Sermon on 1 Cor 5 for 10.00 service on Sun 29th Jan

Well, that’s hard-hitting, isn’t it – some of you may be feeling a little tense right now – so, we’ll have an ice-breaker… you’ll have done it before! Imagine you are stuck in a lift – who would you like to share it with? (And you’re not allowed to say a lift mechanic, or Jesus!)

Who picked someone famous who’s dead? OK – interesting… Of those people you have picked, I wonder, how many of them have had books written about them? Wikipedia pages? Documentaries or films made? Who is willing to admit who their person was? OK – you now have a choice – you could enter a lift with *the person* or you could enter the lift next to it, which is filled to the brim with books and papers written all about them – which lift do you choose? 

Similarly, who picked someone who is not famous? If you could choose between a lift with them in, or a lift filled with their letters, or even accounts from people who had met them… which would you choose? 

We naturally turn towards people and things that are living and breathing, that can speak to us and into our lives and circumstances. No amount of dusty tomes can compete with life and breath… Now, why are we thinking about this? Because, we are told that the Bible is not just a dusty tome - it is living and breathing, Hebrews tell us that “the word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword… it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.” (Heb. 4:12) We turn to it each week in church – and hopefully each day in our lives, because it speaks into our lives today – we wrestle with it and argue over it, and hunger for it, because it has life to speak into our lives, and breath to breathe over those things that we struggle with… 

As we come to God’s word, sometimes we find ourselves wrestling for long periods of time and we may do that today – but we do that, because it is worth us doing so. What a privilege for us to be able to explore God’s word together, to extend a hand to one another and say, journey with me as we travel together down what might be a bumpy road at times, but let’s meet with Jesus and ask him to help us to understand what it means to follow him faithfully as we grow closer to him each day…

So, let’s pray together…

Paul is passionate about the discipleship of individuals – to see people growing more and more in their understanding of who they are in the light of what Jesus has done for them. But Paul is also passionate about enabling the churches that he knows to become healthy communities that reflect God’s glory… And this matters profoundly to us, not only because (as we have heard in previous weeks) Corinth is not so far from our own world, but also because that is surely what we want too – to be growing in our discipleship as individuals, and to be an ever-more healthy Christian community ourselves. Crucially, we need to remember that Paul’s heart is for his readers. He is rooting for them… 

And we need to hold fast to that because we kind of hit the ground running at the beginning of chapter 5… You may wish to turn to it now (pg. 1147 in the church Bibles).  Now remember, there is a context to this passage. We have already heard about the tendency that the Corinthian Christian community had to be full of pride, and to argue and clamour over their leaders. And by now in this letter, Paul is building up a real head of steam, and we can see that he is very worried that something has gone badly wrong in their midst – so much so that at the end of chapter 4, vs. 17, we discover that he hasn’t just sent them a letter to guide them, he has sent them Timothy “my son, whom I love, who is faithful in the Lord. He will remind you of my way of life in Christ Jesus, which agrees with what I teach everywhere in every church.” Timothy is to be their object lesson – he will live with them, and will demonstrate that living needs to match godly teaching. This is the act of someone who really wants to help! It’s as if I were to say, “I really can’t come right now, but I’m going to send you my best friend…”

We wonder why Paul needs to send Timothy. And so, he goes on to talk about how he has heard a number of things, one is their attitude – they are arrogant (chap 4:18), and the other is their conduct. Paul begins our passage saying ‘it is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you… and you are proud! Shouldn’t you rather have gone into mourning and have put out of your fellowship the man who has been doing this?’

Paul has identified a number of problems straightaway, he is specific, and has some immediate recommendations for them as a community, whilst giving them reasons for why they should pay attention to him along the way.

So, what are these problems? First off, there has been a report of sexual immorality, specifically in this case an account of how someone in the congregation is conducting an affair with his father’s wife. Clearly this is not just distasteful to the Christians, but is also behaviour that is frowned upon by Corinthian society at large. Now, as always, we remember Paul’s priorities – to see individuals grow in discipleship, and a healthy and whole community of believers whose common life reflects God’s glory. And that is a helpful basis for us in defining morality and immorality – thus, moral conduct is that which builds up individuals, communities and points to God, and immoral conduct is that which damages individuals, communities and distracts from God. 

This particular situation of sexual immorality is going to push all of Paul’s buttons – it is ultimately damaging to the individuals immediately involved, it will damage the believing community as a whole the longer it goes on, as well as bringing God’s name into disrepute as the surrounding society looks on in judgment. It is interesting that Paul’s anger and judgement is not aimed primarily at the perpetrator himself – his anger is reserved for the church… Because they were proud… They were arrogant and boastful… they had somehow convinced themselves that this state of affairs was not only ok, it was worth bragging about. It’s as if they are saying: Look at us – we have been set free – in fact, we have so much freedom, we can do anything – this man is proof, there are no rules or boundaries that apply to us… This attitude must have really got Paul’s goat because twice in this letter he says ‘everything is permissible… but not everything is beneficial’ (1 Cor. 6:12; 10:23). In other words, judgement is not about wagging fingers, but about exercising godly wisdom. 

Paul’s crossness as I said has been reserved for the church, for their inaction and boastful attitude. The way in which he responds to the individual, kind of depends on your tone of voice as you read it… Ultimately Paul’s desire is for the restoration of that person – you can almost sense his frustration that this might have been averted if the church had said or done something ages ago, and he’s now saying don’t let them keep going on this self-destructive path, which will all end in tears, just do something… allow him to see that what he is doing has an impact on others, but also a profound effect upon the church itself. So, Paul says they should have put him out of their fellowship. Notice, he doesn’t say, take him out back and beat him up, he does say some other things that need unpacking, but they are all bound up in his recommendation that they put him out of fellowship. 

Paul says, I have already passed judgement in the name of our Lord Jesus – how we read this is significant – is it aggressive, or sad? Or the voice of calm authority? Because this is important – Paul hasn’t passed his own personal judgement, he isn’t saying ‘personally I never liked the guy, he always seemed a little shifty to me…’ He has brought this situation before God and asked for his view on it, he has allowed his own authority to come under God’s authority, knowing that ultimately Jesus only wants one thing for this person… for him to be restored. He talks of handing him over to Satan – it sounds really dramatic, doesn’t it? But we remember that Satan is not the ultimate authority, the very worst that Satan can do is destroy the flesh, but again Paul doesn’t say – we’ll hand him over to Satan, we’ll watch and hope that he destroys him!! There is no ghoulish pleasure here – Paul is fervently hoping that by the very act of asking him to leave, that person will come to their senses and return to Jesus to be restored and healed. 

So, can it ever be right to do such a dramatic and radical thing as asking someone to leave? Well, one would hope that it wouldn’t get that far, but let’s imagine a scenario that is sadly not completely unheard of… Consider, if one day I began an affair with a married man in the congregation - I would imagine that pretty swiftly Kelvin and the church wardens would have some strong things to say to me, and I’m guessing that soon the Bishop would also be involved. I would be asked to step down from my responsibilities, and I’m guessing that the whole situation would be making everyone very uncomfortable, especially if it became clear that the relationship was still ongoing. Suppose I continued to attend the church, sometimes accompanied by the man in question. Rumours would likely begin in the local community, may even make the papers. Because of the very public nature of the situation, not just within the church, but the local community as a whole; there would come a point at which a decision would have to be faced by this congregation – I’m sure that I, and maybe the other person, would be asked to leave. And, that would be right – because to allow such a situation to continue would permit the damage that it would cause to grow - for the individuals concerned, the congregation, and the wider reputation of the church. You can now see why Paul was beside himself with the Corinthians’ attitude – imagine such a scenario being used as a cause for boasting! I pray none of us may find ourselves in such a situation.

Paul then turns from this specific problem back to the congregation as a whole, saying ‘Your boasting is not good.’ It’s like their boasting is the symptom of a much bigger problem – they have forgotten who they are. Paul says: ‘Don’t you know that a little yeast leavens the whole batch of dough?’ Yeast puffs bread up, fills it with hot air – it’s as if they’ve become inflated with their own complacency, they can live however they like because it’s become all about them… Yet Paul says, get rid of the old yeast – your immorality, your arrogance and complacency - so that you may be a new unleavened batch – as you really are – he’s trying to remind them of something – remember who you are, what your freedom is for. And then, right at the very middle of this passage, we suddenly reach the pinnacle of what Paul has to say – it’s as if, we’ve arrived on a mountain top without even realising we’ve been climbing and Paul suddenly declares, almost out of nowhere – ‘For Christ, our Passover Lamb has been sacrificed’ – it’s like we take a big gasp of cold mountain air, it wakes us up… and we remember – that’s who I am… I have this freedom I’ve been boasting about not because I’ve achieved something, but because of what Jesus has done for me. He loves me so much that he died for me, and I live in freedom not for my own ends, but for him. 

Paul is remembering the Passover, a festival centred around how God rescued his people from slavery and brought them into his freedom. Whenever we gather for communion, we remember how Jesus shed his blood for us, echoing that Passover, bringing about a new freedom for all who believe in him. We have left behind our old ways, and whilst we remember that we are all sinners in need of redemption, we are also new creations because of God’s love for us. 

Holding on to that assurance we move into the last section of this passage. Paul takes issue with his readers who seem to have mis-understood his last letter – it would seem that some of them thought he wanted them to judge others, especially those outside the Christian community, and therefore not bother keeping up their contact there. Far from it – Paul might as well be saying – get back out there!! Don’t use me as an excuse not to hang out with non-Christians! 

The problem that Paul is addressing is within the church – and so, when he says ‘But now I am writing to you that you must not associate with anyone who claims to be a brother or sister but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or slanderer, a drunkard or swindler. Do not even eat with such people,’ he is again holding up a mirror to them and to us – for we are all the brother and sister – and we are challenged, remembering that you are a new creation, that Jesus loves you and died for you, if you examine your life and your heart what do you find there?

Is there something about your sexual conduct, or your relationship with money and possessions; something about where you put your trust, or how you talk about others; is there something about your dependence on alcohol or the way you relate to people who are more vulnerable than you are, that needs addressing? The one place where we can be open and honest about such things, surely should be here in church. And the one place where we must be open and honest about such things, is before God at the communion table, the place where we come in humility to remember the price that Jesus paid so that we can start again, be healed and forgiven. 

When Paul says ‘do not even eat with such people’, he is talking about communion. We come together at communion remembering who we are, and celebrating who God is, and we encourage and help one another on our journey. Paul’s language suggests that his issue is not that Christians might say yes to those things on that list in vs. 11, his issue is what they do with that. Do we say, yes, I know I am not living as God would want me to, whether it is to do with sex, money, alcohol, or the way I relate to others, and I need some help – I want to be accountable to someone, I want to see things change in my life so I can become that unleavened bread that Paul talks about… Or do we say, like the Corinthians, yes, I might identify with that list, but ‘SO WHAT!?’ If the latter is our attitude, Paul says, we should think long and hard about whether we are in the right place to take communion with others. And if we know someone well, and know that they are struggling in any of those ways, gently challenging them to think that through may well be appropriate.

Paul’s parting shot here “expel the wicked person” is a quote from Deuteronomy (13:5, 17:7, 24:7, 22:21; 22:24, 19:19), which is used 6 times there to refer to different and specific examples of immorality that all significantly damage both individuals and their community. Paul likes to end with a bang, reinforcing his guidance! But again we remember, that his fervent hope is that individuals will be reminded who they are in Christ, that communities will be healed and that God will be glorified. If we are to be part of that journey we need bags of God’s courage and wisdom, to be filled afresh with his Spirit, and to return again to that mountain-top in the middle of the passage… 

To remember who we are, ‘For Christ, our Passover Lamb has been sacrificed’ – to take a big gasp of cold mountain air – I have freedom, not because I’ve achieved something, but because of what Jesus has done for me. He loves me so much that he died for me, and I will live not for my own ends, but for him. Let’s pray…

Questions: 

· From the ice-breaker… Who would you have in your lift? And which lift would you rather go into?

· What does it mean for you that “the word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword… it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.” (Heb. 4:12)? 

· Imagine you are Paul... how do you think you would feel about the Corinthians? Would you care enough about them to send them not just a letter, but a good friend? (see 1 Cor. 4:17) What does that say about Paul’s relationship with them? 

· What do you think about the given definition of morality and immorality - i.e. 'moral conduct being that which builds up individuals, communities and points to God, and immoral conduct being that which damages individuals, communities and distracts from God'?

· What do you think Paul means when he says later on in his letter ‘everything is permissible… but not everything is beneficial’ (1 Cor. 6:12; 10:23)?

· Do you agree that there is a difference between 'passing judgement in the name of our Lord Jesus' (vs. 5), and passing personal judgement? How might that affect the way in which we relate to others?

· The Corinthian church would have been a much more intimate gathering, with a house-church sensibility. Consequently, Paul is assuming that church members will know what sort of lives their brothers and sisters are living. Rarely is that the case in larger congregations. How can we enable our church to be a place where we can encourage one another to live godly lives and to trust one another enough to be open and honest about our struggles?

· Do you agree that how we live should affect the way in which we approach communion? Why?

· From that list in vs. 11, which struggles do you think are the most difficult for Christians to admit to? 
· If Paul’s fervent hope is that individuals will be reminded who they are in Christ, that communities will be healed and that God will be glorified, how do we weigh the balance between being a welcoming and inclusive community to all, and living a distinctively Christian way, with Christ at the centre? 
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