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We are gradually working our way through this first letter of Paul to the Corinthian church.  We're approaching it with a view to finding out what it is to be truly spiritual.  The Corinthian Christians thought they were very spiritual.... they prided themselves in their spirituality, but in reality, they were nowhere, spiritually speaking, so Paul had a lot to say to them to get them back on track.... to help them understand what it is to be truly spiritual. 

So, here we are today in the second half of chapter six and Paul is having to straighten them out over their sexual immorality.

Now what we need to understand is that there were those within the church at Corinth, as we have seen, who had a very lax view of sex.  For them, it was no big deal.  They saw having sex as no more than a natural bodily release. Then there was another group who thought that sex, even within marriage was 'unspiritual'.  Paul addresses that issue in chapter 7.  So you have two camps within the church: One camp, putting it crudely, couldn't get enough of it and could see nothing wrong in having sex outside of marriage, even with a prostitute.  And they thought they could still be 'truly spiritual'!   The other camp seeing sex as something they wanted to be free of, to move, as it were, up the spiritual ladder, so that they could be 'truly spiritual'.  One group saying 'yes' to sex to be truly spiritual, the other group saying 'no' to sex to be truly spiritual.  What a mixture!  What a mess! Christians seem to be very good at sometimes coming to opposing conclusions over spiritual  matters!  So you have a licentious group and you have a legalist group..

Now, how does Paul address these two very different approaches?  That's what we are going to start looking at today. There won't be time to look at both groups this Sunday, so we will look at the licentious group today and the legalist group next week.

1) The Licentious Group: 
Their approach is summed up in 6:12: “Everything is permissible for me”.  Paul seems to be quoting the words of some within the church who were claiming that they could live as they liked and do whatever they wanted.  They took the view that now they were in Christ, they were new creations... they had been raised with Christ... they were filled with the Spirit.... they thought they had left the law behind.  “We came to know Christ by grace, not by obeying the law.  We've been set free from the law, so now we can do what we like”  That's the view they took.  “Everything is permissible for me”.
That, sadly, is the view of a great many Christians today in our sex-mad world. Many Christians are no different from the Corinthian Christians.  Another of their slogans appears in verse 13:  “Food for the stomach and the stomach for food”.  They were drawing a parallel between having a meal and having sex.  They thought that as there was nothing immoral in having a meal, there was nothing immoral in having sex, even outside marriage; They saw it as just a bodily function.

I remember reading about a programme which was discussing celibacy within the Roman Catholic Church some time ago.  Two priests admitted (anonymously of course!) that they engaged regularly in one-night stands.  One of them said, just like the Corinthian Christians, “It's just a bodily release; it doesn't affect the real me”.  The other claimed he was “still celibate in his soul”.  How very convenient! 

Some of the Corinthians had a very low view of the body and therefore concluded that any bodily action was spiritually insignificant – it was no big deal... it couldn't harm the pure spirit within.  Just like those Roman Catholic priests, they could justify living immoral lives... they could justify even having sex with a prostitute (6:15).  They could see absolutely nothing wrong with it. 

Paul will have none of it.  The first thing he does is highlight the danger of such a view.  He gets  very practical. He says, “Yes, OK, you say everything is permissible for me”, but Paul goes onto say, 'not everything is beneficial'  You say 'everything is permissible for me', but I, Paul says, 'will not be mastered by anything'”.  What's he saying?  You talk of your 'freedom', and you think that you can indulge yourself in any way you want, but be aware... be on your guard,  there are certain things that can trap you...  control you, enslave you, even.  You don't mess with certain things.... you get involved in certain things at your peril.  You get involved in sexual immorality and it will take you over.  It will destroy you.  There is only one thing to do... only one course of action required and it's very simple - “Flee from sexual immorality” (6:18).  
That is the straight forward, simple, practical advice that Paul gives to those who were caught up in it.  If only all Christians would heed this advice of Paul!  What a load of pain, upset and discord we would save ourselves if we would only flee from those things that can so easily trap us!  How innocent it all sounds when we say, “Why shouldn't I be free to indulge myself if I want to?  What's wrong in giving myself this little treat if it makes me happy?  It can't do any harm”.  The danger is that those little indulgences.... those little treats then become habits.... those habits become ever more deeply engrained.... we then find we can't do without that indulgence, that drink for example.... we can't break the habit which in the end controls us.... takes us over.
I was reminded of a report that was prepared by CARE (Christian Action Research and Education) a year or so ago.  They were highlighting the increasing problem among Christians over pornography.  Pornography, so easily available on the internet.... so many men tempted just to have a quick look... what harm can it do?  Then they perhaps try and justify it on the basis that it might just spice up their sex life with their wife which isn't what it was.  Just a quick look – and before they know it, they are hooked and it takes over their lives.... harms or even destroys their marriage.  They then have the guilt, the pain, the struggle to break free.  What would Paul say in the first place?  “Flee from sexual immorality”.... flee from pornography.... have absolutely nothing to do with it.... don't mess with such things.  As soon as we pride ourselves in our 'liberty' and think that we are free to form habits like this, or indeed any habit for that matter, we actually lose our freedom and become a slave to it. It 'masters' us as Paul puts it.  All things are permissible.... but not all are beneficial.  All things are permissible, but we are “not to be mastered by anything”.
So there is Paul's pastoral, practical exhortation - “flee from sexual immorality”.  But there's more.  He also gives them theological reasons as to why their behaviour was so wrong... and so dangerous, spiritually dangerous.  That's what were going to look at now.
What Paul says in this section comes from his understanding of the body – an understanding  governed and formulated by Scripture.  In other words, God's  view of the body, not fallen man's distorted understanding!  (I am indebted at this point to Vaughan Roberts and his teaching on True Spirituality).  There are three important things Paul says about the Christian's body: Our bodies will be:
Raised by God the Father:

“Food for the stomach and the stomach for food, but God will destroy them both” (6:13). It seems as though that was what the Corinthians believed – that since God will destroy both food and the stomach, he will, by implication, destroy sex and the body as well.  They were arguing that neither are significant or important to God.
They got it partially right – there will be no marriage or sex in the new creation (Matt. 22:30), but we will have bodies.  That's the thrust of v.14: “By his power God raised the Lord from the dead, and he will raise us also”.  You can't have a low view of the body if God raised Jesus from the dead and that he will raise us too.  We are going to be physical beings in the new creation – we are going to have bodies in the new creation – we are not going to be some disembodied spirit wandering aimlessly about!
The body is important to God.  He created it and he redeems it.  You can't separate the body and live how you like and pretend it has no spiritual significance.  I remember seeing an interview with Stephen Fry a couple of years ago.  As you probably know, he is an avowed atheist and a practising homosexual.  When asked about his beliefs he said that he couldn't believe in a God who was interested in what we did in our bedrooms. As far as he was concerned, what we did with our bodies in the bedroom was entirely irrelevant and unimportant.  Now we shouldn't be surprised at an atheist saying such things, but the Christian view is so very different.  God who made the material world is not just interested in our souls, but in our bodies as well.  “He made us sexual beings, and we are accountable to as to how we use our sexual organs”.(Vaughan Roberts).
Our bodies are also:
United With Christ:
Paul reminds the Corinthians of something they no doubt had been taught by Paul, but had somehow forgotten: “Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ himself?” (6:15).  As Christians we are united with Christ..... we are inextricably bound to him... he is in us and we are in him.  And Paul is not just talking of our spirits here, but of our bodies too.  They are joined to Christ already through the work of the Holy Spirit.  One day both our body and spirit will be with him forever in the new creation. Our bodies are part of Christ's body so to use our bodies for immoral purpose should be unthinkable for the Christian.  That's what Paul is stressing when he says, “Shall I then take the members of Christ and unite them with a prostitute? Never!” (6:15).
Paul is horrified that the Corinthians thought they could have sex with a prostitute and that it had no moral or spiritual significance.  “Do you not know that he who unites himself with a prostitute is one with her in body? For it is said, 'The two will become one flesh'” (6:16).  In  other words sex is so much more than a bodily transaction.  Paul goes right back to Genesis 2:24 to underline God's purpose for sex – it is given to us to form, express and strengthen the deep union of  a man and a woman in lifelong marriage.  That is God's high view of sex within marriage.  Any sexual activity outside of marriage is immoral... is a sin.  Once we understand Paul's teaching on the body, we should be horrified at the thought of using our body for immoral purposes.
And finally, our bodies are:
Occupied by God's Spirit.
It seems as though the Corinthians had very poor memories!  Paul has to remind them again of something they had already been taught:  “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God?  You are not your own” (6:19). Not only will our bodies be raised by God the Father.... not only are our bodies united with God the Son, but they are also indwelt by the Holy Spirit.
I wonder how our behaviour might change if our husband or wife, or some respected friend was with us 24/7.... with us every second of the day?  Would there be places we wouldn't go?  Would there be things we wouldn't say? Would there be things we wouldn't do? That's the thrust of what Paul is getting at here.  God lives in us.... he lives in our bodies.  Our God is a holy God.  We therefore are called to honour this God we claim to love and we do that by living a holy life... we seek to honour him with our bodies.
The constant presence of the Holy Spirit within us  should be all the motivation we need to live lives that are holy and honour our God.  Therefore we come back to what we said at the beginning, “Flee sexual immorality” (6:18).  But more than that, we are to  “honour God with your body” (6:20).  Why do we do that? “You are not your own; you were bought at a price.  Therefore honour God with your body”.
So true spirituality is not just for Sunday.  True spirituality is not to be kept in a separate box marked 'Religion' or 'My Christian Faith'.  God is interested in every area of our lives.... he is interested in every part of our body... God is interested in us every day of the week.  True spirituality is not just seen in how lustily we sing in church on Sunday but has to be worked out in every area of our lives every day of the week .  We are called, as Paul put it in Romans 12:1, “to offer (our) bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God”.  We don't just do the negative – flee from sin, but we do the positive too, as we seek to honour God in all that we do.
