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I Believe 
 
 

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. 
(Genesis 1:1 ESV) 

 
And without faith it is impossible to please him, for whoever would draw near to God must believe that 

he exists and that he rewards those who seek him. 
(Hebrews 11:6 ESV) 

 
I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God,  

that you may know that you have eternal life. 
(1 John 5:13 ESV) 
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Introduction: 
 
Good morning! Please turn with me in your Bible to 1 Corinthians 3.  
 
Last Sunday, we considered the line: “I believe in the holy catholic church.” As Ryan explained, the word 
“catholic” is just an older way of saying “universal.” Therefore, to declare “I believe in the holy catholic 
church” is to proclaim your belief that God’s church stretches across the globe and across the ages and 
across the denominations. The line that we’re considering this morning is really a “part two” to what we 
studied last week. To that end, let’s read them together now: 
 
 I believe in the holy catholic church, 

The communion of saints 
 
“Communion” is another word for unity. “Saints” refers to every believer scattered across the globe and 
across the denominations. When we confess these lines, we are essentially saying, “I believe that God’s 
church is one and that His people are one.” 
 
Now, I want to stop before we even get started and I want to ask you a question: Do you actually believe 
that? In fact, to go a step further, do you even want to believe that? We’re not speaking theoretically about 
some future day when every other Christian will share your theological convictions. When we say these lines, 
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we are declaring that every true believer – everyone who worships the Triune God and who has turned from 
their sin and placed their trust in Jesus Christ as their Lord and their Saviour – regardless of their 
denomination – is right NOW our family in Christ. We are declaring that there is unity in the church TODAY. 
So, do you really believe that? 
 
Do you believe that Anglican man reading the book of common prayer is your brother? Do you believe that 
Pentecostal woman preaching in the next town over is your sister? Do you believe that Presbyterian minister 
sprinkling an infant is right now at this very moment your brother in Christ? Do you? Because THAT is what 
we’re saying in this line.  
 
We see through a glass dimly and thus, we disagree on a number of secondary and tertiary issues, but if we 
are Christ, then we ARE the family of God. Today. 
 
It doesn’t feel that way sometimes, does it? Some days, I look out over Christendom and, if I’m being entirely 
honest, the communion of saints looks like an impossibility. 
 
To that end, look with me now to 1 Corinthians 3:16-17. The church Corinth that was arguably the most 
dysfunctional church in history. There was sin, and there was silliness, and there was seemingly no hope at 
all for any semblance of unity. But, when Paul looked at that fractured, embarrassing, messy church, he 
didn’t write it off. He didn’t throw his hands up in the air and withdraw. No, he pressed in and he fought for 
the communion of saints. Our text this morning tells us why. Hear now God’s holy, inspired, inerrant, living 
and active word to us today. 
 

16 Do you not know that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you? 17 If anyone 
destroys God's temple, God will destroy him. For God's temple is holy, and you are that temple. (1 
Corinthians 3:16-17 ESV) 

 
This is the word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. 
 
The “yous” in this text are all plural. You can’t see it in the English translation, but it’s plain as day in the 
Greek. Paul is saying, “You, church, are the temple of God! You, church, are indwelt by the Spirit of God! 
You, church, are HOLY! If anyone destroys this church – this messy, immature, flawed, but REDEEMED 
church – then God will destroy him.” 
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Even when it seems impossible – when it seems like a hopelessly lost cause – the communion of saints 
should be preached and protected. But how do we do that? 
 
How Do We Protect The Communion Of Saints? 
 
First, if you want to protect the communion of saints: 
 
1. Don’t succumb to tribalism 
 
Look with me at chapter 1 verses 11-13: 
 

For it has been reported to me by Chloe's people that there is quarreling among you, my 
brothers.12 What I mean is that each one of you says, “I follow Paul,” or “I follow Apollos,” or “I 
follow Cephas,” or “I follow Christ.”13 Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were 
you baptized in the name of Paul? (1 Corinthians 1:11-13 ESV) 

 
In the infancy of the New Testament church – before denominations even existed – God’s people were 
already roped into tribalism. There was already infighting and quarrelling in the congregation as people over-
identified with their preferred human leader. “Oh, you follow Paul, do you? Well, I’m a MATURE Christian. I’m 
a Cephas man!” Paul saw this gross mindset and he rebuked it immediately. “You’re not a Cephas man or a 
Paul man. You’re a Jesus man, and don’t you forget it!” 
 
I think this passage provokes an important practical question we need to ask here: What’s the difference 
between tribalism and membership in a denomination? That’s a fair question. Is it tribalism to declare, “I’m a 
Baptist”? How is our current breakup of denominations any different from the Corinthians declaring their 
allegiance to human leaders? The answer is nuanced but I would argue that the difference between tribalism 
and denominationalism is found in the heart. 
 
Tribalism is really an expression of arrogance and pride. It is to say, “ME and MY people are superior to YOU 
and YOUR PEOPLE because we have got it all right. Our confession of faith is flawless. The men who wrote 
our confession loved the Bible more than the folks who wrote yours.” That’s pride, and that’s the attitude of 
tribalism that Paul is rebuking in our text. If Paul were with us today, he might say, “What? Were you 
baptized in the name of the Westminster Catechism? Or the 1689 London Confession? Or the Book of 
Common Prayer?” 
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But, with a heart of humility, denominations are very helpful. If I believe in the unity of the global church, then 
I can say, “These are my deep-down biblical and theological convictions. I believe our confession 
summarizes the doctrines of the faith accurately and faithfully. And yet, I also acknowledge that you can hold 
different convictions and still be a Christian.”  
 
We can and should develop biblical convictions. And we should mutually hold each other to those biblical 
convictions – that’s what church membership is. But we should also humbly acknowledge that we currently 
see through a glass dimly – we might even find out that we were stubborn and wrong on some key issues. 
Believe some things. Belong somewhere. But be humble. The 1689 London Baptist Confession wasn’t 
crucified for us. Jesus was. The Baptists aren’t the hope of the world. Jesus is. Remembering that and 
believing that will keep us from falling into the ditch of tribalism. 
 
Second, if you want to protect the communion of saints: 
 
2. Dig deep and grow up 
 
Flip ahead with me in 1 Corinthians to the beginning of chapter 3. There, we read: 
 

But I, brothers, could not address you as spiritual people, but as people of the flesh, as infants in 
Christ. 2 I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for it. And even now you are not 
yet ready, 3 for you are still of the flesh. For while there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not 
of the flesh and behaving only in a human way? 4 For when one says, “I follow Paul,” and another, “I 
follow Apollos,” are you not being merely human? (1 Corinthians 3:1-4 ESV) 

 
Here we learn that tribalism and jealousy and strife can all be traced back to a common denominator: 
Immaturity.  
 
Paul tells the church in Corinth that they are still infants in the faith. They’re still living off of milk because 
they’re not ready to digest the solid food of the faith. And that immaturity in their faith is naturally revealing 
itself through the immaturity of their actions.  
 
Paul’s approach here is interesting. It reads less like a rebuke and more like a blunt statement of fact. He 
doesn’t say, “Shame on you! You should know better by now!” But instead, he says, and perhaps this would 
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have been more painful to hear, “Of course you’re still fighting with each other. You’re worldly. You’re still 
little baby Christians living off of little baby milk... so OF COURSE you’re throwing little baby tantrums. Your 
conduct is revealing your diet.” 
 
In the same vein, as I look out at the North American church today, I am not surprised by what I see. One of 
the things that has been embarrassingly exposed over the last few years is the biblical illiteracy of the North 
American church. Too many of our churches, and elder boards, and pulpits are filled with people who do not 
tremble at the word of God. Christians who don’t study the word and who don’t seek the Lord in prayer and 
who don’t strive to grow in godliness are, according to Paul, INFANTS. And they behave accordingly. They 
cry when they don’t get their way, and they throw toys at each other on social media, and they take their 
eyes off of Jesus and fixate and fight over trivialities. 
 
Therefore, if you want to be a part of cultivating unity in the church, then dig deep and GROW UP. Read your 
Bible. Pray. Get a good systematic theological textbook and work through it slowly. Add some biblical meat to 
your diet. If you feed yourself like a man or woman of God, then you will be less likely to throw tantrums like a 
toddler. 
 
Third, if you want to protect the communion of the saints: 
 
3. Take sin seriously 
 
Flip ahead with me to the beginning of chapter 5. There, Paul says: 
 

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. 2 And you are arrogant! Ought you not rather to 
mourn? Let him who has done this be removed from among you. (1 Corinthians 5:1-2 ESV) 

 
Most commentators agree that the woman mentioned here was likely not the man’s birthmother. It is more 
likely that his father had remarried at some point. Regardless, a member of the Corinthian church was 
sleeping with his father’s wife! And the church knew about it! And the church seems to have been under the 
impression that they were doing something quite noble in showing compassion and mercy to this 
complicated, confused young man. Paul accuses them of being arrogant when they should be mourning over 
the sad state of affairs in their congregation. The situation – the blatant sin in the church – was so obvious 
and so despicable that even the unbelievers in the city were looking in and saying, “That isn’t right.” 
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Perhaps the church thought that they were championing the communion of saints. Perhaps they assumed 
they were an example of unity. But Paul shut that false idea down quickly. Unity does not overlook or ignore 
sin. In fact, there can be no unity where unrepentant sin remains. In Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians, 
he reminded them of this truth: 
 

Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. For what partnership has righteousness with 
lawlessness? Or what fellowship has light with darkness? (2 Corinthians 6:14 ESV) 

 
Charles Spurgeon notes here:  
 

That union which is not based on the truth of God is rather a conspiracy than a communion.1 
  
This is why, at the start of the sermon I included the qualifying word TRUE Christian when I talked about our 
unity. People who have repented and believed in Christ – THEY are our family in the faith. But we cannot 
have unity with those who take sin lightly. Our unity is a unity IN CHRIST. It is a unity IN LIGHT. Therefore, it 
is a unity that by its very nature must exclude sin.  
 
Before we move on, I want to dive a little deeper here because I suspect that this is where we struggle in our 
unity with other denominations. Who are the “true” Christians? It’s hard to draw a line between sin and 
theological disagreement. If I think that the Bible clearly teaches believer’s baptism but the pastor down the 
street baptizes infants, is he sinning? If I think the Bible clearly teaches that women should not serve as 
elders but the church down the road has a woman in the pulpit, is she sinning? Or how about this one: If I 
believe the Bible clearly states that we should honor those in authority over us and that the current 
restrictions are for the welfare of our community but the church down the road disagrees, are they sinning? 
These are tricky questions, aren’t they?  
 
Here is one simple rule for an admittedly complex issue: Listen carefully and charitably. That church down 
the road likely has a biblical argument for being open, and they have a biblical argument for their female 
eldership, and they have a biblical argument for their baptismal practices. Now, we don’t agree with their 
biblical approach, but if they are pointing at the text and making their argument from what they see there, 
then we need to extend some charity. Our disagreements about interpretation will keep us from being able to 
                                                
1 John Blanchard, eds. The Complete Gathered Gold: a Treasury of Quotations for Christians. Accordance electronic 
ed. (New York: Evangelical Press, 2006), paragraph 1948. 
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partner together as much as we would like, but they CANNOT keep us from loving and honouring our 
brothers and sisters in Christ.  
 
That being said, where there is unrepentant sin – where God’s word is mocked and dismissed – there cannot 
be unity.  
 
Fourth, if you want to protect the communion of saints: 
 
4. Learn to turn the other cheek 
 
Flip ahead now to chapter 6, beginning at verse 5: 
 

I say this to your shame. Can it be that there is no one among you wise enough to settle a dispute 
between the brothers, 6 but brother goes to law against brother, and that before unbelievers? 7 To 
have lawsuits at all with one another is already a defeat for you. Why not rather suffer wrong? Why 
not rather be defrauded? (1 Corinthians 6:5-7 ESV) 

 
What we find here is a dispute within the church that was brought out into the public sphere to be 
adjudicated. The exact nature of the disagreement isn’t specified but it was some form of fraud. It wasn’t 
nothing. There was money involved. 
 
And yet, Paul says, even if the offence and its consequences are real, it should have NEVER been taken out 
into the public arena! The city of Corinth is full of people who are on the road to an eternal destruction! It is 
full of people who don’t know the gospel and who have not placed their trust in Christ. The church, then, 
should have one agenda on her mind: She should be doing anything and everything to shine forth the glory 
of the gospel to the watching world!  
 
But instead, the Christians were fighting each other in the streets. To which Paul replies: 
 

Why not rather suffer wrong? Why not rather be defrauded? (1 Corinthians 6:7b ESV) 
 
You made your case, but you turned your whole city off to the church. You won the argument, but your 
neighbour went to hell. 
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Was it worth it? 
 
Am I way off base, or is this a relevant word for us in this cultural moment? Am I way off base, or are some of 
us going to be horrified and ashamed when we stand before the judgement seat of God and all of our petty 
slander and our church-splitting-foot-stopping temper tantrums are played on the big screen for all to see? I 
suspect we’ll weep as we watch the playback and as we see that in the background – behind our self-
righteous public displays – our children, and our co-workers and our neighbours turned away from the church 
in disgust and never looked back. How many kids are on the road to hell because of church splits? How 
many neighbours are on the road to hell because of Facebook fights? 
 
Shame on us. Shame on the North American church. Shame on me.  
 

but whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to 
have a great millstone fastened around his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea. 
(Matthew 18:6 ESV) 

 
Some of us need to tape that verse onto our laptops. Fifth, if you want to protect the communion of saints:  
 
5. Put the rights of others before your own 
 
Flip ahead with me now to chapter 8 beginning in verse 9: 
 

But take care that this right of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the 
weak. 10 For if anyone sees you who have knowledge eating in an idol's temple, will he not be 
encouraged, if his conscience is weak, to eat food offered to idols? 11 And so by your knowledge this 
weak person is destroyed, the brother for whom Christ died. 12 Thus, sinning against your 
brothers and wounding their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ. 13 Therefore, if food 
makes my brother stumble, I will never eat meat, lest I make my brother stumble. (1 Corinthians 8:9-
13 ESV) 
 
 

Most of the people in the city of Corinth worshiped idols. Part of that idol worship involved sacrificing animals. 
Just like in Israel, if meat was on the table, it typically meant that there had been some sort of religious 
sacrifice. So, what were Corinthian Christians to do when there were neighbourhood barbecues? Did eating 
the meat from a pagan sacrifice equate to participating in a pagan sacrifice? 
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According to Paul, no. Elsewhere he explains that the idol is nothing and therefore, eating meat that was at 
one time sacrificed to an idol is not something that Christians need to be concerned with. They have the right 
to eat that meet.  
 
What they DO need to be concerned with, however, is how their exercising of that right will impact the 
Christians in the city who have a weaker conscience. Some of the Corinthian Christians had recently been 
saved out of idol worship. For them, the eating of meat sacrificed to idols made them feel like they were 
betraying Christ. They weren’t, of course, but their consciences condemned them. So, Paul tells the mature 
believers who have every right to eat meat: 
 

But take care that this right of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. (1 
Corinthians 8:9 ESV) 
 

He goes on to say in chapter 10: 
 

 
“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. (1 Corinthians 10:23-24 ESV) 

 
Maybe this inconvenience is infringing upon your rights. Perhaps it’s annoying for you that the weak 
conscience of your brothers and sisters means that you can’t do everything that you want to do. The charter 
might even be on your side. But remember, sometimes the exercising of our rights can hurt people. 
Sometimes, even when the facts are on your side and you have legal firepower at your disposal, you are 
called to defer for your weaker brothers and sisters. 
 
There’s probably some modern-day application for that principal, but we’re going to keep moving. 
 
Finally, if you want to protect the communion of saints: 
 
6. Learn to love and celebrate unity in diversity 
 
Look ahead to chapter 12, beginning in verse 21: 
 

21 The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no 
need of you.” 22 On the contrary, the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are 
indispensable, 23 and on those parts of the body that we think less honorable we bestow the greater 
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honor, and our unpresentable parts are treated with greater modesty,24 which our more presentable 
parts do not require. But God has so composed the body, giving greater honor to the part that lacked 
it, 25 that there may be no division in the body, but that the members may have the same care for one 
another. 26 If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together. 
(1 Corinthians 12:21-26 ESV) 

 
Diversity is not the enemy of unity. It is the FRUIT of unity! The church should be the most diverse group in 
the city because the gospel overcomes all of our differences and binds us together in Christ!  
 
In chapter 11, Paul rebuked the Corinthians because they didn’t cultivate unity between the rich and the poor 
in their church. Rich people ran in their social circles and poor people ran in theirs. But IT SHOULD NOT BE 
THAT WAY IN THE CHURCH! In chapter 7, Paul reminded the church that they would have single brothers 
and sisters in their midst. Those single Christians are to be celebrated! They are a gift to the church, and 
they shouldn’t be treated like they are in a different class than those who are married. Singles and married 
couples should cultivate deep friendships. In chapters 12 and 14, Paul talks about all of the diverse gifts in 
the church. We need all of those gifts. Likewise, in Galatians 3:28, Paul writes: 
 

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you 
are all one in Christ Jesus. (Galatians 3:28 ESV) 

 
If you are a Christian then you should love and celebrate the amazing diversity that exists in unity under the 
Lordship of Christ!  
 
Yet, we all struggle with the temptation to try to make everyone else look and sound like us. We want to 
convince the world that our preferred style of music is God’s preferred style of music. This is true of us 
personally, and it is also true of us corporately. We really struggle to believe that God would use – and even 
BLESS – churches that don’t operate like us.  
 
But God DOES use other churches. And He blesses them. And He multiplies them.  
 
Now, don’t get me wrong, I know that there are some unhealthy churches in this city. There are even some 
churches that have departed from the faith all-together. That is a problem. Absolutely. 
 
But if I could press a button right now and make every church in Orillia look and sound and behave exactly 
like Redeemer City Church, I wouldn’t do it. Even though I think our theology is right. Even though I think our 
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polity is biblical. I wouldn’t do it. Because, according to this text, it is arrogant and foolish for the foot to say to 
the hand “I have no need of you.” The hand does things that the foot couldn’t do with years of training.  
 
I love our church, but we would have a hard time stepping into the shoes of the Salvation Army. God has 
wired them differently, and He uses them to do good works which were prepared in advance to be their way 
of life. The same is true of Simcoside next door. The South Ward would be worse off if they weren’t here. 
And how about Hillside? The young people I’ve met who were discipled in that church suggest to me that 
they take family discipleship seriously. Praise God!  
 
Those who are under Christ are a part of his body. We are diverse, but in our diversity there is gospel unity. 
What would it look like if our social circles reflected this? What would it look like if our congregation reflected 
this? Or the church in Orillia?  
 
It would look like the body of Christ. It would look like what Jesus designed and desires for His bride to look 
like. It would look like the communion of saints. 
 
Do we see this now? Unfortunately, no. In fact, historians who are more studied than I will ever be have 
suggested that the church has never been more fractured and unhealthy than she is today. We have some 
work to do. And, in the same way that Paul refused to throw in the towel as he surveyed the church in 
Corinth, we must not give up in our pursuit of unity here in Orillia.  
 
Now I want to end this morning with a simple question: Why does this matter? Why didn’t Paul give up and 
why shouldn’t we just content ourselves with a micro community that thinks and looks and behaves exactly 
like us? That would certainly be easier. And that would certainly be less messy. Why does this matter? 
 
Why Does This Matter? 
 
First of all, the communion of saints matters: 
 
1. Because Jesus prayed for it 
 
In what is referred to as Jesus’ high priestly prayer for the church, he prayed: 
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20 “I do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their word, 21 that 
they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that 
the world may believe that you have sent me. (John 17:20-21 ESV) 

 
Jesus prayed that the church would be one just as He is eternally one with the Father. That is a high bar for 
unity, isn’t it? But that’s what Jesus wants for us. And if that’s what Jesus wants for the church, then that’s 
what we should want. Francis Schaeffer once said: 
 

We cannot expect the world to believe that the Father sent the Son, that Jesus’ claims are true and 
that Christianity is true, unless the world sees some reality of the oneness of true Christians.2 

  
This world is so fractured right now. The time is ripe for us to demonstrate that we have a Saviour who has 
the power to bring people together! I think that the enemy sees the opportunity before us, and I think he’s 
successfully distracting us. Rather than working together to proclaim and to demonstrate the life-transforming 
power gospel, the evil one has convinced us to throw stones at each other in the public square. I don’t know 
that I have ever sensed the presence of the demonic like I have this past week looking out over social media.  
 
Jesus, on the night that he was betrayed, knowing full well all that he was about to experience, prayed for us. 
And specifically, he prayed that we would be one. Do you love him? Then listen closely to what he desired 
for his church. Don’t swing your sword at the wrong team. Don’t join your voice with the Accuser of the 
brothers. Your voice belongs to the Redeemer. And the Redeemer wants his church to be united. So, that’s 
what we’re going to fight for. 
 
And lastly, the communion of saints matters: 
 
2. Because Jesus paid for it 
 
Acts 20:28 is one of the scariest verses for any elder. It warns: 
 

Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made 
you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood. (Acts 20:28 
ESV) 

 

                                                
2 John Blanchard, eds. The Complete Gathered Gold: a Treasury of Quotations for Christians. Accordance electronic 
ed. (New York: Evangelical Press, 2006), paragraph 1946. 
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Would you dare sling stones at the church? Would you publicly demean the bride of Christ? Don’t you know 
that he bought her with his precious blood? When you insult your brother – when you demean another 
denomination – when you smile at the suffering of another church – don’t you realize that Jesus was 
crucified for them?  
 
We’ve spent our time in Corinthians today because it is the messiest church imaginable. There was incest, 
and rivalries, and tribalism, and silliness, and outright, embarrassing mess! One might even argue that the 
city of Corinth would be better off without this sad excuse of a church. But Paul didn’t think so. Beneath the 
filth and the fog, he saw the bride of Christ – the temple of the living God – indwelt by the Holy Spirit and 
eternally loved in spite of her flaws. So he warned us:  
 

16 Do you not know that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you? 17 If anyone 
destroys God's temple, God will destroy him. For God's temple is holy, and you are that temple. (1 
Corinthians 3:16-17 ESV) 

 
If you are an enemy of unity, then you are an enemy of God. If you are a slanderer of the church, then you 
are a slanderer of the blood-bought bride of Christ. If you are an agent of division and disunity, then you do 
the work of demons. If that’s you, then you will never feel at home here. 
 
We are for unity.  
 
Because we believe in the holy catholic church and the communion of saints. We believe the church – and 
her unified – is the tool that God will use to bring the gospel to the nations. Jesus prayed for that. Jesus paid 
for that. So we’re going to fight for that. Amen? Amen. Let’s pray together. 

 


