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A lion prowled about a field in which four oxen dwelled.  

Many a time he tried to attack them; but whenever he came near they 

turned their tails to one another, so that whichever way he 

approached them he was met by the horns of one of them.  

At last, however, they fell a-quarrelling among themselves, and each went 

off to alone in a separate corner of the field to pasture.  

Then the Lion attacked them one by one and soon made an end of all four. 

The moral of the story is “united we stand, divided we fall.” 

This is an Aesop fable from the 6th century B.C.E, coincidentally around the 

time the Babylonians conquered the Southern Kingdom of Judah and 

dragging the upper quarter of the people into exile. 

This phrase, “united we stand, divided we fall” has often been used since 

then and especially in this country from its beginnings, as I’ve 

mentioned in the past. 

It is often used when a group is being attacked and they rally together 

against a common enemy, such as those oxen in the fable. 

But when the threat has subsided or has become blurred then we quarrel 

and become divided and we succumb to another threat, which can 

include ourselves.  As I’ve quoted Abraham Lincoln before, who 

appropriated it from scripture, “a house divided against itself cannot 

stand.” 

You can see this politically amongst Americans today in what seems 

irreparable ways.   

But that isn’t the only example.  Today’s epistle lesson from Paul’s first 

letter to the Corinthians discusses a house divided.   
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By all accounts the Corinthians had fully embraced the Holy Spirit and gifts 

of the spirit.  They were the first “Holy Rollers.”  But many of them 

seemed to be stuck on external manifestations of the Holy Spirit, such 

as speaking in tongues.   

Because of this they became divided, each claiming their “gift of the spirit” 

was more important or better than another rather than focusing on 

the source and purpose of the gifts.   

As verse 4 says and verses 5 and 6 echo it,  

 “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are 

varieties of services, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of 

activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in 

everyone.”   

It should be obvious, but, like the Corinthians, it seems we often forget that 

whatever different gifts we have they all come from the same Lord 

and God. 

I may have some gift for preaching, Rob, of course, does for music, and 

Donna for too many things to mention, but like the different colors 

that come out of a prism, the source is by the grace of the one true 

Light of the World.   

That knowledge alone should keep us all humble, particularly when we 

realize that in the Greek, the word for “grace”, charis (KHAR-ece), 

and the word for “gift”, charisma (KHAR-is-mah), are closely related, 

so that “grace” and “gift” go hand-in-hand. 

Even in English our word “charisma”, coming directly from the Greek word, 

originally meant “a divinely conferred gift”, though just in our 

lifetimes it has been diluted to just meaning “personal charm.” 
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After establishing the source of our gifts, verse 7 then follows up with the 

purpose, namely, “To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for 

the common good.”   

In other words, whatever gift of the spirit you are given, you are to use it, 

not flaunt it, and you are to use it help all, not elevate yourself.  Nor 

are you to be jealous of someone’s gift for the Spirit “allots to each one 

individually just as the Spirit chooses” (v. 11).   

We, as believers, are not simply individuals who are empowered and gifted 

by the Spirit; we are members—interconnected parts—of a single 

body. As verse 13 says, “For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one 

body” (v. 13a). 

For the spirit is at work in each of us and has given different gifts to each of 

us, which can and should be celebrated, but more importantly are to 

be used for the building up of the kingdom because they are given by 

the spirit; not to create division, but unity, for we are the community 

of God. 

Paul reminds the Corinthians that unity must spring from their common 

identity as people in Christ. United to Christ, Christians are united to 

one another, which means that that qualitative distinctions among 

people, whether rich or poor, natives or immigrants, conservative or 

liberal, have no place in Christian community. 

Christian communities might answer the question, “Where is the Holy 

Spirit present in our life together?” by focusing instead on two other 

questions: “How is Jesus magnified as Lord among us?” and “What 

builds unity and corporate well-being among us?”  
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In fact, this is how the church began on Pentecost when the Holy Spirit 

transcended multiple layers of differences to accomplish God’s many 

purposes. 

Now we often describe Pentecost the “birth of the church”, but what that 

means is that believers are empowered to bear witness to the ends of 

the earth, as promised by Jesus with his last words before his 

Ascension. 

Verses 3 and 4 from today’s passage in Acts chapter 2 says,  

 “Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue 

rested on each of them.  All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit 

and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them 

ability.”  

Then it notes that there were devout Jews living in Jerusalem who had 

come from almost every place in the known world.  They were 

immigrants with different customs, different cultures, different native 

languages, but all worshipped the same God, Yahweh. 

And they all hear the same message about “God’s deeds of power.”  And 

even though they all experience the same event, they are divided and 

argue as to what it means.  Miracles aren’t always understood or even 

accepted. 

Note that the Spirit did not enable all immigrants to understand the 

language that the believers spoke; the Spirit enabled the believers to 

speak a variety of languages so that a variety of people could hear and 

understand on their own terms. The Spirit enabled believers to meet 

people where they are, to literally talk their language.  



“Divided Tongues” 

Sermon – May 31, 2020 Stone Presbyterian Church 

R0 srl  5 

Thus, the first act of God's Spirit at Pentecost honors the diversity and 

individuality of the believers. God's Spirit does not insist up front that 

the Spirit-induced testimonies sound the same for all.   

God's promise for the church is that in our diversity, through our diversity, 

the Spirit still leads us forward in understanding. 

Indeed, as today’s passage closes with, membership in this radically 

inclusive community is available to all, saying “everyone who calls 

upon the name of the Lord will be saved” (v. 21).  

Today, Christians are divided and speak in different tongues when we 

should not.  We should be united not out of fear of an enemy, which is 

a transitory motivation, but out of the love for each other as God has 

loved us.  

Too many forget the “divided tongues, as of fire” coming to rest on each 

believer were to promote diversity, not division and that we are to 

work together as one body using the gifts that we each has received by 

the one Spirit for the good of the whole, to stand up for injustice and 

to promote peace. 

How many of our differences could be transcended if we Christians allowed 

the power of the Holy Spirit to reign in our lives?  

What miracles could the Holy Spirit perform in our churches and 

communities if we embraced it and invited it into our midst?  

How many hearts and minds could the Holy Spirit possibly transform, if we 

prayed for the Holy Spirit to have its ways in our communities?  

Let us pray for and hope for God's Spirit to act in us, upon us, and through 

us, not for ourselves or on our terms, but on God's. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


