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One of my all-time favorite comic strips is The Far Side by Gary Larson.  Now, I admit, sometimes the humor is a little strange, but I’m always entertained by the use of irony in The Far Side.  To give you an example of what I’m talking about, I picked out a really good, ironic Far Side comic… It’s a cow driving a meat delivery truck.  Of course, the fact that some of you aren’t laughing at my comic when I’m trying to use humor to make a point about irony may be the most ironic thing of all.
And irony definitely isn’t limited to The Far Side.  It’s all around us every day.  Look at these pictures with me.  (plan ahea…d)  You gotta love that.  This next one’s really good, too. (psychic fair cancelled due to unforeseen circumstances)  Or how about this one?  (internet assistance) Or this one.  Two billboards.  The top billboard warning about the danger of childhood obesity, while the one underneath advertises McDonald’s dollar menu, where you can now purchase more calories for 100 pennies than ever before in the history of mankind.   
But while we find the irony in those examples pretty humorous, there are also times when irony carries serious consequences with it.  One of the most serious examples in our nation’s history is the assassination attempt on President Reagan in 1981: All six shots initially missed the president, but one of the bullets ricocheted off the bullet-proof presidential limousine and hit Reagan in the chest. The vehicle that was designed to protect the president from gunfire was partially responsible for his being shot.  That’s ironic, but it’s very serious.

And in our text today, we find something similar.  In an ironic twist, the Corinthians have taken some instructions from Paul and have actually done the exact opposite of what he intended.  The mistake they make is one that is still common in the church today, and it carries with it some very serious consequences.  So turn with me to 1 Corinthians 5.  We’re going to finish chapter 5 this morning.  We’re looking at verses 9-13.  1 Corinthians 5:9-13.  Paul writes, “I have written you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people—not at all meaning the people of this world who are immoral, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters.  In that case you would have to leave this world.  But now I am writing you that you must not associate with anyone who calls himself a brother but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard or a swindler.  With such a man do not even eat. 
“What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church?  Are you not to judge those inside?  God will judge those outside.  ‘Expel the wicked man from among you.’”
If you remember from last week, at the beginning of chapter 5 Paul turned his attention to the fact that a man in the Corinthian church was involved in a sexual relationship with his stepmother.  And as bad as that may sound, it wasn’t even the main problem.  The main problem was that the Corinthians were tolerating this man’s sin and were actually proud of how open-minded and accepting they were of his sin.  Paul responded by reminding the Corinthians that Jesus died as the sacrifice for our sins.  He died to cleanse us of our sins and to make us pure and holy as His church.  Therefore, we need to live like we are pure and holy.  And that meant the Corinthians needed to deal with the sin in their church and discipline this man by removing him from the church.  The hope was that he would come to his senses and repent and be restored, but until then, they were not to associate with the man.
And that brings us to verse 9 today where Paul points out that he has actually given these same instructions to the Corinthians before.  He says, “I have written you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people.”  In all likelihood, Paul is referring to a previous letter that he wrote prior to 1 Corinthians.  Remember, by the time Paul wrote 1 Corinthians, he had been gone from Corinth for about 5 years.  But he stayed in contact with the Corinthians during that time, and evidently, at some point during those 5 years, Paul had already addressed the problem of sexual immorality in the church by instructing the Corinthians not to associate with sexually immoral people.  

But the Corinthians had misunderstood Paul’s teaching and had actually done the exact opposite of what he intended.  Look at verses 9-10 again, “I have written you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people—not at all meaning the people of this world who are immoral, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters.  In that case you would have to leave this world.”  
Evidently, when Paul originally commanded the Corinthians not to associate with sexually immoral people, they assumed he was referring to people in the world, which meant they had to cut off contact with the world and isolate themselves in their religious community.  But that wasn’t what Paul meant at all.  In today’s text, Paul says, “Look when I told you not to associate with sexually immoral people, I didn’t mean the people of the world.  In fact, that would be impossible.  The only way you could accomplish that would be to leave this world altogether.”  


And then in verse 11, Paul says, “So now I’m writing to make sure you understand what I actually meant.”  Look at verse 11, “But now I am writing you that you must not associate with anyone who calls himself a brother but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard or a swindler.  With such a man do not even eat.”


Paul says, “Let me make myself clear.  When I told you not to associate with sexually immoral people, I wasn’t talking about people in the world.  I meant that you shouldn’t associate with anyone who calls himself a brother… anyone who claims to follow Jesus… but is sexually immoral.”  

And then, to avoid yet another misunderstanding, Paul clarifies that while sexual immorality may be the issue at hand, he doesn’t intend for this instruction to be applied only in instances of sexual immorality.  So he says, “You must not associate with anyone who calls himself a brother but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard or a swindler.”  In other words, this teaching is concerned with anyone who claims to follow Jesus but is living a lifestyle of perpetual sin.  

And then in verses 12-13, Paul explains why he intends for this command to be applied to the church and not the world.  He says, “What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church?  Are you not to judge those inside?  God will judge those outside.  ‘Expel the wicked man from among you.’”
The reason Paul didn’t intend for the Corinthians to isolate themselves from the world is because it’s not the church’s job to judge the world.  Did you hear that?  It’s not the church’s job to judge the world.  That’s God’s job.  God will judge those outside the church.  The church has been given authority to judge those inside the church.  And therefore, in the Corinthians’ situation, they should follow the biblical command to expel the wicked man from among them.
So do you begin to see the irony in this situation?  When Paul originally wrote to the Corinthians, his intent was that they would purify the church by not associating with anyone who claimed to be a Christian but engaged in habitual, unrepentant sin.  That teaching was to be applied to the church, not the world.  But the Corinthians did the exact opposite.  They applied Paul’s teaching to the world and isolated themselves from the world.  And then, on top of that, they didn’t apply the teaching to the church.  Instead of dealing with sin in the church, they were bragging about it and about how tolerant and open-minded they had learned to be with one another.  What Paul had intended to apply only to the church, they had applied to everyone but the church.
But even that is not the end of the irony.  Not only was the Corinthians’ response to sin in the church completely wrong, their response to sin in the world was completely wrong, as well.  You see, isolation from the world is the exact opposite of how the church is supposed to respond to the world.  Listen to Philippians 2:15 with me.  Here Paul tells the church that they are to “become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life.”  In other words, the church’s response to a crooked and depraved world is not that we withdraw from the world and isolate ourselves.  No, we’re supposed to be a light in the world… to be blameless and pure and hold out the word of life.  We’re supposed to live a holy lifestyle in the midst of the world, and we’re supposed to engage the world with the gospel of Jesus.  Withdrawing from the world is the exact opposite of that.
Jesus says the very same thing in Matthew 5:13-16.  He says we are the salt of the earth and the light of the world.  And we aren’t supposed to hide our light inside the church.  We’re supposed to let it shine before men, so they will praise God in heaven.  But we can’t very well be the light of the world if we withdraw from the world.  We have to be in the world to be the light of the world.
But perhaps the clearest example of the way Jesus intends for the church to relate to the world is in John 17:15-18.  This is the prayer that Jesus prayed for His followers the night before He was crucified.  He prayed, “My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one.  They are not of the world, even as I am not of it...  As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world.”
Jesus says that we are not of the world… that we are not worldly… but that He is sending us into the world.  In fact, He even goes so far as to pray that God would not take us out of the world, but that He would protect us while we are in the world.  Jesus fully intends for His church to be in the world but not like the world.  
And do you see why that makes the Corinthians’ situation so seriously ironic?  The church is supposed to be in the world but not like the world.  But the Corinthians have managed to be like the world but not in the world.  Instead of being gracious toward the world, they were judgmental toward the world.  Instead taking the gospel to the world, they isolated themselves from the world.  Instead of pursuing purity in the church, they boasted about their tolerance of sin in the church.  Instead of being a holy community that reached out to the world, they were a sinful clique that withdrew from the world.  They had gotten the whole thing backwards.

And if we’re not careful, we will fall into the exact same trap today.  How often do we scream at sin in the world and turn a blind eye to it in the church?  How often do we expect unbelievers to act like believers while we allow believers to act like unbelievers?  How often do we condemn the immoral sins of the world while we ignore the legalistic sins of the church?  How often do we isolate ourselves from the very people we’re supposed to reach while we focus our attention on making our clique a little more comfortable for us?  There’s a danger that we will get the whole thing backwards.  
And this is such a common problem in the church today that I want to make sure that we really bring this text home this morning… that we really chew on it and wrestle with it and apply it directly to our lives.
So in the remainder of our time, we’re going to focus on applying this teaching to ourselves.  We’re going to look at four ways that the truth of this text applies to us.  And I pray that God will use these four truths to pierce our hearts right where we are this morning.

  The first truth is this: We need to focus more on who we are for than what we are against.  We should be about Jesus Christ, not against all these things in the world.  Our focus should be on Jesus, on exalting Him and worshipping Him and boasting about Him and making Him known, not on all the things that are wrong in the world.  You see, I’m afraid that sometimes we get so caught up in all the things that offend us in the world… the immorality of our culture and the anti-Christian tendencies of our society… that we lose sight of what matters most.  If we’re not careful, our religion will be defined more by complaining about what’s so terrible in the world than by celebrating what’s so great about Jesus.  And the irony is that we will allow all the things we’re against to distract us from the one person we’re for.
What makes it even worse is that when we focus on all the things we’re against, we’re focused on something that’s not our job.   Remember what Paul said in verse 12, “What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church?  Are you not to judge those inside?  God will judge those outside.”  It’s not our job to judge the world.  That’s God’s job.  And it is the height of arrogance when we attempt to do God’s job for Him.  When we set ourselves up as judges of the world and condemn the world for its sinfulness, we’ve assumed an authority that does not belong to us.  God alone has the right to judge the world, and at this point in time He has not yet delegated that right to us.
So the great irony is that we don’t want to exercise church discipline when we’re supposed to, but then we do want to judge the world even though that’s not our job.  It’s not our job to scream at the culture.  It’s not our job to condemn the world.  Our job is to be ministers of reconciliation… to be ambassadors on behalf of Jesus… to reach out to the world… to love the world and show them grace.  Our job is to exalt Jesus and boast about Him and make Him known to the world, not to judge the world and withdraw from them.  
So we should be talking about Jesus a lot more than we talk against the world.  And too often, we’ve done the exact opposite, especially as Southern Baptists.  Too often we’ve been known, not as being for Jesus, but as being against all these other things.  Fifty years ago, we were against dancing, and then we were against playing cards, and then we were against going to the movies.  Twenty years ago, we were against Disney.  Ten years ago, we were against Harry Potter.  And even now, I hear suggestions that we should be against this or boycott that, against Wal-Mart, boycott Target, against Home Depot, boycott Starbuck’s.  And I’m afraid the world looks at us and has no idea that we are about Jesus Christ.  To them, we’re just a bunch of angry fanatics who seem to be most passionate when we find something new to boycott.     
And perhaps the saddest irony is that all of this has the exact opposite effect of what we intend.  We think we’re going to change the world by boycotting.  All boycotting does is distance us from the world and reduce our ability to impact the world.  Boycotting does not change the world.  Jesus does.  And we have to be in the world to share Jesus with them.  So let me suggest something this morning: I suggest that the only thing we should actively boycott from here on out… is boycotting.  Let’s put a boycott on boycotting.  Let’s stop being against things and be about Jesus.
Now, before we move on, let me take just a minute to clarify.  I don’t want you to hear something I’m not saying.  I am not saying that we should be just like the world.  I am not saying that there are no activities or behaviors that we should avoid.  Obviously, when we follow Jesus, there are many things we won’t do.  But our avoidance of sinful behavior should be expressed as personal holiness and devotion to Jesus, not as condemnation and judgment toward the world.  

We see this perfectly in the life of Jesus.  Jesus was perfect, sinless, holy, pure.  He did not live like the world.  But He didn’t boycott the world, either.  In fact, Jesus was very involved in the world.  He went to the weddings.  He went to the feasts.  He hung out at parties with tax collectors and prostitutes and sinners.  In fact, the religious people accused Jesus of being a drunkard and a glutton, not because He actually was, but because He reached out to those who were.  Jesus said He came to save sinners, and He knew the only way to reach the sinners was to reach out to the sinners.  So Jesus was with them even though He wasn’t like them.  He was with them even though He wasn’t like them.  And that is a great model for us.  We are to be in the world, but not like the world.  We are to be different from the world, but not isolated from the world.  
Let me give you an example of a ministry that does this really well: The Pregnancy Care Center.  As followers of Jesus, we believe abortion is sin… that it’s a horrible crime against innocent babies, and most of all, that it’s an attack on the image of God.  But the way to express that belief is not by screaming at the culture or by condemning women who’ve had abortions.  No, we honor Jesus by loving women who are struggling with the decision… by encouraging them to choose life… by praying for them… by counseling them… and as much as anything, by showing them grace even if they make the wrong choice.  We want to be for life and for forgiveness and for grace and for the gospel much more than we are against abortion.  We want people to know that we love Jesus and we love them and Jesus loves them, not just that we hate abortion.  We want to focus more on who we’re for than what we’re against.
The second truth I want to apply from our text is closely related to the first.  We need to stop expecting unbelievers to act like believers.  Remember, Paul’s standards for sexual morality were for the church… for the believers… not for unbelievers.  And if you think about it, that makes perfect sense.  Why would we expect someone to live like Jesus if they aren’t a follower of Jesus?  They have neither the motivation nor the spiritual ability to do so.  And yet we impose all these Christian standards on them and act shocked when they don’t live up to them.  They aren’t Christians.  Why would they live like one?  
This is another area where we tend to get the whole thing backward.  We expect unbelievers to start living like Jesus, and if they get good enough at it, then they can come to know Jesus.  That completely reverses the biblical picture.  Jesus invites them to come to Him exactly as they are, warts and all, and once they know Him, He will change the way they live.  It’s grace first and then life change.  Not the other way around.

So we need to stop expecting unbelievers to live like believers.  And I think when we get this truth right, it will help us be much more gracious and loving toward the world.  Part of the reason that we’re so tempted to scream at the world all the time is because we expect them to be something they’re not.  They’re not followers of Jesus yet.  Why would they live like it?  Even those of us who are followers of Jesus have a hard enough time living like it.  So be gracious to unbelievers and stop expecting them to live like believers.    

The third truth is the complement of the second.  While we should stop expecting unbelievers to act like believers, we should start expecting believers to act like believers.  In other words, we need to avoid hypocrisy.  Remember, Paul’s primary concern in 1 Corinthians 5 is not about the unbelievers in the world, but about the believers in the church.  His whole point in this chapter is that he wants the church to apply biblical standards to its members.  Those who call themselves followers of Jesus should live a certain way.  

So the problem is not just that we tend to expect unbelievers to live like believers, but that, at the same time, we tend to allow believers to live like unbelievers.  It’s not just that we’re judgmental toward the world, but that simultaneously, and often silently, we tolerate the exact same sins in the church.  There is a danger that we will be the worst of hypocrites.  
And I really don’t believe we intend to do this.  We may not even realize we’re doing it, because what usually happens is that the sins we so vocally condemn in the world take a slightly different expression in the church.  It’s still the same sin, but it’s packaged in a different way so that it’s not quite so recognizable.  Let me give you some examples.  We affirm the sanctity of marriage, that marriage is between a man and woman only, and that marriage is a picture of Jesus’ union with the church.  So we oppose homosexual marriage (and rightly so).  But at the very same time that we oppose homosexual marriage as an offense against the sanctity of marriage, divorce runs rampant in the church, and many of us who aren’t divorced are harsh and impatient and cold and unloving toward our spouse.  It’s a different packaging than homosexuality, but it still dishonors marriage.  In a similar way, we declare that our culture’s sexually explicit movies and songs and TV shows pervert God’s beautiful design for sex (and that’s true), but we are silent as adultery and pornography contaminate the church and pervert sex from within the church.  Different packaging, same problem.  We complain about all the crude language on TV today, but then we turn around and use our language to gossip and grumble and complain and criticize in the church.  Different package, same problem.  We have to guard against hypocrisy in the church.  Believers should act like believers.  Followers of Jesus should live like Jesus.  The standards are for us, not the world.
And this ties very closely into our fourth and final truth.  We always need to apply the teaching of the Bible to ourselves first.  This was the initial mistake of the Corinthians.  The whole reason Paul had to write this chapter was because they applied his original teaching to someone else.  He wrote them and told them not to associate with sexually immoral people, and instead of applying that to themselves… to the church… they applied it to the world… to everyone but themselves.  
How easy is it for us to always have someone else in mind?  How easy is it for us to always think someone else needs to hear this or do this?  How often do we leave thinking, “I hope so-and-so was listening this morning”?  The Word of God is addressing you this morning.  God is teaching you.  You must apply it to yourself first.  
And as we close, I want to share a story with you that I read about a pastor who took his children on a cross country road trip to Yellowstone National Park.  To pass the time, they watched for license plates from all 50 states.  By the time they got to Yellowstone, they had found about half the states, and since Yellowstone is such a big tourist spot, they quickly found several more once they entered the park.  The youngest son, Larry, became obsessed with spotting all 50 states, and everywhere they stopped in Yellowstone, Larry ran up and down the parking lots, looking at license plates.  He didn’t even look at the attractions and scenic views, because he didn’t want to run the risk of missing a new car that might pull into the lot.  Finally, one night as the family was eating dinner in a cafeteria near Yellowstone Falls, Larry burst into the restaurant, shouting, "Come here! Come here!  You've got to see it!  You won't believe it if you don't see it!"  The whole family went running out, only to find that Larry was pointing at a blue Volkswagen with Delaware license plates – the last of the 50 states he needed to find.  Larry even had them take his picture by the license plate.  And his dad ended the story by writing, “Even today, a decade later, when we look at our Yellowstone pictures, that picture tells more about what Larry did in Yellowstone than anything else.”
Larry got it all backwards.  The license plate game was supposed to entertain him during the trip, but the real attractions were in Yellowstone.  But Larry got so caught up in spotting license plates that he missed everything he set out to see in Yellowstone.
I pray that we won’t make that mistake.  I pray that we won’t get the whole thing backwards.  I pray that we’ll focus more on who we’re for than what we’re against.  I pray we’ll be gracious to unbelievers and stop expecting them to act like believers.  I pray we’ll guard against hypocrisy by expecting believers to act like believers.  I pray that we’ll always apply the teaching of the Bible to ourselves first.  And I pray that we will be a holy community that reaches out to the world, not a sinful clique that withdraws from the world.  
