1st January 2012
Acts 18:1-18

True spirituality – a contemporary issue
New Year – new sermon series

We begin this New Year with an exploration of the apostle Paul’s relationship with the church he founded in Corinth primarily through what we refer to as his First Letter to the Corinthians. However our passage from Acts gives us an overview of the origins of the church. 

Corinth the context

It would be helpful initially if we understand a little of the history of the city of Corinth. In Greek antiquity the city had developed as a wealthy commercial centre, however in aligning itself politically with others opposed to Rome it was captured and sacked in 146 BC. But the site occupying such a prominent position geographically could not remain neglected for long.
In 44 BC it was re-established as a Roman colony; a device where Rome populated a place with retired soldiers and their families which not only gave incentives for them but ensured that Rome had a grip on a locality within the context of its empire. Following close behind of course were all the trappings of civil administration, traders and others with their attendant slave population as well. 

A look at a map of Greece reveals the strategic importance of the city sitting as it did astride the isthmus connecting the mainland with the Peloponnese. Because of its position trade routes were very quickly re-established, not only east and west but north and south. So Corinth could be described as a hub of commence in the empire. 
To facilitate trade with Rome and Italy, on the western side of the isthmus stood the port of Lechaeum and on the east the port of Cenchreae which acted as a conduit of the trade with Ephesus and Asia. Both ports were connected by a paved road which allowed light ships and the cargoes of heavier vessels to be transported from one side of the isthmus to the other avoiding not only delays but the danger of navigating the tip of the Peloponnese especially in winter. Needless to say all this didn’t come cheap as tolls and carriage fees were levied. 
Commerce wasn’t the only draw as the city also hosted the Isthmian games every two years. Second only to the Olympic Games, these generated huge wealth for the city with coin evidence from the site indicating visitors from an international range of countries.

Overseeing all this activity was an efficient Roman civil administration which in turn gave confidence for an increasing level of immigrants who came in the hope of making their fortune. With all this trade combined with an abundant supply of natural resources promoted a cultural ethos of competition, patronage and consumerism. Even in the earlier Greek existence the city had been called ‘wealthy Corinth’ but now within the empire it literally hummed with economic wealth and ever expanding business.

So it’s not surprising then that the city’s inhabitants exhibited a degree of self satisfaction and complacency combined with a drive to compete and succeed. It is then no surprise to hear Paul saying that he came to the city, ‘in weakness with great fear and trembling’
   
Paul came into this vibrant city with its thronging crowds and busyness around 50 AD (leaving sometime late the following year). The Proconsul Gallio before whom Paul appears was in post either from July 51 to June 52 or July 50 to June 51, either way it places Paul in Corinth in 51AD.
   
The Corinthian Church

At the risk of jumping ahead of ourselves, it would be helpful again to briefly examine the type of ethos that permeated the church and caused Paul to write what we know as his First Letter to the Corinthians. 

The content makes it clear that its members carried over into their ‘Christian’ life many of the cultural traits of their pre ‘Christian’ life. We shall look at these in later sermons. Within the context of the cultural life of the city it came as no surprise that an element of self sufficiency and pride had emerged in the church. Especially as they strived to contextually define their Christianity for Corinth – they expected and strove for a Corinthian spirituality. As we shall discover Paul re-defines their spirituality in the context of his received apostolic gospel.

For example Paul writes, ‘We do, however speak a message of wisdom among the mature, but not the wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing.’ But as he continues, ‘No, we declare God’s wisdom...that God destined for our glory before time began.’
 
The Corinthian concern for autonomy has led them to devalue the character of Christian identity. As Paul reminds them they are ‘called to be his holy people, together with all those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ – their Lord and ours.’

But as I’ve said earlier, we have jumped ahead of ourselves and we turn now to our passage from Acts which outlines the early formation of the church.

Acts 18

As we have examined earlier Paul arrives in this cosmopolitan city from what has now become sleepy Athens. There are some areas of interest in our reading worth noting as they form Paul’s modus operandi which he uses in other places that he visits on his missionary journeys.
· Paul joined with others using his trade as an introduction point (incidentally Aquila and Priscilla were in all probability already Christians) (vv 2-3)
· Paul went first to a natural meeting point for the Jewish community and began to preach Christ (v 4)

· Paul having been rejected by the Jews then went to the Gentiles where he found a more receptive audience (v 7)

· Paul was open to God’s directing and encouragement (v 9)

· Paul uses the advantage of Roman law to defend himself (v 12ff.)

The pattern shown here can help us in our mission to speak of Christ,
· To join with people with whom we have a shared interest

· To go to places where people gather

· To move on when and where Christ’s message is rejected

· To be open to the leading and direction of the Holy Spirit to what we say and do

· To use the opportunities that a freedom of speech give us to continue our mission.

True spirituality – a contemporary issue

Why 1 Corinthians and why now? These are two fundamental questions which lie at the heart of this teaching. 

The city of Corinth has a very contemporary feel about it – we could almost transport it to any large urban centre in this country and we would not be too unfamiliar with it. We could be living in its streets and doing business there. So if we strip away the technology we discover in our own culture that we are subject to many of the traits that surfaced and were part of Corinthian life. 
It is important to say that in any examination of scripture we must first go to the context and then to our own situation. In other words we must first go to Corinth before we come to Kempshott. That is not to dismiss the first but rather view it in light of the second situation.

1 Corinthians addresses what it means to be a truly spiritual Christian. Many Christians in our contemporary world view new faith trends as the route to take. After all who wants to miss out on what God is doing? I’m sure that we can all think of various movements and indeed inspiring Christian speakers or leaders with whom we seem to have an affinity. But what is the lens through which we look at those movements or speakers/leaders?
The simple answer is the Bible rather than dramatic events, persuasive well meaning friends or clever arguments. The Bible clearly lays out that there are no first or second class Christians – we were spiritually dead but now are alive as Christians and remain so through the indwelling and leading of the Holy Spirit. 

The approach we will adopt in this sermon series is to work steadily through the letter, not with any pre-set questions but rather starting with the text and see what issues and questions it raises for us. We are seeking what it is that the Holy Spirit is saying to us in the twenty first century. The challenge for all of us is to carefully and attentively listen to these words of God.
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