1 Corinthians 1:10-18

To Whom Do You Belong?
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The following has only a marginal connection to today’s sermon, but it will particularly if you’re of Scottish descent in which case you’ll feel like you belong.

When God created Scotland, he looked down on it with great satisfaction. Finally, he called the Archangel Gabriel to have a look.
"Just see," said God "This is the best yet - splendid mountains, beautiful scenery, brave men, fine women, nice, cold weather. And I've given them beautiful music and a special drink called Whisky. Here, try some."
Gabriel took an appreciative sip. "Excellent", he said. "But haven't you perhaps been too kind to them? Won't they be spoiled by all these things? Should there not be some drawback?"
"Ah, yes.  Just wait till you see the neighbors they're getting," said God.
In today’s gospel, Jesus calls two pairs of brothers to follow Him: Peter and Andrew, and James and John.  They followed Him as a new rabbi, teacher, master.  It was common in Judaism for rabbis to have their own following of students, also known as disciples.  We sometimes see this in the church today as well.  I have seen in a number of multiple staff churches where some folks always went to Fr. X’s class regardless of the topic because they were a Fr. X groupie.  Even if someone else, Fr. Y, was teaching a class on a subject they were more interested in they would go to Fr. X’s class rather than Fr. Y’s.  That is personality worship – the old term is idolatry.
Moving now from the gospel to the epistle, in Paul’s mind, this was unacceptable behavior because it created divisions in the church.  And so we see his comments to the church in Corinth about their divisions centered around different leaders.  Now they were good leaders.  That wasn’t the problem.  The problem was that many of the Christians in Corinth had lost touch with their need for Jesus Christ and were placing their primary allegiance in their human leader.  They really had lost sight of the fact that Jesus is the head of the church not their preferred personality figure.
What Paul is addressing, what I would call personality worship, has led to divisions in the church, in Corinth and now, dangerous cults, even the splitting of marriages.  I know someone who paid more attention to the Rev. Dr. Charles Stanley (radio show) than to their own spouse, when he was living.  That’s a significant relational and theological issue that ought not exist.

Sometime while Dale and I were dating, I heard an excellent teaching entitled “The 7 Basic Needs of Man”.   One of those most basic of needs is the need to belong.  If you think about it, it’s a need we all have.  Certainly, Abraham Maslow recognized this and placed it in the third level of his hierarchy of needs, which has 5 levels.  Dr. Kenneth Pelletier, of the Stanford Center for Research and Disease Prevention, writes “A sense of belonging appears to be a basic human need – as basic as food and shelter. In fact, social support may be one of the critical elements distinguishing those who remain healthy from those who become ill.”  That’s significant.

Who likes feeling left out?  Who doesn’t want to belong.  Now there may be some groups you don’t want to belong to but you want to belong somewhere.  Think of the TV show “Cheers” “where everybody knows your name”!  It may have been a bar, but it was a place to belong and too many such establishments in America are filling that need for a lot of people.  Everyone wants to belong somewhere.  And where you belong is where you give allegiance.
Where do we give our allegiance?  Where do we belong?  We might give allegiance to more than one group or person.  For instance:  I’m an American.  I’m a Virginian.  An alumnus of Thomas Jefferson High School, Emory & Henry College and Trinity Episcopal School for Ministry.  Member of Alpha Phi Omega service fraternity.  An Episcopalian, priest at Grace Church, canonically resident in the Diocese of VA, an Italian-American also of English, Irish and Scottish descent, clan MacDonald you know!  You get my point.
But above all, I belong to Christ.  And so do you.  Christ deserves our primary allegiance and all others should fall far behind.  But with all the other affiliations we have, it is sometimes easy to get sidetracked from this primary allegiance in our lives.  As committed as some are to Grace Church, more than belonging to Grace Church, you belong to Christ.  Grace Church may be an important touch point for many and the place where we belong.  God, revealed in Jesus Christ, who lived and died and rose from the dead, for us, for you and me, is the One to whom we belong.
Listen again to Paul’s words to the church in Corinth:  

10 Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters,* by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you should be in agreement and that there should be no divisions among you, but that you should be united in the same mind and the same purpose. (That is the mind of Christ) 11For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters.* 12What I mean is that each of you says, ‘I belong to Paul’, or ‘I belong to Apollos’, or ‘I belong to Cephas’, or ‘I belong to Christ.’ 13Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?
“Was Paul crucified for you?”  What a great question!  It gets right to the heart of it all.  To whom do you belong?  Who is really at the center of it all?  Is it not, above all, the one who paid the highest, that is ultimate, price for you?  
That sacrifice changes everything for those who follow Christ.  You and I are no longer aliens in a foreign land but citizens of a kingdom.  Yet not just citizens of a kingdom but children of the king.  And if children of the king then heirs of all the richness that is that kingdom.  You are a son, you are a daughter of a king, but not just any king.  You are the child of the King of kings, the King of all creation.  Let that sink in.  You are a prince or princess of heaven living now on earth but a citizen of a higher kingdom.
You don’t belong to Paul or Apollos or Cephas or Fr. Jim.  You belong to Christ Jesus the Lord.  You belong to Him who sits upon the throne and to the Lamb who died for you.

I want to encourage you to reclaim your sense of belonging to Christ before and above all others.  And to follow Him as if no one else mattered because in the long run, in the very long run, no one else will.
Ultimately, it’s not who you are that matters but whose you are.   Amen
