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1 Corinthians 5:1-13

October 26, 2008

Read 1 Corinthians 5:1-13.

Great: incest. This ought to be a happy sermon. 

OK, this is an uncomfortable topic. But there it is in Scripture and we are going to have to deal with it. 

This also is Reformation Sunday. On October 31, 1517, Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses on the Wittenberg Door, which is the event to which we trace the beginning of the Protestant Reformation. The issue in the Reformation was – for all intents and purposes – the same as it was for Paul in this portion of the letter to the Corinthians. And what is that issue? The purity of the church – the church has the responsibility to pursue holiness within the body of Christ. 

The purity of the church is one of the major issues in the life of the church today. We struggle with ordination standards, with discipline, with theology – with each other. One of the major struggles in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in the last ten years is disciplining people who have agreed to abide by the church’s constitution and then deliberately disregard it. The church has the responsibility to pursue holiness within the body of Christ.

Whether it is dealing with sexual immorality among brothers and sisters in Christ, corruption within the priestly ranks, or having integrity for the promises we make, it is important for the people of the church to pursue and preserve the purity of the church.

Does it seem like there is a double-standard at play here? On the one hand, the church presents itself as the hospital for sinners; on the other hand, the Corinthians are told to drive out the sinner from their midst – in fact, they are to “hand him over to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord.” So which is it? Are we supposed to welcome sinners or are we to be holy?

The answer is: both. Just as Jesus welcomed sinners, so are we to welcome sinners. I am a sinner and, having listened to some of you, you are sinners, too. Yet Jesus did not leave people in their sins, they were transformed by the encounter with him. He proclaimed the kingdom of God and called on people to follow him. That is, be transformed in how you live by becoming my disciple. The church is the gathering of brothers and sisters in Christ, following him. So the church is to be a transforming community. Together, we are to pursue righteousness and holiness as we follow Christ and grow as children of God.

The switch to this topic is fairly abrupt. Paul does not give us many details about the sinner; he is far more interested in how the church did not respond to the sinner. This is as much as we can gather from the text:

1. The man was engaged in an incestuous relationship with his stepmother. It was an ongoing and well-known thing. 

2. The woman was not a believer; not a part of the community of faith. Aside from identifying her, Paul does not mention her at all in connection with the responsibility of the church.

3. Paul frames this real-life example within the context of the Corinthians’ pride. This is the focus of his concern – the church did not take steps to address the issue. There are a couple of possibilities as to why the church was not “grieving” the man’s behavior – whether simply “tolerating” or “complacent” of it – (the translation of is ambiguous – no actual verb in the sentence):

a. Corinth was a community with not particularly high standards. Evidence from outside of the Bible indicates that common practice in Corinth at the time was “Mistresses we keep for the sake of pleasure, concubines for the daily care of the body, but wives to bear us legitimate children.” Even so, with as lax as the rules were in Corinth, even non-believers would not have celebrated this particular relationship.

b. The notion that in Christ “All things are lawful,” which Paul will bring up in Chapter 6, seems to have been something that the Corinthians had adopted to an extraordinary extent. This seems to have been the source of their pride – spiritual knowledge that allows them freedom in all respects; the error is that it forgets the Lordship of Christ over their lives.

The High View of the Church

The temptation here is to step onto a soapbox and lament the sexual mores of the culture. Paul does not do that; nor will I. The man’s sexually immoral behavior is a presenting issue – meaning, it is a manifestation of something much deeper facing the church in Corinth. They have failed to recognize and value the holiness of the gift that has been given them in the fellowship of the church.

Let me say that again: they have failed to recognize and value the holiness of the gift that has been given them in the fellowship of the church. Remember, Paul is writing to those who have received Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. He is addressing the issues of how they treat one another in the name of Christ.

Being part of the church does not mean we simply let one another alone. What we do, how we act, what we value are all aspects of our life – together. We belong to one another. We are to encourage one another in holiness – not because we are holy by ourselves; but because Christ is holy. 

During the first Sunday of each month when we have communion, we also recite the Apostles’ Creed. The one line that draws questions more often than any other is, “I believe in the holy catholic church.” It seems appropriate on Reformation Sunday to bring this up again: the “c” in “catholic” is lower case – it means “universal.” We are not pledging allegiance to the Roman Catholic Church and the Pope; rather, we are confessing (using the historical language of this creed) that Christ’s Church is one and it is universal. That is true and that is about as far as we normally go. However, for our purposes this morning, it also is important to note that we confess that the Church is holy.

Holy is not a bad word. It has gotten a bad reputation because to strive for holiness in our culture means that you must think that you are better than others. Though not accurate, that reputation is a deterrent and a hindrance. 

Personal and communal holiness is not a competition, it is not a comparison – it is a striving to grow in the ways God has called us to grow. It prioritizes worship, giving, and offering to God who has redeemed us from death. It prioritizes love for each other, sacrificially supporting one another through prayer, fellowship, mission, and compassion. These are good values, these are godly values. 

Paul’s concern was that the Corinthians were taking their call to holiness for granted. They were acting without regard to whether God would approve of their behavior, taking license from the good news that they had been set free from rigid adherence to the law. However, in their new-found license, they had lost sight of how valuable, how costly, how precious was the means by which they were saved. Christ did not die to set them free to sin; Christ died to set them free to pursue holiness. “For our paschal lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed.”

When you think of the church today, do you think of it as holy? Do you treat the church as holy? Is it something valuable, something special, something worth your time and effort? 

In our home, in the living room, when you walk in, there is a hutch in the more formal living area of the house. In the hutch are special items, things that have sentimental or important meaning. The reality is, when I thought about this special area in our house, I had to look to see what was in there because I could not remember. Is this what happens to us – that we keep what is important in a separate and isolated place and ultimately forget it?

I remember when I was going to transfer my membership to Second Presbyterian Church in Indianapolis. I had grown up as a Presbyterian, I had made a commitment to receive Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior in a Presbyterian congregation, and I was recommitting myself by joining this congregation where I was now living. 

The class met two consecutive Saturdays, four hours each. I remember being frustrated thinking, “Why do I have to go through this? I know all this stuff. What’s the big deal? Why can’t I just join and be done with it?” In the class were a number of people I had not met – so that was nice. Then, there was a discussion of the meaning of membership. Included in that discussion is something that I make sure I mention in our new member classes now: 

The Book of Order defines an active member as someone who “proclaims the good news, takes part in the common life and worship of a particular church, prays and studies Scripture and the faith of the Christian Church, supports the work of the church through the giving of money, time and talents.” 

We do not talk about giving all that often, but I mention it here because it has to do with what we value. We do not give to the church because the church is cash-strapped. Tom Mooney has chided me for failing to mention that there is good news and bad news: the good news is the church has plenty of money – and the bad news is that it is in your wallets. Money, time and talent:

· We give of our money because it is a tangible way of worshiping God by trusting Him with our finances. 

· We give of our time (worship and whatever ministry God has called us to support) because God is sovereign over every moment of our lives. 

· We give of our talent because God has gifted us to be a blessing to each other, mutually sharing in the good things He has given. 

In other words, we give to the church because Christ is worth it – not because we get something out of it. The church is to be valued because it is a gift to us from God, it is not a commodity to be consumed. We are stewards of that gift.

Discipline is for the whole church: it is restorative for the individual, imperative within the community for upbuilding holiness.

All of which brings us back to the presenting issue: the man boldly living in an ongoing incestuous relationship with his stepmother. 

Paul said that the Corinthians all should be mourning. Note this: not just the pastor, not just the session, but the entire congregation should be grieved. The responsibility for valuing and upholding the holiness of the church is a responsibility for all. The man who has become bold in sin needs to be banished from their joint meetings together, including communion. By his persistence in sin while claiming to be a disciple of Christ, he is making a mockery of what Christ died to make clean. 

The church cannot treat sin as if it does not matter. The church must proclaim salvation for sinners and welcome to those seeking release from the bonds of slavery to sin; it cannot accept sin and act as if it does not make any difference. Sin kills. It kills. Rebellion against God will not be a part of the heavenly kingdom; neither can it be a part of the kingdom of God that is in our midst. 

Spiritual maturity is not the same thing as being smart. Spiritual maturity is not the same thing as how gifted you are. Spiritual maturity is not the same thing as professional ministry. Spiritual maturity is: obedience and faithfulness. 

Addressing sin within the body of Christ is an expression of how we value the gift. Museums with great pieces of art do not allow patrons to bring cans of spray-paint into the building; we do not think that is “intolerant.” It is good stewardship. It is not “ok” to say “all things are lawful for me.” 

Paul pronounced judgment as if present in spirit; that “you are to hand this man over to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord.” He pronounced this judgment “in the name of the Lord Jesus.” That is a pretty scary statement. 


The notion of handing the man over to Satan for the purpose of destruction of the flesh is as much a reflection of the consequences of his behavior as any specific demand for action on the part of the church. In other words, by his own behavior the man was denying the Lordship of Christ over his life and yet trying to claim for himself the benefits of salvation. The judgment is to be effected for the purpose of waking him up. As strange as it sounds, this was a punishment designed to restore the man to health and life. In Romans 8, Paul will distinguish life in the flesh (which leads to death) and life in the Spirit (which leads to righteousness). The same thing is at play here. The destruction of the life in the flesh may end up saving his life. 

So it is with the church: discipline is to be redemptive and restorative. Discipline is an act of stewardship of the gift we have been given. Exercising discipline may actually redeem one who is lost in sin. Each one of us bears responsibility for preserving its purity and building it up in integrity and faithfulness. 
The church is not a cure-all for the culture.

If you read this passage in preparation for worship today (we list the upcoming texts in the Celtic), you might have wondered if this was going to be a platform to talk about Proposition 8. The answer is, it is not a platform to talk about Proposition 8. I do not believe Paul would have addressed it if he were here this morning, either. Look at what he says, “For what do I have to do with judging those outside? Is it not those who are inside that you are to judge? God will judge those outside.” 

We are to bear witness to the world, intentionally and inferentially. Intentionally, we are to be in the world, engaging with people, bearing testimony to the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ. We are to work with non-believers, socialize with non-believers, serve with non-believers, to pursue justice and righteousness with non-believers, and to love non-believers even as Christ loved us. Inferentially, we also – not separately or in the alternative – we also are to join together in valuing the gift that we have been given in the church, worshiping God, pursuing holiness, and growing together. 

People come to Christ because of His goodness. There is joy in life in Christ. There is fulfillment in service to Christ. There is the assurance of hope that comes with committing your life to Christ. Recognize and value the holiness of the gift that has been given to you – the fellowship and holiness of the church.


Conclusion

There is messiness in the church. The American church has suffered from the same errant pride that afflicted the Corinthians – in our affluence and self-sufficiency, we have lost sight of the value of the holy church we have been given as a gift. We have taken the church for granted. 

So, as you go from this place, take time this week to reflect on the value of the gift you have been given. Take time to reflect on how well you have been a steward of this gift: preserving its integrity and holiness, building up others in righteousness, and committing yourself to serving the one who gave himself to give it to you. Let us celebrate together the goodness of God, with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth. 
8:45 Prayer

10:00 Invitation to offering
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