
“Healing Division” 

January 26, 2020 

Scripture: Isaiah 9:1-4; I Corinthians 1:10-18 

 

 

 I’m always fascinated whenever I read Paul’s letters—Corinthians or Philippians or 

Galatians, say—fascinated by how similar the issues of 1
st
 century Asia Minor churches are to 

modern American churches. We are separated by thousands of years and generations of 

technology yet we all seem to struggle with the same questions. There’s a reason for that, of 

course. We have one thing in common that transcends all those centuries. No matter where the 

church is located or what era it’s found, it is always made up of people.  

 

 We can’t avoid that. The church will always be made up of people, and people really 

don’t seem to change very much. We’re driven by the same impulses today that our ancestors 

were thousands of years ago. We may be more sophisticated in some ways, able to express 

ourselves more subtly. But in a lot of ways, exposure to other cultures, awareness of other 

practices, we may know less than they did. Corinth was a main hub of trade in ancient Greece, so 

had a thriving and diverse population representing religions and nations from all over the world. 

The people Paul is writing would have known about all sorts of philosophies and religious 

practices. 

 

 And that may have been why they tended to divide themselves up into different factions. 

It’s not clear if they were organized the way Paul describes, in different camps following the 

teachings of different leaders such as Cephas or Apollos or Paul, but they were divided. They 

were holding each other to standards that were inconsequential and petty. It could be they felt 

threatened by all the diversity around them and wanted some absolute and certain claim to hold 

onto, but in doing that they were missing the real heart of the gospel. 

 

 That happens all the time in churches today. We are so easily frightened by the changes 

we see around us. It feels as if our grip on the culture is slipping and we’re falling into 

irrelevance. So we become more rigid. We circle the wagons and start looking for reasons among 

ourselves for why we’ve lost control. We tell ourselves that if we just believe the right things or 

practice the right rituals we can regain our place or at the very least stop our descent.  

 

 The trouble is we all have a different idea of what those beliefs should be or what those 

practices should look like. We’re people. We divide ourselves and align ourselves with certain 

interpretations or perspectives and in the end, as Yeats said, “things fall apart, the center cannot 

hold.” We miss what’s at the heart of things, overwhelmed by distractions. 

 

 That may have been why Paul was so desperate to rein in the divisions at Corinth. He saw 

them falling apart and it broke his heart. I think Paul is often mischaracterized as egotistic or 

controlling, as if everything had to be his way or not at all. But do you see how he includes 

allegiance even to him as part of the problem? “Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you 

baptized in the name of Paul?” He doesn’t want their devotion for himself. He wants them to 

understand the amazing new reality that’s exploded on the scene in Christ. The astounding truth 

that Paul learns in Christ is divisions have been wiped away. 



 Over and over in his letters Paul reminds the people in those churches that they are no 

longer the people they once were. They are a new creation. The church is meant to be something 

new in the world, a place where all the differences that keep us separated everywhere else are 

eliminated and we’re made one. For Paul that unity is the heart of the gospel. It doesn’t mean 

we’re all the same; he’s not talking about uniformity. He means we have found in putting on 

Christ a new identity for ourselves that causes us to see one another through a new lens.  

 

 This is why he goes to the image of Christ crucified. In other letters Paul emphasizes the 

resurrected Christ as the key image for understanding what’s happened in the world. But here he 

talks about the cross. What does that mean for Paul? Everyone was familiar with that image, it 

was a common form of execution in the Roman world, but Paul turned it into something 

completely different. What in most people’s minds was a symbol of humiliation and fear and 

weakness, Paul interprets as triumph and hope and power. Paul believed the way division is 

healed in the world is by our identifying with the crucified Christ. We must join him on the cross 

and allow our self, our ego, to die. Until we do that we will always be divided, against one 

another and within ourselves.  

 

 And really isn’t that where the divisions we experience are rooted? We’re divided in the 

church; we’re divided in the culture, in our society, in our politics. But isn’t it all rooted in a deep 

sense of worthlessness and fear and grief? We’re trying so hard to hang onto some illusion of 

control while we know we’re dying inside. This is the reality people have always struggled with. 

What Paul discovered in Christ is the only way to end the struggle is the cross, to let our ego die 

so we can stop protecting it against all the imaginary threats we concoct and finally be free to 

love our true selves and each other.  

 

 There is no more powerful and more painful demand than that. This is not an easy road. 

It’s not easy to give up the ego. We want to be distinct. We want to make a mark. But all that, 

Paul says, is fleeting. As he says later in this letter, without love nothing we do in this world 

matters. And the only path to love is the cross.  

 

 So how do we begin? How do we start to heal the divisions among us? I think we have to 

start with prayer. Not spoken prayer, where we ask or tell God everything we want. But prayer as 

a form of letting go, simply opening ourselves to God and listening. Next we have to try to see 

one another in a new way. We have to stop competing with each other or treating every 

encounter as a transaction where all that matters is what we get out of it. We have to try to see 

through eyes of love, to see the true person behind the façade. One writer encourages us to say of 

every person we meet, “Christ died for you.” Another might be to silently tell each person, “You 

are God’s beloved.” And finally we have to take action. We have to act on behalf of another, 

even if it means doing harm to ourselves in some way. We have to be a voice for the vulnerable, 

to walk alongside those the world ignores or rejects. 

 

 That’s the path of the cross, the path Paul invites the people in Corinth to walk, the light 

to lead us out of darkness. Whatever divisions we have can be healed so long as we’re willing to 

walk the path of Christ and encourage each other with love along the way. 

 

Amen 


