1 Corinthians 1:10-18
What causes divisions?    The reading that we have just heard from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians (which is taken from the list of readings from the Church of England lectionary for the day) deals squarely with the issue of division in the church.
Perhaps a bit of background information would be helpful.  Corinth was a prosperous Greek city until it was completely destroyed by Roman forces.  It was left to rot for a hundred years until Julius Caesar ordered it to be resettled as a Roman colony.  It was filled with freed slaves from Rome and elsewhere in the Empire.  It was very well located and quickly grew in size as its new inhabitants took advantage of its excellent situation for trade.  Huge fortunes were made and so the city was full of the rich as well as artisans and the poor.  In this city of freed slaves, entrepreneurs who had made money wanted to achieve respectability and so endowed public buildings at their own expense to gain social acceptability.  Archaeology has revealed examples of this sort of patronage.
Confident and brash and proud of their status as a Roman colony, Corinthians liked to debate amongst themselves and there was intense rivalry between the followers of particular speakers who would argue for hours about their different views loudly supported by their disciples and putting down opponents. Seneca the Roman poet provides an eyewitness statement as to their disputes which one modern commentator likens to the behaviour of football supporters today.
In this environment Paul started a church.  The church was a community probably no bigger than one of the churches in our benefice – maybe 50 altogether.  It was split up as collection of cell groups which met in private houses spread over Corinth (an area about the size of our benefice) and periodically they all met in the house of Gaius, which being one of the bigger houses could accommodate all of them to worship together.  The church members were from a variety of social backgrounds including “some of noble birth” but also included artisans and people who had made money from trade.
After Paul established the church, he left and a gentleman called Apollos arrived.  He was a rather impressive and learned figure from Alexandria, whose teaching may have appealed to the pretentious new rich of Corinth.  Paul was in Ephesus when he heard from “Chloe’s household” that the church was splitting up between those who followed what Paul taught and those who followed what Apollos or Peter taught and other people who were suggesting that they followed none of these, but Christ.

Paul uses some very direct language to engage with this issue. Verse 10 “I appeal to you brothers in the name of Jesus Christ that all of you agree with one another so that there may be no divisions among you and that you may be perfectly united in mind and thought”.

But how can Christians be united?  We know that church history is full of divisions.  Think of the Orthodox church split from the Catholic church in 1054 largely over the question of whether the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son (the Catholic position) or from the Father alone (the Orthodox position).  Then of course there has been the great split at the time of the Reformation in the sixteenth century between the Roman Catholic and Protestant church largely over the question of whether charitable works or faith in Jesus Christ is what you need to be saved.  There have been many subsequent splits in Protestantism as well.  

These divisions have been full of anger and sometimes violence.  On matters of truth people often divide.  It is the same after all in politics.  Reading the extract from Seneca about the philosophers in Corinth, I was struck how similarly some of our politicians behave.  Lying and cheating to win the argument; shouting down the opposition; fomenting hatred of opinion and class.  

How differently Paul expects Christians to behave!  He cannot believe that Corinthian Christians are behaving in the same way as the philosophers; the same way as the secular world; to treat Christianity as if it were the same as politics.  

No! Christians are to “agree” and not to have “divisions”.  But how is this possible, we may ask?.  
I don’t know if you ever see a sign saying DO NOT – almost impossible to resist?  How does Paul deal with this this problem – he concentrates on something positive.  Paul – turns the focus back on Christ with two rhetorical questions – was Paul crucified for you?  Were you baptised into the name of Paul?  

Paul is saying – look to Jesus Christ – so what did Christ teach us?   To answer this question we must turn to what Jesus teaches in Matthew 22:37 and that Christians seek to follow: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul and all your mind…and ..you shall love your neighbour as yourself”.

Firstly, to associate yourself with any leader in the church (or indeed any form of churchmanship) so as to identify yourself by reference to that leader (or that way of doing things) is idolatry – it is not loving God, but loving that leader.  I have found this quite a revelation while preparing this talk and corrective for my own behaviour.  As Paul says in verse 13 “was Paul crucified for you?  - Clearly not.  It was Christ who was crucified and thus God whom we should worship and not create any division on the basis of loyalty to one leader or another.  So we should ask God how to respond to any situation and not just blindly follow the lead of one person or another.  
Each of us is responsible to God for our decisions and we should align our decisions and our life to him and not to any impressive earthly leader or way of doing things.
Secondly, we must love our neighbours as ourselves.  This means putting our interests to one side and thinking of the interests of others in all our decisions.  Unlike politics where (some argue) you should think of your own interests when you vote and the combination of those interests produce a majority government; in the church you should think of the interests of others in making your decisions; not just those in your immediate neighbourhood but more broadly also – the parable of the Good Samaritan is a good thing to ponder in making decisions about “who is my neighbour” – a definition might be “all of those who are affected by my action or failure to act”.

If we do both of these things; then we may still disagree on decisions, but we will do it in a courteous way; considering the views of others and their interests; and when we do disagree no lasting damage will be done to the relationships that we have with each other and we will be a unified church which will undoubtedly be blessed by God.
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