Wade Street Church 18.03.07 am
“TO THE CHURCH OF GOD — CHRISTIANS TOGETHER "

5. LIVING TOGETHER
1 Corinthians 5:1 — 6:20; 8:1-13; 10:23 — 11:1

The church in Corinth is facing some problems — that's what tiés fedm Paul is really all about. It's a

new church — a new religion, really — that Paul planted aboutyfaes before: a little group of newly

converted believers who have never done anything like this beldrey are encountering a whole new
way of living, a completely different set of values anduades, a different way of behaving. Different
from what? Well, the church is situated in a cosmopolitan seaich is a centre for the worship of

Aphrodite. It's a seething morass of sexual immoralityf-cattred attitudes and blatantly pagan
idolatry. Suddenly, these new Christians are expected to e that are holy, moral, ethically upright.
They are supposed to be setting an example to those around, datim@nsthat a difference Jesus has
made in their lives, remaining distinctive in an increglsi alien culture.

Complicating this, though, is the idea that following Jesusyset$ree from humanly contrived rules and
regulations. For those from a traditionally Jewish background who bteme to accept Jesus as
Messiah, there’s the new concept of being liberated fromay of thinking that sees adherence to the
Law of Moses as the only way to get closer to God. Theyualdeslly released from the daily struggle to
do all the right things in the right order, from an expectation they will keep to a set list of very
demanding regulations.

So the church in Corinth is filling up with people who ‘aret yet nice”, to use Eugene Peterson’s phrase
— people who are very heavily influenced by the mores of th@rcivhich they live and who are, at the
same time, being taught that they are freed from the camtstiithe Law. Some of them are exercising
their freedom by saying that it doesn’t matter too much how thiegvee God'’s grace will mean instant
forgiveness. But when people come together in any community, cduenot really get on together
without some kind of ethical and moral structure within which tate their behaviour. The lack of that
in Corinth means that the church is in a mess, and Paul addilessasthe chapter we’ve just read, as
well as in chapters 6, 8 and 10, which we’ll also refehts morning.

First of all, let's just see what exactly was going onhis thurch. To start with, there was sexual
immorality of a kind which, Paul says, was even deplored by tgansab:1). Not only was this a
clearly sinful act, but the members of the church took a &indisplaced pride in it — “Look at us. Look
at how free we are now! Look at what the grace of God can ovettommey were also clearly at each
other’s throats within the congregation, as they were takinly etler to court rather than seeking to
work things out within their own fellowshi(1-8). There is a list i65:9,10 of other things that seem to
have been part of the life of the church there, as Paul ‘42gsjot be deceived’” Some of the people
were sleeping with prostitute$:(5ff), and we know from contemporary accounts that this wasn't just
men with female prostitutes, but also women with male prostitutexl in 8:1-13 and 10:25-31, Paul
writes about the issue of eating meat sold in the market iaft@d been offered to idols in the pagan
temples. That in itself wasn't a sin, but it was cagsither difficulties because some of the congregation
were acting in a way that was thoughtlessly insensitiather Christians.

Now, we could spend a lot of time this morning dealing in graphaildeith all those different sins. But

| don't believe Paul writes about them here because they ardnganspecial sins: they are just examples
of what's going on amongst the believers. I'm sure therem@® happening than he mentions here.
And for those who like to latch on to certain of the sexual simadmions here, don’'t overlook the fact
that he also includes those who &geeedy, drunkards and slanderersiho are explicitly excluded
from God’s kingdom. Paul mentions these sins because they ezatassues in the church and because
they are things that are obviously happening quite openly, with@gpéars, the church getting to grips
with how the offenders should be dealt with.



Of more relevance to us, perhaps, is what Paul says about therbissads that are raised here. So, in
the limited time we have this morning, let's consider thigggs which come out of these chapters which
will always be worth thinking about, whatever the situation, eterthe church is to be found.

1. THE INFLEUCNE OF A FEW (5:6-11)

Paul uses the image of yeast, which is a common image Biliteefor the influence which evil can have
on a group of people. Apart from, | think, one occasion, ysasiiays used to refer to a bad influence.
It doesn’t take a lot for the whole church to become affectesly® so don't let any immorality get hold
of you, because it will quickly work through the whole lot of yon.tHe case he quotes here, one person
is having an affair (for want of a better expression) withstepmother. That in itself is bad enough, but
when it is overlooked by the rest because they assume itswaled by the grace of God, then wrong
attitudes are clearly creeping into their thinking and who knolher&vit might lead.

The only way to deal with it, says Paul, is to get rid ofytbast, to throw out the person who is causing
the trouble. That may seem harsh and judgemental, but unlésaction is taken, the situation will get
worse. We might use the image today of cutting out a cams@rowth or a source of infection for the
good of the whole body. The church of Jesus Christ does have staitddods have certain boundaries
which must not be overstepped and you cannot claim to be a Christ@aun averstep those boundaries
and assume it makes no difference. Claiming to be a followgesafs Christ, but not submitting to the
standards of morality and ethical behaviour that that entailgst hypocrisy. Now, of course, we all
make mistakes, we all fall prey to temptation, but to patiaalesin openly and with no recognition of the
need for repentance is to drag the name of Jesus in thendlitb &ring shame on the church. Anyone
who does not see that and does not respond to warnings needs tobie put

So Paul tells the Corinthian Christians not to associate with geople. And in case they think that this
is a call to some kind of asceticism and withdrawal fromvwtbdd — which is full of such people — he

tells them that he is here referring only to the church. Theyoagive a wide berth to those within the
church who are openly or unrepentantly behaving in this way. Anc#sen for that is so that they do
not themselves end up condoning such behaviour and eventually getting dnbhaweselvesV11 makes

it clear he is talking about Christians who continue to behaveHike- and notice again the other things
that are in that list, just so you don't get too complacent aballt

2. PERSONAL FREEDOM vs. COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY (6:12; 8:9-13;10:23

In 6:12 and10:23 Paul quotes a little phrase that many scholars believe isssh@ of the Corinthians
Christians were using as their kind of ethical mantf&wverything is permissible for me” They had
been saved. They rejoiced in the grace of God. They helaltbe promise that God would forgive their
sins. So they could basically do what they wanted. They no longdedé¢e keep to the old Jewish
laws. They had no need to observe the secular laws of thstaieyof Corinth because they were now
under the grace of Jesus Christ. They had their rights and natagigoing to stand in the way of their
enjoying them.

There’s a lot of that kind of talk about today. In a societyctvlieems to elevate the rights of the
individual above everything else, the church has fallen undenfitence too. We may not be quite as
far down the road as prisoners who win the right to have pornographigled for them or under-age
girls who have the right to abortions without any contact with {exients, but we are still pretty keen on
getting our own way because we feel we have a right to it.

The trouble is, says Paul, that fails to take into account &mp important things.Firstly, as he says in
both those verse$:(12, 10:23, it might be permissible, but it's not necessarily berfic physically,
emotionally, spiritually. The example he use$ih3ffis again that of sexual immorality, specifically in



this case with prostitutes. It is spiritual suicide, he .saysu cannot engage in that kind of behaviour
without it having a profound effect on you. That’s why God proscribéa tihe first place. He also
mentions food irvl3 Of course, there is no specific commandment about how much yaagdut he
has already mentioned greed as a sin. And we certainly know-rewen if Paul didn’t have all the
science at his fingertips when he was writing — that too muchdaondave all kinds of different effects
on the body, the mind and, indeed, the spirit.

Secondly Paul tells the Corinthians at some length — and this is implianuch of what he writes
throughout the letter — that what they do as individuals can have afpbeféect on others. All the stuff
about eating meat that has been sacrificed to idols and the #fiogspeople witliweak consciences”

is to do with that. Now we haven't got time to go into all this morning unfortunately, but let me try
and summarise by saying that there were those who had come ictatbl from a background where
pagan sacrifice was very much part of their life. They admt complete break from that and weren’t
prepared to have anything to do with the trappings of their fornestyie, so they wouldn’t eat anything
that was tainted by association with idolatry. Other peapl® hadn't been affected in that way were
quite happy to eat food that came from the pagan temple. Alftdrey reasoned, it was only meat. The
gods to whom it had been offered weren’t real. Everything idedtday God so we can thank him for it
and get on and enjoy it.

| suppose we might put it into our own situation by comparing it withatlirides that people have to
alcohol. Some people have a weakness in that area. Some peomeinto the church from a
background in alcoholism and are trying very hard to keep away fronggdrink. Others may have no
problem with a small amount of the stuff and happily acceptpaasof God’s provision for us — after all,
there’s plenty of positive references to wine in the Biblethe latter group insensitively parade their
liking for wine before those who really do struggle to cope, thelmewin the kind of situation Paul is
writing of here. Don't insist on your rights — even if there’shivay inherently wrong with what you're
doing — at the expense of others who do have genuine problems. Weirthis together, so let's help
and encourage each other, not put others under intolerable pressure.

3. REMEMBER WHO YOU ARE (6:11,19,20; 10:3}

Woven into all this advice is Paul's exhortation to the membetheothurch in Corinth to remember
who they are — or, indeed, what they are. They are people Whesdave been transformed by Jesus.
They are actually th&temple of the Holy Spirit; the place in which God resides, where his presence
should be obvious. They are to be living their lives to the gibgod. And they can'’t really say they're
doing any of those things if there is no difference between ikies, Itheir behaviour, their attitude and
those of the people around them. If they are applauding the sanweahiehaviour that is endemic in
the community around them, if they are insisting on their own iddali rights and rushing off to the
courts to defend them, if they are as greedy, duplicitous andrntias the next person, how is God being
glorified?

As God’s people today, as his church here in Lichfield, we are @p&dmse lives are being changed by
God (as our church mission statement says), we are calledltfidvent, distinctive. And, as we’ve said
so many times before, that means attractively distinctige just weird. We are not to be different just
for the sake of it, but different in order to display the glory ofiG*Whatever you do, do it all for the
glory of God,” he writes. In fact, the few sentences after those wardkapter 10 really sum up all that
we’'ve been saying this mornind@:31-11:). When it comes to living together as God’s people,
remember that it's not all about you, about your kicks, your rigloisy own good — it's about ensuring
that other people can enjoy the benefits of God’s grace withoutspmiling it through the way you live
your life. Model the sacrificial love of Jesus Christ. |6wlthe way he has set out. Allow God’s Holy
Spirit, who lives within you, to influence and motivate you dayday to live as those who honour God
with their bodies and who want only what is best for otherd@niis Kingdom.



“TO THE CHURCH OF GOD — CHRISTIANS TOGETHER"
5. LIVING TOGETHER — 1 Corinthians 5:1 — 6:20; 8:1-13; 10:23 — 11:1

The church in Corinth is filling up with people who are very heavily influenced by the attitudes of the city
in which they live and who are, at the same time, being taught that they are freed from the constraints
of the Law. Some of them are exercising their freedom by saying that it doesn't matter too much how
they behave, God’s grace will mean instant forgiveness. But when people come together in any
community, they cannot really get on together without some kind of ethical and moral structure within
which to locate their behaviour.

In Corinth, there was sexual immorality of a kind which, Paul says, was even deplored by the pagans
(5:1). (Not only was this a clearly sinful act, but the members of the church took a kind of misplaced
pride in it — “Look at what the grace of God can overcome!”) They were taking each other to court
rather than seeking to work things out within their own fellowship (6:1-8). There is a list in 6:9,10 of
other things that seem to have been part of the life of the church. Some of the people were sleeping
with prostitutes (6:15/f). And in 8:1-13and 10:25-31, Paul writes about the issue of eating meat sold in
the market after it had been offered to idols in the pagan temples.

1. THE INFLUENCE OF A FEW (5:6-11)

Paul uses the image of yeast, which is a common image in the Bible for the influence which evil can
have on a group of people. The only way to deal with it is to get rid of the yeast, to throw out the
person who is causing the trouble. V77 makes it clear he is talking about Christians who continue to
behave like this — and notice again the other things that are in that list, just so you don't get too
complacent about it all.

2. PERSONAL FREEDOM vs. COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY (6:12; 8:9-13;10:23)

In 6:12 and 10:23 Paul quotes a phrase that some of the Corinthians Christians were using as an excuse
for their behaviour — "Everything is permissible for me”. They had been saved so they felt they could do
what they wanted. The trouble is, says Paul, that fails to take into account two very important things.
Firstly, as he says in both those verses (6:12, 10.:23), it might be permissible, but it's not necessarily
beneficial — physically, emotionally, spiritually. Secondly, Paul tells them that what they do as
individuals can have a powerful effect on others. Don't insist on your rights — even if there’s nothing
inherently wrong with what you're doing — at the expense of others who do have genuine problems.

3. REMEMBER WHO YOU ARE (6:11,19,20; 10:31)

Woven into all this advice is Paul’s exhortation to the members of the church in Corinth to remember
who they are — or, indeed, what they are. They are people whose lives have been transformed by
Jesus. They are to be living their lives to the glory of God.

Questions for discussion

1. In what way does Jesus set us free from the constraints of the law?
2. Why do we tend to emphasise what is wrong with sexual sin and ignore such things as greed?
3. At what stage should we actually ask someone to leave the church? Who takes the responsibility

for this? And what does Paul mean by what he says in 5:57?

4, Why do you think there is such an emphasis on individual rights today? Isn't it good that
Christians should speak out for the protection of people’s rights? How far should we insist on our
rights?

5. In what ways should we be distinctive? How can we guard against simply appearing to be
weird?

6. How can we do everything "for the glory of God”?



