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10I appeal to you, brothers, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree, and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same judgment. 11For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there is quarreling among you, my brothers. 12What I mean is that each one of you says, "I follow Paul," or "I follow Apollos," or "I follow Cephas," or "I follow Christ." 13Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul? 14I thank God that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius, 15so that no one may say that you were baptized in my name. 16I did baptize also the household of Stephanas. Beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized anyone else. 17For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel, and not with words of eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power. 18For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.


It is the fifth Sunday in our series concerning church and church membership.  This Sunday we will discuss what Church needs and/or wants from us.  To answer this question, we must consider the different definitions of Church.  Because each different ‘church’ expects and asks for something different from us, we will look at each version of CHURCH separately.

First of all, CHURCH is the church-universal, the community of all believers, the Bride of Christ.  This church is the one who responds directly to God himself.  This is the community we belong to because we have a relationship with Jesus.  And what does this CHURCH want/need from us.


Jesus tells us to obey his commands.  Jesus models the actions that we should take.  This CHURCH wants us to share the Gospel, the good news of Jesus.  This CHURCH wants us to remember the sacrifice of Christ through the ritual of communion, and to model the behavior of Christ through baptism.  As members of the Bride of Christ we are to also to help the poor, to clothe the naked, to comfort the bereaved, to care for the sick, and to visit those in prison.  As members of the fellowship of believers, we are to do all those things that Christ taught us to do.

We are to also grow in the faith.  We are to continue to meet with the others who share our faith.  We are to study and pray and worship.  We are to be the kind of people that God wants us to be.  This CHURCH wants us to be excellent people and close to God.


The next church we will examine is the local congregation.  This organization wants and needs many things from us also.  The local church wants our resources and our commitment.  Legitimately it wants us to pool our resources to work towards all those noble goals of the CHURCH UNIVERSAL.  It provides a place where we can meet together, a place that supports our worship, a place that helps us focus on Jesus and his words.  It provides classes for us to learn and grow as believers.  It provides opportunities for us to do community service and raise money to help others.


As a community of the family of God, LOCAL CHURCH is the place where we learn to lovingly live with each other.  LOCAL CHURCH needs us to be kind to each other, to work hard to share with each other, and to comfort and support each other in times of pain and grief.  LOCAL CHURCH needs us to act like a family.


The LOCAL CHURCH wants our resources in the form of money and time and talents.  And that is appropriate.  But often it wants our commitment to the local congregation as opposed to the other local congregations that are nearby.  LOCAL CHURCH wants us to attend and give and help keep the CHURCH doors open.  LOCAL CHURCH needs us to fill all the committees, keep the books, make the decisions, pay the bills, and fill the pews.  LOCAL CHURCH will even sometimes tells us what is wrong with the other local churches in order to convince us that we should stick with this local church.  In short, LOCAL CHURCH often has very selfish reasons for what is asks us for.

We live in a real world.  We need each other, and this means we need to belong to a local congregation.  As a matter of practicality, we cannot join each week with all the Christians around the whole world.  We have to meet in smaller groups.  We have to meet in smaller groups.  And we have to have a place to meet, or so we are accustomed to thinking. We want a professional leader: a pastor or priest or preacher.  Having a church and a pastor means having money, so we ask people to give.  It requires an organization, or at least we think that is the right way to do our business, so we have to have committed people.  So what appears to be selfishness has some very practical basis.  


Now we notice some tension between the high-minded ideals of the CHURCH Universal and the needs of the local congregation.  As humans, we don’t seem able to carry out the high ideals without an organization, and inevitably we realize that these two forms of CHURCH don’t always work well together.

In LOCAL CHURCH, we try to do the learning and growing that must be part of our Christian life.  And we do missions to carry out the commands of Jesus to help others.  Yet, sometimes it seems that is the smaller portion of what we do at LOCAL CHURCH.  And we grieve over that, struggling to make it less so.


Then there is the DENOMINATIONAL CHURCH.  This form of organization exists between UNIVERSAL CHURCH and LOCAL CHURCH.  It helps us to understand that we are part of something bigger than ourselves.  It gives us a tangible connection with CHURCH UNIVERSAL.  It helps us channel our mission funds that get used beyond our local community.  And it helps us find answers and take actions that LOCAL CHURCH could not do on its own.  


Like LOCAL CHURCH, it is an organization.  Because it is more distant, embracing LOCAL CHURCHES too far away for us to attend regularly, it seems less important.  And when DENOMINATION CHURCH wants money or time from us, we feel less obligated and less able to respond.  But, like LOCAL CHURCH, we must communicate within DENOMINATIONAL CHURCH or we will cease to be a part of that community.  And we do need the help of DENOMINATIONAL CHURCH to keep us from forgetting the high ideals and noble purposes of CHURCH UNIVERSAL.

But, like the LOCAL CHURCH, DENOMINATIONAL CHURCH is often very antagonistic towards Christians that are not part of their group.  And this leads us to our text today. In our text, Paul writes to the churches in Corinth.  Notice that I said churches.  There was more than one LOCAL CHURCH in Corinth.  They had to meet in houses, and there were too many to meet in one house, so they met in several different places around the city.  Evidently, as they grew, they developed LOCAL CHURCHES that identified themselves in differing ways.  And now these different LOCAL CHURCHES, quickly developing into DENOMINATIONAL CHURCHES, are bickering with each other in the name of the persons they identify with.  So Paul has to tell these very early Christians not to argue, but to learn to cooperate and love each other.  It is interesting that this happens so early in the history of CHURCH! 


It should be apparent at this point that what CHURCH needs from us and what CHURCH wants from us is not always the same thing.  And both require a response from us.  We do not live in a world where CHURCH participation is required by the government, so whatever we do, we do voluntarily.  Thus we must decide exactly which of the demands of the various CHURCHES we will respond to.


This process of discernment is one that we carry on throughout our Christian life.  We are constantly challenged to decide what we will, and will not, do on behalf of one of the CHURCHES we have described.  This discernment is not easy.  It is not easy because it is personal.  Whatever we do is up to us, and we both want to do what is right and to feel right in doing it.  Usually, that’s hard.  It’s particularly hard when others in the LOCAL CHURCH are busy telling us what we should do.  Guilt is spread thick, and we are often left with a choice of doing what we DO NOT WANT TO DO and feeling bad about not doing whatever we were asked to do.


As someone who often asks members of this church to do things for the church, I probably have contributed to the guilt feelings of many of you.  For that, I am somewhat sorry: ‘somewhat’ because maybe you should feel guilty; ‘sorry’ because I do not want you to feel bad.  I ask because many people want to be asked, and because sometimes people don’t realize there is an opportunity for them to serve.  But if it is not something you feel you can do, I will accept no as an answer.  I only ask that you consult with God first.  I am not God, and I am not confused about that.  When I ask, it may be God is leading me to do so, and it may be that I just had a hare-brained idea.  You have to decide which is which, and if it was my mistake, rest assured it’s not my first!

The point here is that we have to be honest with ourselves about why we do what we do in CHURCH.  Yes, sometimes we have to do things that stretch us.  Yes, sometimes we are afraid of how our talents and participation will be received.  But that is a part of growing.  On the other hand, church is not supposed to be a place where people demand things of us that we are not equipped or ready to do.  Discernment and prayer are called for as we make those decisions.  After all, guilt is a poor motivator in the long run.  We should not try to guilt-trip each other into attending or participating in church.  We should invite each other to share in something that is worthwhile and good.  


I interpret verse 17 this way.  Paul says that he did not come to baptize, but to preach the gospel.  I interpret baptism here to relate to which denomination, or flavor, of Christianity people are following.  So Paul is glad he has not contributed much to that particular tendency.


I take this verse to mean that CHURCH membership and CHURCH labels are less important than our sharing the good news of Jesus Christ with those around us.  This is an example of a good thing getting in the way of a Great thing.  Baptism and belonging to a LOCAL CHURCH had gotten in the way of sharing Jesus.   

When we look at this text and also at our responsive reading text, we see Jesus calling us to a mission that predates CHURCH.  What we are about as Christians is more than CHURCH.  CHURCH is just a tool, a means to help us do the things we are commissioned to do.  We must not let CHURCH and CHURCH MEMBERSHIP get in the way of the divine commands.  We must work to insure that CHURCH supports what Jesus expects from each of us.  We must not let CHURCH separate us from God, or from each other.

So what does this CHURCH want from us?  I will answer from my own experience here.  Caroline Valley Community Church wants you and me to be present, to be here in this place.  We want us to be kind to each other, loving and gentle with each other.  We want us to share our talents with each other: singing, playing musical instruments, making banners, giving the announcements, reading scripture.  We want us to help raise money for this church.  We want to use those funds to help the poor and troubled in this community.  All of these things I have seen and experienced here.


And what does CVCC need from us?  Again, this is based on my own experiences.  This church needs us to be present, but not just in body.  It needs for us to be present in mind and soul.  This church needs for us to be kind to each other, and to be equally kind to all of those we meet: our neighbors, our visitors, our whole community. This church needs us to exercise our talents, such as in music and sharing in the services, but it also needs for us to develop new talents, to stretch ourselves in new directions, and to share all this with each other.  This church needs for us to focus on Bible Study and prayer in an effort to strengthen our spiritual roots, and understand the values of our Christianity.  As Paul puts this “For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”  We need to be more familiar with our gospel so we can tap the power that it carries. And this church needs to develop a reputation throughout this community of being a SAFE place to go and meet God.  


I close this morning with the verse on the bulletin for this series of sermons.  With Paul I give these words “To the church of God ….to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints together with all those who in every place call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours.”  Amen.
