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I Corinthians 6:1-11

 

The title of today’s sermon is “Lawsuits, Sex, and Power.”  Usually in the introduction, a minister has to say something to draw everyone’s attention.  Today, I doubt I have to worry about that!

 

I’ve long appreciated the power of the law, haven’t you?  You’re driving along at your usual 20 miles above the speed limit, when suddenly you see a policeman with his speed gun, and you slow down dramatically because you fear that little piece of paper he gives you.  (This happened this last week when I was headed to Denton.  I was enjoying a wonderful latte, when suddenly everyone ahead came to a virtual stop, and I realized the reason was that was the first time I had ever witnessed them going the speed limit!)

 

And I first came to appreciate the power of sex when I was a junior high school kid.  My friends and I suddenly became very interested in the early evolution of our species because of a movie entitled “A Million Years B.C” starring Raquel Welch.  We were particularly intrigued by her sartorial choices.  Who would have guessed that our forebears wore tiny fur bikinis! Our research was thorough, and it involved multiple viewings of that film!

 

Our appreciation for these two areas, however, would bear little resemblance to that of Roman Corinth.  In Paul’s day, the Romans ruled by means of locals who would do the bidding of the Empire.  Now you have to remember that there was no such thing in that day as a middle class.  Two-three percent of the world was in control, and the other ninety-seven percent were controlled.  What Rome would do is install local officials who would collect their taxes and enforce Roman law.  The rules were always the same—tax them right up to the edge of their ability to exist.  The courts were in collusion with this system.  They didn’t exist to defend anybody; but rather existed to defend the rights of the tax collectors and the small group in charge to enforce rents, property rights, and collections.

 

Sex was also very much a class issue in the ancient world.  If you were part of the 2-3 percent, you pretty much had run of things.  Your marriage was with someone of your social class and had very much to do with property and position inheritance.  In your position of power, you could do what you wanted, with anyone you wanted, simply because you were in the upper class. You were the active partner and enjoyed sex, while with very few exceptions everyone else was passive and endured your advances. (Are you beginning to understand why this passage never appears in the lectionary?!)

 

Then into this world the church appears.  Here masters and slaves came to worship; here all these distinctions were left at the door; here people lived in purity as brothers and sisters in Christ.  Or as our young people like to say, “Yeah, right!”

 

Actually, the few members of the upper class who went to the church at Corinth were mixing with the rest of, to use their concepts, rabble, like oil and water.  So if someone, for instance, got behind on rent or taxes, or had a property dispute, the leaders never hesitated to take them to court. And if you go back to chapter five, a man in the congregation was living openly with his step-mother because it “pleased” him. This kind of relationship was taboo in both the Roman and Jewish world.

 

Do we have any analogies in our world that can help us understand?  I remember a song by Tennessee Ernie Ford that came out when I was just a kid, and it went something like this:

 

You load sixteen tons, what do you get?  Another day older and deeper in debt.  Saint Peter don’t you call me cause I can’t go, I owe my soul to the company store.

 

This song reflects the situation among the poor coal miners of West Virginia.  They lived on subsistence wages, were unprotected from black lung, and had to buy all their supplies in a company store.  Now imagine them suing to get some help for Uncle Fred who has black lung.  They walk into the court, and there sit five high-powered lawyers hired by the coal company.  The judge is on the take from the owners of the mine.  Then after Uncle Fred dies, his family is taken back to that same court for being behind on their rent.  That’s a pretty good idea what courts were for in ancient Corinth. 

 

And as far as sex goes in this country, I don’t need to spend time convincing you of something you already know is true.  If you have money and position, you can have pretty much the same grazing rights as anyone in ancient Rome.

 

You know what I think was Paul’s main problem with what was going on in Corinth?  I think it was the destruction of community.    The message that Jesus died for everyone’s sins was good news because this meant that everyone was worthy of God’s love.   While Paul maintained that they couldn’t do anything about mighty Rome, at least when within the walls of their church they could treat, literally, one another as brothers.  Both those who had sexually used others, and those who had allowed themselves to be used, could see each other as people, not objects.  

 

Lent is a time of repentance, a time to be sorry for our sins.  But, we trivialize it if we make it giving up some little indulgence.  (Herb told me the other day that he gave up watermelon for Lent, since it’s not widely available this time of year!)

 

The bigger message of Lent is that we live in an upside down world.  God intended that we love people and use things; but, instead, and in so many ways, we love things and use people.  Even worse, we so often use people as things, forgetting that the person so used is a fellow sinner for whom Jesus died.  We forget that the ground is level at the foot of the cross.  We forget that we were all washed, all sanctified, and all justified by the One and same God.   

 

Did you know that our word “person” comes from the word facemask?  In Paul’s world, if you were rich, you had enough money to have a “death mask” made of your face immediately after death.  You could then be placed in a family tomb, with your mask added to the others.  Well, he seems to say, everyone you meet is a person, because every person is someone for whom Christ put on a “death mask.”  

 

During our communion service, we take the bread as it is passed, in order to remember that Jesus gave his life for each of us individually.  Then we take the cup all together, as a way of remembering that we are a family that God wants to live together in purity as brothers and sisters in Christ.  

 

As God’s sanctified, justified, and washed people, let’s gather around the table of our Lord.

 

Amen.

