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“The Main Problem in the Church”

1 Corinthians 1:1-17

In many ways, our American culture is becoming more and more like the first century: we must face this new reality (anew) and face it with the gospel. And the American church is becoming more and more like the first century church. And in particular (to the Christmas tune), “it’s beginning to look a lot like Corinth.” 

Corinth (in Greece) was a major city, a bustling center of commerce, bridging two key ports east and west . . . and with rampant immorality. In fact, Old Corinth had gained such a reputation in this regard that one Greek playwright (Aristophanes) coined a new verb, korinthiazo: “to behave like a Corinthian”—i.e., to engage in sexual immorality. It was “trade city”; it was “sin city.” If we were to put this in an American equivalent context, Corinth was like New York and Los Angeles and Las Vegas all wrapped into one. The Christians there were mostly made up of former pagans, and they still clung to much of their former paganism in the way they thought and acted, in their attitudes and ethics. There was an inordinate amount of Corinth still in them; and “Dr. Paul” has to administer a heavy dose of “gospel antibiotic.”

Scripture (ESV) and prayer.


The church has problems. Every church has problems. The church has always had problems (well, because it’s filled with people). But there is one problem that always has been and always will be the problem. What is the main problem in the church?

First, what it isn’t: a lack of gifts (1:1-9). 
This is clearly spelled out. The one thing this church did not lack is explicitly listed: they were an incredibly “gifted” church, they were “not lacking in any spiritual gift” (1:7). Indeed, they were abounding (cf. 1 Cor 12, 14): they had a lot of “charismatic” activity, the Holy Spirit was felt and seen and heard. So, it wasn’t a lack of “spirituality.” And what we might consider the flip-side in our day, they also had: enriched in speech and knowledge (1:5) and eloquent wisdom (1:17). They had it all. They were an incredibly “gifted” church: they were called to be saints (1:2, though they didn’t look like it—more under the influence of the spirit of Corinth than the Spirit of Christ), called into fellowship with Christ (1:9). They had the gift of God’s grace and the grace of God’s gifts. Good things in themselves. And yet they were incredibly messed up. You see, the problem is not lack of Spirit-display on the one hand or nifty “presentation” on the other (or wisdom, if you have three hands); it is something far more basic.
But we tend to get sidetracked. Some might say that the problem is that we don’t have enough people or programs with pizzazz. This is the issue of “gifts”: whether that be tongues and prophecy (their big ones), or people who can really speak well and convincingly (theirs as well), or those with charisma and influence (yep, that too). They were not lacking in any of these. But just like them, we tend to get sidetracked too. What is the problem of the church? We just aren’t doing enough of this or that: whether that be styles of worship or evangelism, you name it, next fad. And we miss the very basics. For the problem at its core is not enough love.
Second, what it is: a lack of love (1:10-17).

This is an appalling lack. This glaring lack is seen in their “divisions,” their “quarreling” (1:10-11). Though not spelled out as such, it is a fundamental lack of love. Paul had planted this church—a church plucked from the very heart of pagan culture, one of whose key ideals was this “eloquent wisdom” (1:17). And Apollos followed after Paul in continuing the work. And he was a polished speaker (cf. Acts 18:24). Other influences: Cephas (Peter), perhaps a favorite of the minority Jewish element (Sosthenes and Crispus were early converts in Corinth, both synagogue rulers; cf. Acts 18:8, 17). And then the clincher: Christ, as though He were one figure among all the others. But is Christ divided? He is not part, He is all (crucified/baptized; 1:12-13). Now, none of the parties heading these “parties” would have been party to any of this partisanship ( (as we see by Paul’s reaction). In our own denomination, this might look like a factionalism that proclaims, “I follow Calvin,” or “I follow Sproul,” or “I follow Wilson,” while others in the same spiritually elitist spirit might say, “Ah, but I follow Christ.” In the broader Christian community, this might look like: “Presbyterian vs. Baptist vs. Messianic vs. no sect or creed, only Jesus.” And there’s nothing necessarily wrong with such different denominations or disagreements, as long as they don’t arouse a divisiveness that tramples on love—which is the tie that binds, and obscures the gospel—which is the ground of faith and unity. And what about in our own little church of Bellewood: what are the temptations toward a cliquish or divisive spirit that we face (for indeed we do perpetually face it and must perpetually fight it)?
And this love is the one thing that is utterly necessary. It is the main thing by our Lord (John 13:34-35). As the song goes, “And they’ll know we are Christians by our love.” It is the main thing by Paul (note 1 Cor 13 as the fulcrum or center of the gifts discussion). And it’s not just the main problem in the church, it’s the main problem in all of life: with spouse, siblings, driving, you name it. And what does this love look like? (Read 1 Cor 13:4-8a.) This is hard; but this is love.
But it gets worse (!). This lack of love (evidenced in divisiveness) had obscured the gospel; it had obscured the simplicity and centrality of the cross. They are distracted by “good” things (baptism, Paul, eloquence) . . . but they had lost the gospel, the cross, Christ.
And so, Paul issues a course corrective. There is a corrective that Paul presents, even as he begins. He intentionally directs our attention at the outset: to three things, that I’ll frame in three questions. (1) Whose church is it? (2) Whose Lord is He? (3) How important is this? Paul says, “To the church of God that is in Corinth” (1:2). Whose church is it (my church, each pet group, or none—only God’s)? And what does that change (both there and here)? Then, whose Lord is He? “Their Lord and ours” (He’s not just the Lord of all those like us, but of all those who truly name Him). In these two, there is both a vertical and horizontal realignment of our tendencies. And then to underscore the emphasis of where our focus needs to be, Paul repeats the name of Jesus or Christ 10 times in the first 10 verses! If we can learn to focus here—wow!
What is the main problem in the church? It is not this or that, what we tend to think; it is a lack of love. And this lack of love obscures the gospel. In a sense, these are two sides of the same coin. You could preach to more liberal-minded churches: What good is love without the gospel? And to more conservative: What good is the gospel without love? For it to be truly a Christian church, they cannot truly be separated. In the final analysis, it is not money and numbers that matters, it is not people and programs, gifting and influence; it is love and the gospel. Let us not lose sight of that.

