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TALKING ABOUT SEX IN CHURCH

“It’s my life and I can do what I want.” “Don’t meddle in my life because this does not affect you.”

Have you ever heard anyone say this? Have you ever said this? It sounds so modern, so contemporary, so foreign to the thinking of those who lived through the depression and World War II. Such statements are common for those who grew up in the last half of the twentieth century. Some here today grew up in a culture singing, “It’s my life and I can do what I want.” 

Well, these are old sayings. As a matter of fact, you can find them in your Bible. The New Testament was written in the language of the empire—Koine Greek—and this language had no way to mark quotations. As Holly and I read the text today, we tried to help you hear the two voices in 1 Corinthians 6. Here Paul is quoting what some are saying 2,000 years ago: “I am free to do what I want.”

In a sense, we are reading someone else’s mail, for Paul is writing in response to some reports and questions sent by the church in Corinth, Greece. Just five years earlier Paul had founded the church there in Corinth on the south part the Greek peninsula. As he works in Ephesus to found a church there, he writes this letter we call “1 Corinthians.” People there met in houses, so several life groups formed throughout the city and we can guess about 150 Christians (about the same number we have here today) lived in Corinth when he wrote this letter.


Paul often established house churches in major cities, and Corinth sure was a major city! Since ships did not want to sail around the dangerous Peloponnesian peninsula, captains would land at Corinth and either roll their ships or their cargo across the small isthmus to the other sea. While the ships and cargo were being transported, sailors waited in Corinth with time and money. Do you know what happens when sailors from all over the world sit around with time and money? Is it any wonder that the poet Aristophanes coined the verb “corinthize (korinthiazesthai),” to mean “to have sex.”

Paul writes to them because he has received a report from some members identified as “Chloe’s people” (1:11) and the report is not good. The report from Chloe’s people is mainly about sex. Oh, they do say that that early church, like just about every church in 2012, is divided into at least four groups who are arguing with one another. And in chapter 6 Paul tells them to quit suing one another in the courts in Corinth. 

The rest of chapters 5 and 6 is about sex. In chapter 5 Paul tells them to discipline the church member who is living with his stepmother. Even in Roman culture this is considered immoral. In chapter 6 Paul yells at them “Flee porneia!” (6:18). The NRSV translates this word as “fornication.” The RSV translates it as “immorality.” The word porneia sounds like our word “porn” for a good reason—porneia is the root for our English word “porn.” The word porne is translated in verses 15 and 16 as “prostitute”—again for a good reason. The word “porn” comes from the Greek verb “to sell” and selling sex is, as you know, an old, old business. 

Contrary to popular opinion, the Bible is not against sex. The Bible does not teach us that the body is the evil prison house for the soul. Paul clearly teaches the biblical view that my physical body is an essential element of my personhood and that sexuality is a good gift from God. My first title for this sermon was “Sex: It’s Not Just My Business.” I wimped out, of course, and didn’t publish that title but substituted “Body Life” as a safe title. 

In church we don’t talk much about money or sex. I don’t either. As a matter of fact, I have concerns about preachers who talk about sex all the time and wonder what is going on in their lives. The church has allowed musicians, actors and advertisers to define sexual boundaries. These chapters in 1 Corinthians come around in January every three years and for 30 years I have successfully avoided them. I am nervous about this sermon and the rest of the sermons from 1 Corinthians. This month I take a big breath and try to preach on what Paul is saying to those Christians 2,000 years ago in the hope that he has something to say to us today. 
ARGUING ABOUT SEX


As you heard in the Epistle lesson today, (NT page 169) the new Christians in Corinth are arguing with Paul about freedom and are saying “I am free to do what I want with my body and in particular with sexual relations outside of marriage.” They propose two reasons. One is that sex, like hunger, is a physical appetite which needs to be satisfied. They say, “Food is meant for the stomach and the stomach for food, and God will destroy both one and the other.”(6:13). Church members in Corinth believe that since the physical body will pass away, it doesn’t matter what we eat and with whom we have sex. Years ago in a comic strip Blondie says to her husband as he holds one of those famous Dagwood sandwiches, “Honey, you eat like you have a rented stomach.” These new Christians live as if they have rented bodies. They are concerned about the spiritual life and not the body life. 

The second reason they give is that sin only affects the spirit and not the body: “Every sin that a person commits is outside the body” (6:18). They say that sexual activity, which is a bodily function, does not affect our spirituality, our relationship with others or our relationship with God. 

Paul responds with a classic style of rhetoric for that time. He states their moral maxim and then qualifies it with another maxim. They say, “I am free to do what I want” but Paul counters with but not all things are helpful and . . . I will not be dominated by anything. 

Paul counters with two opposing views to their two reasons. First, Paul says, we are not two parts—body and soul—but one whole person (which he calls a “body—soma”). Since God raised Jesus’ body from the dead, God will also raise up our bodies (all of us—soul and body) on the last day (6:14).

Paul believes we do not “have” a body but we “are” a body. We do not live in rented bodies for a while. A dualism of body and soul comes from the writings of the philosopher Plato, not from the Bible.  Paul believes that somehow God will resurrect not only our soul but something of our embodiment and personhood. I don’t know how God will raise our body as a whole, but that is what Paul and the New Testament teach. When Paul says, “You are a body” he means that you are a psychosomatic whole—a  person. 

Bets Thomas developed the slides this week and used a quotation from Martin Luther King, Jr. as the meditation to begin this service: “The gospel at its best deals with the whole man, not only his soul but his body, not only his spiritual well-being, but his material well being.  Any religion that professes to be concerned about the souls of men and is not concerned about the slums that damn them, the economic conditions that strangle them and the social conditions that cripple them is a spiritually moribund religion awaiting burial.” 1 King agrees with Paul: soul and body are not separate. 

Paul’s second reason is that our sexual lives affect our whole self (personhood). Paul says that we are one with Christ, that having sex is never a casual physical act, that our body (personhood) is the temple for the Holy Spirit, and that we are not our own but bought with a price through the death of Jesus (6:19-20). Perhaps Paul remembers Psalm 139:

For it was you who formed my inward parts;


You knit me together in my mother’s womb.


I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. (139:13-14). 


In other words, my sexual life is not just my business because we are one with Christ. They say “I am free to do anything” but Paul says “Glorify God in your body.” Their argument focuses on the rights and freedoms of the individual; but Paul focuses on the devotion and service owed to God. Paul reminds us that we are not disciples of Jesus only as we worship on Sunday; for Christians are disciples who glorify God every day of our lives and in every room of our lives. Charles Talbert writes about our lives as disciples that we are called to keep the bedroom attached to the rest of the house. 2  

Some Christians in Corinth 2,000 years ago and some Christians in Vienna today wish to separate the person into two parts: the perishable physical body and the eternal spiritual self. Paul stands for a view of the psychosomatic unity of the person such that what happens in the physical affects the spiritual and what happens in the spiritual affects the physical. In other words, because my body and your body have a future, what we do now has eternal significance. Oh, we are still forgiven of all sin. In 6:11 Paul writes, And this is what some of you used to be. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God.
CONSIDERING BODY LIFE


Paul is not trying to change the culture of the city of Corinth or the town of Vienna. He is not talking to the town council. He is talking to the church and does not want the culture of Corinth and of Vienna to change us. It’s a constant battle.

When I was entering my teen years I attended a Baptist youth conference in Tampa, Florida. There the preacher asked us to begin praying for our future spouse, and I began praying for a young woman I did not yet know. She was living with missionary parents in Nigeria at the time. I also promised that day that I would not consummate sexual relations with anyone until we were married. I’ve never said this in public before today. Contrary to what you might think, I did have a normal adolescence and committed many sins for which God has forgiven me. I definitely was not and am not perfect! I did, however, keep these two promises.

Those in my generation and those younger than I usually think this is a quaint and old-fashioned value. “After all,” they say, “sex and hunger are two natural appetites which need to be satisfied.” (Sounds like what those in Corinth were saying, doesn’t it?) I have talked to those, however, who realized too late that what Paul says is true: the body and the spirit are so connected that there is no such thing as “casual sex.” 

I don’t know who here today is married and having a sexual affair with someone else. I don’t know who here is struggling with whether or not to have sexual relations before marriage. Your sex life may not be my business, but it’s God’s business because your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit and you are bought with a price. No sin or transgression or mistake is beyond the forgiveness of God, of course, and you can ask God for forgiveness for past actions and begin again today by making a promise with God. In regard to your body and your life, the bedroom is attached to the rest of the house; for you are one body.

This talk about us being “one body” is just the beginning for Paul. As he begins answering their specific questions in chapter 7, Paul will take this argument about body life and expand it beyond sexual relations to include how our actions in regard to marriage, food, worship, spiritual gifts and finances affect not only our very selves but also the community in which we worship. Paul bravely calls this faith community in Corinth “the body of Christ” and that is what Vienna Baptist Church is as well—the body of Christ. Paul says that in the church body, as in my own body, what I do with my body is not just my business. It’s our business and it is God’s business.
1 M. L. King, Jr., Pilgrimage to Non-Violence, 1960 

2 Charles Talbert, Reading Corinthians, 1989, page 29
HYMN: Lord, Speak to Us that we May Speak
1 CORINTHIANS 6:12-20 (PARAPHRASE)

A:
12 “I am free to do what I want.”
B:
but not all things are helpful.
A:
 “I am free to do what I want.”
B:
but I will not be dominated by anything. 

A:
13”Food is meant for the stomach and the stomach for food,”


“and God will destroy both one and the other.”

B:
The body is meant not for immorality but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body. 


14 And God raised the Lord and will also raise us up by his power. 


15 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! 


16 Do you not know that whoever is united to a prostitute becomes one body with her? For it is said, “The two shall be one flesh.” 17 But anyone united to the Lord becomes one spirit with him. 18 Flee immorality! 

A:
“Every sin that a person commits is outside the body;”

B:
 but the immoral person sins against his/her own body. 


19 Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God, and that you are not your own? 20 For you were bought with a price; therefore glorify God in your body.

