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As surely as God is faithful...
__________________________________________________
Corinth was socially and religiously a diverse community.  It boasted temples,
theatres, baths and a huge market.  It was a centre for cultural life and the immorality
of the city was legendary.  Paul founded a congregation in Corinth, which after he had
moved on, grew significantly in a way that exposed it to spiritual danger.  Rather like
a small business that grew too quickly and lost touch with its real purpose the
Corinthians drifted away from the theological foundation Paul had given them.  Rival
groups developed and the opinions of some leaders clashed with those of Paul.  His
letters to the Corinthians were written to deal with the emerging conflicts.  

Paul had intended to revisit Corinth on his way back from Macedonia but a change of
plans prompted some of his enemies to criticize him with the aim of undermining the
credibility of his message.  In the world of food for oil scandals and long searches for
weapons of mass destruction we are used to dealing with the impression people are
not entirely consistent in what they say.  But the Corinthians used Paul’s small
inconsistency to undermine his position.  They said he was wishy washy, a person
who spoke with a forked tongue, who said yes and no at the same time.  If he could
not be trusted to keep his word and come to Corinth when he said he would, how
reliable were his teachings?  

Faced with this criticism Paul did not try to defend his own integrity.  Instead he
tackled his critics by recalling them to the centre of their life together - God’s fidelity
to his promises, as demonstrated in Jesus Christ.  As surely as God is faithful...  Paul
proclaims God’s faithfulness towards humankind and it was not a message of his
making.  It came to him from Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  This is symbolic
language.  In the ancient world only the Son could faithfully represent and speak for
the father.  Paul’s meaning is that in this person we were given a living manifestation
of God’s fidelity to the promises of old - God’s “Yes”!  The tense of the Greek used at
the “Yes” indicates an ongoing action with its origin in the past.  The good news is
that while God’s “Yes” to us is anchored in a point in time, is not confined to that
point.  It has a dependable, ongoing reality through the work of the Spirit.  Paul has
not worked out an overtly Trinitarian theology at this point, but he is definitely in that
mode.  There is God the Creator and Covenant maker who establishes himself
amongst us through promises, which are brought to fulfilment in Jesus Christ.  These
are made real in our hearts through the ongoing presence of the Spirit, which
continues to prod our conscience and provoke our will, to draw us into the work of
God.  

The notable thing is that Paul speaks of God in wholly positive terms.  All the actions
of God towards us have marked us out as claimed by God.  A first instalment of the
Spirit has been given a surety that the rest will follow.  There is talk of an anointing,
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possibly related to Baptism, which is like a seal placed on goods to certify ownership.
This is odd language to interpret but it declares that we have been claimed by God and
given the assurance of God’s “Yes” towards us in a form as certain as if a legal or
commercial deal had been struck.

Paul’s aim in directing people to God’s “Yes” towards humanity places the present
conflicts in a larger frame.  One that has the potential to mend the rift with the
Corinthians and to evoke a unity of heart amongst them and himself so that they can
concentrate once more on the imperative of living out the Gospel.  Notice that in his
attempt to achieve this he does not tear down or become negative.  He did not criticize
his opponents or say they were stupid.  He goes to the positive side and emphasises
surety of God’s faithfulness, the transcendent reality on which we rest as people of
God.

We have all heard of the power of positive thinking.  It is used in business, athletics
and education to name a few areas of life.  It has its place and we will see plenty of
examples of its application in this city during the last two weeks of March.  And from
time to time the news brings us examples of people who have triumphed over great
obstacles through their tenacious ability to call up deep reserves of human spirit.  Paul
is not criticizing our capacity for human achievement and nor should we - the world
can use some grand gestures devoted to good things.  But Paul locates the source of
strength for Christian living in God’s “Yes” to us.  And we would do well to realize
that his method in seeking reconciliation was to concentrate on the positive in the
hope that it would allow people to centre on the things that matter and overcome their
differences.  His aim was for the Corinthians to recover the source of their strength
and build on that so that their old wounds and rivalries would be healed.  He wanted
them to recover their trust in the dependable sufficiency of God, and to rejoice with
him in the great gift that was theirs.  Paul’s method, taken seriously in the church, has
the power to make us optimists in the world, but not because of any strength we have.

In the reading from Isaiah the prophet employs a somewhat similar method.  He
speaks to people in exile who have lost all hope that God will act again on their
behalf.  There are times when Isaiah’s voice could be the one for our time, surrounded
as we are by so much conflict, human degradation, tragedy and evil.  But the prophet
calls the people to forget the past in which they found themselves shattered and
deported to another land.  Forget - put it out of focus, don’t remain enslaved to the
memory of it, because God is about to do a new thing.  Transformation and re-
creation is on its way.  God is about to rewrite their story.  Isaiah announces action
from God’s side which owes nothing to the merits of the recipients.  This is God’s
“Yes” to us, bringing human exile and alienation to an end.  

This perfectly describes what happens in the healing of the paralysed man.  He is
entirely incapable of helping himself and had to rely on the faith of his friends and the
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The question was, was it a healing or forgiveness?
We get troubled by the idea of sin because we associate it with guilt and moral failure.
But to sin is go astray in our relationship with God and to be forgiven is to be restored
to faith and community once more.  The story of the healing of the paralysed man
proclaims that the “Yes” of God put in place for him something that he was incapable
of achieving himself.  His story was rewritten.  It happened because he was brought to
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the one who had the authority to give expression to God’s reign, bringing wholeness
where no hope of such a thing could be expected. 

Where do we find ourselves in relation to these three texts?  In a community beset by
conflict and distrust?  Suffering under a deep sense of alienation and abandonment by
God, troubled about how faith is possible?  Paralysed and helpless within and
without?  The witness of these texts is that no matter what position we are in, God has
said “Yes” to us, and has given us one who fully expressed the authority of the
Kingdom.  Our purpose in being together like this is to hear these stories so that their
power to rewrite us may be felt again, and we will be enabled to respond with a loud
and bold Amen! that resounds for all to hear, and to see.
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