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BEING WRONG AND STILL BEING RIGHT


In the churches where I have served as pastor I have discovered one biblical character that most members (and especially women) do not like—the Apostle Paul. Some consider him arrogant, verbose, pedantic, and difficult to understand (especially in his Letter to the Romans). Most of all, many consider him a misogynist—someone who hates women. Through the years I have tried to defend Paul, but it’s a tough assignment. So today I want to say that as I hear Paul, and especially as he writes these words in 1 Corinthians 7, I believe he is usually right but in one instance he is terribly wrong. 

I think he is right in his views in regard to Jesus Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection and in regard to the Christian’s role in marriage, sexuality, worship, money, spiritual gifts, love, and especially the place and role of women in marriage and in the church. I believe he is very wrong on one important issue—when Christ will return and end this world—and this could negate everything else he says; but I don’t think it does. 


You see, Paul believed that Jesus Christ was coming back soon. He writes about the end of the world in his first letter, which is to the Christians in Thessalonica, and he still believes it in his last letter to the Christians in Rome. Paul was wrong. It’s been almost 2,000 years and we are still here.

Unless, of course, that one church member was right. When asked what she would do if her friends were caught up in the resurrection and she was left behind, she said, “Well, I guess I would go discuss it with my pastor.” You laugh, but you are still here, too!

In chapter 6 Paul addresses the topic of sexuality and those of you who were here last week appeared to be very cold about the topic. I thought talking about sex would raise the room temperature, but since both furnaces malfunctioned last week, the room temperature was only 62 degrees. Is that why it was a cold topic last week? Well, we repaired the furnaces to warm up the room and the topic, so here we go again. Paul moves from forbidding sexual immorality outside of marriage to the topic of marriage itself. What are our options in regard to marriage?

PROVIDING OPTIONS


Before we look at Paul’s views about marriage, I want to say that I believe we hear in this chapter one of the most valuable contributions Paul makes about how to live as a follower of Jesus. He says here that how we lead the Christian life is not always a clear right or wrong decision. Christians in Corinth and Christians in Vienna sometimes want to draw hard lines. Some want to come to a church service and expect the preacher to tell them exactly what to do this week. Many Christians want to draw hard and permanent lines in regard to some ethical issues.


Look how Paul begins chapter 7. He is responding to one of five specific questions which they had written to him. The first is in 7:1: Now concerning the matters about which you wrote: “It is well for a man not to touch a woman.” As we are hearing only one side of the conversation, we can guess that some disciples there in Corinth, Greece, were drawing the hard line that Christians should refrain from all sexual activity inside or outside of marriage. Although Paul is clear in the previous chapter about avoiding sexual relationships outside of marriage, here he does not draw hard lines. 


He does not agree with the stance, “It is well for a man not to touch a woman.” Paul surprises us. He does not say our sexuality is a necessary evil. In 7:1-7 he does not say the purpose of sex is for procreation of children. He insists that our sexuality is good, is a right of every marriage, and is not to be avoided except for a brief time of prayer. The greatest surprise for all who think Paul does not appreciate women is when he says in verse 3 that both husband and wife have an obligation to be a sexual partner with the other. Then he says in v.4, For the wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does; likewise the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does. What a radical statement! Here he gives equal rights to each marriage partner—male and female—and calls for equal rights for women.


Corinth may be on the Greek peninsula, but it was a Roman colony and followed Roman laws. Unlike the Greeks and Jews, the Romans gave women more rights in marriage and in government life. When you read Paul’s undisputed letters to those areas where Roman law prevailed, you will notice that Paul calls for equal rights for women in the family and in the life of the church.

As Paul talks in chapter 7 about marital relations (7:1-16), circumcision (7:17-20), slavery (7:21-24), unmarried men and women (7:25-35), engaged persons (7:36-38) and widows (7:39-40), he presents the ideal for those living in the last days and then gives them permission to follow another option if they wish. In v. 25 Paul writes, Now concerning unmarried men and unmarried women, I have no command of the Lord, but I give my opinion as one who by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy. For all those who think Paul is arrogant and hard-headed, we hear him admitting that he is speaking for himself and not for the Lord. He has no command, no hard line, no boundary wall, but an opinion, a maxim, and a consent. 

Paul offers them not a packaged pronouncement but an invitation to reflect. He models a welcome alternative to strident dogmatism or shrugging relativism. Paul’s ethical reflection in this chapter is firm but open. 1 He says literally in v. 35 that he does not want to “throw a noose” on them. His goal is not to keep them on a tight rein (NEB), but to set them free for unhindered service to God.


Because he believes the end of the world is coming soon, Paul believes that people should stay as they are—either married or unmarried; but he gives his permission and consent to marry for sexual relations. I gave this sermon the title “The Marriage Option” because Paul believes that being married is a good option and that being single is also a good option. The most important question for him is, “Are you leading the life that the Lord has assigned you and to which God called you?”(7:17). 

I was a 26 year-old Ph.D. student in seminary in Louisville and planned to graduate in two years and be a pastor of a Baptist church. I was not dating anyone steadily and did not know any woman that I felt called to marry. Because I didn’t know many single pastors of Baptist churches, I wondered if I needed to do something else with my life. I assumed a college professor would not have to be married. Since I tend to over-plan most of my life, this was just one of the many internal discussions I have with myself all the time. 


Finally I realized with Paul that the Lord had already assigned this life to me and had called me into professional ministry. Realizing this calling, I relaxed and tried not to over-plan my life (at least on the marriage option). I said, “Lord, you called me for the pastoral ministry and have opened up all the doors for my training, so I will trust you to find a place of ministry for a single Baptist pastor.” With that knowledge I relaxed and not many months later met a divinity student named Becky Deer Neil. 
ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTION


What I learned from Paul is that marriage is an option. In contrast to the strong family ideals of Roman culture and American culture, he gives dignity and value to the calling of the single life. Married or single—which is better? That question, according to Paul, is secondary to another question: “Are you leading the life that the Lord has assigned you and to which God called you?” 


Paul believes that the present form of the world is passing away (7:31). Yes, Paul was wrong about the end of the world coming in his lifetime, but he was right about what was going on in the world. Though no one could see it, imperial Rome—the greatest power of their world—was sick unto death and was already beginning to rot from within. Even though Roman roads remain to this day, the Roman Empire had the seeds of its own destruction as Paul was writing. The present form of the world was passing away. 

We live in an area of the country where we build marble statues, monuments, and temples to great men and women. We erect bricks and mortar and call it a “church.” For our sense of esteem and self-worth we depend upon parties, sports, work, publications, buildings, marriage and children. “Yes,” Paul says, “these are very important but they are not the most important.” He says in verses 29-31 that the important questions are not whether or not we will marry or mourn or rejoice or buy or deal for the present form of the world is passing away. 

The world could, of course, end at any minute. My physician tells me that I am due for a colonoscopy this year but that the Mayan calendar predicts that the world will end on December 21, 2012. This is the end-date of a 5,125-year-long cycle in the Mesoamerican Long Count Mayan calendar. He asked, “If this world is going to end this year, do you really want to go through the hassle of a colonoscopy?” We will probably schedule the procedure, but as important as that question about a colonoscopy is for a man whose mother died from colon cancer, that’s not the most important question. 


Whether or not the world ends this year, the question for you and me today is this: “Are you leading the life that the Lord has assigned you and to which God called you?” Even though John Mark had not yet written down his gospel account, I think Paul already knew the early message of Jesus as Mark recorded it in Mark 1:15: “The time (kairos) is fulfilled, and the rule of God is at hand; repent, and believe in the good news.” Paul agrees with Jesus: The present form of the world is passing away.

Thirty years ago this month, Kelly Duncan was clinging to flotsam in the icy Potomac River and thinking about her life. “I was kind of afraid of God at that point,” she said. “I thought God must be really mad at me.” Duncan was a flight attendant aboard Air Florida Flight 90 when it hit the 14th Street bridge and crashed into the river thirty years ago (January 13, 1982). She was the lone crew member to survive. Seventy-eight passengers, motorists and crew members died. Only five people aboard the plane survived that day and Kelly was one of them.

For Duncan, the day was a rebirth. At 22-years-old, she was, by her own account, a party girl. The weekend before the accident, she and some friends drank their way down the Florida Keys. On January 13th she was in the river for 20 minutes. At first, she was angry at the people on the bank, who were staring helplessly at the six people clinging to the tail section. “I felt like that was the first time I felt God’s presence,” she said. Two years later she left the airline to study early childhood education and now works at Christ Fellowship in Miami, Florida, where she ministers to children and oversees stage productions and skits. 2


I think as she floated in the icy Potomac River that day, Kelly Duncan would have agreed with Paul that the present form of the world is passing away. Her world was on the verge of ending. Because her world did not end thirty years ago, she had a chance to ask the right question:”Are you leading the life that the Lord has assigned you and to which God called you?”

Paul was very wrong when he thought the world would end in his lifetime. I believe he was right when he affirmed that for disciples of Jesus, The present form of the world is passing away. Because we are followers of Jesus we look at everything differently: our sexuality, our body, our singleness, our marriage, our sorrows, our joys, our possessions, and our dealings with the world (7:29-31). “Are you leading the life that the Lord has assigned you and to which God called you?” Well?
HYMN: 337 Jesus Calls Us O’er the Tumult
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