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Scripture Text:  I Corinthians 1:1-31 
  
 
 
Focus and Distraction: Unity and Division 
 
I don’t know about you, but I often have a difficult time focusing.  Whether it is some new 
website to look at or possibly the best new YouTube video to view or whether it is simply the 
weather, the view out my window or the desire to have different weather or a different view, I 
must admit that there are times in my life that I find it easier to be distracted by almost anything 
than to focus on those things that I need to pay attention to.  Distractions are the glue that 
sometimes hold my life together.  They come and they go; they take on a variety of forms and a 
myriad modes and when, in those times that I succumb to them, they pull me away from that 
which I need to attend to and often deposit me on some lonely desert island far away from the 
life that I am called to live and the activities I am called to engage in. 
 
Now, don’t get me wrong, distractions are sometimes the best thing that can happen, like on our 
return home from California last week when we found ourselves not on the original and much 
more humane flights and seats we had intended but on a much earlier, more packed flight all the 
way in the back of the plane on a four hour leg in seats that did not recline, being distracted by  
electronic card games and looking out the window at the lack of snow in the Sierras were 
welcome distractions that helped to while away the hours making the flight seem less inhumane 
and much shorter than it actually was.   
 
But aside from such needed and necessary diversions, distractions often have a negative impact 
on our lives shifting our focus from the important to the trivial and, at times, even dividing our 
attention and action to the point of creating an atmosphere of uselessness or worse.  Such was the 
concern of the Apostle Paul as he began this lengthy letter we have as the First letter or Epistle of 
Paul to the Corinthians.     
 
Corinth was a cosmopolitan town filled with people from all over the known world.  It was a hub 
in the trade industry of Paul’s time both because of location along the major trade routes and the 
increasing popularity of the place among travelers, sea farers and adventure seekers.  It was the 
host of the Isthmian games, an athletic festival second only to the Olympic games that was held 
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every two years and not surprisingly swelled the population of the city during the games and 
increased the city’s revenues as participants and spectators alike sought places of housing and 
meal venues while attending the games.  Corinth was also a place filled with seekers and persons 
of all social and economic strata who looked for something more than just the routine existence 
of their lives to bring meaning and understanding to who they were and what purpose they might 
have beyond their lives of work and play. 
 
So it was into this cosmopolitan, relatively affluent, and yet searching context that Paul found 
kindred spirits who became captivated by the gospel message he was proclaiming and who found 
a new way of living in the midst of a city that was at the same time seemingly filled with 
opportunity and yet empty of meaning.  For almost two years Paul labored among the people of 
Corinth and in that time established one or more house churches that grew in both numbers and 
theological understanding until the time came for Paul to set out once again on his quest to 
proclaim the gospel to an increasing array of gentiles in a myriad of towns and cities across the 
ancient near east all in the furtherance of his commission, as he understood it, to be “the Apostle 
to the Gentiles” for the God who called him through the life, ministry, death and resurrection of 
Jesus the Christ who enlivened his every step and brought a singular focus and purpose to every 
part of his life.    
 
And yet as time and distance separated him from the Christ followers in Corinth and as the 
various house churches started to take on some personality and practices of their own, divisions 
began to form among the various house churches and between the various participants and 
leaders of those communities of faith.  Who was welcome at the table for their extended meals 
and services of communion; who was baptized by whom and thus, in some way or another, 
related to each other by varying degrees of hierarchy and standing; and who could claim to be 
the best or more perfect Christ follower because of some self proclaimed Spiritual asset or ability 
became, along with a variety of other issues, the fodder for discontent among the communities of 
faith and the impetus for division as the participants and leaders spent their time in quarrelsome 
distraction instead of unified study and proclamation focused on the worship of God and the 
celebration of God’s grace a witnessed through the life and ministry of Jesus the Christ. 
 
So upon hearing from both factions within the Corinthian house churches and from the overall 
leadership of those faith communities, Paul sets out to write a response in the hopes of stemming 
the tide of division that he sees building within those communities of faith until he could 
possibly travel to Corinth and again, in person, bring those communities of faith back from the 
brink of destruction and once again firmly establish them on a path of worship and study that 
would focus their hearts and minds on the graciousness of God as witnessed to them in Jesus the 
Christ and then move them to respond through their love and care for one another and their own 
witness to the rest of the world about God’s love and Christ’s care. 
 
Now it has been often noted by scholars throughout the centuries that Paul writes with a very 
familiar and easily recognizable style.  Each of the undisputed letters of Paul, save for the letter 
to the Galatians, starts in almost the very same manner with a salutation that is immediately 
followed by a prayer of thanksgiving for the recipients of the letter and for their continuing 
ministry and witness in their congregations and their communities.  And this first letter to the 
Christ followers in Corinth is no exception.  Due to this similarity in all of the Pauline letters, 
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however, it is often easy to skip over these first two sections in favor of getting to the “heart” of 
the letter and the “real” issues that Paul will discuss with this particular group of faith 
communities.  But to do so proves more often than not to be a loss for those of us who read these 
letters so many years after their sending and first reading, for in the first nine verses of this 
lengthy first chapter in Paul’s first letter to the faith communities in and around the ancient city 
of Corinth we find subtle yet very powerful statements of Paul that he will come back to over 
and over again in this letter as he guides these fractious people of faith back to a more unified 
understanding of who they are, whose they are and what, therefore, they are called to do in 
response to the Grace of Christ and the love of God.   
 
From almost the very beginning of the letter, after announcing to the Corinthian faith 
communities, who the letter is from Paul proclaims for any who will pay attention that the 
Corinthian communities of faith are, at the very same time, special and not that special at all.   
 
“To the church of God that is in Corinth, to those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be 
saints, together with all those who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both 
their Lord and ours:  Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.”    
(I Cor. 1:2-3) 
 
When looked at quickly, it is obvious that this is part of the salutation of the letter.  Paul is 
addressing the people of faith in Corinth and is using, what seems to be formulaic language, to 
address them.  But, upon closer inspection, what becomes clear is that Paul is making two very 
distinct and powerful claims in this brief and often overlooked introductory statement.  First of 
all Paul is making it very clear – a point he will return to often and ever more forcefully – that 
the gathered people of God the church, or ecclesia in the Greek – community of faith, is not an 
act of their own initiative but, rather, is an act of the divine initiative.  God has called together 
the community of faith in Corinth and God has acted to sanctify that community of faith through 
the activity of Jesus the Christ.   In other words their presence as a community of faith is because 
of God’s action, not theirs and their specialness or saintliness is also because of God’s action not 
theirs.   
 
Now the second claim that Paul makes, is one that is aimed at putting the mission and ministry of 
the Corinthian communities of faith into a proper perspective.  Simply put, Paul wants the people 
of faith in Corinth to get of their high egotistical horse that they are in some way the pinnacle of 
everything faithful and therefore are the “be all and end all” of Christ followers.  When Paul 
writes, “… to those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints, together with all those 
who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours…” he is 
not only making it clear that it is God through Christ who is calling the people of faith to be 
saints, but that there are others in other places who have also been so called and who are just as 
saintly, just as sanctified by the love of Christ and the grace of God.  The Corinthian people of 
faith are, in Paul’s opinion, saints but so are the people of faith in Ephesus, Rome, Galatia 
Thessalonica, Jerusalem, and so on and so on.  The people of Corinth are not the sum total of 
faithful existence because God, who is the author of all, the sustainer of all and the redeemer of 
all has and will continue to call together communities of faith all over the world. 
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But even as Paul makes clear in those first verses that the people of Corinth are not as unique and 
special as they think they are, he also makes it clear in his prayer of thanksgiving that their 
ability to respond to God’s call, as witnessed through the variety of Spiritual gifts they express, is 
also not of their own doing and to claim so is at the very root of their division and distraction.   
 
Paul writes, “I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that has been 
given you in Christ Jesus, for in every way you have been enriched in him, in speech and 
knowledge of every kind-- just as the testimony of Christ has been strengthened among you-- so 
that you are not lacking in any spiritual gift as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus 
Christ.” (I Cor. 1:4-7)  In doing so he makes the point again that the gifts of God are from God to 
humanity and not the making of humanity themselves.  This is most clearly seen in the Greek 
when he writes about the abundance of Spiritual Gifts within the community of faith in Corinth.  
When the Biblical texts are translated two Greek words often are both translated as “Spiritual 
Gift.”  One is pneumatika which literally means Spiritual Gift and the other is charisma which is 
more accurately translated “Manifestation of Grace.” In this first letter to the Corinthians, Paul 
almost exclusively uses the later charisma or manifestation of grace as opposed to the former.  
The point being, that Paul is pointedly asserting that the gifts that the Corinthians claim are not 
of their making but are nothing less than God’s grace manifested in them through a variety of 
expressions.  In other words, Paul is asserting to the Corinthians that all that they are, all that 
they have, and all that they express is but a gift from God to them because of God’s divine and 
loving grace that is witnessed over and over to them in the life and ministry of Jesus the Christ. 
 
And with that Paul makes his appeal to the people of faith in Corinth to not divide themselves up 
into factions, to not become distracted by trying to figure out who is the best Christ follower 
because one is more endowed than another with some artificially ranked “gift” but in all and 
through all to unite with one another for the singular purpose of being living witnesses to the 
grace of God, and the love of Christ. 
 
“Let there be no divisions among you. Be united in the same mind and in the same purpose.  
Consider your call.  God chose you.  Let Christ not be divided, as if that could occur.”  All of 
these appeals and more come from the very heart of Paul’s pastoral concern that this people of 
faith might pull it together and stop the distracting divisions and quarrels they were engaging in 
lest they find themselves so distracted that they vanish as a people of faith. 
 
And in that we find our own call to ministry and mission as well; for in a world that is ever more 
filled with distracting alternatives, we are called ourselves to consider the call that God has made 
on our lives and ourselves focus on the one singular mission we have – to be living witnesses 
ourselves to the power of God’s love, the presence of Christ’s care and the ongoing witness and 
support we receive from the ever present Spirit of God. 
 
Friends, as we move about our community and world and as we interact with one another here in 
this place and in all of the places we meet; we ourselves are called to be of one mind and one 
purpose – the proclamation to the world that God, the author of all that is was or is to come is for 
us all and has gifted us all with gifts far beyond our imaginations with the only thing asked for in 
return being that we share God’s love and care with each other and all, all of the time.  So let us 
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together proclaim that good news in all that we do, all that we say in this place and every place 
now and always. 
 
 
Amen. 
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