5th February 2012
1 Cor 7:17-24

Marriage and singleness not asceticism
Introduction

‘In the Roman Empire Christians were not admired: they were called atheists…and therefore they lived on the edge of political society. The world renouncing perspective of waiting for the coming of the Lord was maintained even under the threat of death…By the third century this totality of commitment was seen in the lives of the ascetics…those who undertook a poor and celibate life, lived daily and in detail in the light of the cross of Christ in the expectation of the coming of the Lord.’

The Chambers Dictionary defines an ‘ascetic’ as ‘one who rigidly denies himself ordinary bodily gratifications for conscience sake.’

This desire to follow Christ more closely led many men and women to forsake what was by this time a recognised state religion under the Emperor Constantine which turned world forsaking Christians into respectable citizens of the world. We now know these men and woman as the desert Fathers and Mothers.
One of the more famous ascetics was St Simeon Stylites the Elder (c 390 to 2nd September 459 AD) who lived for 39 years on top of a pillar in the Syrian Desert. Through his hermit life he sought to become closer to Christ depriving himself of shelter and living on a small and meagre diet. His asceticism was such that no women not even his own mother was allowed near him.
Whilst many Christians have over the centuries been called to a life such as this and have as a consequence contributed enormously to the wisdom of our faith. For most Christians that is a lifestyle which God does not call us to.

Turning to our continuing exploration of 1 Corinthians marriage and singleness versus asceticism has become the subject that Paul turns to in chapter 7.

Context

Up to this point Paul has concentrated on speaking to the church about failures and un-Christian attitudes that have given him cause for concern and in some issues deep shame especially as he is aware that they have thought themselves above reproach. So in our examination of the letter we have heard that Paul needed to create awareness and correct unwarranted complacency. But chapter 7 acts as a hinge in the letter for here until chapter 11 Paul addresses concerns that have already been raised by them in the ‘lost’ letter to which I referred to in an earlier sermon. The switch is quite clear, ‘now for the matters you wrote about…’ (7:1); through that letter Paul is aware that the Corinthians are seeking his advice and guidance. 
And the positive aspect of these chapters is that Paul is able to leave the past behind and look to the future of their existence as a church. And this allows Paul to approach the issues raised in these chapters in a more flexible way. In other words he enters what we would describe as grey areas. In replying to sensitive issues he corresponds in such a way that considers both sides of the debate.

Whilst I mentioned chapter 7 as a hinge we shouldn’t see this letter as one of two halves rather it forms a coherent whole where Paul sees everything in light of the cross of Christ. It acts as a counter to the Corinthian Church who wanted to deconstruct and then reconstruct Christian spirituality on their terms. In light of Paul’s emphasis on the cross of Christ he speaks clearly of God’s grace and the unifying bond of love.
Origins

As we have already noted Paul is replying to an earlier letter but in the closing verses of the preceding chapter we start to have an idea of what he addresses in our reading. A brief look at verses 12-20 will reveal that some in the church have taken the notion that as the gospel has done away with the law; that permits anything and everything in relation to the physical body. The thought was developing that it was the ‘soul’ of a person that was the sole vehicle for salvation. 
It could be said that Paul in these few verses has developed a theology of the body. In other words he argues that the Christian lifestyle is more than an inner state, it plays out in the bodily actions and behaviour of daily living, a faith which is tangible and observable to others rather than something hidden and private. 

By way of illustration I saw this little piece in the paper
 on Thursday; Catholic Church congregations are to be given a small card to remind them of what they are called to,

‘As a Catholic I am called to

· Share with others the joy of knowing Jesus Christ

· Pray

· Celebrate the sacraments regularly
· Love my neighbour as myself

· Use the gifts I have been given wisely

· Forgive as I have been forgiven’
God’s call is more fundamental than seeking better circumstances
Paul has been asked about the relationships in marriage and the understanding of singleness and those who have been widowed. The chapter is split into three sections – marriage – change of status – the unmarried. Now I don’t propose that we explore the first and the last of these but concentrate on Paul’s discussion centred around on the change of status he addresses in our reading. I would suggest that a reading around those bracketing sections would be helpful in light of what we explore this morning.

Verses 17 to 24 are central to all that Paul has to say in the chapter. Some in Corinth had begun to think that by changing their circumstances that somehow they would become more spiritual. For example moving from a sexual marriage to a sexless marriage or actually leaving a marriage and through those thoughts they were attaching undue significance to circumstances. They thought circumstances had somehow attained religious status.
In these verses Paul seeks to redefine their notion of ‘spirituality’ that has grown through these thoughts and he approaches the whole issue in a more radical way.  

We should note at this point a fundamental observation; many have taken on the basis of the wording in verse 20 to mean that people must stay in the social setting they were in when Christ called them to follow Him. When I refer to ‘social setting’ I mean singleness, marriage or widowhood. 
However the issues are more complex than that. Paul’s argument follows the line that Christians can serve God in whatever situation they find themselves; which in turn leads every Christian to think through and remain open to the question ‘does the call of God ask me to stay where I am or go elsewhere into a new situation?’   

Paul’s argument covers three broad areas – We are called by Christ, We live for Christ and We were brought by Christ 
We are called by Christ
We see from the passage that the word ‘calling’ has a centre role to play in Paul’s mind; in fact he mentions it eight times. Through that repetition we can assume that Paul places a lot of emphasis on its meaning.
Paul through this emphasis on ‘calling’ seeks to contrast the Corinthian Church’s attitude, which has absorbed things like self-fulfilment, self-advantage, status and self-promotion into its life, with his more self-giving understanding of the Christian life as vocation.

I’m sure if asked we could all come up with a definition of vocation. One that strikes a chord here is, ‘vocation – a sense of that calling, purpose or potential and an awareness of the field for its outworking; a means of becoming and a call upon one’s life.’ 

In other words ‘vocation’ in the context of the Christian faith could be illustrated by the movement from head knowledge of Christianity to heart knowledge; the movement from understanding on an intellectual level to one that takes hold of a person’s very being. 
Let’s look at what the passage explains about that sense of vocation or call – what is Paul talking about?

· Call is primarily a way of describing Christian conversion. ‘God… has called you into fellowship with his Son, Jesus Christ…’ (1:9)

· That call came to each person in a particular social setting (cf. the verbs use in vv. 18-19 and 22)

·  With these two realities Paul explains the current social setting is irrelevant because the call first came in a variety of ways (cf. 18-19 and 22) - there was no one size fits all. Because of this change is not necessary a Christian could live out their calling in whatever situation they were in when the call first came. 
· Further because the setting is irrelevant if change does take place that too is irrelevant – what needs to be borne in mind is that no one should seek change as if it has religious significance – it has not. 
We live for Christ

The opening verse calls us to ‘live as a believer’ this Paul maintains is the defining attitude we should aim for. It is important for Christians to recognise where our fundamental identify comes from – not from our social status, education, career or whatever other yard stick we care to use but our identity flows from who we are in Christ. 
As Paul tells us in 2 Corinthians, ‘if anyone is in Christ, that person is a new creation: the old has gone, the new is here!’
  This is exactly what Paul urges here, that his fellow Christians should take hold of the freedom they have in Christ. He reminds them that they have had all the basics of faith but now need to grasp the opportunities that the truth has. 
There are many barriers to Christian maturity and all of them start with us. New Christians are not expected to be instantly mature; they still have unresolved conflicts that allow their old value system to take advantage of them. The problem here was not that they were new Christians but they were mature but not acting like it. 

There is an expression that is probably applicable to all jobs – one year’s experience reproduced twenty times which explains away why an individual has failed to become competent in a particular role. Any Christian can become an old Christian – all it takes is time! 

We deny the truth if we don’t take hold of our spiritual freedom – ‘His divine power has given us everything we need for a godly life through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness.’
 Physically, maturity is a life-long process as we all know. But spiritual maturity and freedom are closely linked. If we don’t take hold of our freedom in Christ we can’t mature.

Another barrier to maturity is failing to take personal responsibility – notice what the writer to the Hebrews says in a section headed Warning against falling away; he doesn’t say ‘I will pray for you, to make you mature’ but tells them that they are experienced enough to ‘be teachers’
. Confession, repentance and submission to Christ was what was required and the writer couldn’t do that on their behalf in much the same way Paul couldn’t here; all he could do was to draw their attention to it. 
Yes - we all need the encouragement of other people who can love us and support us – but ultimately we are each responsible for our own relationship with God. That’s why throughout the NT the emphasis is on the individual believer taking responsibility and action – ‘It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery’
 
We were bought by Christ
In all that Paul has said he reminds his readers that they ‘…were bought with a price’.  As part of the origin to the discussion contained in this chapter, we looked briefly at 6:12-20 and it is significant that Paul uses the same expression at 6:20. Rhetorical repetition is important and was used to stress a point. So we can be confident that Paul in using the phrase again here wants to make his point again – the importance of the sacrifice of Christ.
In much the same way that Paul dismisses the significance of the social position between Jews and Gentiles in the matter of circumcision as seen in verses 18-19. He makes the further and in all probability the more important point which is linked with living in Christ rather than being a slave to something else.

Paul explains the significance in these terms; the slave although socially still a slave is ‘free in Christ’  and the freeman or woman remains socially the same is now the ‘slave of Christ’ in other words they are both of equal status in the eyes of God
.
A reminder here that the Corinthians shouldn’t let their human wisdom disguised as a form of ‘spirituality’ dictate their need to be free from certain social settings especially marriage. Don’t let that get a hold of you in light of the freedom that was bought by Christ says Paul.
Concluding thoughts

In our contemporary culture which sees social mobility as a precious goal to aim for, this passage doesn’t always get a sympathetic hearing especially in a church culture that has taken many of the ‘values of the world’ into its corporate life. There are those who hear it in light of their own low self- esteem and who find it difficult seeing their particular situation as the place to live out their calling, contrasted by those who see social status as significant and change as self- fulfilment. 
Paul has made the point that worldly status of any kind is ultimately irrelevant to God. And precisely because our lives are determined by God’s call not by our present social setting, we like the Corinthians need to live our lives before God. In his discussion Paul is not concerned with any change of social setting per se but rather he is more concerned about having a clear understanding of what it means to live out one’s calling, what that looks like whether single, married or widowed.
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