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ID:  United

I Corinthians 12:4-13, 2 Corinthians 5:14-21

     We are in the midst of our series on identity, thinking about who we are and who we are becoming as new creation in Jesus Christ.  As we claim the truth that God speaks to us in our baptism, we find that we are God’s beloved children, bought with a price, called to follow Jesus and to be a part of his Kingdom work in this world.  As we do so, we grow in concern for the well being and salvation of the most vulnerable among us. 
     As we grow in our identity in Jesus Christ, we become more and more united with him.  We begin to act and sound and even look like those that we spend the most time with in life.  Every once in a while you have the blessing of a friendship that is like this.  When you’re young, it’s a BFF who is almost your twin.  You dress alike, think alike, laugh at the same things, go everywhere together.  People think of you together.  They hardly recognize you by yourself.  

     And then there are some older couples who have married so long and have spent so much time together, that the same thing happens to them.  They complete each other’s thoughts and sentences.  Some even say that they start to look alike.  But then they also say that about people and their pets, so I’m not sure about that one.  

     This is the way we hope our identity changes as we commit to a relationship with God through Jesus Christ.  As we pray and read the scriptures and seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we spend so much time with him that we start looking like him, acting like him, thinking like him and speaking like him.  As we are united with Jesus, people see him in us.  And, he also brings out the best in us, helping us grow in our spiritual gifts so that we can use them in service to him as a part of his work in the world.

     Even as we grow in unity with Jesus and in our spiritual gifts, we find ourselves pushed by the Holy Spirit into community.  We realize that for Jesus to be fully represented in that community, people need to see more than me, my gifts, and my way of thinking and understanding.

     When I think of God and the amazing fact that we are made in the image of God, I think of a puzzle.  God is something so beautiful, so complex, so eternal and good, that we can’t grasp it.  It is too much for us.  But if we take each person at their very best and realize that they are one piece of that image of God, when we put all of those pieces together, then we begin to catch just a glimpse of who God is.

     But we need the whole community, all of those puzzle pieces.  And not just this community, but others around the globe and throughout time.  Not just a few pieces of a particular color scheme, but the whole range of God’s glorious creation.

     We often forget that.  We often settle for our little part of the bigger picture of God.  We focus on our personal experiences, our way of coming to and understanding God.  We begin to think our way is the best way…the only way.  We forget that there is more that unites us than divides us.  We forget that we need each other so that we can more fully understand and experience the beauty, the height and depth and width and depth of who God is.

     Paul’s letters to the church in Corinth that we’ve heard portions from today address this tendency.  They are arguing over who is the most Spirit filled and who had the best spiritual gifts, and who is the most special and who is the most right.  

     Paul won’t have it.  He makes it clear that there is no place for division, competition, or rivalry among Christians.  They are all united as one in Jesus.  How can you say one part of the body is more important than another.  You try living without it and you’ll see how difficult it is.

     When we get to this point, arguing, judging, drawing lines in the sand, we have to step back and remember the big picture, remember what unites us.  There are many gifts, Paul tells us, but one Spirit.  There are many expressions of these gifts, but one Lord.  

     Have you ever noticed that when you’re in a group where you’re all the same, you notice the little differences?  If you’re all teenagers, you come up with subgroups.  If you’re all Americans, you divide among political class lines.  If you’re all Christians, you divide along denominational or theological or worship lines.  

     But when you’re the only two teenagers in a roomful of adults, you become friends quickly.  When you’re the only two Americans in another country where they speak another language, you become friends despite your politics at home.  When there aren’t any other Christians around you, you realize that your difference don’t matter nearly so much as the fact that you know Jesus and claim him as your Lord and Savior.  You remember the source of your unity.

     We live in a culture that is so divided over so many things.  We focus on these things and find ways to judge and put down others who we should be united with.  We make life so much harder for each other.  

     Being a teenager is hard enough, so teens, why do you pick on and judge each other so harshly?  Why not help and protect and encourage each other?  It’s hard enough to be a parent today, so parents and grandparents, why do you criticize and judge each other so harshly.  Why not help and encourage each other?  Those in the work world, it’s hard to be an employee these days with higher quotas and narrow ways of assessment, more for less.  Why do you criticize and judge each other so harshly?  Why not remember that you’re all in this together and unite in support and encouragement of each other?

      Similac has captured this idea in a recent commercial called “The Mother Hood Official Video.”  It involves all sorts of groups of mothers at the playground, the yoga moms, the granola moms, the snuggle moms, the working moms, the stay at home dad moms, the super cool moms.  They’re all having a showdown, criticizing and bragging about their way of parenting.  As they all rush into an all out brawl, one stroller starts to roll down the hill.  To find out what happens, watch the commercial beginning at 1:26.  
      Does this look and sound like the church?  We get so focused on our turf wars, our gifts, our way of thinking and doing things that we spend our time fighting with each other rather than focusing on what unites us—Jesus Christ and saving his children.

     We are united in Christ with one another as one body.  Too often that unity comes untied.  I think the change of those two letters, united to untied, is helpful to think about.  Too often we think division is acceptable.  But being untied isn’t.  If your shoe is untied, you’re going to trip.  You can’t run.  Your shoe will fall off.  When something is untied, there is a huge risk of loss.

     But when those two strings are tied, something great happens.  Two different parts work together to achieve something bigger and better than anything they could do on their own.

     Paul reminds the Corinthians and us today, to focus on what unites us, what is most important:  Jesus Christ our Lord, crucified and risen.

     If we are united to Jesus Christ, we are united to each other in and through him.  Therefore we value and respect each other and our gifts across age, class, race, theological stance, and social position.  Because we know, as Matt Skinner continues, “No person of category of people can claim exclusive insight into the Spirit’s presence or the complete nature of the Spirit’s activity.  God’s Spirit is not bound to our strategies, systems or expectations.”

     It’s not always easy.  We won’t always agree.  But it is out identity in Jesus Christ that unites us.  It pushes us to look for and see the Christ in each other and to value the different spiritual gifts that they bring.  

     As we do, we learn to rely on the Holy Spirit which pushes us and teaches us patience, acceptance, and generosity of Spirit.  It helps us to see the bigger picture of the majesty, glory, and honor of God reflected in all who call upon the name of Jesus.  

     It reminds us to keep our focus on the most important thing, that together we confess Jesus Christ as our Lord and trust fully and completely on his grace.  As we do, we work together so that others might know the joy of this salvation as well.         

     Thanks be to God we are united as one body, in one Lord, by one Spirit.  
