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´ Good Fight

Intro: Our New Testament reading comes from the first chapter of I Corinthians.  The apostle Paul
established the church at Corinth, he was especially fond of the people there. Corinth was a
well educated and cosmopolitan city.  His letters to the Corinthians are vivid pictures of the
actual life and problems of a particular church in the middle of the first century. Let us
listen for God’s word to us as it is found within I Cor chapter 1.       
´bout a year ago had an interesting
conversation with another minister in
Madison.  She grew up in southern
California, and had now started pastoring
here in the Midwest.  She told me about how
things were going with her congregation and
then she had an unusual complaint.  She
said, “everybody is so nice all the time,
nobody will ever say anything negative. 
I know they aren’t happy about some parts
of the ministry, and I’m not Pastor Perfect,
why don’t they just say something?”  She
continued “where I come from, people aren’t
afraid to say -it stinks- if something
stinks!”  Then came the difficult question
“Is there something about people from the
Midwest, that makes them afraid of a good
fight?” 

I stared at my coffee cup for a moment. 

Remembering very clearly my upbringing,
“if you can’t say something nice don’t say
anything at all.” I began to explain how
things were different in the Midwest, that
you don’t ever want to have anybody mad
at you, just in case you needed them to help
pull your car out of a snow bank, or raise
a barn, or something.  I tried to make sense it
for her, but it was obvious that I was
speaking a foreign language.  

This text from Paul is often used as a
rallying flag for Christian unity, as he
urges everyone to be of one mind and
purpose.  (Perhaps we Midwesterners are a
little closer to the peace God intends, than
our coastal brothers and sisters?)  This
morning I’d like to consider the text from a
slightly differently angle to see how a good
fight can help us see past our idols and by

so doing, place us closer to the truth.    

Comedian Phyllis Diller once gave advice
to couples, “don’t go to bed mad, stay up
and fight.”   I think we do have a
tendency to avoid conflict in our workplaces
and our personal lives to a great extent in
an effort to preserve a sense of peace.  We
go away mad rather than risk saying what
we feel.  I am not advocating that we need
to go out and look for things to disagree on,
but there is a great deal lost, when
complete and constant harmony in our
relationships is the utmost goal.  It can, and
often does, take more effort to avoid conflict
than it does to face an divisive issue
squarely, finish it and move on.   Many
times through a good process of voicing
differing ideas, or fighting fair,
creative ideas with new and unexpected
results come forth.  `y arguing, debating,
letting our passions show about issues, we
can be changed ourselves and we can
give others a sense of what is significant
and central to us.  

What is important enough in our own lives
that we are willing to make waves about
it, if need be?  For many today issues of
abortion, homosexuality, our government,
we find ourselves facing others with
strongly held beliefs that differ from our
own.  What do we do then?  ´nd there are
issues closer to home as well, how to spend the
household money, how to raise the children. 
These are just some of the things which we
feel strongly about.    

The church at Corinth was not in the midst
of complete harmony, they were in the middle

of a civil war within the church.  Some
issue, or issues had begun pulling apart
the threads that held them together, and
they were lining up behind “their” leader
as they each felt they were standing in the
corner of truth and righteousness.  

´s admirable and important as each of these
viewpoints might have been, the
underlying assumption of each had a
debilitating effect on the life of the
church.  It meant that the unity they
shared in Christ was being dissolved in
favor of human loyalties.  What was
holding them together , their common life in
Christ, was evaporating before their very
eyes.  

Paul is certainly not being conciliatory
as he writes to this church.  Paul rarely
was, but he really hits them between the
eyes with this letter. Paul is writing to
them to say, wait a minute, what are you
doing?  Do you know how silly it sounds for
you to say “I belong to Paul, or to ´pollos,
or to Peter?  It’s like kids on a playground
saying my Mom can beat up your Mom.  This
divisive attitude, I know more of the truth
than you do, is an attitude that has to go. 
Even those who claim to belong to Jesus are
lumped with those you are missing the mark
if they seek to exclude others because
they believe differently.   

What was at stake, according to Paul was
the nature of existence in Christ.  He asks
rhetorically “had Christ been divided?” 
How can Christ’s body be separated?  ´
divided Christ is a destroyed Christ.  Yet
this is what happens if we define Christian



existence in terms of human loyalties. 
Paul insists that he was neither
crucified for them, nor were they baptized
in his name.  `ecause no human being fills
this role, they can belong to no one in the
way they are claiming.  

There are some who claim to belong to Christ. 
´t first it would seem, at least someone has
it right.  Why should Paul object to these
folks?  ´ll four groups are being
reprimanded for false loyalties or
identifying their loyalties wrongly.  Those
claiming to belong to Christ are being
censured because they are as divisive
or and exclusive in their claims as the
rest.  Even using the right words, or titles,
is meaning less if it becomes the occasion
for arrogant and exclusive claims.  

Each one of us is seeking to find God, and we
can’t do it alone.  While God can be
discovered and appertained in nature, we
are called to be in community with one
another, to together be the body of Christ. 
So we must come together.  When two or three
are gathered there are at least fifteen
opinions, as the old saying goes.  

We must always recognize that that God
still has the power in the church, instead of
trying to get power by taking it from each
other, or aligning with the right group, we
all have unlimited power in the church
when our source of power is the living God.
´s we search for God, God points us to one
another.  

We need each other’s perspectives and
experiences to fill in the gaps of our own

understanding.  I will never see the world
an ´frican priest does.  I don’t see things
through the eyes of a southern `aptist, but
as people of faith, bring their ideas to
light, share their experience and
perspectives then the greeter good is served. 
We see the fantastic variety of ways
God’s presence is felt in the world.  

Paul’s confrontational call for unity, may
be heard as a threat to diversity of
viewpoints and opinions, but that is
because we confuse unity with
uniformity.  Later in this letter Paul will
defend the plurality of judgments that
Christians may have on the same issue, and
call for care in practice of all so that
unity of the church and the faith of its
members are not damages.  In a similar way
Paul discusses the gifts of the spirit and
their place in worship.  We have a
variety of gifts but they each come from
the one Lord.  Unity in faith does not mean
unity in thought and practice.  

`y occasionally fighting for what we
believe, we come to realize what we
truly hold dear, what is important to us. 
There are many issues, the war on terror,
housing, abortion, there are many, many
issues which need continuing effort and
thought full dialogue.  `ut Paul letter
warns us, not to let our feelings about one
issue, or person allow us to miss the greater
mark, striving to make God’s love real to
all.  When we put all our energy into one
issue, we can lose the greater good, the
greatest good -which is our lives in Christ. 

Paul sees this happening at his beloved
congregation at Corinth.  So he confronts them,
it is one not aimed at pulling them down, or
lifting himself up.  It is one that he hopes
will bring about change.  It is an
expression of his care and commitment to keep
the focus on Christ.  Fights can be good when
they clarify what is really important, the
church was missing what meant the most. 
Remaining committed to one another through
the unified body of Christ will take
continuing effort, each generation will
need to struggle with the call to keep the
focus on Christ.  Let us do so with Love and
conviction.  ´men.   


