
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #14

“Suits That Don’t Belong in Church”

1 Corinthians 6:1-11

Suits and ties have become out of vogue in much of our society today. Yes, there are certain places where they are expected or even required—no man is allowed onto the floor of the Illinois State Senate without a jacket and tie, for example—but fewer and fewer professionals are compelled to wear them. This has even filtered into the church, where even many pastors have given up suits and ties for a more relaxed, casual look.

I am not one of those, but that is a matter of personal taste more than conviction. I have liked suits and ties since I was a child; my favorite picture of me during that time was in one of my two suits that I regularly wore to church. I don’t begrudge those who don’t wear suits and ties to church—I simply choose to myself.

My purpose tonight is not to address men’s fashion in church, but rather to introduce this evening’s message: “Suits That Don’t Belong in Church.” This refers not to two-piece or three-piece suits, double-breasted jackets, or even the hideous leisure suits of years gone by. No, I am referring to lawsuits between believers, which the apostle Paul addresses in the sixth chapter of 1 Corinthians.

Lawyers. If they aren’t luring us in with billboards, they’re enticing us on television. Admittedly, there are times we need trained, skilled, and experienced professionals to help us work through complicated contracts, business ventures, or serious cases in which our rights have been violated. But let me suggest that our world has become lawsuit-crazed, turning the legal profession into a market-driven industry.
 It’s estimated that there are more than 40 million lawsuits filed every year in the United States.

This is nothing new. In ancient Greece, home of the world’s first democracy, the courts bustled with activity. William Barclay writes, “The Greeks were characteristically a litigious people. The law courts were one of their chief entertainments… In a Greek city every man was more or less a lawyer and spent a very great part of his time either deciding or listening to law cases.”
 The Greeks in general, and the Athenians in particular, were known for their involvement in the courts. The Greek playwright Aristophanes has one of his characters look at a map and ask where Greece is located. When it is pointed out to him, he replies that there must be some mistake—because he cannot see any lawsuits going on!
 
First Corinthians 6 considers how believers are to relate to one another when someone has been wronged. How does the church handle disputes and grievances between believers? Much like what has already been discussed in previous chapters, the church at Corinth provides us with a very good example of how not to respond!

A Rebuke of Their Pettiness

Paul begins with a rebuke of their pettiness in verse one: “If any of you has a dispute with another, dare he take it before the ungodly for judgment instead of before the saints?” Let’s be clear—Paul is talking about various kinds of property court cases here (we see this in the phrase “rather be cheated” in verse 7), not criminal cases that should be handled by the state.

Christians were going to the courts of law to settle their differences before the world. Just what the issues in Corinth were, over which they sued one another in the public courts, we are not told, neither does it make any difference. But we do know they were little, petty, insignificant matters which could easily have been taken care of if the love of Christ had only prevailed.
 This practice had probably become a regular habit in Corinth. One or two examples would hardly have aroused the apostle’s ire so forcefully.

Paul recognizes that disputes will occur, but these should be settled within the brotherhood. He uses a strong word for “dare”—it can be translated, “has the audacity”—meaning it is far from the conduct to be found in believers.
 Furthermore, the Greek verb tolmaō (dare) is in the present tense, indicating a continuing reality.
 “Dare he take it before the ungodly for judgment?” Paul asks. By “ungodly” he means those outside the church. Paul is not saying that the secular courts in Corinth were necessarily corrupt, but simply that they were composed of unbelievers.
 From a mature, spiritually-minded Christian perspective, asking a worldly-minded non-Christian to settle disputes among believers is like entering a writing contest with judges who can’t read.
 Or like asking a blind person to serve as a guard in a maximum-security prison.

Truth is, he great majority of squabbles and fights and divisions among believers are not usually over important matters of doctrine or even of conduct at all, but they are all too often over childish, petty things, things of so little consequence that they are silly in themselves. If the controversy is a matter of false doctrine or gross immorality, it must be dealt with as we have seen in the previous chapter. But all too often it is not over any serious matter, but rather over matters of personality and preference, and theological hair-splitting. How many of the “splits” in Christian circles are due to doctrinal error or immorality? In most cases they are over some petty insult or personal hurt.

Instead, Paul goes on in verses 4-6, “If you have disputes about such matters, appoint as judges even men of little account in the church! I say this to shame you. Is it possible that there is nobody among you wise enough to judge a dispute between believers? But instead, one brother goes to law against another—and this in front of unbelievers!
Verse four is a bit of a mystery to interpreters. Either the verse suggests that the least in the church are capable of judging such small matters, or it asks ironically if believers should submit their cases to pagan judges, who really are not qualified to decide on cases between Christians.
 (By the way, when it says, “judge” here it simply means to assess and evaluate with the scales of justice; it doesn’t mean being judgmental.
) The result is still the same: It is wrong for Christians to take their civil suits to court.

Every Jewish community throughout the Roman Empire and beyond its frontiers had its own bet-din for the administration of civil justice within its own membership; the least that could be expected of a Christian church was that it should make similar arrangements if necessary, and not wash its dirty linen in public. Provision for this is made in Matthew 18:15-18.

Every local church should have a church court of sorts. Wise, spiritual church leaders should arbitrate between fellow believers. This enables a body of believers to bring God’s point of view to bear on specific situations in order to settle disputes between members and provide resolution. To call on unbelievers to arbitrate disputes between Christians—those who have been reconciled to God and to one another—hinders the testimony of the gospel and reputation of the church before the world.

Paul instructs the church to handle these standard issues internally. This does not imply that all things that happen within the church are necessarily in-house issues. Throughout history churches have made the mistake of trying to handle issues in-house that require the intervention of the authorities. If this had been an issue as embezzlement, abuse, sexual misconduct—any matter with actual legal ramifications—Paul would have called for the intervention of the authorities. The scope of the passage is limited to intra-church disputes that don’t need to be elevated outside the community.

The Reminder of Their Position

Paul basis this instruction on the reminder of their position in verses 2-3, 

Do you not know that the saints will judge the world? And if you are to judge the world, are you not competent to judge trivial cases? Do you not know that we will judge angels? How much more the things of this life!
As we have seen before, Paul opens verse two with, “Do you not know…?” This occurs six times in this chapter alone; it emphasizes that the Corinthians should know better than to do what they are doing.

This may surprise you, but one day, after the resurrection from the dead, the saints will reign with Christ as judges over both the spiritual and earthly realms, according to Matthew 19:28; Jude 1:14-15; and Revelation 2:26-27; 3:21; 20:4.

Throughout the New Testament the message is consistently conveyed that Christians are raised to share with Christ in all the reality of his resurrection-life. It is probable, however, that the major source of Paul’s teaching is a passage from the book of Daniel, which describes a particularly vivid dream.
 Reading from Daniel 7:13-27,

“In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed. 

“I, Daniel, was troubled in spirit, and the visions that passed through my mind disturbed me. I approached one of those standing there and asked him the true meaning of all this.

“So he told me and gave me the interpretation of these things: ‘The four great beasts are four kingdoms that will rise from the earth. But the saints of the Most High will receive the kingdom and will possess it forever—yes, for ever and ever.’ 
“Then I wanted to know the true meaning of the fourth beast, which was different from all the others and most terrifying, with its iron teeth and bronze claws—the beast that crushed and devoured its victims and trampled underfoot whatever was left. I also wanted to know about the ten horns on its head and about the other horn that came up, before which three of them fell—the horn that looked more imposing than the others and that had eyes and a mouth that spoke boastfully. As I watched, this horn was waging war against the saints and defeating them, until the Ancient of Days came and pronounced judgment in favor of the saints of the Most High, and the time came when they possessed the kingdom. 

“He gave me this explanation: ‘The fourth beast is a fourth kingdom that will appear on earth. It will be different from all the other kingdoms and will devour the whole earth, trampling it down and crushing it. The ten horns are ten kings who will come from this kingdom. After them another king will arise, different from the earlier ones; he will subdue three kings. He will speak against the Most High and oppress his saints and try to change the set times and the laws. The saints will be handed over to him for a time, times and half a time.  

“‘But the court will sit, and his power will be taken away and completely destroyed forever. Then the sovereignty, power and greatness of the kingdoms under the whole heaven will be handed over to the saints, the people of the Most High. His kingdom will be an everlasting kingdom, and all rulers will worship and obey him’” (emphasis added).

Paul’s point is, if the saints will one day help rule the entire earth, they surely are able to rule themselves within the church now.

Ironically, in chapter five, the Corinthians exercised no judgment upon gross sin. In chapter six, they were insisting on their personal and property rights in the civil courts. Unbothered by spiritual impurity in the church, they were enraged by civil violations of their personal rights.
 In other words, they were acting like the unsaved world.

This point is hammered home in verses 9-11,

Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And that is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.
Paul states that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God, then lists what those wicked people do. Heading the list are sexual sins and idolatry (which were often linked in the Roman world). The Greek words malakoi and arsenokoitai, translated “effeminate” and  “abusers” in the kjv and “male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders” in the niv, describe the passive and active partners in a homosexual relationship.

We might agree that such sins are terrible and would preclude those who practice them from the Kingdom of God. But notice that Paul also mentions “thieves…greedy… drunkards…slanderers [and] swindlers.” Imagine, the greedy and gossips make the list!

When Paul states that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God, he is not implying that the Corinthians might lose their salvation. Nowhere in this passage—unlike 1 Cor. 5:1—does he accuse them of any of the vices listed in 1 Corinthians 6:9-10. On the contrary, he explicitly states that some of them used to practice those things prior to their salvation.
 But by the grace of God, believers have been washed (cleansed of guilt by the blood of Jesus), sanctified (spiritually set apart to God), and justified (declared righteous before God). Thus, they (and we) are called to live in a way reflecting the reality of what God has done for us.
 A transformed life should produce transformed living. Paul is saying very strongly that it was unacceptable that some believers were behaving like those outside the kingdom. They were acting like their former selves. They were not saved for that, but from that.

A Remedy for Their Problems

We see a remedy for their problems in verses 7-8: “The very fact that you have lawsuits among you means you have been completely defeated already. Why not rather be wronged? Why not rather be cheated? Instead, you yourselves cheat and do wrong, and you do this to your brothers.” 

Paul was certainly referring to our Lord’s teaching in Matthew 5:39–42. Better to lose money or possessions than to lose a brother and lose your testimony as well.

If fellow Christians wrong us, we should take it as an opportunity to follow Christ’s clear admonitions: “But whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him also. If anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, let him have your coat also. Whoever forces you to go one mile, go with him two. Give to him who asks of you, and do not turn away from him who wants to borrow from you.”
If we are to live as disciples of Christ, observing all that He commanded us, a good place to start is in our interaction with fellow believers. Yet His countercultural teachings are tough to apply. Like the Corinthians, our tendency is to stand up for our rights and fight for our reputations and possessions. To return blow for blow and offense for offense, however, does not reflect the teachings of Christ, but rather the values of the world.

To go to law with a brother is a defeat in itself, whatever the outcome of the legal process. The gaining of the verdict matters little. The cause is already lost when a Christian institutes a lawsuit.
 Paul says, Rather than go to law, rather than assert your rights, rather than stand upon your just claims; be willing to be the least, no matter what the cost may be. Suffer wrong, and then forget about it. Take the loss if need be, rather than bring reproach on the cause of the Lord Jesus Christ.

In 1982 Warren Burger, the chief justice of the United States at that time, said, “One reason our courts have become overburdened is that Americans are increasingly turning to the courts for relief from a range of personal distresses and anxieties.” He added, “Remedies for personal wrongs, that once were considered the responsibility of institutions, other than the courts, are now boldly asserted as legal entitlements. The courts have been expected to fill the void, created by the decline of church, family, and neighborhood unity.”34 These issues should be resolved within the context of the church, within the context of the family, within the context of the neighborhood. But we don’t do this because we believe that we have certain legal entitlements, and so we bring it to the courts and abuse the legal system in the process. Supreme Court justice Antonin Scalia has made this observation:

I think that this passage [1 Corinthians 6] has something to say about the proper Christian attitude toward civil litigation. Paul is making two points. Paul says that the mediation of a mutual friend, such as the parish priest, should be sought before parties run off to the law courts…I think we are too ready today to see vindication or vengeance through adversary proceedings, rather than peace through mediation…Good Christians, just as they are slow to anger, should be slow to sue.

Everyone can use the principles that Jesus has outlined for us in Matthew 18: do not take somebody to court immediately, but rather engage in private discussions because we’re seeking welfare and reconciliation. Isn’t it interesting that our legal system imitates what Jesus taught in Matthew 18—both mediation and arbitration?

The tragedy of carnality is being occupied with petty differences that ruin my testimony when all the time I am destined one day to judge the world and angels. I am called to live in this life to the glory of God through Jesus Christ.

We have already seen that the Corinthians were proud, competitive and assertive people. They were concerned most of the time for their rights. Their rights had virtually taken over from their redemption as the mainspring of their life together. As a result, they were extremely touchy if anyone infringed their rights or inhibited their freedom. This inevitably led to grievances between fellow-Christians, and such grievances could be harbored unendingly. To take them into the law-courts was a protracted and an expensive business, not calculated at all to improve relationships in the body of Christ. But once a group of Christians becomes obsessed with its rights instead of its responsibilities, there will be untold trouble until they find the way to true repentance.

Are we any better? Have we become so obsessed with our rights that we have forgotten about our responsibilities? Are we so enamored with the stuff of earth that we have neglected the kingdom of heaven? In maintaining our rights have we tarnished our testimony?

Whether or not suits and ties belong in church may be debated, though I think it has already become a moot point. But certainly we can affirm with Paul that lawsuits between Christians are suits that don’t belong in church. Let’s handle our disputes in a way that maintains the fellowship within the church family and our testimony with the outside world.
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