Lent 4


Corinth the Church

Paul’s two letters to the Corinthian church have a strong and consistent underlying theme.  That Theme is Jesus Christ as the revelation of God’s wisdom and strength, both of which are evidenced clearly in the cross and the resurrection.

Paul contrasts God’s way - which is evidenced in Jesus - with the human behaviour of the Corinthians and sadly, of the Corinthian believers too. In contract to the love and humility of Jesus, the Corinthians demonstrate the worst of human behaviour. They are petty, arrogant, full of pride; they are divisive and have an appetite for all that is negative for the church, the body of Christ. The love of Christ on the cross (1 Cor 13) is contrasted with the Corinthians, many of whom are envious, boastful, arrogant, irritable, resentful and insisting on their own way.

The Corinthians are so far from God in their worldly behaviour that they need a reliable role model and to experience the power of the resurrection. Jesus was appointed by God as the role model for all human behaviour. If people choose a human role model for Christian living then Paul asks the people to imitate him as he imitates Christ (1 Corinthians 11 and 2 Corinthians 10). The theme of resurrection in the Corinthian letters is powerful and indeed there are more mentions of the words ‘raised’ and ‘resurrection’ in these two letters than in all other letters of Paul put together. Nothing short of God’s power could bring any change of behaviour to these worldly Corinthians. 

Their fellowship was broken in both dimensions, vertically and horizontally, with God and thus with others. For too many Corinthians the centre of their universe was not God but themselves; their primary motivation was not to serve God and other people but to build themselves up. Their fellowship was broken; they were indifferent to one another at best and at loggerheads at worst. It is no surprise then that Paul speaks so strongly of the need for real love as the means of maintaining unity within the church, Christ’s body. They appear to have been divided into parties following one leader or another, into social groupings of slaves and free, rich and poor. 

Paul’s words to the Corinthians ring out across the centuries; “All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation;  that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. (2 Cor 5:18-19). 

Is the church today much different to the Corinthian church? Sadly, too many congregations take the easy option when disagreements happen and rather than work through their differences they break fellowship. Whether the motivation for breaking fellowship is music, prayer books, vestments, gender, ordination or sexuality or more substantial reasons like theology, any division in Christ’s body is a stumbling block and a scandal.

One of the stark reminders to us of the sin and pervasiveness of broken fellowship is the Tokyo English-version phonebook. There are hundreds of Christian denominations listed and this in a country where the total Christian population is less than 1% of the total population. When one considers that half of the Christians belong to the Roman Catholic Church, the scandal of division is even more pronounced. Similarly in India, in the 19th century young Christians pleaded for reconciliation between Christians because their country had enough division already without western Church divisions and unwarranted  human pride reinforced the brokenness of their society. 

Our Australian Church is similarly divided into too many denominations, too many independent congregations. Our church has become too dependent upon human personalities. Too many people are focussed on music of either the rock or traditional kind; too ready to resort to slogans and an uncritical reading of the Bible as well as to a lack of respect for both Bible and tradition.  

As we journey towards Holy Week we do well to be reminded of the dangers of conforming to the empty standards of human behaviour in the world around us. We are in the world and indeed have been placed here to be salt and light but must never be of the world. We must never accept the brokenness of the Church but must be attentive to the prayer of Jesus for the unity of his followers and the plea of Paul for followers of Jesus to be champions of reconciliation.

