
United We Stand
3rd Sunday after Epiphany - Year A - 01/26/2020

Psalm Reading: 27
1st Reading: Matt. 4:12-22, 2nd: 1 Cor. 1:10-18

The question has been asked, “Why can’t we all just get 
along?” It is a reasonable question, especially when we 
consider that we in the Body of Christ are all Christians. You 
know, in the Gospel of John (John 17:22-23) Jesus says, “I have 
given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as
we are one – I in them and you in me – so that they may be 
brought to complete unity.” If we are followers of Christ, then 
yes, we should be united.

In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul addresses this and
a host of other issues. You see, he is writing to a dis-functional 
church. This is a church with many problems. The people in the 
church are arguing over issues like whether they can eat food 
sacrificed to idols, or whether a man can marry his step-mother
after his father died, or how they might employ the gifts of the 
spirit. They were even filing lawsuits against each other. Yeah, 
that was some crazy stuff Paul was having to deal with. These 
issues and even issues of theology were causing division in the 
church in Corinth.1

And Paul addresses this when he writes, “One of you says, 
‘I follow Paul’; another, ‘I follow Apollos’; another, ‘I follow 
Cephas’; still another, ‘I follow Christ.’” (v.12) William Barclay 
suggests that this could be translated to say that Paul follows 
Christ, so that instead of following Paul or Apollos or Cephas, 
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that ultimately we are all followers of Christ.2 Then Paul goes 
on, “Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Were you 
baptized in the name of Paul?”(v.13)

And so Paul chastises those in the Corinthian church who 
would divide over who happened to evangelize them, or whose
theology they ascribed to. Meanwhile, there is only one 
important person for us to follow. There is truly only one: Jesus 
Christ as presented to us in the Gospels who told us that we are
to love the Lord our God with all of our hearts, souls and minds 
and to Love our neighbors as ourselves. (Matt. 22.37) And that 
in seeking we will find (Matt. 7:7), and through Gods grace, 
when we have faith in that very Christ we will be saved.

The rest is all (pardon my Greek) adiaphora. It is not so 
important.  

So Paul encourages them to set aside their differences. He 
tells them in verse 10, “I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, 
that all of you agree with one another in what you say and that 
there be no divisions among you.” In other words, “Folks, let’s 
agree that Christ is what is important and let us move ahead 
and work together from that basis.”

Last week on the calendar was the “Week of Prayer for 
Christian Unity.” There was a service at the UCC church on 
Wednesday. Robin and I went. I did a reading and led some 
prayers. Other pastors from the area participated as well. There
was a sense of togetherness there. Yet, truthfully, the 
participation rate was less from the local churches. There are 
still divisions among the various denominations. Some refuse to

2William Barclay, The Letters to the Corinthians (Philadelphia, PA: The Westminster Press, 1954) 17.
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work with others. There are two ministerial associations, and 
various church blocks in this community. 

There are even sometimes divisions within individual 
churches. And, of course, our church is no exception. We are 
fallible humans after all. Yes, we do occasionally have squabbles
among ourselves. But, I must say that a little bit of that is 
healthy as long as we can all come to agreement at the end of 
an issue, or project, at least agree to disagree. And I think we all
do that, and as long as we stick to the golden rule, as long as we
give each other the benefit of the doubt, as long as we 
remember our vision to “Proclaim, Nurture, and Demonstrate”, 
I think we will stay unified as a church and will find a way to 
move ahead. 

So what is the big deal about unity? Why is Paul adamant 
on this issue? 

When I was in the Navy... (story about the sinking 
compartment in the swimming pool.)

Now, this was only an exercise and the compartment only 
sank until the water was up to our chests, but we sure got a 
good soaking when we were not successful. And we were only 
successful after we understood what our goal was, (to keep 
from sinking), and that we understood what it was that we 
needed to do (patch the holes with the materials at hand), and 
we had some measurable indicators of our success (the rising 
water level), and that we met together to make ourselves 
accountable for the progress we made. And we had to work 
together, with everyone helping, in order to accomplish our 
goal.
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And you know, I think what happened there, in that 
training exercise back in my Navy days, is not dissimilar to what 
is happening today to the mainline churches in general and to 
the Presbyterian Church in particular. Are we, as a 
denomination, sinking? I would say that, in a sense, we are. 
Well, at least the number of people in the denomination 
continues to go down. In fact, the Presbyterian Church (USA) 
has been declining for decades.3

My own belief is that the decline is partly due to division in
the wider church and the difficulty we find in working together 
in a coordinated effort, but I think it is even more fundamental 
than that. I think we have been afraid to access some of the 
powerful resources that we have at our disposal. In our own 
church alone, we have a vast amount of experience and talent. 
We have leaders (sitting right here in the pews) who can be 
trusted to do great things. We have a beautiful facility that is 
under-utilized. We have financial resources that could be 
judiciously applied (we are Presbyterians after all.) We have 
God the Father to appeal to. We have Christ for us to follow, 
and we have the Spirit to inspire and energize us.

You know at the end of the Gospel of Matthew (Chapter 
28) Christ gives a mandate to the Apostles. He tells them to “Go
therefore and make disciples of all nations.” (Matt. 28:19) 
Following this “Great Commission” I believe that we can grow 
the church.  

In the coming days I am going to be asking Session and the 
Deacons to work with me in finding ways to bring more 
disciples to Christ through the activity of the Church. Growing 

3https://www.pcusa.org/news/2019/4/23/pcusa-membership-decline-has-slowed/
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will not be easy. It will mean a lot of work and much reliance on
the spirit. At times we will be discouraged, but at other times 
we will be uplifted. It will mean a change here and a change 
there...and none of us likes to be taken out of our comfort 
zone. Yet, I believe, if we try new things while continuing to do 
the things that we do well. If we follow our vision statement, to
Proclaim God’s Word, to Nurture God’s People, and to 
Demonstrate God’s Love, working together, with God’s help, 
we will surely succeed.

Let us pray…
Blessed and Holy God, you are three in one, the very 

image and model of how we should be with each other. Lord, 
infuse us with your spirit that we might know joy and fellowship
with one another, that we might work amicably with one 
another, spurring each other on to new levels of dedication to 
you. This we pray in the name of Jesus Christ.

ἀμἠν
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