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January 22, 2017, 3rd Sunday after Epiphany 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: Jesus Christ claims us as his in baptism, through the power of his cross. 

Quarrels.  Disagreement.  Divisions.  This sounds like something straight out of the newspaper or 

our Facebook feed, but it’s actually something very old.  It’s what Paul was writing to the 

Corinthians about almost 2000 years ago in our text today.    

There are so many divisions, so much quarreling in the world, I don’t even know where to begin.  

But this weekend, let’s start with the obvious that has plagued our country: two divisive choices, 

beloved by their fans, but most people can’t stand either, most people can’t believe it came to 

this: you got the Steelers or Patriots tonight?   

I’m kidding of course because we all know too well the sad reality we witnessed once again this 

weekend, which is how divided we are politically for both legitimate and sometimes petty 

reasons. 

But then there is the Church.  A place where as Paul wrote, there should be an end to quarreling, 

disagreements, and division.  I say “should be,” because you know as well as I do, it often isn’t.  

I’ll give you an example.  The other day I went to the store.  I was talking to the owner, and he 

saw me with my clerical tab.  And he asked, “are you Catholic?”  “No, I’m Lutheran.”  “Oh, 

Lutheran?  Great!  Me, too!”  “Missouri Synod?”  “No, ELCA.”  Silence.  Well, we got halfway 

there.   

We have disagreements.  They can be big things.  Catholics, Missouri Synod Lutherans, and 

ELCA Lutherans have a lot in common.  We really do.  But without getting into the specifics 

from the pulpit, we disagree on some pretty major issues, too: whether my wife Nikki should be 

allowed to be a pastor for one.      

In Paul’s day, these disagreements had different names.  One says, “I belong to Paul,” or “I 

belong to Apollos,” or “I belong to Cephas (Peter),” or the ones who think they’ve got 

everything all figured out and are the *real* Christians say, “I belong to Christ”—unlike all you 

other sinners. 

That was then. Who do you belong to today?  That’s what it all comes down to.  Do you belong 

to your sports team?  A group or club?  Do you belong to the Democratic or Republican Parties?  

Do you belong to the ELCA?  Do you belong to your job?  Do you belong to your employer?  

Do you belong to yourself?  Do you belong to your own thoughts, your own ideas about how 

things should be?  Who do you belong to?   

Because whatever or whoever we belong to, that affects how we are going to act when those 

times of disagreement come.  Those things we belong to call for our loyalty.  They call for us to 
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chase after certain goals, to give something priority over another.  The Steelers and Patriots can’t 

both win, you can’t vote for both Trump and Clinton, you can’t be a good Roman Catholic and 

be a good Lutheran.  You can’t tell everyone your own ideas about how things should be and not 

expect to get some pushback.  What we belong to forces us into sides.  It forces us to make 

decisions and yes divides us.  What we belong to claims us.   

In our text from his letter to the church in Corinth today, Paul seems to speak naively, or 

foolishly.  People in his time were every bit as complicated as we are today.  They had their 

religious disagreements we heard about.  But they also had politics.  They had jobs.  They had 

rich and they had poor.  And yet Paul says, at the end, that’s not what matters.  You ultimately 

don’t belong to any of those things.  You belong to Christ. 

You belong to Christ.  And not only that, that person that you disagree with, that person you 

think belongs to someone or something else, s/he belongs to Christ, too.  All who are baptized 

belong to Christ.  That’s why after we poured water on Wyatt, the first words he heard were, 

“You belong to Christ.  In him you have been baptized.”  As he gets older, he will grow up to do 

many things, he may grow up to be a part of many parties or organizations, he will grow into so 

many different identities, but on November 6, he was claimed:   No matter what happens, Christ 

has claimed his life.  He has claimed all that he is and will be.  He belongs to Christ, hence forth, 

forever.  And so do all of us.  

To a world where we disagree and we fight over real things, to a world of divisions where so 

many things claim that we belong to them, that doesn’t make any sense.  But neither does the 

cross.  Paul says the message of the cross is foolishness.   

The cross seems foolish to our divided world because on the cross, Christ didn’t belong to 

anyone or anything.  He didn’t belong to his disciples, who abandoned him.  He didn’t belong to 

the religious and political leaders, who were putting him to death.  He didn’t even belong to his 

own person, but willingly gave up his body.  Had he chosen to belong to any of those things, 

they probably could have saved him: saved him that he could live and belong to them.  But he 

didn’t.  To the end, Christ belonged only to God.   

In baptism, we are tied to Christ.  We belong to him.  Belonging to Christ isn’t easy.  Belonging 

to Christ means that we are going to die.  We are going to die to all those other things that put a 

claim on us.  If we belong to Christ, how can we slander another person whom Christ died for?  

If we belong to Christ, how can we put ourselves first when he put himself last?  If we belong to 

Christ, how can we live as if we belong to our jobs or our pocketbooks or our political parties or 

our denominations?  If we belong to Christ, how can we belong to the world?    

Belonging to Christ affects how we live in moments of disagreement.  Disagreement about big 

things: in this weekend’s politically charged environment, we might think of how we speak of 

and act towards a president or how we speak and act toward those in our country or the world 

who have very little power.  Belonging to Christ affects how we carry out the ministry of Christ 
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in moments of disagreement.  Do we compete with other churches or do we look for partners?  It 

even affects things all the way down to disagreement when it comes at a council meeting or our 

annual meeting next week.  Are we going to speak in a way that acknowledges that we are all on 

the same team, the one that belongs to Christ?  Whatever it is that divides us big or small, 

Christ’s death speaks loudly and clearly over all those things trying to claim us saying “I died for 

all of you.”  His cross claims us—us together—as his own.  Belonging to Christ means we live 

together in Christ.   

And belonging to Christ means that we all die in Christ, too.  In the course of the past 8 days, we 

have hosted 2 funerals.  A funeral is always hard.  And the hardest part for me is the final 

commendation.  Whoever that person was, whatever they belonged to in life, whatever they 

looked like, they lie in a coffin.  The last thing they are clothed with is the white pall, the pall 

that symbolizes the clothes that they first put on all those years ago in baptism.  The pall that 

symbolizes that after everything else has died, after all those other ways of belonging are gone, 

they finally belong only to Christ.  Which is why we pray, “Acknowledge, we humbly beseech 

you, a sheep of your own fold, a lamb of your own flock, a sinner of your own redeeming.”  And 

Christ who endured the foolishness of the cross and conquered the great divide between life and 

death when he rose again on Easter receives us: Vera, Jan, all of us.   

His resurrection means that we can have faith that even when we die, sin and death no longer 

have any claim on us.  We don’t belong to the grave anymore than Christ belonged to the tomb.  

We can never be divided from him or from his promise of life.  Because in baptism, in life, in 

death, and in that glorious new morning, we belong to Christ.  Amen.  


