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January 20, 2019 

John 2:1-11 

1 Corinthians 12:1-11   Different But the Same 

 

The apostle Paul tells us that no matter how different we are; no matter 

how different we look, no matter what different places we come from, 

we are the same in God. It’s the SAME Spirit inspiring each of us. It’s 

the SAME Lord calling us to serve. It’s the SAME God who has made 

each of us in God’s own image. Our differences are so small; compared 

to the great big things that make us the same. Our make-up, our 

humanity, our hope in a God of forgiveness and love. We might seem to 

be different but in Christ, we are the same. 

The apostle Paul reminds us that there is so much we share. It’s the same 

Spirit alive in us and at work in us. The same Spirit that challenges us 

and encourages us. The same Spirit that blesses us each with unique 

gifts. The same Spirit that draws us together, Paul says. It doesn’t pull 

you apart. That’s what was happening to the church at Corinth. They 

were being pulled apart. They couldn’t hold it together. Because of the 

differences among them. And the divisions in the world around them. It 

was hard to remember they were the same in Christ. 
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Their community of Corinth was a place of many differences. It was a 

port city, a cosmopolitan center, with people from all over the Roman 

empire. So many different people. Romans, Phoenicians, Greeks, 

Africans, Persians. And different religions; Jews, Gentiles, sun 

worshippers, ancestor worshippers, Zeus and Aphrodite worshippers. 

There were different statuses; rich and poor, slave and free, male and 

female. All these differences, and no script for the Corinthian church. 

No plan for how to be the church in this place where no one was the 

same. And no other churches to join if you couldn’t take it. Not like 

now, where people can go to church with folks who look like them and 

act like them. With the traditional folks over here and the hands-in-the-

air folks over there and the conservative folks there and the liberal folks 

there and the college age folks and the black folks and the Hispanic folks 

and the Korean folks and the Yankees who somehow ended up in the 

south. You can find a group where everyone agrees and you are never 

challenged by anyone different. But back then, that was not an option for 

the Corinthian Christians. Their congregation was the only one there 

was, and they had to find a way to be the church together or there 
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wouldn’t be a church at all. Remember, Paul says, remember what 

makes you the same and you will hold together. 

How could these people who were so different be the same? The church 

at Corinth was struggling with a very common, very human problem of 

how you deal with differences. Because you aren’t like me and I’m not 

like you. And it’s easier to stick with the familiar. It’s easier to not 

engage. It’s easier to make fun of people with disabilities or elderly 

Native Americans to impress our friends. In this world of divisions and 

petty feuds and great big differences, how do we, as the church, rise 

above those things and be a light to the world? How do we remember 

that we are a group of crazy different people, but we are united in Christ 

for the common good?  

Remember, Paul says, remember what makes you all the same. Yes, you 

all are different. You all might disagree with each other. You all might 

shake your heads at how strange and crazy the others in the church are. 

But the God you share is the same. Your God is her God and his God 

and their God. And God doesn’t do things one way. God doesn’t have 

one mode of operation. God’s Spirit uses different people and different 
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means, but it is all for the same purpose—God’s purpose. Not your 

purpose or my purpose.  It’s not my will or your will that needs to be 

done, it’s God’s will. And God’s will is for the good. For the good of 

humanity, for the good of creation. The common good. 

That’s what God is up to, Paul says. That’s what Jesus came to 

accomplish. Healing and redemption for the common good. In Greek, 

the word for common good is sumpheron. It means to bear with or hold 

with. Imagine the sumpheron, the common good, as a big container 

surrounds everything and keeps it together. The sumpheron collects and 

gathers and contains, so that things don’t fall apart. They are together for 

the good, for the common good. 

But what is that common good? Is there anything that makes all of us 

who are different the same? Yes, says the apostle Paul. Yes, you know 

there is a common need if Christ came for everyone. We are the same, 

you and I, underneath it all. We are the same in our need, in our worry 

and fear and grief. We are the same in our need to love and be loved. We 

are the same, no matter how different we are, in our need to be treated 
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with dignity and our need to know we are not alone. As human beings, 

we are all the same. 

And deep down, we know that. We can imagine what it would be like to 

walk in someone else’s shoes. We can understand that the person living 

in poverty feels overwhelmed. That the rich person who seems to have it 

all, has no one to trust. That the one who seems aloof is dealing with a 

family crisis. That the one who seems happy is drowning in depression. 

That that young person is embarrassed about their body. That that older 

adult is anxious about money. That someone is struggling with the abuse 

of the past. And another is worrying about a medical treatment in the 

future. We can imagine that all of us have burdens to bear. And that 

everyone else might need grace and hope as much as we do.  

We are all the same. We are the same in our need for mercy. And Jesus 

Christ gives it to us, to the world for the common good. To gather us all 

in and bear us all up. I don’t think I really understood the common good 

until I went to a place where nothing was common for me. In college, I 

traveled for four months in the Middle East. And I don’t know if you 

know this, but the Middle East is very different from the Midwest. And I 
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was nervous and scared about THOSE people. But once I arrived, I 

found that THOSE people there were the same as me. The people there 

loved to laugh, like me. They loved to talk about history and ideas, like 

me. And they loved to do it over tea, even if it was in the middle of the 

street. They made sure that I knew that, like me, they loved their 

families. That they wanted their children to succeed. That they were 

frustrated by the loudmouths who ruined it for others. With these people 

who were so different, I found more welcome and hospitality than 

anywhere I have ever been. Because they knew that we all shared 

something. We were all human beings no matter what. Their God, like 

my God, was working for the common good. 

God has given us the same Spirit toward that end. The same Spirit of 

God is at work in us. That’s what is at our core. Now trainers and 

therapists tell me that our core is important. The core keeps the whole 

body strong. And we have to keep that core strengthened, otherwise we 

aren’t centered, we aren’t balanced. Our bodies aren’t as strong if our 

core isn’t strong. And at our core is the same Spirit that was in Christ; 



7 
 

the same Spirit with the same mission for the common good. To 

proclaim the undying, indivisible love of God. 

This week, I got to meet the new president of Louisville Presbyterian 

Theological Seminary, Dr. Alton Pollard III. He’s a Baptist by 

background. (oooh, I know) He is African-American and he has worked 

extensively with the AME church and the Lutheran church and the 

Methodist church. He is different kind of Presbyterian leader because he 

is not a dyed-in-the-wool Presbyterian. But Dr. Pollard is full of the 

Holy Spirit all the way down to his core. He knows the good news of 

God and he believes that the church needs to proclaim it. That people of 

faith have to have faith. We have to demonstrate faith in God and faith 

in one another. That we have to love each other, if we want to 

experience the love of God. That we have to put our differences aside 

and work together, if we want to see God at work in the world. He told a 

story about being a pastor in Rougemount NC. And right across the road 

from his church was the Red Mountain Baptist church. His church was 

the New Red Mountain Baptist church. Now you can imagine how that 

happened. There was a split, and one group stayed and the other left. 
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And when Dr. Pollard arrived there, he went to minister across the road 

and they both agreed that they needed to work on this division. They 

hatched a plan. They would worship together one day a year. And that 

day would be Easter Sunrise service. So they got the program ready and 

the music lined up. But two weeks before the service, the other pastor 

called. He said, “I want to worship with you all, I really do. But my 

congregation will put me out. They said, I’ll be done if we worship 

together.” Because of the crazy idea that they were the same before God.  

Dr. Pollard said, that is not how the church should be. That is not how 

Christians should be. Jesus’ message is the same for all of us: to love 

one another. To love those who are different than us. To love those who 

are other than us. To love those who are unknown to us. To love those 

who are opposed to us. To love even when the world is full of hate and 

fear. Because Jesus tells us to. The same love that was in Jesus Christ is 

the same love that is in us. 

We have been given the same mission. And we are the same in our need 

for grace. We are the same in our hope for goodness. We are the same in 

our mission to serve. But let’s not confuse being the same with being 
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identical. God has not made us to be exactly alike. Now some people 

think that. They think that if we are together in the same church, that we 

should be totally the same. That we should experience God in the same 

way. And have the same spiritual journey. And that we should have the 

same kind of conversion experiences and a ‘born again’ date. That we 

should have the same politics and label ourselves with the same labels. 

Some people believe that all Christians should be the same, or they 

aren’t ‘Christian’. You need to believe a certain way and be a certain 

way. Men should be this way. Women should be that way. Family 

should be like this. Churches should look like that. It should be the same 

way as my way and it should be that way until the end of time.   

But, Paul says, that’s not what it means to be the same in Christ. That’s 

not what it means to have the same Spirit in you. It means that in Christ 

we are all held together no matter what. It means that the same God who 

embraces us today will embrace us tomorrow no matter how the world 

changes. What is always the same is God’s mission for the common 

good. What is always the same is our core belief that God has called us 

to this work together. Any time the poor get good news, and the blind 
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get to see, the captives are set free. When there is a meal, a wedding 

banquet, and everyone gets the good wine. When someone understands 

that they matter, that God believes they are worth living for and dying 

for and coming back from the grave for. God’s Spirit has been given to 

each of us to be people of that same extraordinary love. Who expand the 

circle of God’s grace ever wider, all for the common good. 

 


