray for healing for this divided nation 
This week has seen the start of the annual week of prayer for Christina Unity. We continue to look at chapters from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. One of the biggest problems encountered by the Corinthian church is a breakdown of relationship due to a lack of respect one for another. The Corinthians seemed unable to honour the differences that existed between them whether on grounds of gender (11.2-16), wealth (11.17-34) the gifts of the Spirit (12.1-31) or their leaders. Paul urges the church to recognise their unity in the Spirit and above all to love each other.

We all know that Christians do not always get on and churches can often compete with others and feel superior to others. There is story about a preacher pounding away at the pulpit and yelling out to his congregation’ is everybody here a Baptist?

An old lady several rows back answered, ‘No! I’m a Methodist!’

Why are you a Methodist? Asked the preacher.

‘Well’ said the old lady, ‘my mother was a Methodist and my father was a Methodist. So, they raised me a Methodist.’
‘That’s the dumbest thing I ever heard’ said the preacher. ‘If your mother was a fool and your father was a fool would you be a fool?’
‘No’, said the old lady. ‘If my father was a fool and my mother was fool, I suppose I’d be a Baptist.’
Don’t get me wrong, I have nothing against Baptists – in fact I married one. I could equally make jokes about our own denomination: hoe many URC members does it take to change a light bulb? Four: one to change the light bulb and three to talk about how better it was with the old light bulb!

Seriously – God is too big for any one denomination to have all the truth. So I just don’t believe we should take denominationalism too seriously. Certainly, being the minister of two very different churches and Area Minister to another 14 churches in the United Reformed Church, makes me humble in recognising that what may be strength in one church may be a weakness in another. There is room for us all. But sometimes we have to work out our unity and examine our attitudes and discern where Christ is calling us.

As new people join us in this congregation we will change. The dynamics, the personalities, the gifts change. The temptation is always to say, ‘we sure hope you make this church your home, because we can use you!’ The church is supposed to be a body of believers that first and foremost loves people instead of trying to use them.  Too, often, people in churches feel used and misused, instead of being cared for by God’s people. But conversely the church will only thrive when people are willing to share and give of their gifts, their time, and their money and do so graciously and generously. So, there is always a balancing act between not coercing people into doing things and giving things yet also discerning where people’s gifts lie and encouraging them to use them for the good of us all.

As new people join us, existing members may feel put out, or useless. Some may want to take a back seat or drift away. How do you help everyone to appreciate each other and help them find their place of involvement?

Numbers aren’t everything. How do you discern what is a spiritually alive church? How do you recognise God at work in the mêlée of contemporary life? 

In 1 Corinthians chapter 2 Paul draws a distinction between those who are worldly Christians and those who are spiritual Christians. Is he being divisive? Is he implying that some get it and some don’t?

Paul makes the claim that:
The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. 11 For who knows a person’s thoughts except their own spirit within them? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. 

12 What we have received is not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we may understand what God has freely given us. 
When Paul writes about the ‘world’ or the ‘flesh’, here and also in for example his letter to the Romans, he means the world that does not know the ways and the love of God, that is in rebellion to its Creator. We are aware of God’s love and God’s ways because of the illuminating and enlivening work of the Holy spirit at work within our souls. The Spirit touches us with the deep things of God, gives us an openness and a wisdom or a knowledge of the things of God and the ways of Christ.
I know I am a product of so many different influences. My parents, my background and upbringing, my friends, the media my education. I am well aware that a lot of those influences are not godly influences but very worldly influences. Worldly values and attitudes. 
I was brought up in a working-class environment that was at times sexist, racist, homophobic and placed value on things like money, strength and power.  That is the spirit of the world. It leads to competition, divisive ness fear, domination and oppression. It is not the way of the kingdom of God. It is not the way for Jesus.  
Even since I started shaving I’ve not always been ‘The best a man can be’  (see the controversial Gillette ad: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/newsbeat-46874617 )

Since receiving Christ into my life, since receiving His Spirit to indwell, I’ve become perfect! No I haven’t:  a battle has begun within – between the spirit of the world and the Spirit of God.  Paul is urging these Christians at Corinth to win that battle and claim the mind of Christ. It is not easy, and it is never ending but that is the call on us. That’s is the way we walk – we have to make judgements on all things Paul says – is this the way for Jesus, is the spirit of Jesus leading me this way, is this in accordance with the mind of Christ? 

Again, Paul is calling these Christians to a unity in Christ. He is their one common element, their one unifying force. 

I have had the privilege of worshipping with Christians around the world. Uganda, Ghana, Nepal, New Zealand, America, Nicaragua, Palestine and Israel. People who I have little in common with, people with whom I can’t communicate with apart from hand gestures and that peculiar British trait that we shout at foreigners because we not only believe they can’t understand us, but they are also deaf. I remember when I was training for ministry, I took a minster from Madagascar home to meet my parents in chilly Lancashire one Christmas, it was the first time in his life he had seen snow. He was mesmerized. That is until he met my mother who first of all said ‘Ook he’s a darky! Then shouted at him ‘HELLO ARE YOU COLD?’

Mother I said, he’s a black African, he speaks English and he’s not deaf.

Fortunately, he was very gracious in his openness for Christian cross-cultural encounters. But all those encounters with different Christians have been a oneness in the Spirit of Christ. It is almost palpable
Later in the letter to the Corinthians Paul is not so concerned for unity when its false unity or unity with others with whom you have nothing in common with or who are betraying the way of Christ. For example He wants an immoral member of the church thrown out due to incest in chapter 5. 
You must not associate with anyone who claims to be a brother or sister[c] but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or slanderer, a drunkard or swindler. Do not even eat with such people.
They are claiming to be brothers and sisters in Christ but are living lifestyles counter to the way of Jesus and showing no repentance or desire to change their ways. How can you have unity with such people?

In chapter 12 he makes a simple confession of faith an important maker of those who will seek unity and those who won’t: 

You know that when you were pagans, somehow or other you were influenced and led astray to dumb idols. 3 Therefore I want you to know that no one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus be cursed,’ and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.
Only if you have the Holy Spirit within can you declare your faith that Jesus is Lord of your life. Jesus is the one who will transform you and lead you. He will be your influencer to use a contemporary example from social media – the one you will be constantly looking to see what should I do, how should I react etc etc.
So, for Paul there are limits to unity. Namely doctrinal truth and lifestyle.
The URC is not naive or simplistic about the realities of life and the differences and standpoints that Christians will take. Our Basis of union states: 

Held together in the Body of Christ 
through the freedom of the Spirit, 
we rejoice in the diversity of the Spirit's gifts 
and uphold the rights of personal conviction. 
For the sake of faith and fellowship 
it shall be for the church to decide 
where differences of conviction 
hurt our unity and peace. 

In the Reformed Church ‘we’ have known what it means to face persecution. In the reign of Elizabeth 1, some whom we can number among our predecessors were executed for believing that it was not in the power of the monarch or parliament to tell the church what to pray, how to worship, or how to order its life. 
In 1660-62, when the Church of England ‘ejected’ those they called Dissenters (some others of our forebears), ‘we’ were nearly wiped out through various forms of social exclusion. We were excluded from the universities and the professions and not able to worship in the ways of our choosing in the parish churches. We learned over centuries the harsh lessons of coming out on the losing side of history. 

This experience has taught us the importance of certain freedoms and the desirability of a society that allows more than one form of faith expression. When we acquired the name ‘nonconformist’ (in England and Wales) we turned this often to positive value as a label that suggests the kind of courage required sometimes to resist or to question the status quo. 

However, in a culture which is increasingly multi-cultural and multi-faith they have new force and importance. We have experience of weighing in the balance questions of freedom of speech with the need to be careful of causing offence. We have experience of living in a society where we are not the dominant voice. We have experience of thinking about the proper relationship between church and state. As we think today about such things as blasphemy laws, faith schools and ‘defender of faith’ versus ‘defender of faiths’, we have something to offer into the discussion.
We know about the tension between demands for unity and all being in agreement and getting on, and the rights of personal convictions and consciences.
Nevertheless, Paul still splits people up into the worldly and the spiritual. In chapter three he once again accuses the Corinthians of being worldly: 

3 You are still worldly. For since there is jealousy and quarrelling among you, are you not worldly? Are you not acting like mere humans? 4 For when one says, ‘I follow Paul,’ and another, ‘I follow Apollos,’ are you not mere human beings?

Again, the basic difference is between describing between people in whom God’s Spirit has come to dwell, opening them up to new depths and dimensions of truth and experience and who will be led by the spirit to start to bear the fruit of the spirit that Paul writes about in Galatians 5: 

love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law. 24 Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 25 Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. 
In contrast to those living in the spirit are those living as though the world and human life was rumbling along in the same old way, with the same old prejudices, passions jealousies, rivalries and quarrels. They may think they are sophisticated but in reality, they are merely human in Paul’s view. Christian’s have a higher calling than to be ‘mere humans’ – but to things of the Spirit, to the Way of Jesus.
The ‘worldly’ are led simply by ordinary human interior life, prides and passions, sin infected and tainted lifestyles. Such a person cannot simply understand what’s going on when the talk turns to the deep things of the Spirit. They become like a tone-deaf person at the opera: it’s all nonsense to them. 
Take that picture one step further. Imagine being the only musical person listening to a wonderful string quartet in a large room full of tone-deaf people. This is rather like Paul’s picture of being a ‘spiritual’ person in a world of merely human people
He calls for a unity because of the foundation of Christ in their lives.  Don’t go following various leaders is his argument. Ultimately, they are only servants through whom they came to believe: as the Lord has assigned each to their task.  Only God can bring growth. Only God can change lives, only God can convert.

We can plant and water the seed. That is not unimportant. Each will be rewarded Paul says. We are co-workers in God’s service. What a tremendous privilege. 

But all of us who are Christians have Christ as our foundation. Look under the skin – that is our common bond
I remember reading a while back a reflection from Jock Dalrymple a Catholic Priest working with people with mental and physical disabilities. He quotes a 19th century Carmelite nun Therese of Lisieux who said, following St Paul, that ‘all is grace. There are many circumstances in which we do not immediately recognise the far-reaching effects of grace. It is more in hindsight and with the light of the Spirit that we see how God has accomplished us with his love in painful situations. Then God’s grace appears as an undercoat of paint which, after a long period of time, shows through the upper layers as they gradually wear out.

These words spoke powerfully to Dalrymple. Over a period of months, he had felt abandoned by God, but somehow, he says ‘I was helped across a threshold, and looking back, was suddenly able to recognise that in a dark and difficult time God had indeed been at work, supporting and sustaining me through the compassion and love of certain dear friends and close family. I realised that the Spirit does indeed work in all sorts of different ways in different people and that same Spirit helped me to see that ‘it’s the same God who is working in all of them.
The undercoat of paint remains and will no doubt do so for a long time, but the process of healing is under way.’
Christ is our undercoat, our foundation. The undercoat of grace, splashed on by the Spirit, uniting us together as co-workers in God’s service, God’s building, the temple in which God dwells by His Spirit.
Don’t just be ‘mere humans’ – be led by the Spirit.
May the Spirit bring you the unity of Christ.
