
 

  1 

Rachel Landers Vaagenes    Lost and Foundation 
The Georgetown Presbyterian Church   Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18 
February 19, 2017     1 Corinthians 3:3b-4, 10-17 
       Matthew 5:38-48 
 
There was a fight brewing in the new Corinthian congregation.  
 
Paul vs. Apollos. In this corner, persecutor turned preacher, the Pharisee with a word to bring, never 
gentle with the gentiles, the last apostle: PAUL!  
 
And in this corner, he’s the latest, the greatest: APOLLOS! Sure he’s new, but he’s sticking around 
after Paul left to greener pastures. But Apollos is here to fight for you. He is the man with the plan 
for Corinth! 
 
After a year and a half of founding and forming the Corinthian church, Paul moved on to other 
work and Apollos came in to lead. Not much is known about Apollos, but it is clear that divisions 
had crept in that were driving a wedge into the heart of this little church. And it wouldn’t have taken 
much to divide them. This was a motley crew of port-town merchants, slaves, immigrants, and 
diaspora Jews. It was an actual miracle that the church had formed in the first place. And now it was 
threatening to tear itself apart. 
 
Paul’s letter was a response to these divisions. Now, Paul took proper doctrine very seriously, and he 
was not one to shy away from a fight (the theological kind, or the kind with rocks). So we should 
pay attention then, when Paul insists that this “quarreling” in the church is a sign that the contending 
factions are not truly spiritual but “of the flesh.” 
 
In Corinth, you were nothing if you weren’t clever. To be called “of the flesh” then, was a deep cut 
to this community. But you will see that this cut would be the difference between life and death for 
the church. Commentator Richard Hays writes that “For Paul, being ‘of the flesh’ meant living in 
rivalry and disunity within the church.”  
 
So it was not the disagreements that worried Paul. It was the division.  
 
Later in the letter, Paul used his famous image of a church as the body of Christ. There, he 
celebrated the diversity of gifts in the congregation, but here—at the beginning of his letter—he had 
no time for nuance. It is unity or bust.  
 
The church is a building, he wrote. There is one foundation that has been laid, and the builders must 
be careful when they build upon it. Believers in the church were rightly concerned with the integrity 
of the building materials. Paul draws our gaze closer in with his analogy of building with gold, silver, 
precious stones, wood, hay, straw . . . we peer closer to see what we’re made of . . . 
 
But then, as if in a movie, the tight focus on the construction work pans back to reveal the structure 
that is being built. It is no mere building, not a house, or synagogue or church. Here Paul casts a 
grander view: “Do you not know that you are God’s temple? And that God’s Spirit dwells in you?” 
 
These words may sound like a greeting card platitude to us, but in his day, those words were 
scandalous. When he wrote them, the actual temple still stood in Jerusalem. This temple was the 
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dwelling place of God on earth. It held the ark of the covenant, and the room which God inhabited 
was considered so holy that only one priest could enter once a year. 
 
Paul was telling this church of nouveau riche, dirty sailors and slaves that they were the temple, and 
that God’s spirit was there.  
 
What’s more—and this is woefully obscured in the English—the language moves from the singular 
to the plural: “Do you all not know that you all are God’s temple together? And that God’s Spirit 
dwells in you collectively?  
 
You have the Spirit! Paul claimed. But his words were not a confirmation of their arrogant 
assumptions of wisdom, they are a condemnation. 
 
Their church quarrels over leadership had betrayed their failure of understanding of the gospel. They 
had forgotten that they had been brought together out of nothing and had been built together on 
nothing less than the Son of God himself. Instead they had let mundane and worldly categories 
distract them from their true foundation, and let their divisions threaten to destroy God’s temple 
itself.  
 
Paul continues, “Do you not know that you all are God’s temple together? If anyone destroys God’s 
temple, God will destroy that person.” 
 
In no uncertain terms, Paul writes that there is no route to salvation—not even through fire—for 
those who deny the church’s divinely constituted unity.  
 
God has called the church to stand on one foundation. You’re not going to get where God has 
called you to go by building away in your own little corner. No ideology, no identity, no resource, no 
status, no opinion can sustain us outside of God’s unity. Simply put: if we allow worldly things to 
define and divide us within the church, then we are no longer the church.  
 
We must first acknowledge our place in God’s community. We are first God’s Temple: claimed, holy, 
and perfect. 
 
When I first considered coming to this church, I marveled at its abundance. We have money, 
education, history. Back then, I thought: God has set this church as a holy DC think tank—a 
creative and abundant place that can do great things and then show others the way! With all that we 
have been given, how can we fail?  
 
And, while we are wonderful, Paul’s words to Corinth temper my initial understanding of who we 
are and what we stand on.  
 
Recently, emails and phone calls and conversations have begun to get more anxious about who 
exactly our congregation is meant to be in a time of great political polarization. So I searched for 
another time in our history when GPC lived through political turmoil.  
 
I had heard the story that our politically diverse church became a hospital for union and confederate 
soldiers during the Civil War. But what I didn’t know were the details. At that time there was very 
little unity in the congregation. Our pastor Rev. Bocock left to join the Confederate army, as did 
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many of our members. There were some too who joined the union army, and the congregation 
dwindled to nearly nothing and fell into debt.  
 
The government, needing a place to put the war wounded, found in GPC a convenient empty 
building on the Mason-Dixon line. In the absence of a congregation, a hospital was set up, and a 
“dead house” was built in the church yard.  
 
It is sobering to stop and consider that chapter of our church history when most left to serve deeper 
ties than their ties to unity in Christ. In the face of great turmoil, the church was divided.  
 
We can learn from these hard lessons.  
 
We live 150 years after that war, and nearly 2000 years after the Corinthian church. But our time has 
its own temptations. The church in America for too long has built itself up on other foundations: 
wealth, power, influence.  
 
If you ask a non-Christian what they think the church is built on, will “Christ” be at the top of their 
list?  
 
Infighting and schism—both theological and political—has all but obscured the identity of our 
community as God’s Temple. The identity of our community as the very dwelling place of God’s 
Spirit.  
 
But because God’s Spirit is with us, there is hope! We might be sitting uneasily right now, but we 
also are a church that strives to be above the fray. This church has been tested with fire—both real 
and metaphorical, and we can learn from our history, and from the story of Corinth.  
 
Our differences are our present reality. Like the Corinthians we are a people bound together by 
Grace alone. And once bound together, we are called to live differently. We can no longer define 
ourselves by human categories, but we must live in the world as Christ called us to:  
We are called to forgive as God has forgiven us: without reservation. 
 
We are called to love as God has loved us: indiscriminately. In doing these things we build up God’s 
temple. This is what Jesus means when he says we can be children of our father in heaven. 
 
So we must ask the question: What are we made of? Today, in this congregation? What are we built 
on? 
 
Are we built on our non-partisan tradition? 
Are we built on our heritage and history? 
Are we built on our money and our resources? 
Are we even built on our own virtues? No! 
 
Then what holds us together? The answer is and can only be Jesus. 
 
We are claimed and called by God to stand as one.  
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This has always been God’s way. The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, “Speak to all the congregation of 
the people of Israel and say to them: You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.”  
 
The Lord declared it to Israel, the Lord declared it to Corinth, and the Lord declares it to us. 
Together we are God’s holy Temple. Not because we deserve it, not because we choose it because 
God has chosen to build us up on the foundation of Christ. 
 
When the world is divided against itself, God’s temple stands as one. This does not mean we are in 
lock-step agreement on all things. But it does mean we must all accept together the fundamental and 
transformative claim that Christ has upon our lives.  
 
The world is broken in pieces, competitive, full of winners and losers. God’s temple points to a 
different way. A way out of no way. A way of creative vision and spiritual imagination. 
 
Called by God into this way of living, we have a responsibility to listen and speak to one another 
honestly and openly. To trust that—despite our differences— we are called together as children of 
God. To set aside our worldly allegiances and to acknowledge the mantle placed upon us as 
followers of Christ crucified. 
 
Sometimes—many times—this will mean submitting ourselves to correction and forgiveness. Christ 
sets a high standard before us. “For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have?” 
 
We must remember that we are not bound together because we are perfect, but because we have 
been called. We were lost, and now we are found. Found and founded on our crucified and risen 
savior, whose grace reaches out to us across the divide of schism and sin. 
 
Today as we welcome new members to our congregation, I ask that we rededicate ourselves as 
God’s temple. That we ask God for eyes to see our neighbors and our enemies as God has seen us, 
and to love them as God has loved us.  
 
For together we are God’s temple, and God’s spirit lives in us. Thanks be to God! 
Amen.  


