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1 Corinthians 16:21-24 Paul’s love for a messy church

Today we are at the last message in First Corinthians. The Corinthian church had
problems. That was evident throughout this book, and | want to walk through the book
again to remind us of those problems. 10 verses into the first chapter, Paul begins to
address the deep disunity in the body that seemed to exist in this church. He begs them
to consider that Christ desires them to be unified around Christ. We see this in
1Corinthians 1:10. '°1 appeal to you, brothers,” by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,
that all of you agree, and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in
the same mind and the same judgment. These disagreements in the church revolved
around Apostles and church leaders and those who chose to identify themselves by their
favorite church leader against those who followed other leaders. And as he draws that
discussion to a close after 4 chapters, he transitions from a discussion of his own
authority as an apostle to the next problem in the church - sexual immorality.
1Corinthians 4:21-5:2 says, ? What do you wish? Shall | come to you with a rod, or with
love in a spirit of gentleness? 1 It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality
among you, and of a kind that is not tolerated even among pagans, for a man has his
father's wife. 2And you are arrogant! Ought you not rather to mourn? Let him who has
done this be removed from among you. This was a serious problem, and although he
would have liked to be gentle, he didn’t mince words as he closed his discussion of this
man committing immorality with verse 13 of chapter 5. "> God judges™ those

outside. “Purge the evil person from among you.”

Somewhat related to this discussion of tolerating sin in the church and disunity, he then
addresses lawsuits among believers and then expands from the issue of the man
committing sexual immorality to the issue of sexual immorality in general. 1Corinthians
6:18-20, says '°Flee from sexual immorality. Every other sin® a person commits is
outside the body, but the sexually immoral person sins against his own body." Or do you
not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from
God? You are not your own, ¥ for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your
body. And then he gives the answer to sexual immorality within the institution of
marriage. 1Corinthians 7:2 says, ?But because of the temptation to sexual immorality,
each man should have his own wife and each woman her own husband. In chapter 8,
Paul begins a discussion, likely based on a question they sent him, regarding food
offered to idols. It includes a focus on our rights and giving up those rights for the sake
of Christ. His key thought in the discussion about himself is 1Corinthians 9:19-23 19
For though | am free from all, | have made myself a servant to all, that | might win more
of them. 20 To the Jews | became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the
law | became as one under the law (though not being myself under the law) that | might
win those under the law. 21 To those outside the law | became as one outside the law
(not being outside the law of God but under the law of Christ) that | might win those
outside the law. 22 To the weak | became weak, that | might win the weak. | have
become all things to all people, that by all means | might save some. 23 | do it all for the
sake of the gospel, that | may share with them in its blessings. And his application to
food offered to idols is seen as he draws his argument to a close in 1Corinthians 10:23-
24 23 “All things are lawful,” but not all things are helpful. “All things are lawful,” but not
all things build up. 24 Let no one seek his own good, but the good of his neighbor. So,
the same selfish attitudes that lead to disunity in the church, can cause us to harm
others with choices we make based on our desires and self-interest, even in small things
like what we eat.



Chapter 11 in a way builds on that theme, by focusing on women wearing head-
coverings in worship and eating the Lord’s Supper together. The head-covering was
about keeping the focus on Christ and not on any individual, and the same with the
Lord’s Supper, which is about proclaiming Christ and not some people’s wealth over
others. 1Corinthians 11:26 confirms this by saying, 26 For as often as you eat this
bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes. And this selfless
service towards others culminates in a discussion of Spiritual gifts and how we use them
to serve in the church. The high point of that discussion is 1Corinthians 13. Verses 1-3
tell us, 13 If | speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, | am a noisy
gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 And if | have prophetic powers, and understand all
mysteries and all knowledge, and if | have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have
not love, | am nothing. 3 If | give away all | have, and if | deliver up my body to be
burned, but have not love, | gain nothing. And the end use of our gifts that are grounded
in love for each other is that we worship in an orderly way that results in building up the
church as a whole. 1Corinthians 14 ends the discussion this way. Verse 26 says, 26
What then, brothers? When you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a
revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be done for building up. Then in
verse 40, But all things should be done decently and in order.

Finally, we come to chapter 15 that contains the last of the main issues Paul is dealing
with as he refutes false teachers who say the resurrection of believers is false. The
truth of our resurrection centers around the truth of Christ’s resurrection. 1Corinthians
15:20-22 says, 20 But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of
those who have fallen asleep. 21 For as by a man came death, by a man has come also
the resurrection of the dead. 22 For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be
made alive. Then after a series of greetings and instructions in chapter 16, we come to
these final words that close this book in 1Corinthians 16: 21-24. 21 |, Paul, write this
greeting with my own hand. 22 If anyone has no love for the Lord, let him be accursed.
Our Lord, come! ® The grace of the Lord Jesus be with you. * My love be with you all in
Christ Jesus. Amen.

It's not unusual for Paul to close out his letters with words similar to this. It was
standard practice at the time, that for someone like Paul who did a lot of writing in the
course of his days, they would use an amanuenses, someone who would copy whatever
he said, instead of actually doing the writing himself. And while it seems historically that
this amanuenses could not write whatever he wanted, only what he was told by Paul,
this final handwritten note from Paul was the equivalent of him giving his assurance that
these were really his words. In Galatians 6:11, Paul points out how he writes in large
letters. 11 See with what large letters | am writing to you with my own hand. Perhaps
Paul’s eyesight was bad which was a reason for his using an amanuenses. But whatever
it was, his handwritten final note showed his stamp of approval on the letter as a whole.
But it also did more. The words he wrote by his own hand told a message that he really
wanted to convey to the readers. This final note by his own hand to the Corinthians has
three key points. The first is actually a curse, If anyone has no love for the Lord, let him
by accursed. Remember the messiness and sin that we recounted already in this book.
The love for Christ is supposed to be what defines the church as the ultimate solution to
church health. So, he uses strong language to address those who are losing sight of
what is most important. He immediately ties in this first statement with the words, “Our



Lord, come!” He actually writes this using the Aramaic word, “Maranatha.” The two are

connected because at the Lord’s return, he comes to judge. Living to serve out of love

for the coming king and judge is the only way to truly live our lives with eternal purpose.
That love for Christ means a longing for Christ’s return. And the return of Christ should
not paralyze us with fear but it should motivate us to serve Him.

But of course, as the Bible makes abundantly clear, we cannot begin to live our lives that
way without the next statement that Paul makes. “The grace of the Lord Jesus be with
you.” Over and over the truth of Romans 3:23 becomes very clear... [that] all have
sinned and fall short of the glory of God... And while we are created to bring glory to
God by obeying him, and we are commanded to love him, we have all failed to do that.
But Paul emphasizes over and over through his writing this word grace. God’s
undeserved favor towards us, his creatures, who sinned against him. And while this is
his common ending to his letters to point to God’s grace in the lives of his readers, we
should never just pass over this reference. It’s very easy to think of this in the same way
we would close our letters today, such as “sincerely” or “yours forever” or “blessings” in
Christian letters and emails. But grace defines Paul’s life and grace should define our
lives as a Christian. Look back at what he says in 1Corinthians 15:10 But by the grace
of God | am what | am, and his grace toward me was not in vain. On the contrary, |
worked harder than any of them, though it was not |, but the grace of God that is with
me. If you have not accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, then you are in need
of God’s saving grace today. The only way that we can truly love God and not be under
his curse, is to experience his forgiveness that comes only by his grace. We can’t earn
it. We can’t buy it. We only receive it by faith in Jesus Christ. Ephesians 2:8-9 says, 8
For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the
gift of God, 9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast. It is God’s grace that
changed Paul, and it is God’s grace that changes us and changes our church. No
church, no person is spiritually healthy apart from God’s grace in changing us and
conforming us to his Son, Jesus Christ. And it is that changed life that results in love for
God and love for others.

It is God’s grace in Paul’s life that leads to his final words to this church that clearly has
a lot of problems. ** My love be with you all in Christ Jesus. Amen. The reason | walked
us back through an overview of the whole book first in this sermon, was to remind us of
all the problems that Paul needed to address that made this church a messy church. It
would have been very easy for Paul to simply wash his hands of this church or end this
letter with harsh words of correction after all the problems he needed to address. The
focus on grace at the end of his letters is very common, but this focus on love is unique.
To this divided unhealthy church, he closes with words that show his deep affection for
everyone of the believers who make up this church. This includes all those of the various
factions dividing against each other. It includes all of those who may have been against
removing the immoral man from the church. It includes women who may have rejected
his instruction that they not violate social norms by uncovering their heads when leading
in public worship. It even includes those whose doctrine of the resurrection was wrong
and he had to correct. His love towards this church that may have deserved instead
words of condemnation at the end, showed his heart behind the tough language he had
to use in the book. His words were meant as a demonstration of love for this church and
these people.



If you think about it, love has been a major focus in the book, culminating in chapter 13.
Paul has been trying to say that loving others in the church is the primary fix for the
problems in this messy church, and Paul reinforces his own words by expressing his love
for them here at the end. He wants to show them by his own example that the church is
a place for everyone, not just some, not just those who have perfect doctrinal beliefs,
not just those who follow the correct apostle. Not just those who always make right
decisions for the church, not just the leaders or the ones who have the most up front
gifts in the church that everyone gets to see...but everyone should feel the love of
Christ expressed within the Body of Christ. So, he closes with, my love be with you ALL.
Amen. This is how a messy church becomes a healthy church, and glorifies Jesus Christ,
the head of the church. Are we that church? Is YIBC a church that not only stands
boldly for the truth of God’s Word without reservation? But also expresses and lets
people know that they are loved, they are cared for, and they are truly a part of the
Body of Christ? May God make us that kind of church, for his glory, and keep us in that
way until the day that Christ returns.

As we close this book of 1Corinthians and focus on loving each other, there is really no
better way to close than by sharing in Communion together. This meal represents our
unity that we find in Jesus Christ. We come from many different backgrounds, but at the
foot of the cross, we are all the same. We are sinners in need of a Savior. Jesus Christ
willingly shed his blood and died in our place so we could be one in him. We all come to
God in the same way, through Christ’s righteousness by trusting him as our Savior and
Lord to find forgiveness for our sin. If you have accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord and
your Savior and have been obedient to him in the first step of baptism, then | invite you
to join us in this meal today. If you don’t know Christ or haven’t been baptized then |
would ask you to refrain from partaking. Parents, you teach your children the
significance of this meal by not allowing them to participate if they are not ready. After |
pray, the Deacons will serve the elements from the 4 corners of the sanctuary. The cups
are the same as last time with bread in the bottom cup with a juice cup inside of it.
There are also prepackaged ones in the center rings. Let’s go to the Lord in prayer.



