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 We may not fully appreciate the frustrations Paul faced in the churches he founded. He 

was trying to introduce a way of living that was completely foreign to the Roman world. And 

Corinth was an especially hard place to make an impression. Corinth was a port city in Greece 

going back many centuries. It was a crossroads for really every culture that part of the world 

knew. So, it was buzzing with all sorts of shrines and temples to different deities and cults 

ranging from as far away as Egypt and Arabia to the Imperial religion of Rome with temples to 

Poseidon, Aphrodite and Caesar. There were many ways of experiencing the divine available and 

it may have been hard to enter that environment and get a hearing.  

 

 Paul seems to have understood that competition and was concerned that the expectations 

it created were seeping into the church he had established. He’s received information that 

divisions had developed in the congregation. There’s some debate whether the divisions he 

names, the slogans he quotes, were literal or not. It’s possible he’s using them sarcastically as a 

way of chiding them for arguing too much. One of the criticisms he’s especially sensitive to is 

that he doesn’t come across as a very sophisticated orator. The people in Corinth were used to 

speakers who could really drive a point home, put on a good show. We forget, with all our 

electronics, that live debate and rhetoric were a major form of entertainment for a lot of the 

world for most of our history.  

 

 But Paul is encouraging them to go deeper than just being impressed by a good argument. 

The gospel he’s preaching isn’t some abstract intellectual message. It’s about changing behavior 

in response to an act of love and devotion. He says he doesn’t preach with sophisticated wisdom 

because he doesn’t want to detract from Christ crucified. That central act of love is what he 

wants them to identify with and immerse themselves in. What does it mean for their lives that 

Christ is crucified? How has the world changed if they put their trust in that crucial act? 

 

 I think I’ve described before the art exhibit I attended in Jerusalem in the Israel Museum. 

It was titled “Behold the Man: Jesus in Israeli Art.” I was expecting to see depictions that 

highlighted the persecution of Jews by Christians. I expected to see a lot of anger and outrage 

expressed. But what I saw, over and over, were depictions of the crucifixion. The power of that 

act transcends religious differences. It’s not about winning an argument or trying to convince 

someone intellectually; it’s about entering our experience and taking on our suffering. Paul says 

this is what God does in Christ through the cross. God enters our experience, our suffering and 

when we understand the power of that act, our world is forever changed.  

 

 And that means leaving the old world behind. The story in Matthew’s gospel of  how 

Jesus recruits his followers is based on a similar story in Mark’s gospel and can be found in a 

slightly different form in Luke’s but they all depict Jesus gathering his disciples through 



invitation and not through clever arguments. He simply invites them to leave their world behind 

and discover new meaning for their lives. Meaning that will ultimately be expressed through the 

cross. Again, the power of that act of love overwhelms every argument. This is what we’re called 

to discover in our relationship with Christ. 

 

 We’re called away from our reliance on intellectual arguments or monetary pursuits to 

find our security. We’re called away from our need for security altogether. In its place we’re 

invited to enter the power of God’s love revealed in the weakness of sacrifice. We’re invited to 

find our true meaning in the suffering of others.  

 

 It always amazes me to read in these stories how quickly the brothers left behind their 

boats and nets and followed Jesus. Could they have really understood what they were signing up 

for? Was it enough just to be asked; were they that desperate to be noticed and invited? Or were 

they just the ones who responded? I have this image of Jesus walking up and down the lakeshore 

calling to every boat he sees and inviting them to fish for people. Why limit it to just these? But 

these were the ones who were hungry for something more; the ones who found no fulfillment in 

eking out a living on their boats. They wanted something more, something deeper.  

 

 And I think in that regard they’re a lot like we are. It can be hard to find meaning in 

working day to day just to get by. But in so many ways that’s what our world teaches us to do. 

From every direction we’re pressured to keep our heads down and stay in our lane, to focus on 

our own needs and keep ourselves secure. How many commercials have I seen telling me if I 

don’t have the right insurance or the right investment portfolio or the right car my future could 

be in jeopardy. We are surrounded by all kinds of eloquent wisdom telling us what’s best for us 

and very little encouraging us to look beyond ourselves to see the needs of others.  

 

 Jesus invites his followers to leave that world behind. To turn away from it, to repent, and 

enter the world of God’s kingdom. He says God’s kingdom has come near, not so much in his 

arrival but in how they choose to live in response to his invitation. We’re invited to leave behind 

a world focused on our own survival, our own security, and enter the suffering of others through 

the power of the cross.  

 

 The brothers in their boats make that look easy. But Paul reminds us it’s a daily discipline 

and we’re easily distracted from it. Living each day for the sake of others requires we pay 

attention to what’s happening around us. We’re not called to win people over with clever 

arguments or keep our heads down fixing our nets for the next catch. We need to look up and 

out, to let ourselves be moved by the experiences of others and bring the power and wisdom that 

looks so foolish and weak to the world to so many who are forgotten or neglected, wounded and 

abused. Jesus calls us to leave our world behind and follow him, every day, into God’s kingdom. 

He says it’s at hand, within our reach, all we need to do is throw out our nets and gather it in. 

 

Amen 

 


