June 29 
Lesson 5 
Pursue Unity in Christ

Devotional Reading: 1 Corinthians 12:12-20
Background Scripture: 1 Corinthians 1:10-17; 3:1-17
1 Corinthians 1:10-17
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10 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.

11 For it hath been declared unto me of you, my brethren, by them which are of the house of Chloe, that there are contentions among you.

12 Now this I say, that every one of you saith, I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; and I of Cephas; and I of Christ.

13 Is Christ divided? was Paul crucified for you? or were ye baptized in the name of Paul?

14 I thank God that I baptized none of you, but Crispus and Gaius;

15 Lest any should say that I had baptized in mine own name.

16 And I baptized also the household of Stephanas: besides, I know not whether I baptized any other.

17 For Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach the gospel: not with wisdom of words, lest the cross of Christ should be made of none effect.

1 Corinthians 3:4-9
4 For while one saith, I am of Paul; and another, I am of Apollos; are ye not carnal?

5 Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers by whom ye believed, even as the Lord gave to every man?

6 I have planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase.

7 So then neither is he that planteth any thing, neither he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase.

8 Now he that planteth and he that watereth are one: and every man shall receive his own reward according to his own labour.

9 For we are labourers together with God: ye are God's husbandry, ye are God's building.

Key Verse

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. —1 Corinthians 1:10
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Tell what problems resulted in Corinth when believers put too much importance on the role of human leaders.

2. Explain how one ought to look at the role of leaders in the local church.

3. Write a prayer for the ministry staff of his or her church that God would bless their work and that the congregation would rally behind them to bring glory to God.

Lesson Outline

Introduction

A. Surprised by Unity

B. Lesson Background

I. Divided Church (1 Corinthians 1:10-12)

A. God's Ideal (v. 10)

B. Sad Reality (vv. 11, 12)

Unity Through Uniformity?
II. Frustrated Apostle (1 Corinthians 1:13-17)

A. Rhetorical Questions (v. 13)

B. Reality Check (vv. 14-17)

III. Corrected Thinking (1 Corinthians 3:4-9)

A. Roles of the Servants (vv. 4, 5)

B. Role of God (v. 6, 7)

Going to Work with Our Father
C. Outcome for the Corinthians (vv. 8, 9)

Conclusion

A. Corinthian Divisions Today

B. Prayer

C. Thought to Remember

Introduction

A. Surprised by Unity

At the end of a worship service in some British churches, those gathered say "The Grace" together. This traditional benediction is based on the final verse of 2 Corinthians: "The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Ghost, be with you all." I have taught this to the churches I have ministered with in the United States.

My father and stepmother learned this as members of a church I was preaching for in Seattle. They did not think much about it until they took an Alaskan cruise. On Sunday aboard the ship, they attended a Protestant worship service led by an Anglican priest. Much of this service was strange to them, but the priest closed the service by having those gathered say "The Grace." And my parents knew it! Suddenly, they felt an unexpected kinship with the other Christians gathered that morning. They were surprised at being able to share in an element of unity familiar to them.

Unfortunately, church disunity exists. We sometimes idealize the churches of the first century as authoritative exemplars of unity for churches today. It is true that first-century churches have much to teach us about unity, but we should not sugarcoat the reality that those churches had problems too. Exhibit A in this regard was the church in Corinth.

B. Lesson Background

Paul's second missionary journey began as a trip to visit the congregations he had planted on his first journey (Acts 15:36). After doing so (15:41), the restless Paul desired to move on to new territory with the message of the gospel.

God influenced Paul's itinerary through a vision that directed him to cross the Aegean Sea to the region known as Macedonia (Acts 16:9, 10). He eventually arrived in Corinth in about AD 52, where he remained for some 18 months (see 18:11, 18). Corinth was a busy and wealthy center of trade in Paul's day, a cosmopolitan city with residents from many regions. It was a place of lax morals and influential pagan religions.

Acts 18:4 tells us that Corinth had a synagogue (as was the case in most of the large trading cities of the Roman Empire). Paul began his preaching in that synagogue, which was composed of both Jews and Greeks (vv. 4, 5). But opposition caused him to leave and focus on the Gentiles of the city (vv. 6, 7). Nevertheless, there was a strong contingent of Jewish believers in the Corinthian church (v. 8), and it was to this mixed congregation that Paul wrote the two Corinthian letters while on his third missionary journey. The four or so years that elapsed between Paul's time in Corinth and his first letter back saw ungodly trends develop—trends that needed to be corrected.

I. Divided Church

(1 Corinthians 1:10-12)

A. God's Ideal (v. 10)

10. 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.

Paul is thankful for his Corinthian brethren in Christ (1 Corinthians 1:4). We should remember this as we work through today's lesson, because Paul has some difficult things to say to them. He does not wish to come across as one who merely criticizes, but as one who cares deeply and seeks to correct problems for the Corinthians' benefit (compare 2 Corinthians 13:10).

The verse before us begins this corrective agenda, and Paul uses a strong phrase to open: I beseech you. He is speaking of serious matters—matters so important that he makes his exhortation in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. This invokes Paul's authority as an apostle, one commissioned by the risen Lord himself (compare 1 Corinthians 1:1; 9:1; 2 Corinthians 1:1; 12:12; 10:8; 13:10).

Paul desires unity in the Corinthian church in what the people say and do. Unity in the church is desirable both for the peace of the congregation and the effectiveness of its message to unbelievers. This is God's ideal.

What Do You Think?
What actions are we responsible for taking when disunity threatens our church?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Because of personality clashes

Because of doctrinal differences

Because of ministry methods

Other

B. Sad Reality (vv. 11, 12)

11. For it hath been declared unto me of you, my brethren, by them which are of the house of Chloe, that there are contentions among you.

Paul acknowledges learning of contentions within the church at Corinth. This is not mere rumor. It has been reported to Paul directly by them which are of the house of Chloe—family members or workers involved with her business dealings. We have no information about Chloe except her name, but she is obviously known to the Corinthians, probably a member of the congregation. It is not common to speak of "the house of [a woman]" in the first century, so perhaps she has no husband.

Paul is not yet speaking to the actual divisions within the church, but of the contentious spirit that is resulting in and from the divisions. The issues in church fights are sometimes trivial (even ridiculous) in and of themselves. Often more deadly is the desire to dominate that lurks underneath the surface issues. The tone of this verse indicates that Paul is deeply disappointed that the Corinthians allow such a spirit to exist in their congregation.

12. Now this I say, that every one of you saith, I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; and I of Cephas; and I of Christ.

A spirit of partisanship has infected the congregation, and Paul knows of at least four factions that have arisen. One group claims to be followers of Paul. This faction may consist of those who came into the church during the apostle's "year and six months" stay in Corinth (Acts 18:11). It's not hard to imagine that those who had received the gospel from Paul himself are now claiming some sort of elite status. Others claim allegiance to Apollos, a capable teacher who ministered in Corinth after Paul (see Acts 18:24-19:1).

A third group declares for Cephas; this is Simon Peter (see John 1:42). We have no evidence that this great apostle ever visited Corinth, so perhaps the members of this faction have learned "how to do church" where Peter ministered in Jerusalem (Acts 1:15; 2:14; Galatians 2:1, 7-9) before they came to Corinth.

The fourth group is the most puzzling: its adherents claim to be the party of Christ. Isn't this what Paul should want for all of the Corinthians? The answer is yes in the sense of allegiance to Christ as Lord, but no in terms of separating into a party that divides the church—a party that perhaps claims to have a relationship with Christ that others lack.

What Do You Think?
What reasons for church disunity in the Bible still present themselves today? How can proper handling of such challenges result in a church that is even stronger than before?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Acts 6:1-7
Acts 15:36-40
Philippians 4:2, 3
3 John 9, 10
Unity Through Uniformity?
We humans tend to gravitate toward those who see things the way we do. When that happens, the result can be an "us versus them" mind-set. Doctrinal and procedural disagreements in the church are important to work out, but we all know of people who are better at shedding "heat" than "light" during dialogue. Temperament research may help us avoid this problem. I remember when I first learned about differences in decision-making styles. At that time it hit me—"Oh, my husband doesn't do things the way he does just to annoy me! He's actually wired differently than I am."

Did the "I am of ..." divisions in Corinth get their start in a clash of temperaments? It's hard to say. But becoming aware of the tendencies of differing temperaments can help us grow in sensitivity and respect for those who process information differently from the way we do.

As we strive to "be perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same judgment" (v. 10), we can't miss seeing God's love of diversity. We work counter to His plan if we try to achieve unity through uniformity.—V. E.

II. Frustrated Apostle

(1 Corinthians 1:13-17)

A. Rhetorical Questions (v. 13)

13. Is Christ divided? was Paul crucified for you? or were ye baptized in the name of Paul?

Paul drives his point home with three rhetorical questions. A good principle for proper reading of the Bible is to recognize questions like this and answer them as we go. Is Christ divided? Answer: no. Was Paul crucified for you? Answer: no. Were ye baptized in the name of Paul? Answer: no.

The questions and the expected answers emphasize two things. First, activities that cause the church to be divided should be questioned (compare Romans 16:17), since Christ intended that His followers "be one" (see John 17:20-23). Paul's language is vivid, for the word translated divided has the sense of being cut into pieces.

Second, Paul refuses to allow human leaders to usurp the place of Jesus Christ. Our ultimate master is the one who died for our sins and rose from the grave. He is the head of the church (Ephesians 5:23). It is Christ who loved the church and gave His life for her (5:25). Paul's great reminder here is the name of the one the Corinthians were baptized into, and that is the name Jesus Christ (compare Acts 19:5). This is the common experience, regardless of who did the baptizing.

B. Reality Check (vv. 14-17)

14, 15. I thank God that I baptized none of you, but Crispus and Gaius; lest any should say that I had baptized in mine own name.

Those tempted to see themselves as an "of Paul" elite must grapple with the fact that Paul did not personally baptize everyone who responded positively to his gospel preaching. Since that is the case, then any "of Paul" faction logically should be subdivided into (1) those converted by Paul's preaching and baptized by him (the more elite) and (2) those converted by Paul's preaching but not baptized by him (the less elite).

The absurdity of any such subdivision becomes sharper still as Paul reminds his readers that any baptisms he had administered were not in his own name; he is no more than God's instrument in their salvation experience, not its author. Paul uses a bit of hyperbole (exaggeration for effect) as he says he baptized none of you. He quickly tempers this statement with the two exceptions of Crispus (see Acts 18:8) and Gaius (see Romans 16:23).

16. And I baptized also the household of Stephanas: besides, I know not whether I baptized any other.

Recalling baptizing the household of Stephanas as well (1 Corinthians 16:15), Paul's point is that it doesn't matter who was baptized by his hands rather than someone else's. If he cannot remember all whom he baptized, then why should "converted by Paul himself" be a rallying point for a faction within the church?

17. For Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach the gospel: not with wisdom of words, lest the cross of Christ should be made of none effect.

Paul is not minimizing the importance of baptism but is reminding the Corinthians of his chief contribution to their church: he had been there to preach the gospel. He brought them the good news of Christ's atoning death for their sins (1 Corinthians 1:23; 15:3) and of their chance for reconciliation with God (2 Corinthians 5:18-21).

The fact that Paul's preaching had not been with wisdom of words means that his preaching had not been based on Greek philosophical wisdom (1 Corinthians 1:20). Paul knows that truth is not determined by the best philosophical argument (2:1-5). Rather, truth is found in the simple gospel message that originates with God (1:24, 25).

III. Corrected Thinking

(1 Corinthians 3:4-9)

A. Roles of Servants (vv. 4, 5)

4, 5. For while one saith, I am of Paul; and another, I am of Apollos; are ye not carnal? Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers by whom ye believed, even as the Lord gave to every man?

Our lesson now moves to chapter 3, where Paul continues his discussion of the Corinthian church's divisions. In chapter 2 (not in today's text), Paul reminds the readers that his message is not a masterpiece of human wisdom, but a spiritual message given and confirmed by God's Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:4, 5). Paul exhorts the Corinthians to live as spiritually driven people, to have the "mind of Christ" (2:16).

Yet this is not the case in Corinth. The Corinthians are not acting as spiritual people, but as carnal people. This means they are being controlled by human lusts and weaknesses rather than depending on God's Spirit for strength and guidance. To be distracted by political maneuvers within the congregation makes them no better than nonbelievers who seek power and control.

We also see here that the two primary parties within the Corinthian church seem to be "the Paulites" and "the Apollosites." We don't know who the primary minister of the church is at this point, but many preachers can identify with the situation of "the ghosts of preachers past." We can imagine the bickering! "Paul taught us these hymns, and we don't need any new ones." "Apollos used this translation of Isaiah, so any other version is wrong." Where does it stop? When does it end?

What Do You Think?
Is it a sign of disunity for people to seek out their church's previous minister to conduct marriage ceremonies or funerals? Why, or why not?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Reasons for such requests

Frequency of such requests

Reactions by the previous minister to such requests

Other

Paul says it must cease, and it can stop if the Corinthians remember that he and Apollos serve the same Lord. They are God's gifts to the church, and the Lord never intends them to be the focus of partisan loyalties or the cause of division.

What Do You Think?
What does your church do to foster an environment of unity? What more can it do?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
In selecting leaders

Through its ministry structure

In dealing with disagreements

Other

B. Role of God (vv. 6, 7)

6, 7. I have planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase. So then neither is he that planteth any thing, neither he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase.

These two verses deserve close attention, for they go against the grain of much popular wisdom in the church these days. Paul gives a little history lesson by using a farming metaphor: he is the one who planted—he put the seed in the ground. By this, he means that he was the one who initially brought the word of God, the message of the gospel (compare Luke 8:11), to Corinth (Acts 18:1-8). Paul's message had been received by some in Corinth, and they banded together to form a church. It is in this sense that the Corinthian church was planted by Paul himself.

But Paul's time in Corinth ended after 18 months (Acts 18:11). He was followed by Apollos (19:1), an able teacher whose ministry watered the new believers. By this, Paul means that Apollos helped the faith and knowledge of the Corinthians to grow by teaching them in greater depth. There was no conflict in these two roles.

How to Say It

Aegean A-jee-un.

Alexandria Al-iks-an-dree-uh.

Apollos Uh-pahl-us.

Cephas See-fus.

Chloe Klo-ee.

Corinthians Ko-rin-thee-unz (th as in thin).

Crispus Kris-pus.

Gaius Gay-us.

hyperbole high-purr-buh-lee.

Macedonia Mass-eh-doe-nee-uh.

Tarsus Tar-sus.

Paul and Apollos were both willing and effective servants of the Word, but the Corinthian church is growing not because of their winsome personalities or even because of their powerful preaching and teaching. In the end, God is the one who gives the increase.

A farmer can till the soil, plant the seed, and water the ground. But the farmer cannot make the plants grow; that is a work of God. When planting churches, we can do demographic studies of neighborhoods, hire talented ministry staff, and build marvelous buildings in superb locations. We can have ministers who write books and appear on television. But a church will not grow unless God causes growth. We can be willing and useful servants in this task, but God is still in control.

Going to Work with Our Father
Many corporations participate in "Take our daughters and sons to work day." The goal is to get young people thinking about their future. This is not an employer or employee productivity program. In fact, it's apparent that the employer is exempting the employee from normal work expectations in order to serve a larger societal goal.

There may be something of a paradigm here regarding our contributions to the kingdom of God. When God invites us to join Him at work, it doesn't mean that He needs our help. In fact, our "help" may serve at times to delay what He wants to accomplish. Although God commissions His children to be His fellow laborers, we dare not take ourselves too seriously.

Instead of creating spiritual résumés that take credit for successes in the church, we should assess our situations by thinking of ourselves as children going to work with our Father. Any fruit from the day comes from Him.—V. E.

C. Outcome for the Corinthians (vv. 8, 9)

8, 9. Now he that planteth and he that watereth are one: and every man shall receive his own reward according to his own labour. For we are labourers together with God: ye are God's husbandry, ye are God's building.

The farming analogy continues. Paul makes the point that the planter of a field and the one who waters that field are engaged in the same overall task: bringing plants to a harvestable state.

What Do You Think?
What do you see as your primary area of Christian service in Paul's farming analogy? Why?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Planting

Watering

Other area not mentioned by Paul

We are careful not to misunderstand what Paul means by every man shall receive his own reward according to his own labour. He is not teaching salvation by works (compare Ephesians 2:8, 9). The reward here is the fruit of the labor: new believers who hear the gospel and maturing believers who are growing in the Word. For those engaged in ministry, there is nothing more rewarding or satisfying than a church growing both numerically and spiritually. But we in the church, all of us, are God's husbandry, the place of action.

In a final word picture, Paul switches from agriculture to architecture. We, the church, are also God's building, an intentional, unified structure with Jesus as the cornerstone (see Ephesians 2:19-22; 1 Peter 2:4-6).

Conclusion

A. Corinthian Divisions Today

While the exact causes of the divisions among the Corinthians are unknown to us, our lesson gives us the names of four individuals who were used as rallying cries: Paul, Apollos, Cephas, and Christ. Using a little "sanctified imagination," let's consider what these factions within the Corinthian church might have looked like and see if they match with any groups in our own experience.

Those who claimed to be "of Paul" might have been the original converts of the apostle, the charter members. Perhaps they wanted a church frozen in time, unchanged from the day Paul left. Because of their tenure, this group had great influence, so their resistance to change dominated.
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Visual for Lesson 5. For a geographical perspective, keep this map posted throughout your studies of the lessons of units 2 and 3.
Those "of Apollos" perhaps were converts who came into the church after Paul left and Apollos arrived. The background of Apollos was Alexandria (Acts 18:24), so he did things differently from Paul, who was from Tarsus (21:39). Apollos had a different preaching style. His admirers might have thought that Paul's methods needed an upgrade so that the church could keep moving forward.

Corinth had a transient population, and those who claimed to be "of Cephas" could have been Christians who had learned from that great apostle before they came to Corinth. Perhaps they believed that the church in Corinth did not measure up to their former church.

The group "of Christ" perhaps claimed some sort of spiritual superiority. Yet Paul's general conclusion was that all of the Corinthians were spiritual babies (1 Corinthians 3:1-3). Their quarreling was evidence of this.

As we shall see in future lessons, the Corinthians had plenty of doctrinal problems. Correct doctrine is important, but so is unity.

B. Prayer

Holy God, may our hearts be undivided in our devotion to You. May we never be satisfied with divisions in our church, which is the body of Your Son, Jesus. In His name we pray, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

Submitting to Christ brings unity.

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.
Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Prepare four large (at least 15") squares with the following affirmations, one each: I am of Paul / I am of Apollos / I am of Cephas / I am of Christ. On the other sides of the four squares, have these words respectively, one each: WE / ARE / HIS / CHURCH with the HIS in bold lettering.

Hand the four squares to four learners, asking them to keep the affirmation sides up. Ask those four to go to four sides of your meeting space and hold the affirmations in view. Comment: "This is what a divided church looks like: no close fellowship, each person joining his or her own little clique." Then ask your learners to bring the squares front and center and hold them against a wall with the other sides showing so that WE ARE HIS CHURCH is revealed.

As the learners hold their squares, tape them together. Comment, "As Paul will show us in today's text, we are to be unified in a certain way. Let's look at 1 Corinthians 1 and 3 for a picture of what might divide us and how we can avoid this problem."

Into the Word

Prepare in advance a copy of each of the 14 verses of today's lesson text; cut the verses into logical parts, depending on phrasing. For example, verse 10 can be divided obviously after the words brethren, Christ, same thing, and among you, yielding five parts for this verse. Put all segments of this verse into an envelope. Do the same with all other verses, so you end up with 14 envelopes.

Give 14 learners one envelope each, with these directions: "Take the strips out of your envelope and put them together to make one of the verses of today's text. Have your verse ready to read when I call for it." Provide tape to hold the segments together. You may or may not allow learners to use their Bibles for this, depending on the nature of your class. If your class is smaller than 14 in size, use fewer than 14 envelopes, with some or all envelopes containing more than one verse.

After a few minutes, call a learner at random to come to the front and read his or her verse. Repeat until all verses are read. Then ask learners who are not up front (because they did not receive an envelope) to suggest, without using Bibles, how to arrange the verses to be in biblical order; have those standing up front switch places to do so. Repeat the request until the result is correct.

After asking readers to be seated, ask, "In what ways did our activity reflect the divisions and the unity Paul writes of in the text?" Possible responses may include the observations that (1) verses of Scripture lose their impact when mixed and confused, just as the church does when its members are "mixed and confused" and (2) it took the group working together to accomplish the task at hand. If a learner suggests an idea you do not understand, simply ask, "I am unclear; how do you see that as related to Paul's ideas?"

Into Life

Display the back (blank) side of a child's jigsaw puzzle that you have put together. Ask learners to write on each puzzle piece the name of someone who holds a leadership position in your congregation. Then ask someone to read 1 Corinthians 3:10, introducing it as "Paul's prayer for church leaders." Ask class members to volunteer to take pieces of the puzzle home for a daily prayer for unity-in-purpose for those named.

Alternative: Distribute copies of the "Only God Can Make It Grow" activity from the reproducible page, which you can download. Assign learners to work in pairs to complete this, taking care not to allow family members to be paired up. If time is short, have learners work on only one of the three entries of their choice.

Distribute copies of the "Dramatis Personae" activity as a take-home exercise.
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