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In communication, context is everything. When we hear things out of context, we often make
big mistakesin interpretation. Congder the person who stumblesinto a conversation and has no idea
of the context -- he or she might arrive a a completely wrong conclusion based on the part of the
conversation. Perhaps having heard the entire conversation, you would not have assumed the others
were talking about you. Haven't we al been surprised when we learn the “rest of the story,” the larger
context that explains certain comments or behavior of which we were previoudy unaware? Itis
precisely because of the possibility of errors or confusion that Paul Harvey’ s famous radio program
remains so popular.

At oneleve, Paul’s demand for the expulson of the sinning brother in 1 Corinthians 5 is clear
enough. The particular matter of sexud relations with one's sepmother, which is striking initsviolation
of the both Jewish and Greek standards of sexud propriety, islabeled a community concern. The
church in Corinth has ingppropriately accepted thiskind of behavior initsmidst. As an essentid matter
of managing the life of the community, the church mugt rectify the Stuaion — and that is by removing the
erring member from itsfelowship. At the very least, we have a clear statement of one area of sexud
activity which isto be circumscribed by group action.

But what isthe context for this statement? Why does Paul bring it up herein hisletter? Ishe

samply responding to a particular issue? Is it, then, perhaps smply one of alarge list of “problems’ in



the Corinthian Church to which Paul is giving authoritative information? Or isit part of larger argument,
inwhich the sexud sin of chapter 5isonly abrick in alarger edifice?

Such contextud issues are crucid aswe try to bring this book forward 2000 years and into our
modern life, our modern world. Areweto learn that sexua relations between aman and his
sepmother iswrong, and thus we must add thisto alist of potentid sinsthat are specificdly cited, kind
of an expanded or clarified holiness code? Or, based on the context of the passage, are there further
implications that we, in the church today, should draw from this passage? And does this have any
bearing on the divisive issues that face us today: homosexudity and divorce in the church, the question
of instrumental music or contemporary worship styles?

In order to move from this passage to our current church life, however, much more work must
be done to understand Paul’ s comments in this chapter. Indeed, the passage bristles with problems for
the interpreter, many of which will arisein thisdiscusson. Three centrd questions face us aswetry to
reconstruct the sense of chapter 5:

1. Arechapters5 & 6, which both ded with sexua immordlity, linked together as one issue, or
is chapter 6's discussion of sexud relations with a progtitute introducing a different topic?

2. Isit important that Paul uses terms such as* puffed up” and “boagting” in reference to the
church’sreaction to Sin, especidly given that these terms have dready gppeared in the first 4 chapters
of the letter?

3. Why does Paul introduce the issue of this in in Corinth without the introduction or formula
found later, “about the things you asked me...”?

It will be my argument in this paper that the answer to al three of these questions points to



chapter 5 being part of alarger argument. Paul’ s ingructions to the community about the Snning
brother form an important unit in a cohesive argument for unity, and should be read in that way. In
other words, the context of the entire |etter is unity.

A. Contextudizing Chapter 5

It has often been assumed that chapter 5 marks a significant bresk in the line of argumentation
inthe epistle. In chapters 14, Paul had introduced a matter of concern to him, that of divison in the
church. Following this, he responds to a number of problems in the church, either from rumor or
introduced by their own forma questioning. Thus, chapters 5 through 8 at least, and perhaps through
chapter 11, are Smply responding to issues Paul finds in the church. Chapters 5 and 6 are dealing with
information that Paul has garnered indirectly or ordly, while chapters 7 begins deding with subjects
raised in aletter from the church.  From such a perspective, the letter lacks a centrd argumentative
srategy, and moves from initia dogmatic concerns about unity to paraenetic and ethica concerns,
primarily in response to inquiries from the Corinthians In this view, Paul’s treetment of the various
issues of incest, lawsuits among Chrigtians, sexua promiscuity, marriage and cdlibacy, and eating food
sacrificed to idols is Stuationd and responsive, not part of a coherent argumentative .

But is this compartmentaization of Paul’s argument compdling? In anumber of ways, the issue
of incest in Corinth isvitally connected with other arguments in other parts of the letter. First of
al, we should consider the terminology of hubris or pride that Paul usesin 5:1-13. It is striking thet
Paul assalls the Corinthians for being “puffed up” or “arrogant” in tharr attitude toward the Snin thelr
midst. Thisterm, phusioC, isamost unique in the New Testament to 1 Corinthians, and occursin 5

other locationsin that epistle: 4:6, 4:18, 4:19, 8:1, and 13:4. In each of these cases, it describes a



prideful attitude which works againg the unity of the church. In chapter 4, the congstent themeisthe
pretenson of power among some in the church which is causing divison and ressting even Paul’ s
attempt to establish unity in the congregation. Being “puffed up” or arrogant is precisely the kind of
atitude that creates sects and divisons within the church. Similarly, chapter 8 dedls with the knowledge
about idol meat that, while correct, actudly servesto divide the church. Thus knowledge which is
arrogant, and is not respectful of the need for unity in the body, is destructive. And thisis the theme
aganinthe”Love’ chapter (ch. 13)—that love dways builds up and is never filled with pride and
arrogance.

By the same token, Paul in 5:6 usesthe term “boagting,” kauchéma, which is shares some of
the overtones of “puffed up.” Again, Paul uses this and cognate words frequently in 1 Corinthians,
many of them in chapters 1-4 deding with the causes of divison, aswdl asin chapter 9 deding with
opposition to his authority in Corinth.

Both of these terms, “ puffed up” and “boasting,” moreover, are rhetorica termsthat are often
found closaly connected to other terms Paul usesin 1 Corinthians that dedl with politica divison and
enmity: quarrds (eris), zed (z8los), to divide (merizC), and parties (schismata). In Greek rhetoric,
these terms are often linked together, thus providing alexica congtdlation about divison; boasting and
“pride’ are seen as aprimary basis for party divisions?

Paul’ s use of these termsin chapter 5 would be a bit curiousiif this were Smply an independent
critique of sexud dnin the Corinthian church. Their use here, especidly following previous usein
chapters 14, suggests instead that the introduction of the issue of sexud sin in chapter 5 is continuing

the theme and argumentation introduced aready in the first four chapters, that of schisms and the need
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for unity.

Secondly, Paul’ s discussion of the incestuous relationship in chapter 5 is dso not neatly
segregated from the discussion which follows in chapter 6. Notice the various points of linkage that
take place with the discussions that follow:

a) At theinitid concluson of the matter of sexud sin in chapter 5, Paul discusses the need for
the church to judge (krinC) those individuds within the church —which should lead of courseto their
affirming Paul’ s own judgement, that the sinning brother should be expdled from the church. But it is
precisely this same language of judging which introduces the next chapter, the issue of lawsuits. Paul
expresses anazement that judgement over matters would take place before outsders, when in fact the
church itself should be settling matter that arise within its own bodly.

b) After discussing the issues of lawsuits, Paul returns to the matter of sexud sin (porneia),
athough in amore generd way. Hislig of sansthat mark the * pre-Christian” way of life beginswith the
por nos—the individua who engagesin porneia—and thisis then coupled with a variety of other Sns
which together make up * unrighteousness’: idolatry, adultery, steding, greed, etc. Moreover, Paul then
returns to the more specific issue of sexua Sn, porneia, with the matter of improper sexud activity of a
Chrigian and anon-Chrigtian (6:12-20). Specificaly he deds with sexud union with a progtitute
(porné). It would gppear that Paul is still dedling with the same issue asin chapter 5, only dightly
expanded or more generdized than the specific case of the incestuous relaionship with which he began
his argumen.

c) It isnoteworthy aso that Paul uses language of boundaries, and the related issue of pollution

of the body, in each of these interrelated sections. In 5:6, Paul uses the metaphor of the remova of



leaven during the Passover feast—in which the Jews were to search out and remove any leaven for the
period of the fast of Unleavened Bread—as an example of the need to remove any evil qudities within
the body, the Church. A amilar themeisraised in chapter 6, when Paul refersto sexud union with a
progtitute as violating the sanctity of the body of Chrigt.

What we have in chapter 5, then, is not a negtly compartmentalized issue to which Paul turns
after discussing the issue of divison in the church, asif in response sSmply to an ord report. Paul has
not Smply moved from adiscusson of divisonto alig of practicd concerns. Instead, Paul isusing the
issue of the incestuous relaionship in Corinth as a particular example which illustrates the corrosive
nature of divison in the church. Hisdiscusson of lawsuits and the more genera matter of sexud dn
with prodtitutes further amplifies that discussion.

A. The Rhetoric of 1 Corinthians and 1 Corinthians 5:

This contextud andyssof 1 Corinthians 5 isindicative that Paul is engaged in amore intricate
and sophigticated argument than smply responding to concerns from Corinth. Margaret Mitchell, in
one of the most important recent studies of 1 Corinthians, has argued convincingly that the thrust of the
entire letter isto urge the church at Corinth toward unity.® The primary underlying problem which
draws Paul’ s attention, according to Mitchell, isthe divisiveness of the church, which can be seenin
manifold dimensions: the existence of parties, the high status of some powerful individudsin the church,
the willingness of members to sue one another in public courts, and the mockery of the Lord's Supper
which these divisons have caused. As Mitchell shows, the language used in the letter teems with terms
that are traditionaly used in Greco-Roman rhetoric that urges unity or concord. On the negative Side,

such terms as schiams, quarrds, divisions, boasting, and arrogance dl echo the traditiona



representations of political Stuations which lack unity. On the postive Sde, Paul uses especidly a
variety of termswhich draw on building terminology—to build up, to lay afoundation, the
temple—together with body imagery, to urge unity. So Peter Marshdl aso has demonstrated that the
rhetorica matrix of much of the language in 1 Corinthiansis related to an attack on hubris—that isthe
divisive and ingppropriate exercise of power by individuas* This attack on hubrisis afundamenta part
of the argumentative drategy for urging unity and ressting divison.

It is clear that the epidtle itsdlf begins on this note unity: “I apped to you, brethren, by the name
of our Lord Jesus Chrigt, that al of you agree and that there be no dissensions among you, but that you
be united in the same mind and the same judgement.” (1 Cor. 1:10) This opening verse, placed
immediatdy after the Thanksgiving, sets forth the primary focus of the entire epistle. Thefirst four
chapters are dmost exclusively dedicated to thisissue in one way or the other: the concern over the
hubris of the sophos, the wise, or more probably the sophistic or rhetoricaly powerful;® the problem
with schisms represented by figurehead leaders such as Cephas, Apollos and Paul; the concern for the
unified project of building up of the church into aholy temple. It is particularly important to note that
Paul does not attack any particular group as having a fase doctrine. Instead the dogmatic concernis
not the belief of any one group, but rather the very fact that such groups exist. As Groshelde points out:

Paul doesnot say in | Cor. 1 that the members of the church with their dogans adhered
to adefinite doctrine, i.e., afase doctrine. The apostle does not combeat afase doctrinein |

Corinthians. ... The one thing we find hereisthat each Corinthian has hisdogan. No other

difference is mentioned but these dogans. All are exhorted to unity. Nobody isright. And

when in the following chapters Paul reprimands severd sinsit is not one group but the whole

church which is reprimanded.”®

C. Paul’s Argumentation in 1 Corinthians 5




With thisrhetorical andysis of the nature of Paul’ s language and argumentation in the entire
letter as a backdrop, we must still make more specific the purpose of Paul’ s ingtructions about the man
who is engaged in a sexua relationship with his sepmother. Why does he introduce this here, and how
doesit support the overarching theme of the epistle?

It isimportant that Paul makes digtinctions between information by which he learns about the
church from “ora sources’ and those issues that he addresses in response to forma questions posed by
the church. Inthe case of divisions, which he hears aout from Chlog s people, the issue of sexud sin,
and the matter of lawsuitsin public court, Paul indicates that he has heard about these issues indirectly
rather than by means of an officid question or “report.” In each of these issues that Paul “hears
about,” there is an implication of shame and reproach. Perhaps because of the shameissue, Paul has
chosen to leave the source somewhat anonymous, so as not to further aggravate any divisonsin the
church. An additiond issueisthat of competing power and authority; it islikdy that Paul uses ord
reports, in part, to establish his own independent authority and information. But there is the further
implication that the Corinthians are not an idand unto themsdlves, but are part of alarger body to which
they bear some responsibility; the fact that these issues * are reported” means that their behavior in
Corinth is the subject of abroad concern in the churches at large.

By addressing the issues of ord reportsfirst, Paul is aso engaging in arebuke of the church
leaders at Corinth. One can reasonably assume that the church leadersin Corinth are the oneswho
have written to Paul to clarify certain issues (e.g. egting of idol mesat, marriage, etc.). Since Paul
addressesfirgt, as more subgtantia issues, those items which they do not raise—division, condoning

sexud sn, and lawauits, heisimplicitly raisng these issues above theirs. For Paul these seem to be



more foundationa to the hedlth of the Corinthian church than the matters the church addresses.

But Paul is not smply trying to shame the church, and especidly the “wisg’ church leaders.
While removing theissue of pride and party spirit is essentid to Paul’ s concern about the church at
Corinth, he relates this directly to a proper conceptudization of the body of Christ. 1n doing so, Paul
a0 linksthis discussion to the issue of church boundaries and unity. For Paul, in order to solve the
issue of divison in the church, one must firgt properly define the limits of the church within which issues
of purity can be addressed.

The problem that Paul seesin Corinth is that the church has not properly maintained its own
boundaries between itsalf and the surrounding culture.” In order to create the possibility of a united
church, aclear distinction between the kind of action that should take place within the church and what
might take place outsde it must be made. This assumes aclear corporate sense of limits, which is of
course what we would expect from Paul. His repeated use of body language—that the church isthe
body of Chrigt, that is made up of many members, that it must think of the whole body and not just
pats—isal part of aclear conceptuaization of the church as a unit with definite limits®

And in 1 Corinthians 5, Paul isimplying that these boundaries have been breached.  Given the
way Paul addresses the problem of the sin in chapter 5—that is, he addresses only the problem of the
man, and not both the man and the woman—it is likely that the man’s sepmother referred to in 5:1 is
not amember of the church. So this sexud activity is taking place between a Chrigtian and a non-
Chrigian. Asaresult, this concern can be seen as a boundary issue, as Paul’ s later discussion on
relaions with aprogtitute in 6:15 ff. Ao suggests. There, the practice of a Chrigtian having sexud

relations with a progtitute dso suggests a crossing of the boundaries, in which anon-Christian is being



joined physicdly to the body of Christ. Hence, Paul’sbdief in 6:9-11 that a variety of Sns pollute the
church and endanger the very lives of members of the church.  In describing the specific Sn in chapter
5, it isnat inconsequentid that Paul is echoing language from Leviticus and Deuteronomy in describing
thisas*aman has hisfather’ swife” (cf. Lev. 20:11; Deut. 22:30, 27:20)—these books emphasize the
holiness of Isradl in terms of specific “forbidden” sns. Israd was to establish its group boundaries by
means of the holiness code, an explicit set of actionsthat set it gpart from other nations. Moreover,
attention to the maintenance of group boundaries, of course, is precisdy the point in 5:9-13. The
Corinthians are not to “mix” with immoral people; but that mixing is more about protecting the purity
within the church than smply in having socid interactions with those outside the church.

Seen from a boundary issue, one then can make sense of Paul’ s use of the Passover metaphor
in5:6-8. Itistempting to see in Paul’ s reference to Jesus as the paschd lamb the use of atonement
language. But the passover lamb was never an aoning sacrifice, and that is not the force of Paul’s
argumentation. Ingtead, the Passover isafestiva of celebration in which Jews in community reflect
upon God' s choice of them, and their response as a people to God. The Passover is a celebration of
boundaries, of group identity. Paul uses this community image of the Passover, and its attendant
remova of leaven, to suggest precisdy the kind of concern for building a unified community — unified
around its sense of ethics and behavior.

And amilarly, Paul’simmediate move to discuss the gppropriate venues for disagreements
between Chrigtians is built around a concern for boundaries. Christians should not have disputes settled
outsde the body. These should be resolved within the church—surely there are people “wise” enough

to arbitrate differences. And a any rate, Chrigtians should be prepared to lose rather than fight. But
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the biggest problem that Paul addressesis that the Corinthians make no distinction between behavior
that properly should be resolved within the body, and thus bring their disputes outside the boundary of
the church, while at the same time ignoring issues that need to be addressed.

But thisissue of boundaries, and of purity, is ultimately used by Paul in this section in service of
the argument for unity. If | have discerned the broad pattern of Paul’sthrust in 1 Corinthians correctly,
then we might conclude that Paul thinks that only when the church isinternaly pure and has dlear
boundaries between it and the outsde world is unity redly possble. Creating a clear sense of what is
proper behavior within the church, and making clear distinctions about the boundaries of the body, is
absolutely essentid for creating a unified body.

D. Implications for our Church Today

But how do we use thisin our church today? Inwhat way should 1 Corinthians 5 educate our
own sense of church, or discipline; how should we react to perceived failures on the part of our church
members? Let me propose three conclusons from this discusson, which | hope will serve primarily to
further the discussion about this thorny passage.

In the first place, following Paul, we must pay attention to the overarching theme of unity. Unity
within the body of Chrigt isthe compelling purpose of his letter, and various subunits must be
interpreted correctly within that larger context. While Paul was undoubtedly concerned with the effect
on individua Chrigtians, his primary focus in thisletter (and others) is on the need for the church of
Chrigt to acknowledge and to enact the unity of asingle body. This meansthat church disciplineis
probably to be done more for the hedth of the body than the hedth of the individua. We certainly live

inan individudigtic age, the result of centuries of western and enlightenment thinking. But that basic
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framework of thought, | think, isforeign to Paul’s sense of church, and foreign to his argumentation
here.

For Paul, unity could only be achieved if there was attention being paid to maintaining the
boundaries. What iswithin the church should be “ church.” Whet is outside the church is not his,
nor should it be our, primary concern. By attending to the boundaries, and seeking to retain a
cohesiveness and purity within the church, then unity is more possible since the body will be well
functioning.

Secondly, church discipline has a place in protecting purity within the church. It is Srange
perhaps to hear the word “ purity” today, but thisidea of purity, and its corrdate term “holiness” are
essentid for understanding Paul’ s concept of the church. What is within the church needsto be
constantly concerned with purity asaway of distinguishing itsdf from “common” practicesin the
surrounding culture. Paul easly turnsto ideas drawn from Leviticus, echoing the need for achieving
purity and hence holiness within God's people. Rather than being like other peoples, the church needs
to gtill be concerned about its uniqueness, its haliness, in part by means of purity. The church need nat,
indeed should not, be about being a socid club, being open to dl, reflecting the popularity of the current
culture.

At the same time, however, it should be noted that Paul’ s concern for purity seemsto focus on
gpecific actions that “pollute” the body. Differencesin idess, or doctrine, or theology are not punished
by expulson. People with such differences are urged to seek unity. But some actions will inherently
divide the church in away that can not be overcome by pleas for unity —these are the existence and

condoning of clear violations of ethicd norms.
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Thirdly, concern for theinterna hedlth of our churches has alarger frame — the awareness of
the larger church. Paul can introduce the issue of the sinner in chapter 5, and cast shame on the church
leaders who condone it, because word has spread to surrounding churches. This interconnectedness of
the churchesis a foundation upon which Paul argues many pointsin hisepistles. Aswe consider our
own body’s purity, as we examine our own churches activities, it is il important that we consder
how other congregations will view our internd management of the locd assembly. Failure to do this will
inevitably divide the body into locd congregations with varying sandards of purity.

But this andys's perhaps leaves us with yet more questions. Does this understanding of Paul’s
gpped for unity in the letter, and the specific way that group boundaries and purity support the gpped
for unity, help in current issues facing the church? How should we handle such issues as divorce,
homaosexudity, and adultery within the church today? Are these fundamentally different than issues such
as ingrumental music, or worship styles? Can we discern between issues that Paul would exhort the
church to unity, versusissues in which unity is not possible because the group boundaries have been

violated, and the purity of the body is endangered?
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