“You Are Not Your Own”

1 Corinthians 6:12-20

November 9, 2008

Read 1 Corinthians 6:12-20.

Change.

Change is something we have heard much about in the last week. Change means things are now different than the status quo. Change can be good; change can be bad. 


Change has come to the United States. I do not think that anyone could have been in our midst during this last week without perceiving the change that has come. Like many of you, I watched the election returns on television on Tuesday night. I saw Oprah weeping on some guy’s shoulder, saw the pictures of some of the traditionally African-American college students weeping, and reflected to myself how different this country has become within my lifetime. For many, many people throughout this country, the visual imagery of an African American man giving an acceptance speech as the next elected President of the United States is as world-shaking as seeing a man walk on the moon  -- if not more stunning. Regardless of politics, President-elect Obama is absolutely correct, “If there is anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all things are possible; who still wonders if the dream of our founders is alive in our time; who still questions the power of our democracy, tonight is your answer.” Change can be a good thing.

Change also can be a bad thing. The economy – once thought to be rock solid and a hallmark of American superiority – is struggling to find a bottom. Banks closed. Mortgages are difficult to find. Now, the automobile companies are looking for billions of dollars in government money to help bail them out. Many people are reviewing their investments and wondering, “Now, what?” Looking around these days, it almost seems like we are walking in jagged motion on a grainy black and white film – like silent newsreels made during the Great Depression. There is a palpable anxiety. The moralism of “chickens coming home to roost” – the natural consequence of our habit of living on credit – is not particularly helpful to those whose life savings have been wiped out. Real lives have been impacted. 

So, why am I talking about change? How does this fit in with our passage today? Very simply this: receiving Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior changes us. And when we are changed, things change. Jesus meets sinners where they are; Jesus does not leave sinners where they are. 

And this is the struggle that has been taking place in Corinth. We have been reading, week after week, as Paul has been taking the Corinthians to task for the messiness in the church. They have received Christ but failed to follow Christ. This week’s section is a bit of a summation of several things that have taken place in the previous two chapters: their failure to exercise judgment regarding sexual immorality and their failure to exercise judgment among themselves. 


The good news was that the Corinthians had received joyfully the gospel of Jesus Christ for their salvation. The problem was that the Corinthians had not changed the way of their thinking and behavior. Apparently, what happened was that the Corinthians were indiscriminately applying Paul’s words about “all things are lawful.” Because Paul did not require the Corinthians – Jew or Gentile – to strictly adhere to Jewish dietary laws (because “food is meant for the stomach and the stomach for food”), the Corinthians felt justified in retaining their old sexual habits (which, as you may recall, were summed up as, “Mistresses we keep for the sake of pleasure, concubines for the daily care of the body, but wives to bear us legitimate children.”) 

In these verses Paul wraps up an entire section on the holiness of the gift that the Corinthians have been given in the church. He emphasized how they are personally responsible for upholding the transformed life that has been given them as a gift of grace. 

Holiness is the issue. If you have received Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, you have been set aside for God’s glory, God’s purpose, and not for your own. 

Thus, it is easy to see the negatives that have so upset Paul:

1. They have taken his words for their own pleasure rather than what he intended. 

“All things are lawful for me,” but not all things are beneficial. Paul has argued that Christ has fulfilled the law, that obedience to the law no longer enslaves them within sin, and that their salvation has been assured by Christ. That sounds great and the Corinthians rejoiced. However, the Corinthians did not replace “obedience to the law” with pursuing God’s holiness; instead, they went for “I want” instead of “God wants.” 

Losing sight of God’s perfect is a common malady; particularly where our own interests are involved. We lose sight of thankfulness for God’s grace when we start thinking that our pleasure and happiness are synonymous with God’s will – we lose sight when holiness is secondary to our satisfaction. “Well,” we think, “I have given x number of hours in volunteer effort to the church; so God will not really mind if I do this.” We start adding up our service to God and think, “As long as the balance sheet is in favor of good, I will be ok.” Or, “Even if I do this, I am not the worst sinner.” 

The Corinthians have taken things a step farther; a step that we often see today. The Corinthians have adopted the attitude that they had “more light” from God; that what they read in Scripture did not apply to them. “That was then; this is now. What God said then does not apply now.” This is cafeteria theology. In recent years theology has seemed to function like a cafeteria, where you can go out and pick the kind of God you want in your life. When reading tough passages of Scripture, people will say, “I just can’t believe in a God who…” or “God wants me to be happy…”

Friends, if you ever catch yourself saying either of these things, stop. Stop and consider what you are saying. You are expecting God conform to your standards; as if God is God only if he meets your standards. If God does not please you, he stops being God. 

Nonsense. A god who conforms to your standards is no god at all. In fact, it means you believe you are god. More importantly, the one true God has revealed Himself – and He is not waiting for your approval in order to exercise His sovereignty. Those who have received Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior desire to be conformed to His will, not the other way around. This applies to money, it applies to material things, it applies to what we do with the bodies we have been given.

Let’s face it. It is not easy to talk about our bodies as something over which God is sovereign. We do not like the thought that anyone or anything is over us. But consider what Paul is saying: how we act, what we do with our body, the choices we make – all these are directly related to God’s holy purpose for us. God’s holy purpose is to conform everything to His will; everything including our bodies. 

Thus, in practical application for Christians: sexual relations – sexual behavior – is to conform to God’s holy purpose. Sex is not a human right that God owes us. Despite the temptation to think so, God does not have to yield to our desire. Sexual fulfillment is not something we can demand God give us. We may want that intimacy, we may pray for that connection, but God is still God whether our desires are met or not. Sexual morality is not established by human perceptions of fairness – it is not up to the culture to declare what is good. 

Our very being, our very existence is due to the grace of God and it is God – the creator, redeemer, and sustainer of our existence – who has the authority to declare what is and is not good. God has declared sexual behavior between a man and a woman within the covenant of marriage is good. Everything else is not what God intends. 

To human perceptions of fairness, this is “discriminatory” and “unfair.” But, friends, our culture has made sex an idol to be worshiped by all. If we trust our judgment over God’s revealed word in Scripture, we are saying that God does not have a right to declare the appropriate boundaries for sexual behavior. It is a question of God’s sovereignty; of our conforming to His purpose for holiness and life in communion Him. 

Obedience to God’s will is not always easy and does not always make sense to us. But God’s ways are not our ways and God’s thoughts are higher than our thoughts. That’s not a cop-out – it is reality. But Paul does explain the mystery of God’s command regarding sexual morality; it is about holiness. “Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ? Should I therefore take the members of Christ and make them members of a prostitute? Never!” Having been made righteous in our bodies by Christ’s sacrifice, it is unthinkable that Christians would join what has been made holy with unholy.  To do so is to declare that Christ’s suffering, death, and resurrection was not important. 

2. They have misunderstood the significance of the incarnation.

You can almost hear the Corinthians’ thinking, “What does it matter? If Christ was successful, grace extends to all and this all is meaningless!” 

The incarnation of Christ suggests the exact opposite is true. This carnal life has meaning. Emmanuel, “God with us” shows us that this life has meaning. He was born a baby, was raised through childhood, grew to be a man. He had skin, he had blood, he had bones, he had hair. The Bible says that there was nothing remarkable about him – he was not a cartoon superhero, masquerading as if he were just one of us until the great moment when he would step forward to save the world! No, he was just like you and me. He had good days and hard days. He got hungry and thirsty. He lived among people. He participated in the experiences of frustration and joy, the mundane and exciting, the life of community and the loneliness of solitude.  

Now, why is that important? It is important because it shows that God has revealed that real life is important to God. What we do matters to God.

We live in a generation that has been raised with a “Stairway to Heaven” theology. Do you remember the lyrics to this song?

There’s a lady who’s sure all that glitters is gold, and she’s buying a stairway to heaven.

When she gets there she knows, if the stores are all closed, with a word she can get what she came for; and she’s buying a stairway to heaven.

And then, towards the end,

Yes there are two paths you can go by, but in the long run, there’s still time to change the road you’re on.

In other words, do what you want now, you can always get right with God later. Compare that with Luke 12:15-21:

And he said to them, “Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.” Then he told them a parable: “The land of a rich man produced abundantly. And he thought to himself, ‘What should I do, for I have no place to store my crops?’ Then he said, ‘I will do this: I will pull down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I will say to my soul, ‘Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.’ But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. And the things you have prepared, whose will they be?’ So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward God.” He said to his disciples, “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat, or about your body, what you will wear.

The Stairway to Heaven theology is about what “I want.” Christian faith is about what God wants. The Stairway to Heaven theology does not value God being God. It assumes and presumes God’s goodness and patience – both of which are true – while misleading people to think that what they do does not matter (which is absolutely not true). Are you building up treasures for today or are you rich toward God?

Some people look at their bodies and wonder. Can God really use this body? Whether you are old or young, in shape or not-so-in-shape, agile or fragile, God can use your body. You are able to bow your head in prayer. You are able to greet one another, encourage one another. You are able to give of the time, talent, and treasure that God has given you. You are able to extend a hand in compassion, a tear in time of grieving together, a laugh in time of joy. These are real things done with real bodies that have real, holy purpose. God does not take these things for granted. 

3. “You were bought with a price; therefore, glorify God in your body.” 

In short, that is the point of the sermon. You are not your own. This is not your life, as if no one else has a say over it. It is not your body, as if no one else has a say over it. You are not in control, you are not in charge, you are not the boss of you. God has given your life, God has given your body for your stewardship. All you have in your possession and control belongs to God. 

With that said: where is the gospel in the midst of this?

The gospel is that we have been purchased. We have not been left in the consequences of our sinfulness. We have not been left subject to death. We have hope and we have life. This is good news.

When we realize that we have been purchased – that is, has already taken place, we are already saved – then we realize that things change. Instead of seeking to earn our righteousness, we are changed to live into the life of holiness. We have the freedom to pursue an adventure of wonder and awe. Though we still experience temptation, we desire holiness in our bodies, in our lives, in our behavior because we look forward to the day of fully realizing the potential of who God created us to be. We are joined together with others in that joyful pursuit, encouraging and building up one another. We are part of God’s eternal family of faith, we are learning and growing in what that means, glorifying the one who has claimed us as His own. 

Friends, in Christ, things have changed. Go forward in boldness. Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you. That is a gift from God. You are not your own. You were bought with a price. Therefore, glorify God in your body. 

8:45 – Prayer, invitation to offering

10:00 – hymn
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