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“Perfectly United” 

1 Corinthians 1:10-18 

Third Sunday after Epiphany / Life Sunday + January 22, 2023 

Dear Friends in Christ, 

 The text this morning addresses a topic that is very controversial:  Christian 

unity.  We confess one holy Christian and apostolic church in the creed.  It is an 

article of our faith that there really is only one Christian church, one body of 

Christ on earth.  “There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to the 

one hope that belongs to your call—one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and 

Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all” (Ephesians 5:4-6).  We all 

know sincere Christian people from many different types of church groups.  They 

believe and trust in Jesus alone as their Savior.  They will be with us in heaven.  

But in this messed up world even the Church of Jesus Christ is messed up.  That 

invisible unity, plain to God alone, is not evidenced in the world.  Surely it ought to 

be a source of great sadness to each one of us that Christ’s church is so divided 

into different visible groups.  Surely it ought to be our daily prayer that the Lord 

would knock down the walls that separate the churches and bring us into true 

unity on the basis of His word.   

 This verse urges us to Christian unity.  The old King James Version here is 

very accurate:  “Now I beseech you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, that ye all speak the same thing, and that there be no divisions among you; 

but that ye be perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same 

judgment” (v.10).  This morning let us discuss, (1) first of all, what divides 

Christians, (2) secondly, false attempts to unite Christians, and (3) third, the 

source of genuine church unity.  

---  I  --- 

 First of all, what is it that divides Christians?  For one thing, there is too 

often a disease in the Church, whether that be in the congregation or in church 

bodies, that has been called “the cult of personality.”  People become overly 

attached to one individual and they follow him or her no matter what, even if that 

leader is taking people further from the Lord Jesus and His word.  That seems to 

be what happened in Corinth:  “For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people 

that there is quarreling among you, my brothers. What I mean is that each one of 

you says, ‘I follow Paul,’ or ‘I follow Apollos,’ or ‘I follow Cephas,’ or ‘I follow 

Christ.’ Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in 
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the name of Paul? I thank God that I baptized none of you except Crispus and 

Gaius, so that no one may say that you were baptized in my name. (I did baptize 

also the household of Stephanas. Beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized 

anyone else)” (vv.11-16).  So today, many congregations and church bodies have 

been divided because people followed an individual other than Jesus Christ.   

 Similarly, some churches have become divided because of unresolved 

personal conflicts.  As saints who are at the same time sinners, we often, knowingly 

or unknowingly, commit sins that hurt our brothers and sisters in Christ.  

Thankfully, many of these are graciously overlooked immediately and forgiven.  

“Love covers a multitude of sins” (1 Peter 4:8).  Sometimes, however, the offense 

becomes a source of ongoing pain, like a stone in your shoe, and ruptures the 

relationships between Christians.  If you have two who are angry with each other 

and not speaking to each other, this conflict and division can very easily spread as 

each one tries to rally people to his or her side of things.  Before you know it, a 

whole congregation can be divided right down the middle!  Combine this with the 

cult of personality, and whole church bodies can become polarized and cease to 

function as they should.     

 Another sad cause of division is when there are strong disagreements over 

human opinions.  There can be any number of opinions among Christian people 

over things about which the Bible never speaks.  There are many things about 

which we are free under the Gospel to do things this way or that way.  But when 

people each cling so strongly to their own opinion that they push others away, this 

creates division—unnecessary and ungodly division.  Surely that sort of division is 

not pleasing to the Lord!  In such disagreements Christian people are called to 

give in to the other viewpoint in meekness and Christian love.   

 On top of all these sources of division, there are divisions caused by genuine 

differences in teaching, where one group has departed from the clear teachings of 

Scripture.  Then, after patient warnings, discussions, and prayers, the other 

faithful party can and should separate.  The Bible acknowledges this.  Later on in 

this letter, when talking about the Lord’s Supper, Paul writes:  “For, in the first 

place, when you come together as a church, I hear that there are divisions among 

you. And I believe it in part, for there must be factions among you in order that 

those who are genuine among you may be recognized” (1 Cor. 11:18-19).   

 To this day, many of the disagreements that separate the churches are over 

the sacraments, Holy Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  If we cannot even agree as 
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to what the Lord’s Supper really is, do we really have any business sharing the 

sacrament together?  If we cannot agree as to what Baptism is and what it does, 

how can we enjoy genuine church fellowship?  Where there are genuine 

differences about these basic things, it is better to separate and each have our own 

congregation.   

---  II --- 

 Over the years there have been many failed attempts to create church unity 

by means of human power.  For example, some have attempted to create unity by 

means of organizational unity.  In such a system you can believe whatever you 

want as long as you pay your dues to the national church body or bow in 

submission to the human leader.  You simply agree to disagree about many things 

– even those spelled out in the Bible – and limp along that way.  

 Another attempt at unity has been the use of political power.  Over in 

Germany, in the early 1800’s, all the protestants were forced into one united 

church.  They were given a service book by the government that every church had 

to follow, whether they believed in it or not.  The result?  Many serious-minded 

Christians emigrated to the United States.  That is how the founders of our church 

body got here. 

 Still others have tried to create a false unity by reducing the message of the 

church to a few simple basics, and ignoring the other clear teachings of the word 

of God.  I remember, for example, a young man who came to see me to request 

that I perform a wedding jointly with a pastor of another denomination, with 

whom we do not agree in our teachings.  He suggested that in such a case the host 

pastor ought to be able to determine what will be preached and taught in that 

service, and the visiting pastor ought to keep his mouth shut about the teachings 

that he disagreed with.  But, dear friends, this disagrees with the Great 

Commission of Jesus Christ, who told His disciples that, until He returned, we are 

to make disciples of all nations by baptizing them and by teaching them everything 

that Jesus commanded (Matthew 28:19-20).  Jesus did not say to take a survey as 

to the beliefs of the people in a given place and just preach and teach what 

everyone can agree on.   

 One of the most controversial topics in our nation is abortion.  Today marks 

the 50th anniversary of the infamous Roe v. Wade decision by which the laws in all 

50 states protecting life in the womb were struck down.  A few months ago the 

Supreme Court reversed that decision, giving states the right to restrict abortion.  
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A few have.  What should the role of the church be?  We need to stick to the word 

of God and preach its full message, no more and no less.  God’s word tells us that 

life begins at conception, and that human life is sacred.  Each person is created by 

God the Father, redeemed by God the Son, and the Holy Spirit wants to dwell in 

each human body as His temple.  We proclaim “You shall not murder.”  But we 

do not entangle ourselves in political parties or endorse political candidates, and so 

forth.  That would be unnecessarily divisive.  We simply encourage each Christian, 

however you vote, to be a voice for life—out of love for our neighbor (our pre-

born neighbor, in this case).  And, most important of all, we proclaim the good 

news of free and full forgiveness available to all sinners through the word of the 

cross.  Remember, Jesus came for sinners.  He lived a righteous life for sinners.  

He paid for the guilt of sinners on the cross.  He rose again for sinners.  If you do 

not come to Him as a sinner, He has nothing for you.   

 Aren’t all the differences among the churches just matters of differing 

interpretations of a few Bible passages?  It is really much deeper than that.  Many 

differences have occurred between Christian groups because many Christian 

churches do not even claim to get their teachings just from the Bible.  Huge 

numbers of Christians around the world also get their teachings from the councils 

and leaders of the church, which they follow even if those teachings contradict 

what the Bible says.  Other groups say that human reason is on an equal footing 

with what the Bible says.  Still other groups will claim that parts of the Bible are 

the word of God, but that other parts are not, and that we are free to disregard 

those parts of the Bible that do not seem reasonable to us.  Dear friends, how can 

there be true church unity when there are these differences even in what should be 

the source of the church’s teaching?  Where divisions have occurred over things 

that are not taught in the Bible, let Christian charity and meekness prevail.  But if 

the issue is over something that God’s word clearly states, let us be willing to stand 

for it, no matter what.   

---  III  --- 

 That brings us to the source of true church unity.  At the beginning we said 

that each Christian ought to seek and pray for true Christian unity every day.  

How is that unity attained?  It is attained on the basis of the message of the cross 

proclaimed and believed in all its fullness.  “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.  For the word of the cross is folly to those who are 
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perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God” (vv.17-18).  The 

message of the cross is the only power of God to save souls, and it is the only power 

of God to bring Christians together.  The word of the cross contains the full 

counsel of God’s teaching.  It is like a wheel with many spokes.  The hub is the 

knowledge of Jesus as the Son of God and Savior dying and rising again, but the 

spokes go in and out of that.  It is like a hand that includes not only the palm, but 

also the fingers.  We confess and believe the simple message of the cross, but that 

message also includes the truth of the means of grace by which the message of the 

cross comes to us.     

 That message draws us together every Sunday morning.  It has been the tool 

by which the Holy Spirit spoke to your heart and to my heart and assured us that 

we are God’s children.  It is the message made visible in Holy Baptism, that rite by 

which God Himself gives us the benefits of Christ’s death and resurrection.  As we 

are each drawn to the Lord through these means we are thereby drawn to each 

other.  And as churches are drawn to Jesus Christ and His word they are also 

drawn closer together in genuine unity.  It is the message that we taste when we 

come to the Lord’s Table.  It is this message that draws like-minded congregations 

to band together to do work that they cannot each carry on separately.  And when 

two of these bands of congregations – denominations, as they are called – each 

listen to the word of Christ in all its fullness and let the word of God shape and 

form and correct and guide their teaching and practice, then those churches can 

begin to enjoy deeper and deeper unity with each other.   

 In the text, the Corinthians are urged to be united in the same mind and 

same judgment.  That is, Paul wants the Lord to be at work in them by the full 

message of the cross, so that they are rendered complete in a full and genuine 

unity.  God does not want there to be any splits, or tears in the Christian Church.  

He does not want a fake or forced unity, but a unity created by a genuine 

gathering of the Holy Spirit.   

 May God in His mercy, by the power of the message of the cross, increase 

the unity of His church on earth.  Amen. 
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