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The Sin of Division, The Sin of Unity
1 Corinthians 1:10-13; 1 Corinthians 11:17-19
Now I plead with you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, ﻿that you all ﻿﻿speak the same thing, and that there be no ﻿divisions among you, but that you be perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same judgment. ﻿11﻿ For it has been declared to me concerning you, my brethren, by those of Chloe’s household, that there are ﻿contentions among you. ﻿12﻿ Now I say this, that ﻿each of you says, “I am of Paul,” or “I am of ﻿﻿Apollos,” or “I am of ﻿Cephas,” or “I am of Christ.” ﻿13﻿ ﻿﻿Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul (1 Corinthians 1:10-13)?
Now in giving these instructions I do not praise you, since you come together not for the better but for the worse. ﻿18﻿ For first of all, when you come together as a church, ﻿﻿I hear that there are divisions among you, and in part I believe it. ﻿19﻿ For ﻿﻿there must also be factions among you, ﻿﻿that those who are approved may be ﻿﻿recognized among you (1 Corinthians 11:17-19).
Introduction 
There are anywhere from 25,000 to 35,000 religious denominations.  This fact was brought to my attention years back while in a conversation with some Roman Catholic friends.  They agreed with, and enjoyed, what I would write regarding Christian ethics.  If only I would return to the one true church their joy would be made full—after all, I am Italian!
My friends were under the impression that the disunity and scattering of the body of Christ via these thousands of denominations should surely reveal the error or Protestantism.  The body of Christ is to be unified; and there aren’t thousands of denominations under the umbrella of Roman Catholicism.  The unity of the Roman Catholic Church, at least in their eyes, serves to give a more biblical picture of the harmony of the Christian faith.  


Leaving for now the de facto regarding the disunity of Rome (pre-Vatican II versus post-Vatican II, charismatic Roman Catholics, Roman Catholics who oppose celibacy in the priesthood, pro-choice, gay, anti-death penalty, etc.) many of my evangelical friends have picked up on this factional embarrassment in the church and have sought to deemphasize the reality of divisions in the church.  They generally do this by downplaying any form of doctrine that raises eyebrows or treads the shores of controversy.  

I remember thinking this way.  At a time when groceries stores were marketing generic products packaged in white with a blue stripe around them I, in jest, suggested we put a blue stripe around our church and simply call ourselves Christian.  This would serve to avoid being associated with theological or denominational separatism and divisiveness.  We would be a church that believes the Bible and preaches Christ—and that’s it!  As time marched on we began to realize what a daunting task this would be—virtually impossible.

  As I sought to distance myself from any theological camp and just preach the word I found myself assailed by people who thought I was getting it wrong—and some of them were right.  And sometimes they weren’t very nice about it.  You can only avoid controversial theological issues for so long.   
It seems to be the very nature of the case that things that are worthwhile are things for which you need to fight.  The great 20th century theologian, J. Gresham Machen, in his (must read) book, Christianity and Liberalism, made this point:

In the sphere of religion, as in other spheres, the things about which men are agreed are apt to be the things that are least worth holding; the really important things are the things about which men will fight.


Three points I’d like to make:  The church, the body of Christ, is to be unified.  Unity requires division.  The pursuit of unity through division should have a glorious and redemptive aim or purpose.
I.  The Call to Unity


In our first passage this morning we see Paul pleading with the church to “speak the same thing…be perfectly joined together in the same mind and judgment.”  It had been brought to Paul’s attention that there were factions and contentions within their church.  These particular factions didn’t seem (at least primarily) to belong to theological issues but what you might call personality cults—“I am of Paul, I am of Apollos, Cephas,” etc.  

Often students, myself included, who have gleaned from good teachers, will be accused of promoting these types of factions.  More than once I have quoted John Calvin, Charles Spurgeon, Greg Bahnsen, J. I. Packer or R. C. Sproul in explanation of a passage or how I might understand an attribute of God, only to be met with a gentle admonition of “I am Calvin” or “I am of Spurgeon.”  


This very sentence should reveal that this is not what Paul is addressing.  Notice that I am appealing to Paul and what he taught.  Paul is not teaching that Christians shouldn’t study, learn and even quote Paul.  That cannot be what “I am of Paul” means.  How self-refuting would that be?  Paul is writing with the full assumption that they will regard his letter as the very word of God.  So to quote someone in support of your understanding of God cannot be what Paul is addressing.  It is more of a division in the church behind banners of personality rather than content.


A church should never be so dependent upon the personality of its pastors that it crumbles when one leaves or dies—that would be sure fire evidence that those pastors built the church on the wrong foundation.


Christians are called to be “perfectly joined together” in a unity of “mind” and “judgment.”  They are to “speak the same thing.”  The unity is a matter of agreement on propositional truths.  And that unity is a necessary component of the attending blessings that are to be found among God’s people.  This is a conspicuous and uniformed teaching through the Scripture.     

Finally, brethren, farewell. Become complete. ﻿ ﻿Be of good comfort, be of one mind, live in peace; and the God of love ﻿﻿and peace will be with you (2 Corinthians 13:11). 

Finally, all of you be of one mind, having compassion for one another; love as brothers, be tenderhearted, be ﻿﻿courteous (1 Peter 3:8)

Oneness of mind means Christians have something to say that is consistent, sound and redemptive.  The church is not to be a house divided (Matthew 12:25).  And the oneness of mind that is to be found in the church is found, as Paul writes, in that Christians “have the mind of Christ” (1 Corinthians 2:16).  So recognizing unity as a goal—a critical goal—how does the church go about pursuing true unity?  

Is there true unity in the Roman Catholic Church in their monarchial government where the Pope declares ex cathedra what the church believes?  Is the mere imposing of ecclesiastical power all that it takes?  This can hardly be true since the apex of Rome’s flexing of its ecclesiastical muscles produced the largest division in the history of the church, i.e. the Protestant Reformation (which was spearheaded by Word and conscience wielding Roman Catholics).  

Does true unity come from what I sought to do in the past—either downplaying or ignoring matters of controversy?  Would you think that you found a unified church if you entered a place where people get along well because they simply ignore those things in the Bible that tend to be upsetting?  It is here that I would argue for the necessity of division against a sinful and vapid unity.  
II. The Necessity of Division Against a Sinful Unity
During the joyous festivities surrounding Christmas people will extract certain passages from Scripture to display as a testimony to the glory of the incarnation.  One very popular passage is found in Luke.  It reads,

Glory ﻿to God in the highest, And on earth ﻿peace, ﻿﻿goodwill ﻿﻿toward men (Luke 2:14)! 


Over thirty years later Jesus would teach that which appears to be just the opposite:

Do not think that I came to bring peace on earth. I did not come to bring peace but a sword (Matthew 10:34).

Jesus would then go on to explain how He would disrupt the very unity of households—“a man against his father, a daughter against her mother,” and so on.  After chastising the Corinthian church for their divisiveness, Paul goes on to explain the necessity of it.

﻿﻿I hear that there are divisions among you, and in part I believe it. ﻿19﻿ For ﻿﻿there must also be factions among you, ﻿﻿that those who are approved may be ﻿﻿recognized among you (1 Corinthians 11:18-19).
There are three major places where this battle rages—where this sword that Jesus brings is designed to sever:  The church with the world; the world in the church; and in the very souls of every Christian. 
1.  Church and World


The very word church ekklessia is a combination of ek “out of” and klessia “to call”.  The church are the “called out” ones.  And that which we are called out of is the world.  To be called out of the world does not mean we go into outer-space, nor does it mean we create our own villages or Christian ghettos in the suburbs.  Jesus explains not being of the world in His prayer for us that the Father “should not take us out of the world, but that You (He) should keep them (us) from the evil one” (John 17:14).  


The church’s allegiance to Christ should be an allegiance un-intimidated by the world.  The sub-title of the church’s book should read:  ﻿ ﻿Indeed, let ﻿﻿God be ﻿﻿true but ﻿﻿every man a liar (Romans 3:4). 
Paul gives a suitable application of this when he charges the Christians at Ephesus to “no longer walk as the rest of the Gentiles walk, in the futility of their mind” (Ephesians 4:17).  This brings us to our second sub-point here addressing the world in the church.  
2.  The World in the Church

The very admonition that Paul gives Ephesus necessitates we draw the conclusion that this was a problem at that church—they were governing themselves in the ways of the world—and by “the world” Paul would include false religions. 
In a passage in 2 Corinthians, which we generally apply to marriage, Paul teaches that we not be “unequally yoked.”  And though it may certainly include marriage, it has a much wider application.  In a passage that culminates with the call for the church to “come out…be separate” Paul rhetorically asks:

For ﻿﻿what ﻿﻿fellowship has righteousness with lawlessness? And what ﻿﻿communion has light with darkness? ﻿15﻿ And what accord has Christ with Belial? Or what part has a believer with an unbeliever? ﻿16﻿ And what agreement has the temple of God with idols (2 Corinthians 6:14-16)? 

Many of us might be comfortable with the idea that the church is to be distinct from the world, but might be astonished to find out just how much influence worldly thinkers have in the church.  There may be a bulky sense in which the church is called out of the world, but keeping the world out of the church is much more surgical and requires continual introspection regarding the influences in our lives.

As a quick example, the church-growth phenomenon will often admit that their models for church growth are not, so much, found in the Scriptures (although they may find a convenient verse here or there), but from corporate network marketing strategies which simplify the faith into an easily purchased and consumed product.  

They may trust the Scriptures regarding its message of the cross (if they are committed to orthodoxy) but they are not interested (or as some have expressed to me) that the Scriptures teach how the cross is to be preached and presented to a fallen world—for this we need the wisdom of man.  This is a relatively harmless example, since many of the world’s philosophies attack the sovereignty of God, the power of the cross and person of Christ Himself.  All of this leading the church into an entirely different purpose.
It was in the context of sound teaching that Jude taught that we are to “contend earnestly for the faith” (Jude 3).  The word “contend” epagonizesthai means to strive, or fight.  A sound understanding of the things of God does not come naturally.  The person who desires health fights a lifelong battle of diet and exercise.  The church must contend.
Suffice it to say that judgment begins with the household of God (1 Peter 4:17).  Jesus may have set families against themselves; but even more, He was the righteous source of the decimation of the Old Covenant Church which had become a lifeless carcass in the eyes of God (Matthew 24:28). 

3.  The Soul of Christians


The divisive nature of the Christian faith should also be taking place within the very soul of every Christian.  The word of God is “living and powerful and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the division of soul and spirit, and of joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12).   Every last single one of us, as we read the word and discuss what it says with one another, must be open and willing to have it cut away the sin, error and worldly thinking that still abides in our hearts and minds.  

To have the disposition that I’m “through talking” is to have the disposition that I’m through learning, growing and being sanctified.  Surely there comes a time when the discussion needs a rest.  But we are all called to “always be ready to give a defense” (1 Peter 3:15) for what we believe.  
Friends, the statement “we never argue” coming from married couples isn’t always a sign of a healthy relationship.  It can very easily mean one person is so oppressive that the other is afraid to speak or that one, or both, just don’t care any more.  
Individual Christians, and the churches they attend, may think they are pleasing to God because they ignore controversy.  But they may very well be a stench in the nose of God because it is a unity of sinful ungodliness.
III. The Objective 


I hope this message doesn’t sound as if I’m advocating being bitter and disagreeable people who are always looking for a fight.  Over the years I’ve sought to develop some foresight regarding where conversations are coming from and where they’re headed—a valuable skill to develop for married couples.  I’ve also come to realize that the violation of the Third Commandment (using God’s name in vain) easily applies to those of us who open our mouths to speak of the things of God with a vain or empty purpose.


We are to speak the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15), or as Paul writes:

﻿Let your speech always be ﻿with grace, ﻿seasoned with salt, ﻿that you may know how you ought to answer each one (Colossians 4:6). 


So just what is the objective of all this division?  In the first chapter of 1 Corinthians Paul criticizes the church for its factions (along with their sophistry).  In chapter two he expresses what amounts to be the heart of his message and the primary reason the church is to continually work to ferret out philosophical invasion.
And I, brethren, when I came to you, did not come with excellence of speech or of wisdom declaring to you the ﻿﻿testimony of God. ﻿2﻿ For I determined not to know anything among you ﻿except Jesus Christ and Him crucified (1 Corinthians 2:1, 2). 


The crucifixion of Christ serves as a synecdoche for the totality of His work of redemption.  I was communicating to the elders of my intention to delay my sermon series on the Apostles’ Creed and do some topical sermons in the meantime.  One elder responded, “Just as long as your placard Christ.”  

By that I assumed he meant the life, death, resurrection and ascension of Christ—the accomplished work of redemption.  It is almost as if everything Paul wrote, if not the entirety of Scripture is designed to either present the purity of God’s work of redemption or expose those things which would blur or detract from it.  


The simple message, the message for which we must contend, is that Jesus died to save sinners.  He is our only hope for peace with God.  
﻿ 

Questions for Study
1. How many religious denominations are there?  Is that good or bad (pages 2, 3)?

2. What are the difficulties associated with a church seeking to be generic (page 3)?

3. The church is called to unity.  What makes a church unified (pages 3-5)?

4. Is it wrong to quote Bible teachers (pages 3, 4)?

5. Is unity always good (pages 5-7)?

6. Did Jesus bring peace or a sword?  Explain (page 5).

7. What three places do we see division taking place (pages 6-8)?

8. What is the objective of Christian division (pages 8, 9)?
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