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“Whose Measure?” A sermon by Lee Ireland 
Cathedral City Community Presbyterian Church 
February 2, 2020 Fourth Sunday after Epiphany 
1 Corinthians 1:18-31, Matthew 5:1-12 
 
Prayer: Open our eyes to see your Spirit in our life.  Open our hearts to receive the 
blessings you send each day.  Guide us with your wisdom so that through us Christ may 
walk on the earth once again.  Amen. 
 

How do you measure something?  Is it with a tape measure, a yard stick?  That’s 
physically measuring something that has form and substance such as a yard of cloth or 
10 feet of a wooden board. 
 
But there are other measurements that we take, aren’t there?  Do you measure yourself 
against others?  Perhaps others you’d like to be like?  Do you measure or compare the 
neighborhood your friends live in against the one you live in?  Do you drive through 
some neighborhood and wish you lived in the homes in that neighborhood when you 
compare your home to those you’re driving by?   
 
Maybe you don’t measure yourself against what others have, but what others do.  
Would you like to serve on a community board at the city level?  Maybe you’d like to be 
on the symphony board or the senior citizen board.   
 
We do compare ourselves to others.  We measure what we have against what others 
have, don’t we?  It all seems so natural.  Everybody does it, right?  Isn’t that what we’re 
expected to do – to succeed as our culture defines success? 
 
Right now, I’m dealing with others’ expectations for this church.  Most people in the 
Presbytery to whom I tell we’ve decided to sell the building and plan to hire a 
redevelopment pastor - they ask me why.  Their expectation of church is to meet in a 
building with an organ.  I get the impression that some folks think our church has failed 
to build membership preventing us from being the church of their expectation.  They 
don’t even consider God’s expectations! 
 
In today’s scripture lesson, Paul is telling the Corinthians not to desire what others have, 
but to desire what God has given us in Jesus Christ and to depend on Christ as our 
measuring standard.   
 
The Corinthian Christ-followers were concerned about status.  You could say they were 
concerned about how they measured up in their society.  And that was destressing to 
Paul, for it led them away from the message of the cross, the foolishness of the cross, 
that they should be sharing with others. 
 
Corinth was an ancient Greek city that had been destroyed by the Romans 146 years 
before Christ was born.  It was later rebuilt by Julius Caesar as a colony for freed slaves 
and the poor.  So, in Paul’s day, the city was full of people who wanted to move up: full 
of a lot of people who were trying to make it.  This desire for upward mobility showed up 
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in the Corinthian church since the members were divided.  We talked about this last 
week.  Paul wrote, What I mean is that each of you says, “I belong to Paul,” or “I 
belong to Apollos,” or “I belong to Cephas,” or “I belong to Christ.”  The divisions 
probably had to do with the perceived social status gained by following a particular 
leader.   
 
There’s a story about a Colonial Williamsburg Church of England rector who was asked 
by a member of his congregation if there was salvation outside the church of England.  
The rector knew there was but didn’t want to admit that to this member.  After much 
thought, the rector got back to the member saying, “Sir, the possibility about which you 
inquire exists.  But no gentleman would avail himself of it.”  Obviously, this rector 
thought the Church of England was the only church that counted!   
 
Obviously, today’s church members are not above such judgments.  “I go to so-and-so’s 
church because I like her preaching.”  “I go to that church because the church strives to 
serve the poor.”  Or “I go to such and such church because the church promises that 
faith will lead to personal prosperity.” 
 
People measure themselves against others.  What I find interesting about this letter to 
the Corinthian church is that Paul didn’t take sides in the disagreement.  Paul didn’t 
declare one side as right and the other as wrong.  Paul didn’t want to get drawn into the 
argument but wanted to point out what is really important. 
 
Paul directs our focus to what happened on a hill outside of Jerusalem.  He points to 
God’s plan to share with us what is really important; what we should use to measure 
ourselves against.  He points to the foolishness of the cross. 
 
In the scripture reading from Matthew today, we hear Jesus make statements that do 
not make sense to many listening then and probably don’t make sense to many 
listening today. 
 
“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.”   
“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.” 
“Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil 
against you falsely on my, Jesus’, account.” 
 
These statements do not agree with the expectations of the society in Jesus’ day nor do 
they agree with the expectations of today’s society.  However, they are God’s message 
on how to live and what you are to measure yourself against. 
 
Jesus said he came to serve.  Jesus washed the feet of his disciples.  Jesus was 
humble.  Jesus didn’t compare himself to others and relied on God for direction.  Jesus 
came to show us God’s love and how to live for others.  That’s not how most people 
measure their lives – in how well they are serving others.  That’s foolishness to many 
people.   
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Since I brought up this church, let me make a comment on the Session’s plan for 
ministry in this church.  If our building expense is keeping us from serving others.  If our 
church is so comfortable that we don’t share Jesus’ story and our faith stories with 
others.  If we do good works but others don’t join us.  Then are we honoring God in the 
way God wants us to?  Do we need a change of direction?  Do we need to consider 
what yardstick God is using to measure us?  I think so.  And that’s what the Session has 
been doing.  Listening to God and considering how we can create a vital ministry that 
others want to join, a vital ministry that reflects God’s love for each individual.  Please 
join the Session in prayer as we make plans for the serving God in a different way in 
this community. 
 
Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not many of you were wise by 
human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth.  But 
God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is 
weak in the world to shame the strong;  God chose what is low and despised in 
the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, so that no one 
might boast in the presence of God.  He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, 
who became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and 
redemption, in order that, as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the 
Lord.” 
 
Let us be guided by God’s foolishness.  Let us be servants.  Let us be humble.  Let us 
pray.  And yes, let us boast in the Lord as we plan for the future of this church. 
 
May God guide our every effort. 


