
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #1

“Saints in Sin City”

1 Corinthians 1:1-3

What is your favorite book of the Bible?

I posted this question on social media this past week and received a number of responses. There was not a clear favorite that stood out from the others, but there were multiple selections of one of the four gospels or Acts, Romans, and Hebrews. In the Old Testament, Genesis, Psalms, and Job (personally my least favorite) were named. This is a difficult question for me—it’s not unlike choosing a favorite child or grandchild, isn’t it?—but I was able to narrow it down to three: Habakkuk, Haggai, and Hebrews. (And, no, that has nothing to do with alliteration!) 

In all the responses in my poll, though, one book that was not mentioned was First Corinthians. (To be fair, there were a lot of biblical books not mentioned.) Yet, years ago, the pastor of my home church identified Paul’s first letter to Corinth as his favorite book of the Bible. He commented, “What makes First Corinthians a favorite book of mine is that it has more practical advice given to the Christian than any other book of the Bible.”
 He went on to say, “Not one of these problems or troubles these Corinthians faced was essentially different than the problems that plague many Christians today…. Paul’s frank discussion about what was going on there has a very contemporary ring.”

I must admit, First Corinthians did not even come to mind when I thought about choosing a favorite book of the Bible. As a book it is nearly impossible to outline, and, frankly, the immaturity of the Corinthian believers is downright exasperating at times! (I think the apostle Paul shared that sentiment.) I always felt that, if I did preach through First Corinthians, I would title the series, “Correcting a Childish Church.” Yet I must admit that my former pastor—Pastor Michael Vayda—had a point. This book does speak to many practical issues that 21st-century churches face today.

And so this evening I begin a series of messages through Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians entitled, “Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture.” One reason this letter is so pertinent to our times is because the culture of ancient Corinth mirrors our own culture in many ways. Keeping your head above water in such a spiritual swamp is challenging today as it was then. It is not the water outside a ship that sinks it. A ship is designed for deep waters. It is the water that gets in that imperils a ship.

Some time ago, while working our way through the latter half of the book of Acts, I preached a message from Acts 18, when Paul first evangelized Corinth. I called that message, “A Saint in Sin City,” comparing ancient Corinth to present day Las Vegas, which has been called “Sin City” since the early 1900s. Several New Testament scholars and expositors have called Corinth “the Las Vegas of the ancient world.”
 

Located between two harbors, Corinth was important commercially with its own mining and pottery industries. It was also a cosmopolitan city—where Jews, Greeks, Romans, Orientals, tradesmen, sailors, and slaves all mingled together freely.
 Corinth was extremely wealthy because of its strategic geographical location. It lay on the isthmus connecting the southern mainland of Greece, the Peloponnesian Peninsula, to the northern border of Greece and the provinces of Macedonia and Epirus, thus commanding access both to the Adriatic Sea on the west and the Aegean Sea on the east. Due to the turbulent waters south of the Peloponnesian Peninsula, many merchants either dry-docked their ships in the harbor on one side to unload their goods and transport them overland to the other harbor, or they paid to have the ship hauled overland —no insignificant task. Corinth’s strategic location along both the overland and marine trade routes brought the city great commercial prosperity, increased even more by the city’s own industries, such as its bronze and terra-cotta works. As an indication of its commercial importance, in the first century the city boasted a marketplace larger than any in Rome itself. The cream of prosperity flowed into Corinth’s cup.

But Corinth was also famed for its wickedness. Corinth was the center of vice.
 Atop the Acro-Corinth, a hill just south of the city and looking down over it, was a temple to the Greek goddess of love, Aphrodite, boasting a thousand temple prostitutes. In fact, the Greek language developed the term to Corinthianize, which meant to live a life of drunken immorality. It was a thirteen-letter naughty word in that day. Sailors came from all over the world to find a good time, and they found it. Sin of all kinds had free rein among them.
 A “Corinthian” in ancient Greek had about the meaning that “playboy” has in modern English. Intellectually, Corinth did not rank with Athens, the great philosophical capital of antiquity. Rather, Corinth’s major interests were, as someone has bluntly stated it, “Making money and making love.”
 Their slogan could have been, “What happens in Corinth stays in Corinth.” Chuck Swindoll concludes, “Perhaps no city on earth presented Paul a greater challenge than the Las Vegas-like city of Corinth.”
 Warren Wiersbe adds, “If you want to know what Corinth was like, read Romans 1:18–32. Paul wrote the Roman epistle while in Corinth, and he could have looked out the window and seen the very sins that he listed!”

We might wonder, “Can the gospel possibly do anything in a city like that?” William Barclay observes, “In this hotbed of vice, in the most unlikely place in all the Greek world, some of Paul’s greatest work was done, and some of the mightiest triumphs of Christianity were won.”

In many ways Corinth was ripe for the Gospel. First, when Paul arrived, the city was only one hundred years old—quite new in those times. They were open to new ideas and experiences; they weren’t so set in their ways so as to reject Paul’s message.

Second, their illicit lifestyle made them open to the Gospel. The culture was sex saturated. You see illicit sex, as most sins, puts up a beautiful front and, granted, it does produce pleasure—if it didn’t, it would have gone out of style a long time ago. God created sex with two dimensions: the physiological and the spiritual. The physiological can be experienced in any hotel room, in any backseat, in any back alley, but this is only half-sex. The other half is the complete, permanent commitment in love that two people make to each other in the marriage vows. No one can play and experiment with the first dimension and hope to find anything more than just a fleeting, immediate satisfaction. Many of the Corinthians we’re discovering that half-sex does not satisfy. Rather than producing a life of happiness, they learned the hard way that half-sex only caused frustration, broken homes, moral deterioration, and they were sick of it—but they didn’t know what to do about it. It was dragging them down but they had no power over it.

Doesn’t that sound familiar? In our contemporary culture, where pleasure is the ultimate priority, anything goes. If it feels good, do it! Activities that were illegal not that long ago now have legal protection. Things done in dark corners before are now done out in the open—and celebrated. Yet, in the words of the 60’s hit song, “I can’t get no satisfaction.” Addictions are at an all-time high, but satisfaction is at an all-time low. Having hit rock bottom, some are finally looking upward, desperate for meaning in life.

While this produces an opportunity to reach such people with the gospel, it also presents a challenge to Christians: how are we to conduct ourselves in such a corrupt culture? How do we respond when actions we believe to be immoral are now legal? For this reason I would agree that First Corinthians is a very relevant letter for our times. It is because human need and the human situation do not change that God speaks to us through the Scriptures today.

This evening I want to simply introduce the letter by examining the first three verses of chapter one. In this typical opening to a letter from that time
 we see the author, the audience, and the acknowledgement. We don’t have time to deal with this tonight, but later on we will consider the whole body of correspondence between Paul and the Corinthian church. William Barclay points out, “There is every possibility that the Corinthian correspondence as we have it is out of order. We must remember that it was not until ad 90 or thereby that Paul’s correspondence was collected. In many churches it must have existed only on scraps of papyrus and the putting it together would be a problem: and it seems that, when the Corinthian letters were collected, they were not all discovered and were not arranged in the right order.”
 Paul refers to an earlier letter in 1 Corinthians 5:9 written before this one. Some believe that letter is lost without trace. Others think it is contained in 2 Corinthians 6:14–7:1. We’ll look into that later.

The Author

In verse one we are introduced to the author: “Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and our brother Sosthenes…” This opening is the usual one in a first-century letter: first the name of the writer, then that of the addressee, and a prayer. But to each part Paul gives a characteristically Christian twist. Thus his name is followed by “called to be an apostle,” very appropriate in this letter where his apostolic authority is used so freely to put wrong matters right.
 In fact, in nine of his thirteen letters Paul identifies himself as Christ’s apostle by the will or command of God.

But why would Paul need to remind them that he had been “called as an apostle”? They knew him, didn’t they? This letter would include severe criticisms, rebukes, words of strong admonition, and detailed instructions. By reminding the Corinthians that he was not only their founding pastor of yesteryear but also an apostle of Jesus Christ, he would firm up his authority at a time when it most likely would be resisted.

The presence of a person by the name of Sosthenes is intriguing. Although by no means an unknown name at the time, it is sufficiently uncommon for us to assume that this is the same Sosthenes who replaced Crispus as ruler of the synagogue in Corinth when the latter turned to Christ, according to Acts 18:8 and 17. The fact that Paul included Sosthenes without comment indicates that he was well known to the Christians at Corinth.
 Others, however, are not so sure, claiming that name was not that rare, being found in Greek letters and inscriptions.
 

The Audience

Paul mentions his audience in verse two, “…to the church of God in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be holy, together with all those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ—their Lord and ours…”

The original term for “church” is ekklēsia, a term which in ordinary Greek could apply to any secular assembly—Luke uses it of the rioting Ephesians in Acts 19. But the Christians bypassed the regular words for religious brotherhoods and made this their self-designation. They may have been influenced by the fact that it is used in the Septuagint—the Greek translation of the Old Testament—of the people of Israel. The usage reflects their deep conviction that the church is not merely one religious group among many. It is unique. Ordinary religious words will not do.
 Clearly, the church in Paul’s mind is not brick and mortar, stained glass, pipe organs, and padded pews, but the body of people saved through faith in Christ and called together to live in community with one another. We believers are the church.

In understanding the Church as a community, though, the process of congregating must not be minimized. As a congregating community, the ekklesia of the Lord is not simply a static institution created once and for all and remains unchanged. In a very real sense, the community becomes the ekklesia by the repeated event of people actually coming together and congregating.
 It is popular to read about the church not being a building, to the point that some may conclude that meeting together in a building for worship is unnecessary. Yet Hebrews 10:25 says, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.” The church is not the building, but the building is vital.

Paul speaks of “the church of God in Corinth.” It was not the Church of Corinth; it was the Church of God. To Paul, wherever an individual congregation might be, it was a part of the one Church of God.
 Furthermore, Paul does not talk of “my church,” but of “the church of God.” He was as responsible for the birth and life of that church in Corinth as it is possible for any human to be: but it was God’s church, not Paul’s. We often speak too loosely of “my church” or “our church.” It is healthy to note Paul’s example. Many problems in a church in fact revolve around a selfish possessiveness, by pastor and congregation, towards its life and activities. It also needs to be said that no individual or group of Christians, has any special claim to Jesus: he is both their Lord and ours.

The church of God in Corinth is described as “those sanctified in Christ Jesus” or “saints,” depending on your English translation. This is Paul’s favorite way to describe the Corinthian Christians. He used the word more than 60 times in his letters.

A saint is not a dead person who has been honored by men because of his or her holy life. No, Paul wrote to living saints, people who, through faith in Jesus Christ, had been set apart for God’s special enjoyment and use. In other words, every true believer is a saint because every true believer has been set apart by God and for God.

The verb is in the perfect tense, indicating a completed past action establishing a continuing state of sanctification. This means that the Corinthian believers have been sanctified through their union with Christ and that this state continues to be their status before God. Paul is not asking the believers at Corinth to make their sanctification true but is saying that they are in fact already sanctified “in Christ.”
 In spite of the fact that Paul found much in the Corinthian Christians to criticize, he still called them “sanctified”—not because of their conduct, but because of their relationship to Christ.

Paul also says they were “called to be holy.” This seems to be a deliberate play on the word “call,” particularly in the opening verses of the letter: 1:9, “God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord”; 1:23–24, “to those who are called…Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God”; and 1:26, “consider your call, brethren; not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth.”

Paul reminds the Corinthian believers, and through them us, that the Church is “called to be holy.” That the Church is called to be holy is both a gift and a task, a privilege and a responsibility.
 It is something we are, but also something we are to be.

As we will see throughout this letter, though, the Corinthian Christians looked anything but holy. No other church was so full of evil and carnality, divisions and pride, so given to the works of the flesh, as this church. Yet Paul calls them “the church of God,” “sanctified in Christ Jesus,” and he calls them “saints.” Looking at the church with its divisions, envying, strife and worldliness, and all of its faults, many would be ready to say, “They are not Christians at all. They have never been born again.” But Paul knew better. He knew that salvation does not depend upon works, but on grace; not on our behavior, but on the love and provision of a sovereign God. If these Corinthians were to be justified and saved by their own goodness and by their conduct or behavior, surely there would be no hope for them at all. And that is true of all of us—of every single believer. If we were to be judged by our own merits and by our own worth and our behavior, in this world, it would be hopeless, for God demands perfection and nothing less than perfection. But we are not only saved by grace, but kept by grace as well.
 The Corinthian believers were holy in God’s sight, regardless of their sinful living and distorted doctrine.
 John Stott observes, 

There is a paradox at the heart of the church. It is the painful tension between what the church claims to be and what it seems to be; between the divine ideal and the human reality; between romantic talk about “the bride of Christ” and the very unromantic, ugly, unholy and quarrelsome Christian community we know ourselves to be. It is the tension between our final, glorious destiny in heaven and our present, very inglorious performance on earth.

It is important for every Christian to keep in mind the great difference between his position and his practice, his standing and his state. God sees us as righteous, because He sees us through His righteous Son, who has taken our place, and because He has planted in us a righteous new nature. Without keeping this important and encouraging truth in mind, it is impossible to clearly understand 1 Corinthians or any other part of the New Testament. Presidents do not always act presidentially, diplomats do not always act diplomatically, kings do not always act kingly—but they are still presidents, diplomats, and kings. Christians do not always act like Christians, but they are still Christians.
 We will need to remind ourselves of this throughout the study of this letter.

We are living between times, between the first and second comings of Christ, between the “already” of the kingdom inaugurated and the “not yet” of the kingdom consummated. John Newton expressed it well: “I am not what I ought to be, I am not what I want to be, I am not what I hope to be in another world. But still I am not what I once used to be, and by the grace of God I am what I am.”

The Acknowledgment 

Verse three is the acknowledgement of what the church at Corinth needed the most: “Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” “Grace” adapts a standard Greek greeting, and “peace” a Jewish one.

Grace is one of the great Christian words. It resembles the usual Greek greeting, but there is a world of difference between “greeting” (chairein) and “grace” (charis). Grace speaks of God’s free gift to us, and more especially of his free gift in Christ. Peace is the usual Hebrew greeting. But the Hebrew šhālôm means more than “peace” does in English. It means not the absence of strife, but the presence of positive blessings. It is the prosperity of the whole person, especially his spiritual prosperity.

This is the typical greeting, found in almost every letter in the New Testament (sometimes with “mercy” added). And not only are these two qualities mentioned, but God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ are linked as joint-authors. No higher place could be given to Christ.

In this verse Paul reveals the Corinthians’ deepest needs. The blessing of “grace” and “peace” would have had particular meaning for Christians and for the Corinthian church in particular. Paul is not referring to the saving grace that transferred them from spiritual death to spiritual life, nor to the eternal peace a saved sinner has with God through justification by faith in the finished work of Jesus Christ. As the rest of this letter will demonstrate, Paul wants the Corinthians to be known as gracious saints who live at peace with one another.

It should not be difficult for us to see how First Corinthians applies to us today. No, we may not live in the ancient (or modern) equivalent of Las Vegas, but we do live in a society where pretty much anything goes. Maintaining Christian conduct in a corrupt culture is every bit as challenging in the twenty-first century as it was in the first century. 

What’s good to know is that we are holy—not because of how holy we behave but because of how holy our Savior is. And the same Holy Spirit who saves us lives in us, giving us everything we need for life and godliness. And even when we stumble and fall, we are still holy. We are still saints. We are still God’s children.

Even though we live in “Sin City.”
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