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Last Sunday, we talked about the Corinthians’ idea that God would soon remake 

everything, meaning that there were no consequences and thus no rules. Today we read a

passage that might have given them this idea.

In some ways it must be gratifying for Paul: he preaches that God is preparing, or is

in the midst of doing, something radically new. It’s the end of the world as we know it. 

The Corinthians have heard him, and taken it to heart. It’s an easy message to absorb 

with a general apocalyptic and messianic mood in the air. Jewish-Roman tensions are 

escalating. The Emperor Nero has recently expelled all of the Jews from Rome, with 

consequences for Jewish and non-Jewish Christians in Corinth. The first Jewish-Roman 

War, which will end in the destruction of the Jerusalem temple, is just ten or so years 

away.1

His Corinthian congregation leaps into action. If God is at work, if this is the end of

the world, then surely they had better get busy also. To engage in business as usual – 

commercial transactions, getting married, that sort of thing – would seem to deny or 

ignore that God is at work; instead, many want to purify themselves by giving up sex or 

1 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, “I Corinthians,” in The HarperCollins Bible Commentary, rev. ed., edited by James L. 
Mays et al. (New York: HarperCollins, 2000), 1074.
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even divorcing their spouses or ending engagements – especially if their partner is an 

unbeliever.

I’m reminded of the Y2K “crisis.” Computer programmers realized that many 

computer systems designed in the early days of computing used only two digits to 

indicate the year. “65” would be, of course, 1965. Which was perfectly fine in the 

sixties, seventies, even the eighties. But as the nineties came around, they realized – or 

at least considered the possibility – that when the clock rolled over to 2000, the 

computers might interpret “00” as 1900 instead. Many of the legacy systems which had 

become the backbone of society had this potential flaw. What might happen if the 

computer systems running our military or financial systems thought we’d suddenly lost a

hundred years between December 31 and January 1?

It turned out to be a non-event. Critical systems were patched relatively quickly. 

But for a little while it gave people permission to fantasize about what the collapse of 

society would look like. Some imagined – or prepared for – the worst: grabbing the 

nearest shotgun and taking what they wanted, or defending their homes. Others 

imagined neighbours coming together and living communally. An apocalypse gives 

everyone the chance to imagine themselves as a hero: as someone who can act, make a 

difference, and change the world for the better instead of being changed by it. Whether 
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you’re declaring celibacy in 55 AD or rebuilding society from the ruins in 2000 AD, 

you’re rising above the chaos of your life and taking control.

...but taking control from whom? Well, if all this change is God’s doing, you’re 

taking control from God, aren’t you? 

The entire social, historical, cultural, economic, political order is guaranteed by the 

Roman empire, and it is God who has called all of this into question in what he has done

in Jesus.

That being the case, it’s probably wise to make yourself as flexible as possible, 

rather than burdening yourself with additional responsibilities. To take an extreme 

example, there’s no sense in heading for the hills with your laptop if there’s no more 

Internet. Cash becomes irrelevant pretty fast if the banking system collapses. So, says 

Paul, don’t run out and start buying things. If you’re single or widowed, don’t hurry to 

get married.

The cross of Jesus Christ, which signals the approach of the appointed time of 

God’s kingdom, relativizes all human arrangements and pursuits. That’s what he says in 

our reading today. Conduct yourselves as if there were no difference between mourning 

or not mourning, or being married or not being married – because that is now essentially

the case.2 Single and married people are both facing the advent of a new order in Christ; 

2 Eugene Eung-Chun Park, “1 Corinthians 7:29-31, Exegetical Perspective,” in Feasting on the Word: Preaching the 
Revised Common Lectionary, edited by David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, Year B, Vol. 1 (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2008), 283.
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the coming kingdom of God is approaching regardless of whether you are in mourning 

or not. This is not the time, therefore, to complicate your situation with a wedding.

But neither does Paul advocate the situation we read about last Sunday, where 

everyone just does as they please. The cross of Christ does not abrogate all 

responsibilities. If your passions are strong, don’t keep your fiancee waiting: do the right

thing and get married. Similarly, trying to be celibate when you’re married might just be 

a recipe for arguments – or infidelity. If you are doing something in the name of “purity”

or “holiness,” but it is harming others such as your partner, then it is neither pure nor 

holy.

So then how do we thread this needle?

Politics and finance must conducted in light of the coming kingdom of God, if it is 

to call itself Christian. On the other hand, a pious spirituality that tries to isolate itself 

from things like finance and politics is not properly Christian, either. Instead, we need to

think about how the kingdom of God, inaugurated by the cross of Christ, informs every 

aspect of our lives.

Here’s an example. I recently heard an interview with Jean Chrétien. When asked 

about acrimony in the House of Commons, he said he didn’t think that its fundamental 

nature had changed. Perhaps aided by the benefit of hindsight, he said that you butt 

heads with those across the aisle, but hopefully you can recognize in each other a shared 
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passion for the good of society. It’s not personal. It’s like playing hockey: you play hard 

against the other team on the ice, then you all go out for beers.

When you play hockey, you keep in mind the higher principle of sportsmanship. In 

politics, it is the greater good of the country (and perhaps all of humanity). In a life lived

in the advent of the kingdom of God, it is the Gospel: the self-sacrificing love of God for

all people, and a concern for their flourishing.
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