PAGE  
18


There was a pastor who really liked to golf.  And about once a month, he would walk 18 holes by himself and use that time to pray and reflect on his upcoming sermons. Well, one particular month he was about to begin a sermon series on the will of God.  He had really struggled to get a handle on the topic, so he hoped his day at the golf course would help clear things up.  He started the first hole in a pretty good mood and prayed, “God, please teach me something today.”  But with each passing hole, the pastor found himself getting more and more frustrated with all the unanswered questions he had about the will of God.  By the time he reached the 11th hole, he threw his hands up and prayed, “God, knowing your will would be so much easier if you would just speak out loud to me.”  With that, the pastor looked out across the 11th hole, which was a hazardous par-3 with a small island green surrounded by water.  The pastor was torn as to whether he should use one of his new golf balls and risk losing it in the water, or whether he should use an old ball that didn’t fly as well but wouldn’t be as big of a loss if he missed the green.  Holding a new ball in one hand and an old ball in the other, the pastor muttered, “What should I do?  What should I do?”  He was just about to put the old ball on the tee when a loud voice boomed from above: "Use the new ball!" The pastor jumped back and stared up at the sky.  He felt certain that God had just spoken audibly, so he replaced the old ball with the new one.  He stepped up to the tee, and the voice boomed again: "Take a practice swing!"  At this point, the pastor’s confidence was soaring.  He had some great material for his sermon on the will of God, and evidently God was telling him how to keep his new ball out of the water and put it on the green.  So he stepped back and took his practice swing, and as soon as he finished his follow-through, the voice boomed one more time:  "Actually, you better use the old ball!" 


What is God’s will?  For a lot of us that feels like the million-dollar question, doesn’t it?  It’s almost a perpetual discussion in religious circles.  What is God’s will?  What is God’s will?  What is God’s will?  And sometimes, it seems like the more we talk about it, the more we confuse ourselves.  We end up with more and more questions and less and less answers, until we’re paralyzed by our confusion.

Well, our text today reveals a great truth concerning the will of God.  We’re looking at 1 Corinthians 7:17-24.  But before we read that, I want you to know up front, there is almost no chance that this text – or any other – is going to answer every last question you will ever have about the will of God.  It’s just not going to happen.  And, believe it or not, that’s okay.  God doesn’t intend for it to happen.  Ecclesiastes 3:11 says, “(God) has set eternity in the hearts of men; yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end.”  God has placed a desire within us to know the eternal, to know the infinite, because God created us with a desire to know Him, and He is eternal; He is infinite.  So we’re wired up with a desire to know our infinite God, but even though we have that desire, we can’t fully grasp all that God is or all that He has done from beginning to end.  God is too great for that.  God is too much for us to know Him completely.  He is God, and we are not.  Of course God is going to blow our minds; of course God is going to be too big for us: He’s God.  He is infinite, and we are finite.  What type of God would He be if you or I could know Him completely?  Any god that is small enough to fit entirely in my mind is way too small to the One True God of All Reality.  It’s a good thing that God is too big for us: We need a God who’s too big for us, because any other god would not be God.  So there is no way that this text – or any other – is going to answer every last question you have about the will of God.

But please don’t misunderstand what that means.  Just because we can’t know everything about God’s will, that doesn’t mean we can’t know anything about God’s will.  I don’t know about you, but sometimes I’m tempted to make that mistake.  I act like it’s all or nothing when it comes to knowing God’s will.  If I can’t get all my questions answered, then I just don’t know anything.  And that’s just not true.  That’s not true with any of our relationships, if you think about it.  None of you know everything about me.  Not one of you could tell me what I was doing on June 22, 1986 at 5:07 PM.  I couldn’t tell you, either.  I don’t remember.  The point is, you don’t know everything about me.  But that doesn’t mean you don’t know anything about me.  Every one of you knows that I am preaching at FBCMJ on March 30, 2014.  And if you don’t, somebody needs to elbow you in the ribs and wake you up.  You know lots of stuff about me even though you don’t know everything about me.  And the Bible teaches that something very similar is true concerning the will of God.  One of the places where this is clearest is in Romans, chapter 11.  Romans 11:33 says, “Oh the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out!” 
God’s wisdom and knowledge and judgments are so great and so deep and so profound that it’s impossible for us to know everything about them.  It’s impossible for us to know all God’s plans.  God is too great for us to know every detail of His will.  But do you know what Paul writes just four verses later?  In Romans 12:2, Paul says, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve…” What?... “what God’s will is – His good, pleasing, and perfect will.”        

So first Paul says, “God is so great and so wise that we could never understand His plans and paths,” and then immediately after that, he says, “If you renew your mind and learn to think spiritually instead of worldly, you will be able to know God’s will.”

So we can never fully understand God’s will, but we can know God’s will.  And our text today reveals one of the great truths that we can know about God’s will.  So read with me 1 Corinthians 7:17-24.  Paul writes, “Only let each person lead the life that the Lord has assigned to him, and to which God has called him.  This is my rule in all the churches.  Was anyone at the time of his call already circumcised?  Let him not seek to remove the marks of circumcision.  Was anyone at the time of his call uncircumcised?  Let him not seek circumcision.  For neither circumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commandments of God.  Each one should remain in the condition in which he was called.  Were you a slave when called?  Do not be concerned about it.  But if you can gain your freedom, avail yourself of the opportunity.  For he who was called in the Lord as a slave is a freedman of the Lord.  Likewise he who was free when called is a slave of Christ.  You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men.   So, brothers, in whatever condition each was called, there let him remain with God.” 

What Paul says in these verses is directly connected to what he has already said in this chapter.  And if you remember from the past few weeks, Paul has been teaching the Corinthians a Christian view of sex, marriage, and singleness.  And Paul’s basic teaching is, “You are not defined by your marital status.  You are defined by your relationship with Jesus.  If you’re married, you should stay married and honor Jesus in your marriage.  If you’re single, you’re free to stay single, as long as you serve Jesus with your singleness.  If you’re married to an unbeliever, stay married to the unbeliever, and God will use you to expose them to His grace.”  
So the basic truth that Paul gives the Corinthians is, “Following Jesus means you allow Jesus to use you right where you are.  You don’t have to change your circumstances to follow Jesus.”  But then in verses 15-16, Paul acknowledges that your circumstances may change against your will.  A non-Christian may not want to stay married to a Christian, and in that case, the Christian should let the non-Christian leave.  
And immediately after that comes verse 17 where Paul says, “Only let each person lead the life that the Lord has assigned to him, and to which God has called him.”  


Paul basically says, “Your circumstances may change against your will, and that’s okay, but your general approach should be to allow Jesus to use you right where you are.”  Following Jesus is not about getting new circumstances.  Following Jesus is about becoming a new person.

And when we look at verses 17-24, we see that Paul thought this truth was very important.  In fact, it was so important that he repeats it 3 times in just 8 verses. Look at verse 17: “Let each person lead the life that the Lord has assigned to him, and to which God has called him.”  Then look at verse 20: “Each one should remain in the condition in which he was called.”  And then verse 24: “In whatever condition each was called, there let him remain with God.”  
Paul really wants to make sure that the Corinthians get this.  So he repeats it three times.  And if Paul thought this was important enough for him to say it 3 times in 8 verses, we want to make sure that we look very carefully at what he means here.  And the way Paul explains this truth is by showing how it relates to two issues that the Corinthians were facing.  In verses 18-19, he addresses the issue of circumcision.  Then in verses 21-23, he addresses the issue of slavery.
So let’s start with the issue of circumcision in verses 18-19.  Paul writes, “Was anyone at the time of his call already circumcised?  Let him not seek to remove the marks of circumcision.  Was anyone at the time of his call uncircumcised?  Let him not seek circumcision.  For neither circumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commandments of God.”

Circumcision was the mark of the Jew, and uncircumcision was the mark of the Gentile.  And circumcision held almost every possible significance you can imagine.  There was cultural significance between the Jewish culture and the Gentile cultures.  There was national significance between Israelites and Gentiles.  There was even religious significance between the monotheistic Jews and the polytheistic Gentiles.  So cultural, national, and religious significance were all conveyed by whether you were circumcised or not.  
But what happened was that as the Jews and Gentiles began to mix within the Greek world, you had some Jewish men who were embarrassed to be seen at the bathhouses and in the gymnasiums, because their circumcision marked them as different.  They were alienated within the Greek culture, so they started undergoing surgical procedures to have their circumcision reversed.  In order to fit in culturally, they were becoming uncircumcised. Then, there were some Gentiles who came to faith in Jesus, and because so many of the early Christians were Jews, the Gentiles felt pressure to fit in with the Jewish Christians.  So in order to fit in religiously, they were being circumcised.  And Paul says, “Look, if you were circumcised when God called you, then don’t change that.  Stay as you are.  And if you were uncircumcised when God called you, then don’t change that.  Stay as you are.”

He’s telling the Jews, “Don’t worry about fitting in with the Greek culture.”  And he’s telling the Gentiles, “Don’t worry about fitting in with the Jewish Christian church.”   And in our world today, we expect the reason Paul gives to be something like this: “You shouldn’t be ashamed of who you are.  You shouldn’t be ashamed of your heritage.  You should be proud of your culture.  You should be proud to be a Jew.  You should be proud to be a Gentile.”  That’s what we would say today: “Be proud of who you are.”  But this is where Paul throws us for a loop.  Paul says the polar opposite of what we expect.  He doesn’t say, “It’s great to be a Jew, and it’s great to be a Gentile, so be proud of who you are.”  What does he say?  Look at verse 19.  He says, “Neither circumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commandments of God.”  Do you have any idea how wildly offensive it was for Paul to say that?  He turns to all the Jews and says, “It’s nothing to be a Jew.  Circumcision doesn’t count for anything.”  And he turns to all the Gentiles and says, “It’s nothing to be a Gentile.  Uncircumcision doesn’t count for anything.”  He basically says, “I’m not telling you to be proud of being a Jew, and I’m not telling you to be proud of being a Gentile.  I’m telling you, ‘Don’t worry about being a Jew, because it doesn’t matter.  And don’t worry about being a Gentile, because it doesn’t matter.’”  And at the end of verse 19, Paul completely redefines the issue.  He says, “Keeping God’s commands is what counts.”   These other things don’t matter, because there’s something more at stake here: keeping God’s commands is what counts. 
So the message in verses 18-19 is this, “If God has called you and saved you, then your identity is no longer found in your culture.  Your identity is no longer found in your nationality.  And your identity is no longer found in your religious traditions.  Your identity is found in God alone.  Your standing before God… your obedience to God… is what matters.  So don’t put too much stock in your culture; don’t put too much stock in your nationality; don’t put too much stock in your religious traditions.  Put stock in your standing before God, and be obedient to Him.  That’s what really matters.”
And I believe that if we really grasp what Paul is saying here, it will offend a lot of us this morning, too.  Because we live in an age where we celebrate our cultural heritage and cultural diversity.  White people are proud to be white, and black people are proud to be black.  Hispanics are proud to be Hispanic, and Asians are proud to be Asian.  We find our identity in our culture.  And Paul’s response is startling for us.  He says, “White is nothing.  Black is nothing.  Hispanic is nothing.  Asian is nothing.  Don’t get so caught up in your cultural heritage.  Keeping God’s commands is what counts.”  Be concerned with your standing before God, not your culture.  
And if that’s not offensive enough, Paul says the exact same thing to those of us who define ourselves by our nationality.  And we do this a lot in our world.  We define people as Chinese or English or French or American.  And Paul’s words to us are like a slap in the face: “Chinese is nothing.  English is nothing.  French is nothing.  American is nothing.  Keeping God’s commands is what counts.  Your standing before God is much more important than your nationality.”  
And suddenly we realize just how offensive Paul’s teaching really is.  It’s hard for us to hear the words, “American is nothing,” without being completely offended.  Why?  Because we’re tempted to find a lot of our identity in being American.  And that makes it hard for us to accept this truth.  So let’s make sure we really understand what Paul means here.  He doesn’t say it’s bad to be a Jew or that it’s bad to be a Gentile.  He doesn’t tell them to stop being what they are.  In fact, he tells them to be what they are and be content with it.  

So to us, Paul is saying, “If you’re American, be American, and be content to be American.  BUT – don’t get hung up on that.  Don’t put your trust in that.  Don’t get so caught up in your nationality.  Your nationality is not the most important identity in your life.  Your identity is in Jesus Christ.  And Jesus transcends nationalities.  Your nationality does not define you.  Your standing before God defines you.”

So our hope is not in being American.  Our hope is not in our country.  Our hope is in being right with God through Jesus.  And we can be American and be right with God, or we can be American and be very wrong with God.  And being right with God is much more important than our nationality.  
And then, as if the cultural and national issues aren’t hard enough for us to swallow, we’ve also got the issue of religious traditions.  Circumcision was part of the Jewish religion.  And what’s really interesting is that God is the one who commanded circumcision in the Old Testament, but now Paul says, “Circumcision is nothing.  Keeping God’s commands is what counts.”  And a good Jew would throw up his hands and say, “I know keeping God’s commands is what counts.  That’s why circumcision is important.  God commanded it.”

So what’s the deal here?  How can Paul say keeping God’s commands is what counts, but circumcision is nothing, when God commanded circumcision in the Old Testament?  It’s because Paul knows that God’s concern is with something more than outward appearances and religious traditions.  He explains this perfectly in Romans 2:28-29, “A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical.  No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code.  Such a man's praise is not from men, but from God.”
He says the same thing in Colossians 2:11.  The circumcision that matters is the cutting off of the sinful nature, and that circumcision is not done by the hands of men; it is the circumcision done by Christ.

In other words, “circumcision” is important, but not in the form of outward appearances or outward obedience to religious traditions.  What is important is an inward obedience, a spiritual change that takes place as Jesus circumcises our hearts and cuts off our sinful nature and makes us pleasing to God.  There is an aspect of your relationship with Jesus that goes even deeper than religious traditions.  It’s not just about outer obedience; it’s about inner purity.  

So to the Jews, Paul is not saying, “Stop being a Jew.”  In fact, he says, “If you’re a Jew, be a Jew, and don’t worry about it.”  BUT – “Don’t think that being a Jew or getting circumcised or following any other religious tradition means that you’re truly obedient to God.  Keeping God’s commands goes all the way to the heart, and that only happens through the work of Jesus.”

So for us today, a parallel might be our association with the Southern Baptist Convention.  It’s fine for us to be Southern Baptist.  In fact, there are good reasons to be Southern Baptist.  But let us never believe that being a Southern Baptist or quoting the Baptist Faith and Message or keeping our religious traditions is the most important thing.  The work of Jesus goes deeper than all of that, and our ultimate identity is found not in being Southern Baptist, but in being followers of Jesus.  Religious traditions do not guarantee our standing before God.  Jesus guarantees our standing before God.
So the question Paul asks us in verses 18-19 is this: “Where is your identity found?”  Students, do you find your identity in your culture – in the way you dress, the way you talk, the music you listen to?  Or do you find your identity in Jesus?  Adults, do you find your identity in your nation – in being American?  Or do you find your identity in Jesus?  Church, do we find our identity in religious traditions?  Or do we find our identity in Jesus?    

 So the first explanation Paul gives is that following Jesus is not dependent on your culture, your nationality, or your religious traditions.  Jesus will use you right where He has called you, right where you are.

The second explanation is in verses 21-23.  Paul writes, “Were you a slave when called?  Do not be concerned about it.  But if you can gain your freedom, avail yourself of the opportunity.  For he who was called in the Lord as a slave is a freedman of the Lord.  Likewise he who was free when called is a slave of Christ.  You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men.”

Being a slave in Paul’s day was an issue of both business and social status.  In terms of business, obviously, being a slave was much less profitable than being an owner.  It wasn’t a mark of career success to be a slave.  It was less honorable and less prestigious than other forms of employment.  And then on top of that, there was a social stigma associated with slavery.  Slaves were in a lower social circle.  They didn’t have as many rights as everyone else.  They were often despised and mistreated.  And Paul comes into that setting, and he makes an audacious statement: “Were you a slave when you were called?  Do not be concerned about it.” 

He says, “Don’t worry about being a slave.”  And you know the slaves had to be thinking exactly what we’re thinking, “How can Paul say that?”  Paul’s explanation is in verse 22: “For he who was called in the Lord as a slave is a freedman of the Lord.  Likewise he who was free when called is a slave of Christ.”
Just as your identity is not found in your culture, your nationality, or your religious traditions, so also your identity is not found in your job or your social status.  Your identity is found in Jesus.  Look at how Paul drives this point home in verse 22:  If you’re a slave, you’re free in Christ, and if you’re free, you’re a slave to Christ.  So it doesn’t matter if you’re a slave, because in Christ, you’re free, and your identity is in Christ, not your slavery.  And it doesn’t matter if you’re free, because you’re a slave to Christ, and your identity is in Christ, not your freedom.  

There’s something bigger in your life than your slavery or your freedom.  There’s something bigger in your life than your job or your social status, and that is your relationship with Jesus.  And if you have that right, there’s a real sense in which these other things just don’t matter.  They are insignificant compared to your relationship with Jesus.
And I hope we see how significant this is for us today.  If you find yourself in a job that is frustrating, insignificant, or underappreciated, don’t despair.  You can be greatly encouraged, because your identity is not found in your job; it’s found in Jesus.  And then on the flip side, if you find yourself in a job that is highly esteemed, very prestigious, and very important, don’t get puffed up with pride.  You’re a slave to Christ, so be humble.  Your worth and your value are not found in your job; they are found in Jesus.

And that’s what Paul means in verse 23 when he says, “You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men.”  Your value and worth are defined by the fact that the priceless Son of God died for you.  God has demonstrated that, for some unfathomable reason, because of His great love, you are infinitely valuable to Him.  Your worth is defined by the fact that God loves you.  Therefore, you don’t have to seek the approval and praise of men.  You don’t have to find your value in your job.  You don’t have to find your worth in your social status.  Don’t be a slave to men.  Don’t be enslaved by your desire to have people think that you’re important.  God has already bought you at a price and set you free, so don’t allow men to make you a slave to their opinions and their approval.  Be a slave to Jesus and no one else.  Find your value in Jesus and no one else.  Be defined by no one and nothing but your intimate relationship with Jesus.
And that’s why Paul says, “Serve God where you are and don’t worry about changing your circumstances.”  Because your circumstances don’t define you.  Whatever is going on in your life, you can look at your circumstances and say, “It doesn’t matter.  You are not my hope.  You are not my joy.  You are not my pride.  You are not my life.  Jesus is my hope.  Jesus is my joy.  Jesus is my pride.  Jesus is my life.  I am following Jesus, the One who bought me and set me free, and I can do that no matter what my circumstances are.”
Following Jesus is not dependent on your circumstances.  Following Jesus is not dependent on your job or your social status.  Jesus will use you right where you are.  Jesus is bigger than your circumstances.  And when we really start to understand that truth, it helps us understand the one phrase that we haven’t talked about yet, in verse 21.  Paul says, “Were you a slave when you were called?  Do not be concerned about it.” And then he adds this clarification, “But if you can gain your freedom, avail yourself of the opportunity.”
At first glance, it seems like that might undermine everything Paul has said.  He said, “Serve Jesus where you are, and don’t worry about changing your circumstances, because your circumstances don’t define you.”  So it seems out of place to now say, “But if you can gain your freedom, do it.”  Aren’t we supposed to just stay where we are?
Here’s what we have to realize: Paul’s original point was, “Stay where you are, because your circumstances don’t define you.”  But if your circumstances really don’t define you, then that truth cuts both ways.  If your circumstances really don’t define you, then it doesn’t matter whether they stay the same or whether they change.  You don’t have to stay where you are, because you’re not defined by where you are.  So Paul’s full point is this, “Be content where you are, because God has put you there, and your circumstances don’t define you… But if God gives you the opportunity to move, you’re free to do that, because your circumstances don’t define you.”

If you have to be a slave, fine, don’t worry about it.  But if you can be free, great, be free.  In either case, you’re defined by Jesus, not by your slavery or your freedom.

So what Paul is really saying to us is this: Don’t be obsessed with getting out of your current situation.  God has put you there, and God will use you there.  But if you have the opportunity to change your situation, you’re free to do that, as long as you remember that your identity will still be in Jesus, not in your new situation.  
So if you’re struggling right now, your hope is not in a new situation.  Your hope is not in a new set of circumstances.  Your hope is not, “Well, things are going to turn around for me eventually.”  No, your hope is in Jesus, because Jesus is bigger than your circumstances.  If things never turn around for you in this life, your hope is still in Jesus.  And even if things do turn around for you, your hope is still in Jesus!  Because Jesus is bigger than your circumstances.
So Christians are free to change jobs.  Christians are free to move.  Christians are free to improve our lives… As long as the primary desire of our heart is to serve Jesus wherever we are.

And this finally brings us back full circle to the will of God.  I know some of you were wondering if we were ever going to talk about God’s will again this morning.  We are.  Right now.  What we see in this text is that the big issues concerning God’s will are not where you are or what you are doing, but who you are following and who you are becoming.  
And so often, all of our unanswered questions about God’s will are about the wheres and whats.  But according to our text today, the questions of where and what are secondary when it comes to God’s will.  God already knew all the wheres and whats when He called you, and He’ll use right where He has you.
What God is much more concerned with is these two things: #1 – Your intimate relationship with Jesus.  Your identity is found in Jesus alone.  That’s why Paul says you are both the Lord’s freedman and Christ’s slave.  However you look at it, you are defined by your relationship with Jesus.  Who you are following is what matters.  And #2 – Your obedience to Him.  That’s why Paul says, “Keeping God’s commands is what counts.”  Who you are becoming is what matters.
So very practically speaking, God may present you with choices in your life where what you choose doesn’t matter nearly as much as why you choose it.  If you are following Jesus and obeying God – if that’s why you choose what you choose – then what you choose doesn’t matter.  Do whatever you want.  Many great Christians throughout the centuries have said, “Love God and do whatever you please.”  Seek God with all your heart, and the details will work out.

And that’s really what we’ve been seeing in all of chapter 7 concerning marriage.  Paul says, “You’re free to marry or you’re free to stay single.”  What you do doesn’t matter.  Why you do it is very important.  If you get married, honor Jesus with your marriage.  If you stay single, serve Jesus with your singleness.  It’s not about the details of what you choose – you really can choose either one – it’s about who you are following and who you are becoming.  Are your choices about Jesus?

So God intends for our relationship with Him to free us to make choices.  He doesn’t want us to be paralyzed by all the unanswered questions we have about the details of His will.  And I don’t know about you, but I get that completely backwards sometimes.  I want to focus on all the details.  I want to know every last detail of every little plan God has for every little decision I make.  And if I’m not careful that will distract me from my intimate relationship with Jesus and my obedience to God.  

Now, I know this probably doesn’t answer every last question you have about the will of God.  I told you at the beginning that it wouldn’t.  But I truly believe that this answers the questions that the Bible says really matter.  So don’t get so distracted by your questions about the details of God’s will that you miss God’s will.  God’s will may be much simpler than you think.  God wants you to be in intimate relationship with Jesus, and God wants you to be obedient to Him.  And if you pursue Jesus with all your heart, you will find yourself smack dab in the middle of God’s will.
