Of Ministry and Ministers #15

“Before You Get Hitched”

2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1

Have you ever been reading a book or watching a movie or television program when something happens and you think, “Whoa! Where did that come from?” Something has seemingly interrupted the flow of the story and we wonder how to make sense of it.

That is one way to describe our text for this evening, 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1. This text seems to appear out of nowhere, breaking into the flow of Paul’s writing. If we were to read up to 6:13 and then jump immediately to 7:2, we would see continuity. But these verses seem to be an intrusion. If this is something foreign to Paul’s original writing, where did it come from?

One popular notion is that we have here an earlier writing of Paul that someone may have mistakenly dropped in here or perhaps Paul himself was quoting. He refers to an earlier letter he had sent to Corinth in 1 Corinthians 5:9, a stern warning urging them to steer clear of the gross immorality there. Some scholars have concluded that the verses making up 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1 are all or part of this first letter.
 Most modern scholars doubt this, however, as Philip Hughes writes, “The attractiveness of this hypothesis is understandable, but as it belongs entirely to the realm of conjecture it is lacking in corroboration of any kind.”
 It is better to understand this text as part of 2 Corinthians.

I am not suggesting, though, that it is unimportant. One author of a commentary on 2 Corinthians begins with this section, stating, “We’re going start this journey with 2 Corinthians in the middle of the letter—because all of the concerns Paul has with the Corinthian church really come back to the ideas he brings up in 2 Corinthians 6:14–7:1.”

The theme of this text is, in a word, “holiness.” This is the central characteristic of God, from which all other attributes flow. It is the basis of God’s relationship to His people, stated in Leviticus 11:44-45, and restated in 1 Peter 1:15-16, “But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: ‘Be holy, because I am holy.’”
But what does it mean to be holy? If we think of it as sinless perfection, holiness is unattainable. If we think it is avoiding tobacco, alcohol, and wild living, or embracing conservative dress codes and hairstyles, holiness can become pharisaical legalism. None of this captures the biblical meaning of holiness. But I believe this passage does.

Tonight I want to address the topic under the title, “Before You Get Hitched.” Now don’t jump to conclusions based on what you think the title means! We will see in these verses how holiness can be a reality in the life of the Christian by following some basic principles.

Purging Unhealthy Connections

The first is purging unhealthy connections. This takes the bulk of our text, from 2 Corinthians 6:14-18,

Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? 15 What harmony is there between Christ and Belial? What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever? 16 What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God. As God has said: “I will live with them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will be my people.” 17 “Therefore come out from them and be separate, says the Lord. Touch no unclean thing, and I will receive you.” 18 “I will be a Father to you, and you will be my sons and daughters, says the Lord Almighty.”
Paul begins by issuing a command: “Do not be yoked together with unbelievers.” Actually the command is even more pointed: “Stop yoking yourselves to unbelievers.” Use of the present imperative shows that Paul is not merely warning the Corinthians about a potential danger (“do not start”) but instructing them to stop an action already in progress.
 But what does he mean by “yoked together”?

The Greek term behind the translation “unequally yoked” (heterozygountes) occurs only this one time in the New Testament, but it also occurs—although in a slightly different form—in the Septuagint (ancient Greek translation) of Leviticus 19:19, which prohibits mating two different kinds of animals.
 The word was also used regarding the yoking of animals together as they plow a field. Paul may be drawing on an Old Testament principle in Deuteronomy 22:10, “You shall not plow with an ox and a donkey together.” Oxen and donkeys pulled differently, so plowing a straight line would have been nearly impossible. Drawing a spiritual principle from the literal command, Paul argues that it is a mistake to hitch together a believer and an unbeliever in a close relationship that requires pulling together in a unified direction. Believers and unbelievers have different goals, different worldviews, different methods, and different rules.

Unfortunately, this command has been misunderstood and abused in recent years. Some sincerely zealous Christians have turned separation into isolation to the point that they have no contact with unbelievers at all.
 They shun secular schools or colleges, use only Christian businesses, employ only Christian tradespeople, go only to restaurants owned and operated by Christians, and maintain friendships only with Christian friends. But 1 Corinthians 5:9-10 refutes this: “I wrote you in my letter not to associate with immoral people; I did not at all mean with the immoral people of this world, or with the covetous and swindlers, or with idolaters, for then you would have to go out of the world.”

In reaction to this extreme position, other believers have torn down all the walls and will fellowship with anybody, regardless of what they believe or how they live.
 Under the politically correct understanding of “tolerance,” they affirm sinful lifestyles so as not to offend the sinners. The Corinthian church was guilty of this; there are many who follow their mistaken example today.

If this is not what Paul means, what does he mean?

Paul’s thought in 2 Corinthians 6 involves permanent, day-to-day kinds of formal relationships, not casual friendships and social interaction. We might use “partnership” to describe the kind of “bound together” relationship he has in mind. In verses 14-16 Paul asks a number of questions, each presupposing a negative answer.
 Notice the words “partnership”, “fellowship”, “harmony”, “common”, and “agreement.” Together these words describe close, intimate, interdependent, shared, and single-minded relationships that take time to develop and are difficult to end.
 The word “harmony” in verse 15 gives us our English word “symphony,” and it speaks of beautiful music that comes when the players are reading the same score and obeying the same leader. What chaos we would have if each instrumentalist played his own tune in his own way!

Believers, then, should not form relationships with unbelievers that would either lead to a compromise of Christian standards or jeopardize the consistency of their Christian witness.
 While we are not to cut ourselves off from all association with the ungodly, neither are we to throw in our lot with them. We cannot avoid altogether keeping company with people of other faiths and non-faiths. To do that, says Paul, we would have to “go out of the world.” But all of us choose what will be our lasting associations, our deepest friendships, our closest partnerships. Paul surely means that Christians are not to marry those who do not share their commitment to Jesus Christ. But he is talking about more than marriage. He warns against any kind of alliance in which a Christian’s loyalty to Christ loses its distinctiveness and integrity.

The negative command carries with it the opposite and positive implication, that believers should be equally and harmoniously yoked with fellow-believers, so that in marriage, Christian service, and public witness they may walk and work worthily of the Lord.
 Today’s Christians are to be, as Christ put it, “in the world but not of the world,” sharing its life but not partaking of its spirit, hating sin but loving sinners—loving them enough to point them to Christ.
 This may include purging unhealthy connections.

Paul is saying do not form a permanent relationship with an unbeliever if it could lead to a compromise of your Christian standards or jeopardize the consistency of your witness. Consider carefully your life and relationships through the lens of God’s truth. Two types of relationships especially fit this rule: business partnerships and marriage partnerships. You are asking for trouble if you enter into such a relationship.

Purifying Unholy Contamination

The second principle is purifying unholy contamination. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 7:1, “Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit…” 

At this point we trip over a poorly placed chapter break. Remember, the chapter and verse numbers are not original to Paul. Those were added much later for our convenience to help us refer to specific passages. Paul begins 2 Corinthians 7:1 with words that immediately point us back to the previous discussion: “Therefore, having these promises…” What promises? The promises that Paul described in 2 Corinthians 6:16-18:

· God will dwell in our midst and walk among us.

· He will be our God and we will be His people.

· God will welcome us as friends.

· He will be like a Father to us, and we will be like sons and daughters to Him.

In the original, “these” is very emphatic. The character of the promises and the remembrance of who it is that made them drive the Christian to play his part in satisfying the conditions of their fulfillment.
 In light of these promises of an enduring, intimate relationship with the eternal God of the universe, this verse emphasizes our response to God, echoing the idea of repentance and holiness mentioned in 6:17. In calling us to be separate from the world, God promises to comfort us with His presence. If we open our hearts to Him, He will fill our need for authentic, intimate, and permanent acceptance.

But to experience this kind of acceptance, we must have a vertical reverence. The Bible calls this “the fear of the Lord.” In the Old Testament, the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom and understanding. The fear of the Lord is the chief end of man. Not that we live in constant dread of God; but it does mean that we must put Him first. 

How do we demonstrate our fear and reverence for God? By making a clean break with defilement. By refusing to participate in anything unsavory to the Lord—any activity, attitude, relationship, or pattern of thinking.
 In the sphere of agriculture, the Greek term katharizō (“purify”) means to “prune away” or “clear” the ground of weeds.
 Because of God’s gracious promises, we have some spiritual responsibilities. We must cleanse ourselves once and for all of anything that defiles us. It is not enough to ask God to cleanse us; we must clean up our own lives and get rid of those things that make it easy for us to sin. Too often we Christians deal with symptoms and not causes. We keep confessing the same sins because we have not gotten to the root of the trouble and “cleansed ourselves.” Perhaps there is “filthiness of the flesh,” some pet sin that “feeds” the old nature. Or it may be “filthiness of the spirit,” an inward attitude that is sinful.

Paul says accordingly, “Since we have these powerful incentives in God’s promise, let’s make a decisive break with every thing that would defile our bodies or draw our spirits away from God. Then, day by day, trusting in the risen Christ, let’s offer ourselves completely to God that we may become more and more what he has called us to be: his very own people.”

Perfecting Unharnessed Consecration

Which leads us to the third principle, perfecting unharnessed consecration. Paul writes in the last part of verse one, “…perfecting holiness out of reverence for God.” Now “perfecting” is a word that could scare the daylights out of us, but we need to realize that God isn’t asking us to become perfect before He’ll associate with us. The word “perfecting” in this context means, “moving toward maturity.” Paul uses the same word in Philippians 1:6—”He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus.” This doesn’t mean we will be in a state of sinless perfection until Christ returns, but that God will continue to work in us in a forward trajectory of spiritual maturity throughout our lives.
 
Holiness has a negative and a positive aspect in our lives. First, we are to keep ourselves from anything that can defile us, inside or outside. That is the idea of purifying from unholy contamination. And Paul states that in the past tense—we have made a clean break from those things. But the term “perfecting” is a present participle, meaning it is an ongoing action, a continuing struggle, to bring to completeness that state of holiness.
 Our holiness is always a work in progress, an ongoing growth that comes when we reverence God in light of His great promises to us. 

People often think of holiness as what one doesn’t do, but that’s only half the picture. Such an unbalanced view often leads to frustration, the sense that the Christian life offers nothing positive. But Paul sees it differently. Consider Romans 6:11-13,

In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness.

“Dead to sin…but alive to God.” “Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather…offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness.” For every “Thou shalt not” there is a “thou shalt.” For every “don’t” there is a “do.” And, as I heard it put many years ago, if we would spend our time doing the do’s, we wouldn’t have time to do the don’ts! Thorough cleansing from defilement involves also continual progress in holiness.
 

Another misconception about this practical holiness—the fancy theological word for this is “sanctification,” if you were not aware of it—is that it is something we must do all by ourselves, as though we are saved by grace through faith, but sanctified by works.

No, the same God who saves also sanctifies. Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 5:23-24, “May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.” Yes, we have a role in sanctification, just as we have a role in salvation. But the power comes all from God.

So before you get hitched to the world—whether an unbelieving mate or partner in business—listen to these wise words from Paul. It is only in God that we can find completion—wholeness. Anything less than our God will just leave us broken. People can’t fill the God-sized hole in our hearts. Paul states that if we cleanse ourselves from defilement, then holiness will be brought to completion.
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