Say Alot With A Little – 1 Cor. 1:1-9


Dear Christian friends.  In our sermon text today there are 6 sentences in 9 verses.  Doesn’t seem too bad does it?  But in the original Greek language vs. 1-3 is a sentence, vs. 4-8 is a sentence, and vs. 9 is one sentence.  Which begs the question - Didn’t the Greeks know how to use a period?  Didn’t the Greeks know the meaning of simple sentences?  The answers are yes but not too often and no not really.  The expression “It’s all Greek to me” isn’t far off.  You see the Greek language and also the Greek style of thinking itself is very complex.  Which means that when they write something they try to cram as much information in to a sentence as possible – causing those of us who read the translation in English to run out of breath looking for a comma or period.  That’s why our English translation of the Bible from Greek adds periods where there are none in the original.  In the matter of fact the Greek language pretty much goes against all of our rules regarding English grammar.  And I guess that really shouldn’t surprise us, after all it’s a whole different language.  Greek loves to use verbs and verbal phrases especially participles.  And since the Greek language uses an excessive amount of participles our Greek professor at the Seminary would not let us simply translate a participle with ‘ing’.  Greek is very precise and accurate – more so than English.  And that’s why the sentences are so long.  But we don’t need to understand the difficulties and complexities of the Greek language to understand our text today.  In the matter of fact, the English translation does a great job of breaking it down into understandable chunks and taking all those complicated participles and turning them in to definite verbs so that we can say a lot with a little.  Because it stresses God’s grace and it points to heaven.


Just like every congregation in this world, the congregation in Corinth also had many problems.  Problems which warranted this letter to be written.  You see, for the Greeks and Romans in the first century “to corinthianize” was a naughty word.  Corinth had more than 1,000 religious prostitutes serving the in the temple of Aphrodite alone.  If the Corinthians practiced this kind of religion, it doesn’t require much imagination to guess what the rest of their daily life was like.  Sin of all kinds and descriptions had free reign among them.  So now you know what Paul had to deal with in establishing a church in Corinth.  And yet by God’s grace he built up a strong church.  Here is a little bit of history as to the founding of the church in Corinth.  The apostle Paul came to Corinth from the city of Athens.  His friends and co-workers, Silas and Timothy, stayed in Macedonia in Northern Greece.  Since Corinth was in Southern Greece Paul was far away from his friends and supporting churches.  And so, to earn a living Paul made tents which was a craft he had learned from childhood.  He found both work and lodging with a Jewish couple, Priscilla and Aquilla, who practiced the same trade and who had been expelled from Rome because of the anti-Jewish decree of Emperor Claudius.  This couple was the founding family so to say of the congregation in Corinth.  Through Paul’s ministry they came to know Jesus Christ as their Savior.  Paul preached in the synagogue there and we are told that Paul’s ministry was effective among the God-fearers but had little impact on the orthodox Jews.  Nonetheless God used Paul’s preaching and the outreach of Priscilla and Aquilla then to start this church.  Paul then stayed in Corinth for a year and a half to establish and grow the congregation.  Then he left for Ephesus.


Now come the problems.  Within months of Paul’s leaving the congregation started having serious problems.  Problems such as divisions and cliques, open fornication and sexual practices, marriage problems, abuse of the Lord’s Supper and even bragging about spiritual gifts.  This is why Paul writes this letter, the first of two.  The Devil was working hard in the church in Corinth to try to get them to accept worldly ideas and what was common to society and blend that with church and worship.  Knowing their social values though, that wasn’t going to work.  Either one or the other.  You might think that this would have been obvious to those people but remember the obstacles that were in their way.  They were a relatively new congregation, their leader had left them for a while, society around them adapted a lifestyle that was anything but Christian and most importantly Satan was there to exploit those weaknesses.  


And yes, Paul was probably very angry when he heard about the problems in Corinth.  After all he had been there for a year and half establishing that congregation, nurturing it, helping it to avoid the sin around it and then only a few months after he leaves the problems start up again.  But notice how Paul begins his letter.  He doesn’t start it by yelling at the Corinthians.  He doesn’t start it by saying, “What’s wrong with you, didn’t you listen during the last year and a half.”  No, he begins his letter by saying a lot with a little.  He directs their to attention God’s undeserved love for them.  Even though they were slipping, they were still saved children of God.  They were still people whom Jesus died for.  They were still people who had forgiveness.  Aren’t we sometimes like that Corinthian congregation.  Do we slip sometimes?  Have we ever been is a situation where we knew that doing something was wrong but we did it anyway.  We knew that as Christians we shouldn’t participate but since everybody else was doing it we thought it was OK.  And so we give into our sinful natures, we let the Devil win.  And that causes us to hang our heads.  Because we have failed God.  But there is hope. And is doesn’t really have anything to do with us.  It has to do with what Christ did for us.  And that is how Paul starts his letter.  He starts it by saying a lot with a little.  “I always thank God for you, because of his grace given you in Christ Jesus.”  Now let us too just like Paul be thankful for God’s grace.  It’s totally undeserved.  It’s a free gift.  And it’s something which God wants us to share.

Remember what the word ‘grace’ means.  It means God’s undeserved love towards us.  And because of that undeserved love we have heaven waiting for us.  And that is the second part of Paul’s greeting.  It’s a greeting that looks forward to heaven.  Yes, the Devil was working hard in the Corinthian congregation.  Trying to get them to separate because of arguments and divisions.  Trying to get them to accept the values of the world around them as part of their religious life too.  And yet that didn’t change the fact that they have a Savior who died even for those sins within their own congregation.  And because those sins have been taken away they have heaven waiting.  Our text says, “Therefore you do not lack any spiritual gift as you eagerly wait for our Lord Jesus Christ to be revealed.  He will keep you strong to the end, so that you will be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.”


That day of our Lord Jesus Christ is judgement day.  A scary day for many but for us it will be a day of joy.  And it will be that way because as our text says, “God will keep us strong to the end.”  You see, not only did God give us a Savior but he also enables us to believe in that Savior through faith.  He does that through the work of the Holy Spirit who sanctifies and keeps us close to God and his precious Word.  We couldn’t do that on our own.  Because by very nature we want to reject God.  By very nature we don’t want to have anything to do with the Holy Spirit.  And yet we know that our sinful nature doesn’t rule us any longer.  That’s what Paul wanted the Corinthian congregation to know first and foremost.  Before he would start talking to them about their weaknesses he would encourage them by saying a lot with a little.  Pointing them to heaven.


In music, anticipation is a very important part of performance.  If you can anticipate what you think should most likely come next then you are a good musician.  That’s especially true when you have to turn a page.  When it comes to heaven we too anticipate and look forward to what it will be like, but do we do that enough?  Or do we need to be reminded to look forward.  May we never get so comfortable here on earth that we forget about heaven that is waiting for us.  
Paul had every reason to be angry with the Corinthians, and he was.  But when he begins his letter he wanted them to know first and foremost that they have the gift of God’s grace and because of that grace they have heaven waiting for them.  He would get to the scolding later.  That’s true for us too isn’t it?  When we face problems, when we have to face the Devil we need to remember first and foremost God’s love.  May we keep in mind Paul’s greeting to the Corinthians, because for us to we can say a lot with a little.  Amen.

