6th Sunday after the Epiphany (a)
February 13, 2011

Deuteronomy 30:15-20; Matthew 5:21-37
1 Corinthians 3:1-19
1 And I, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual men, but as to men of flesh, as to infants in Christ. 2 I gave you milk to drink, not solid food; for you were not yet able to receive it. Indeed, even now you are not yet able, 3 for you are still fleshly. For since there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not fleshly, and are you not walking like mere men? 4 For when one says, "I am of Paul," and another, "I am of Apollos," are you not mere men? 5 What then is Apollos? And what is Paul? Servants through whom you believed, even as the Lord gave opportunity to each one. 6 I planted, Apollos watered, but God was causing the growth. 7 So then neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but God who causes the growth. 8 Now he who plants and he who waters are one; but each will receive his own reward according to his own labor. 9 For we are God's fellow workers; you are God's field, God's building. 10 According to the grace of God which was given to me, like a wise master builder I laid a foundation, and another is building on it. But each man must be careful how he builds on it. 11 For no man can lay a foundation other than the one which is laid, which is Jesus Christ. 12 Now if any man builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw, 13 each man's work will become evident; for the day will show it because it is to be revealed with fire, and the fire itself will test the quality of each man's work. 14 If any man's work which he has built on it remains, he will receive a reward. 15 If any man's work is burned up, he will suffer loss; but he himself will be saved, yet so as through fire. 16 Do you not know that you are a temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in you? 17 If any man destroys the temple of God, God will destroy him, for the temple of God is holy, and that is what you are. 18 Let no man deceive himself. If any man among you thinks that he is wise in this age, he must become foolish, so that he may become wise. 19 For the wisdom of this world is foolishness before God. For it is written, "He is THE ONE WHO CATCHES THE WISE IN THEIR CRAFTINESS";

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Sometimes the best thing is to be simply reminded who you are.  

To know who you are gives you your foundation, it gives you certainty of what you are about, it gives you direction, purpose.

If you think you’re president of the United States, then that is going to tell you your purpose, your direction.  You will wake up in the morning doing the things that pertain to being the president of the United States—You’ll be calling Generals on the phone and setting up meetings with senators and issuing instructions to ambassadors.  

Of course, if you start doing these things—issuing orders to Generals and trying to set up meetings with senators and sending instructions to ambassadors—it won’t take too long for someone to say to you, “What are you doing?  Do you think you’re the president or something?  Stop it, that’s not who you are.”  

So maybe you’ll wake up thinking you’re quarterback for the Packers, or a brain surgeon.   “Stop it, that’s not who you are.”

To know who you are gives you your foundation, it gives you certainty of what you are about, it gives you direction, purpose.

That’s what the Apostle Paul is doing for the church in Corinth.  Paul loves this church.  He had planted this church when he was traveling through Greece, he knew the people in it, and he knew what the Christian life was like in Corinth.  

Corinth was a big, important city, with much trade and commerce—it was rich and cosmopolitan.  

There was even a saying, “Not everyone can go to Corinth,” because the city was too cosmopolitan and too expensive for a common worker to even be able to make it there—If you can make it in Corinth, you can make it anywhere.  This was where the fancy people were and where the rich parties were held.  If MTV could transport themselves back to the time of Paul, their new show would be called “Corinthian Shore.”  In the center of Corinth was the Temple of Venus, the goddess of love, and that temple was staffed with over 1,000 priestesses to handle the temple prostitution.  

It was all there in Corinth—partying, drunkenness, adultery, mistreatment of people, it was all there.  And Paul had spent over a year in this city, planting the Church in Corinth, proclaiming the forgiveness of sins in Christ Jesus, and carefully teaching these Christians of the gifts of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.


So now, having left Corinth to plant churches elsewhere, Paul receives word of what’s going on in the church in Corinth.  

It’s not good.  There is fighting.  People have divided themselves up in parties, some claiming to belong to Paul, others to Apollos, etc.  There is even division at the Lord’s table, with some treating it as a place to drink and party, and others finding themselves excluded from it since they’re not rich enough to buy themselves into the party.  There is adultery and sexual immorality that would make MTV blush.  In reading Paul’s letters to the Corinthians, you almost get the picture that as the Christians where walking their families to church, they were also looking back over their shoulders at the Temple of Venus and remembering how much fun they had had there.

Paul receives word of what is going on in the church in Corinth, and he writes to them.  1 Corinthians and 2 Corinthians—that’s the way we know the letters Paul wrote to them.  But Paul wrote the letters also to us, for these letters weren’t read by the pastors in Corinth and then thrown into the trash, rather, they were read in the church and then passed around to all the other churches, and then preserved in Holy Scripture, so that the Holy Spirit would then have Paul’s letters read in the church throughout the generations, including having these words read now—not in Corinth, but in Albuquerque, not in the shadow of the Temple of Venus, but in the shadows of our own big screen TVs.

And what Paul wants to say to the Corinthians, and to us, is,

Remember who you are.
If you get this wrong, you get everything else wrong.

Remember who you are.  You are not those who belong to Paul, or to Apollos, are to any other party, you are those belonging to Jesus Christ.  You are God’s field, God’s building, says Paul.  You live in the field of this world, a field polluted with arrogance, poisoned with self-concern and selfishness, but while you live in the field of this world, you are not of it.  You are the field of God, seeded with his word, watered with his compassion, tilled and cared for with his Gospel.

You are his building.  You live in a world of great things, and great ideas, and great plans and schemes built up by the arrogant minds of men, but you are built up by God, given your foundation in Christ Jesus, cleansed in his Baptism, built up by his Body and Blood, you are God’s building, the church.

Do you not know,
says Paul,

that you are God’s temple, and that God’s Spirit dwells among you.

[1 Corinthians 3:16]

That is who you are.  When God wants a place to dwell here on Earth, when God wants to come into this sinful world for the purpose of cleansing it, he makes a place for himself by gathering together a bunch of sinners and putting his Name on them.  Having baptized them into his Name and cleansing them of all their sins, he names them as his Temple—the place where he locates his Name, the place where he is forgiving sins and cleansing sinners, the place where he looks at the unholy person and says, By my word, you are clean.


Sometimes the best thing is to be simply reminded who you are.  

It gives you your foundation, certainty of what you are about, it gives you direction, purpose.

You are,
says the Apostle,

God’s Temple, and God’s Spirit dwells among you.
The Large Catechism, when it’s talking about the Holy Spirit, puts it like this:

 If you are asked, What do you mean by the words, “I believe in the Holy Spirit”? you can answer, “I believe that the Holy Spirit makes me holy, as his name implies.” 41 How does he do this? By what means? Answer: “Through the Christian church, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.” 42 In the first place, he has a unique community in the world. It is the mother that begets and bears every Christian through the Word of God. The Holy Spirit reveals and preaches that Word, and by it he illumines and kindles hearts so that they grasp it, cling to it, and persevere in it.


[L.C., Article 3]


That is who we are—the church, the temple of God, the people gathered by the Gospel, bearing the Name of Baptism, the people among whom the Holy Spirit dwells.

He calls us together, brings us to the Body and Blood of our Lord for the cleansing of sin, and he is among us.

We look at the church, and we see something else.  We see sinners.  We see people hurt by their own sin; we see people wounded by the sins having been done against them; we see some living in despair, loneliness; we see families in conflict, but, says the Apostle, that’s not who you are.  That is who you are according to your flesh, according to what you eyes can see, but according to the Word of God, according to the Gospel, you are what God declares you to be: You are God’s Temple, you are the people among whom the Holy Spirit dwells.

So we hear the Gospel, and we speak it each other, not holding sins against one another, but forgiving, and we know that in those words from one person to the next, the Holy Spirit is there.

The Holy Spirit gathers us to the Body and Blood of Jesus, and we see our brothers and sisters eat it and drink it along with us, and we know that we are all cleansed of our sin, we are all bound in oneness with our Lord Jesus, and we are now bound in oneness with each other, a fellowship worked by God, a holy communion, the church.

The Holy Spirit, says Paul, dwells among you.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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