
1 CORINTHIANS 1:4-17 – UNITED OR DIVIDED 
CITY ON A HILL CHURCH – BROOKLINE – 2.11.18 
	

1 

CIT: Paul appeals to the church in Corinth to be unified in Christ. 
Proposition: If we are not unified in Christ, we will be divided by anything.1 
 
Read 1 Corinthians 1:4-17 
 
Preface: 
 
That last verse that we just read, I need it for days like today. [17] For Christ did not send me to 
baptize but to preach the gospel, and not with words of eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be 
emptied of its power. I normally take around 10-15 hours to prepare a sermon. I have other 
responsibilities, so I usually start at minimum a week ahead of time. For example, I know that 
I’m preaching next week, so I’ve already started working on that.  
 
Yesterday morning, Bland came down with the flu, so I prepped this sermon yesterday 
afternoon. When I’m put into this position, I often am comforted by the Scripture that says, 
“preach the gospel, not with words of eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of 
its power.” I’m comforted by this because I don’t have any eloquent wisdom! I don’t think 
anyone has ever said, “Fletcher Lang, now that’s a man full of eloquent wisdom.” They may 
have said, “Fletcher Lang, now that’s a man with a lot to say.” But they don’t think Fletcher 
Lang = eloquent wisdom. 
 
And on days like today, I’m thankful that the good news about Jesus is eloquent enough 
without me having to be clever. If you hear anything clever or eloquent in my sermon today, 
it’s because we’re doing this sermon series with Redeemer & Renewal so I asked Claude and 
Jared to send me their notes yesterday! 
 
Intro: 
 
Today we’re continuing our series Godly Wisdom in a Secular Age. This is an in depth look at 
the book of 1 Corinthians. We’re going through the book chapter by chapter, letting the Word 
of God dictate what we preach on.  
 
Corinth, like Boston, was a secular place. When I use the word “secular” I mean an underlying 
believe that the only things that are real in life are the things we can see or touch. There is no 
God behind the meaning of the universe, there is no greater purpose to life, other than making 
your own purpose. People are desperate for meaning, but they’re left to themselves to 
discover whatever meaning makes sense for them. 
 
As we go through the series you’ll see the kind of things that were going on in Corinth. Corinth 
was a no limits town. Corinth made Vegas look like a monastery. There were no surprises in 
Corinth. Anything goes. You could see anything. You know what would be a surprise in a 
place like Corinth though? A church. Just the fact that a church exists in this city is a miracle. 
 
As you might expect this church was messed up. It was not as though the people in the church 
in Corinth started believing in Jesus and then they were magically perfect. Becoming a 
Christian in a place like Corinth would be like being adopted after years of trauma in a broken 

																																																								
1	I	stole	most	of	this	sermon	from	Claude.	
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home. You now have new parents. You know you’re loved. You’re safe. But you’re bringing 
some baggage along, and it’s going to take a while to process, heal, and adjust to your new life. 
 
So the church in Corinth was full of messy issues, and Paul is writing to address these issues. 
We’re at the very beginning of his letter, and Paul starts it with the single issue that could 
completely destroy the church. It’s not sexual misconduct. It doesn’t involve money. Rather, 
it’s divisions.  
 
If a church becomes divided, it will be destroyed. If a church is full of cliques, it will crumble. If 
we are not unified in Christ, we will be divided by anything.  
 
3 Points: 
1. The Character of the Church 
2. The Cause of Division 
3. The Cure for Division 
 
1. The Character of the Church (v. 4-9) 
 
After all the greetings are out of the way, Paul starts the letter by thanking God for what he’s 
done for the church. In this prayer, God casts a vision for how beautiful the church should be.  
 
Paul teaches that the church has been established by grace. 
 
He says, “Thank you, God for the Corinthian church. For redeeming and creating this church 
community by your unearned love and salvation. You’ve enriched  them in speech and 
knowledge (the Corinthian culture valued intelligence and sophistication), but now God has 
given them true wisdom through Jesus. Godly wisdom in a secular age.”  
 
Paul is teaching that through Jesus, the Corinthians have everything they need. That God has 
made them righteous.  
 
He also teaches that the church has been sustained by grace. 
 
We share in Jesus as the church and God is faithful to sustain you, Corinth, even though your 
city thinks you’re strange, even though sin still resides in each of our hearts, God will sustain 
you. 
 
Paul is painting a picture of what the church is supposed to be. The church is a beautiful 
tapestry. The church is like those t-shirt quilts that people make. What do you do with all your 
old ugly t-shirts that are now too small for you but you can’t throw them away due to 
sentimental value? They might be old and ugly by themselves, but if you sew them together, 
they become a beautiful tapestry with a new purpose. This is the church. 
 
But this beautiful tapestry known as the church is in danger. Divisions are destroying the 
church. 
 
2. The Cause of Division (v. 10-12) 
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Verse 10 is the thesis of the entire letter of 1 Corinthians in many ways – for the sake of THE 
LORD JESUS CHRIST, stop rebelling, stop dividing, be unified in Christ. 
Then in verse 11 Paul says, “It has been reported to me by Chloe's people that there is quarreling 
among you, my brothers.” You can just hear the disappointment in his voice. I’m sure he was 
hoping for a good report from Chloe about the Corinthians, but instead he hears of divisions. 
The beautiful local body of believers in Corinth is divided. Full of cliques. 
 
Even worse, these cliques seem to have stemmed from ministry preferences. Some say “I follow 
Paul,” or “I follow Apollos,” or “I follow Cephas,” or “I follow Christ.”  
 
Paul, Apollos, Cephas – each of these different Apostles had different ministry styles. Apollos 
was sophisticated and well spoken. Like an Egyptian Tim Keller. Paul emphasized reaching 
non-Jews while Cephas (or Peter) focused on reaching Jews! And then there was the “I follow 
Christ” clique, which sounds like the holier-than-thou clique. “We’re all about Jesus and we’re 
better than you so y’all go away. 
 
How did the Corinthians go from the gospel changing their hearts to division tearing them 
apart? 
 
Here’s the cause of division: When we decenter from Christ and re-center on a preference, 
we get division. 
 
James 4 gives us more insight into where fights, quarreling, and division come from. It says, 
“What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your passions are at 
war within you? You desire and do not have, so you murder. You covet and cannot obtain, so you 
fight and quarrel.” 
 
All fights start in the heart. When YOUR WAY becomes GOD’S ONLY WAY, that is a recipe for 
fighting and division. It’s fine to have preferences. Even in worship, you can have preferences. 
But the Corinthians had taken the crown off of Christ’s head and placed it on Apollos’s head. 
Saying, “I prefer Apollos’s way, it must be Apollos’s way, Apollos’s way is God’s way.” You see 
how quickly that happens. 
 
That has happened in my home before. My preferences have become overblown desires 
causing fights. I mean this week, I have fought with my daughter about who gets to pray first 
before meals. Think about your last fight. What was it actually about? Wasn’t there something 
you wanted that you weren’t getting? Sure, sometimes we fight over important things, but 
many times it’s a petty preference that has become overblown and idolatrous.  
 
When we decenter from Christ and re-center on a preference, we get division. 
 
When we are more formed by the ways of our city or world, rather than by Christ, we’ll tear 
the tapestry of the church apart by making our preference more important than Christ! 
 
Human wisdom of Corinth and 2018 is expressive individualism – your preferences, your 
tastes, your views triumph over anything else. And when this is the air you breath for most of 
your life, conversion to Christ does not immediately erase all traces of this thinking and being.  
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Division is all too common in the church. There’s a blog listing all the things churches 
divide/split because of – and each one is paired with a dad joke. Here are just a few: 

14. Two different churches reported fights over the type of coffee. In one of the 
churches, they moved from Folgers to a stronger Starbucks brand. In the other church, 
they simply moved to a stronger blend. Members left the church in the latter example. 
(Perhaps they started a new church: The Right Blend Fellowship.). 

 
18. A disagreement over using the term “potluck” instead of “pot blessing”  (I get it! The 
concept of luck contradicts the theology of a sovereign God. This issue is very serious. 
Good luck trying to resolve it. ). 

 
22. An argument over whether to have gluten-free communion bread or not (I thought 
gluteny was a sin.). 

 
These silly, minor things that cause church division show us the enduring truth that if we are 
not united in Christ, we will be divided by anything. 
 
What could this look like for us? 
 
Division over change 

- I’ve been here for 6 years. When I first came to CoaH to partner in the planting of this 
church, there were about 75 people. I think all but about a dozen of them are gone 
now. And we’re 300 people strong each Sunday. Everything has changed. And it will 
continue to!  

- Our vision is to be a network of neighborhood churches throughout the city. That 
hasn’t happened yet, but when it does, it’ll bring some change! 

- Preference says, “I liked that or this better” 
- Division says “My preference is everything, I’m upset, who’s with me.” 

 
Division over cultural preference 

- We’re a culturally diverse place. We have people from all over the country and the 
world in our congregation. People from all kinds of different ethnic and socio-
economic background. 

- We all have our cultural preferences with how things are done. 
- White people – your cultural preferences are the strongest because you’re almost 

certainly blind to them!  
- If we’re going to reach non-white people, you’re going to have to be a little 

uncomfortable sometimes. 
- Preference says – I like this better. That’s fine. 
- Division says – I can’t take it anymore, I’m upset, who’s with me. 

 
You must resolve here at City on a Hill and anywhere else you may end up to be a unifier in 
Christ, not a divider because of preference or change. 
 
Now there is some division that is godly. Sometimes when a church falls into serious 
theological error on an essential issue, you must make a stand. But that is not what Paul is 
talking about and that is not what usually splits churches. 
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3. The Cure for Division (v. 13) 
 
God through Paul gives us the cure for our division. He says in v. 10, “For Jesus’ sake, in Jesus’ 
church, let there be no division – instead follow the way of Jesus.” 
 
Division comes from being power hungry. That’s what’s behind the church that split over 
coffee. It’s not about coffee. It’s about power. I want my way. My idea. My voice. 
 
Earlier this week I was listening to a lecture and was convicted by something the lecturer said. 
He said, “Of all my idols, being heard is my favorite.” Wow, that’s true for me. I love being 
heard. And when I’m not heard, I feel powerless, and I respond with anger, frustration, 
sadness, hurt, and the like. 
 
But the way of Jesus is laying down power for the sake of others. It is not my way or your way 
but His way. It is the only way to believe like this is through faith in Christ and a fresh vision of 
the cross. 
 
V. 13 is key here. Paul says this – “Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you?”  
 
Paul is getting to the crux of it. Why does this church even exist? Because of the crucifixion of 
Jesus in the place for sinners to restore us to God with a new status before him and to live as 
his people right here and now. 
 
Apollos didn’t climb the cross for you. 
The secondary issues of your theology did not die for you. 
Your pastor did not die for you. 
Your favorite celebrity preacher did not die for you. 
They are not the savior! Christ is! 
 
The Son of God was crucified for the church – you and I. He laid down power for our sake. 
 
What effect does this have? It drives us back to the center of our unity as the church. 
It elevates Christ as essential and power preferences as secondary. 
When we fix our hearts on Christ, it lights the flame of faith and worship. 
It is hard to be divided preference, when we are united in a life of worship. 
If we are not united in Christ, we will be divided by anything. 
 
Communion – on the night he was betrayed, Jesus initiated a sacred meal. He took a loaf of 
bread and broke it. This is my body broken for you. Christ’s body was broken so that we 
might become his unified body. Took the cup and said, this is my blood shed for you. Christ’s 
blood was shed so that we might together be one with him. 


