“Marriage In Christ”

1 Corinthians 7:1-40

November 16, 2008

Read 1 Corinthians 7:1-40

This morning, we have a clear change in the tone and direction of the letter Paul has written to the Corinthians. For the past several weeks, we have been looking at the messiness in the church from the perspective of Paul’s rebuking, admonishing – frankly, yelling at – the Corinthians. He has mocked them, scolded them, chided them, hit them with sarcasm, and challenged them at every turn. 

Now, in chapter 7, he’s suddenly Dear Abby.

It is a little more formal than Dear Abby, but not much. Paul has finished with some of the things he has heard about the Corinthians and here turned his attention to some questions they had posed to him in a letter. 

“Dear Paul, I am a 22 year old man in Corinth. I am supposed to be getting married to my fiancé. I have a lot of questions about men and women and – well – what’s the deal? If Christ transforms us, what are we supposed to do and what are we not supposed to do? Are we supposed to get married? And if so, should we consummate the marriage or ‘is it well for a man not to touch a woman?’ Signed – confused in Corinth.”

Chapter 7 could begin, “Dear Confused …” It is a much more pastoral tone that Paul adopts. He uses the quote from their letter – “is it well for a man not to touch a woman” – to launch into a laundry list of kinds of relationships and advice he would give. Paul uses the occasion to address a lot of different variable situations. Is marriage a good idea? Should they be so spiritual that human relationships should be forsaken? Are they too holy to be concerned with such mundane and non-spiritual things such as husbands and wives? Are all sexual relations immoral? The response Paul gives here falls more into a category of “wisdom” rather than “law.” He gives general principles rather than specific regulations and restrictions. 

What can we take from all of this?

First, Paul’s primary concern is not writing a marriage manual. His primary concern is found in verse 35: to “promote good order and unhindered devotion to the Lord.” He is answering questions about marriage because the Corinthians have asked; it is not because he is particularly interested in raising it as an issue. 

Now, having said that, it also is fair to say that Paul addresses the issue because it is important. The relationships between men and women and the family structure are important parts of “promoting good order and unhindered devotion to the Lord.” The focus of life is devotion to the Lord. But, as this chapter points out, those relationships with others are difficult. “A married man is often anxious about the affairs of the world, how to please his wife, and his interests are divided.”

A faithful, faithful man was walking along the beach over by La Jolla. It was a habit of his to walk the beach and spend time in prayer. One day, while he was praying, God spoke to him. “You know, you have been faithful in season and out of season. I have decided that – like Solomon – I will grant you one prayer. What is the desire of your heart?” The man thought for a moment. He responded, “You know, my wife really likes Hawaii. Could you make a bridge from San Diego to Hawaii that we could drive?” God said, “You know, I sprung this on you a little suddenly. Perhaps you might want to re-think that. Is that really what you would like to ask me to give you?” The man reconsidered. He said, “Lord, of course you are right. The one thing I would like to ask for is the ability to know how to make my wife happy.” There was silence for a moment. Then, the voice came from heaven, “Did you want two lanes or four on that bridge?”

Relationships are difficult, but Paul’s answer is fairly simple. Good order and devotion to the Lord go hand in hand. In each example that Paul describes, the emphasis is on self-less-ness. Paul does not affirm in any one of these circumstances a position of “You owe me,” or “I am not getting what is fair.” 

· Husbands, your bodies belong to your wife. Wives, your bodies belong to your husbands. Give.

·  To the unmarried, stay that way if you can so that you can stay devoted to the Lord. If you are not able, get married and together be devoted to the Lord. 

· If you are believers and married, stay that way. If you are married to an unbeliever and the other stays with you, stay married. God may be blessing your spouse through you even if you are unaware; God is certainly blessing your children. If you are married to an unbeliever and they leave you (inferentially, leaving you because you have become a believer); well, then it is as if you were not married at all. 

But pay attention to this, no matter where you are in life: there is not a situation where self-satisfaction or self-justification or self-glorification are the approved way. 

Self-less-ness and service to others is the example of Christ. Paul is giving application of the great commands, “Love the LORD your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and love your neighbor as yourself.” Here, he simply applies that to married life.

When I perform wedding ceremonies, I often review with the couples (and the congregation) a few words about the expectations coming into a marriage. 

Love – even though it is a noun – is not really a person, place or thing. It is not tangible, it is not a commodity. It cannot be bottled, it cannot be stored up, it cannot be grasped.

It is a dynamic sense of being. Love is a choice; in fact, a never-ending series of choices. You have come to this place to promise to each other how you will make those choices from this time forward.

Look at the covenants you will be making to each other before God and these witnesses:

1. I promise to love you

It sounds so familiar as to be trite. Of course you love each other today. However, you are promising to love one another tomorrow, Monday, next week, next month, next year, and so on. Loving one another is more than a 50:50 deal. It is a 100% commitment regardless of what you think the other is contributing.
The example here is how Jesus Christ treats the Church. Paul’s letter to the Corinthians is dealing with people who felt like they should measure their commitments to each other. Paul’s language here harkens back to the sacrificing love of Christ. Christ’s love was daily, was steadfast, was in good times and in bad, and is eternal. That’s what you are promising when you promise to love each other.

2. I promise my faith to you

Today, you prize each other. You want him to look good; you want her to look good. You want this day to go well for each other – that’s why all the preparations have been made. 

Being faithful to one another is a huge commitment in the world of Dr. Phil and Oprah. There will be a temptation to talk about each other to others, to gripe and complain about the burden you bear with one another. DON’T DO IT. You feel better about yourself, but you have torn down the other, thereby cheapening the promises you have made to each other. Build each other up.  That’s what you are promising when you say you will be faithful to each other.

Again, the example is Christ, the incarnate Word of God. Christ gave his life – body, soul, spirit; his being – for you and for me and for the Church. This is exactly what you are promising to one another. You are promising that you will not offer nor will you accept anyone other than each other.

3. I promise to cherish you

You are a team. You are not losing your individual selves, but you are joining together as a team. You are always a team. There are times when one will carry the other. There are other times when you will be the one being carried. Remember that you are working together. Always. Without exception – not even for really good reasons. You are together and a team. Cherish one another.

Order comes from looking to the interests of others. Disorder comes when we insist on our own way. The important part of “marriage in Christ” is “in Christ.” There is a humility that goes with recognizing the example of Christ in every aspect of our lives. Follow Christ’s example. Think of others before your own well-being. So, Paul’s primary wisdom is “do what brings about order and encourages devotion to the Lord.”

Second, Paul is saying, “relax.” “I want you to be free from anxieties.” Three times he tells them to stay in the condition they had been when they came to the Lord. This is so much easier to say than to do. 

Most of the time, I consider myself a reasonably calm and non-anxious person. The staff and my family may laugh at that delusion, but I think that I take things fairly easy. Yet, as I was contemplating Paul’s words here, I cannot think of a stage in my life when I was not anxious. Even as a Christian teenager, the notion of not having a girlfriend was a cause for anxiety. When everyone else seems to be pairing up, I wondered, “What about me?” Being alone could get very lonely. And after college, there was a season when it seemed like I was going to a different friend’s wedding almost every other weekend. 

The lowlight of this season of weddings was when I was just out of law school, living like a monk because I was broke and did not know many people in town. I would go to work early, come home late, and make a box of Kraft Macaroni and Cheese for dinner. One of my good friends in college was getting married on Long Island. So on Thursday, I made the 11 hour trek from Indianapolis to West Chester to see my parents. Friday night, on the Jersey Turnpike, I had to stop for gas. New Jersey had a mandatory full-service gas station policy – you could not simply pump your own. So, the guy asked if I wanted him to check the oil. Sure, why not? Well, the next morning I went out and saw a puddle of oil underneath the car. Opening the hood, I saw that he had not replaced the oil cap and oil had sprayed all over the engine. The cap was gone. Already dressed for the wedding, I had no choice but to pray and hustle around looking for a Pep Boys to get a new oil cap. By the time I did, I was sweaty, grumpy, and felt like I was wearing Eau de Valvoline. I arrived at the church after the service had begun and slumped in the back mid-way through. At the reception, the bride’s mother pulled me aside and said, “I wish she had married you.” Great. I wished the couple well. The trip home from Long Island to Indianapolis on Sunday was hampered by an ice storm – I went through a good part of Ohio at 30 miles an hour – and finally got home in just under 20 hours. I had plenty of time to wallow in the “what if’s” of my existence. I arrived home in time to get up in about three hours to go to work on that Monday. 

I was neither free from anxiety nor particularly devoted to the Lord. 

After that experience, I was convinced that God was going to keep me a single man. Though I was not happy about it, I was somewhat resigned. Paul seemed to be thrilled about his single, celibate life. Me? Not so much. 

Yet the reality is that Paul was correct. My anxiety and my worrying about my status did nothing to change the plan God had for my life – which was and is so much better than what I had in mind. Granted, it is a whole lot easier to see that truth looking back than it is looking forward. But how much joy did I miss because I was preoccupied with worry about things outside of my control?

Applying this a little more broadly, how well do any of us being free from anxieties? Again, think about where we have been in the last few weeks. There has been great anxiety about the national election – what direction will this nation take with a new president? There has been great anxiety about the economy – what is going to happen to all of our investments and our way of life? There has been great anxiety about our safety -- this weekend, I have been watching the news, watching to the east, and watching the weather – all because I have been anxious about the Santa Ana winds. And, during all of this anxiety, I have been writing a sermon about being “devoted to the Lord.” 

It is clear that Paul expected Christ’s return and the fulfillment of the Kingdom of God to be coming soon. In verse 37, he says, “But if someone stands firm in his resolve, being under no necessity but having his own desire under control, and has determined in his own mind to keep her as his fiancée, he will do well.” In other words, if engaged and the couple is able to keep from pre-marital relations, the groom should continue the engagement indefinitely. With regard to how one treats a woman, that’s nuts. Even Paul knows that an indefinite engagement is not likely, which is why he says, that the man does not sin by marrying her. But Paul’s point is that he wishes for them a life without anxiety because Christ is coming soon. 

Most of us do not live in the expectation of Christ’s return – at least not in the short term. During a Bible study a few years back, I posed the question, “Do we really want Christ to return soon?” As you might imagine, there was silence in the room for a moment. Finally, one young husband said, “Well, I hope he does not come before next Tuesday, because…” He did not get to finish because everyone was laughing and relieved that he had spoken first. Because we do not live in the expectation of Christ’s imminent return, we have made our contingency plans primary. 

But, what if you knew when Christ was returning and could prepare, what would you do? Yes, this is like asking what you would do in preparation for an earthquake or a fire – but isn’t that the point? When evacuating to escape a fire, we lay down all of the earthly cares and things that burden us, focusing only on what is truly important. For a few days afterward, we reflect on our choices and how it felt to be so simple in our living. Then, slowly, the concerns of the day creep back on us. But if you knew when Christ was returning and could prepare, what would you do?

Would you tell your friends and loved ones how important it was to be right with Jesus before he comes?

Would you seek out those with whom you are in conflict to make peace?

Would you read your Bible more?

Would you pray more?

Would you make sure that you had given your tithe and offering in worship to God?

Friends, devotion to God is Paul’s theme throughout all of 1 Corinthians and it is here, too. We do not know the day or the time of Christ’s return, nor do we know the hours or minutes of our own lives here on earth. The time is now to be right with Christ. 

Conclusion

“Dear Paul, is it better for a man not to touch a woman? Signed, Confused in Corinth.” 

“Dear Confused, You sound all tense and anxious. Relax. The Lord is coming. Do what is decent and brings about good order. Give your unhindered devotion to the Lord. Signed, Paul.”

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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