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The Question of Freedom: 1 Corinthians 6:12-20 
 
Given the choice between chocolate chips or fruit, most children (though not all) will choose the 
chocolate.  Given the choice between an afternoon of screen time or a ski out on the trail, most 
children (though not all) will choose the video games.  Given the opportunity, most children will 
make unhealthy choices for their bodies or their minds simply because in the culture we live in, 
unhealthy choices taste better, are perceived to be more fun, and generally require less effort.  
Most of the time, children don’t know enough to know what is good for them in either the long or 
the short term.  And even when they do know, they often lack the impulse control to make the 
right choices.  In some of these cases, children simply lack the necessary brain function/maturity 
to make such choices.  Hence, parenting.  It’s the parents’ job to help children learn the tools they 
need in order to make healthy choices in all areas of life. And when the children are 
developmentally unable to make those choices, it is the parents’ job to make that choice for them.  
 
It’s not much different for adults.  If I were to begin to list the number of things I do, think, say, 
or consume that are not healthy or beneficial for me, we might be here all day.  Even though I 
know what healthy choices look like, that doesn’t necessarily mean that I always choose wisely.  
I eat too much chocolate and I often choose the couch and a book over exercise.  There isn’t 
anything wrong with chocolate or a book or relaxing on the couch.  There is no civil or moral law 
against these things. I am perfectly free to choose to spend my time doing what I want.  Or am I? 
 
If you read through Paul’s letters to the Corinthians, you will get a sense of the things they were 
struggling with.  Theirs was a faith community comprised of people who had heard the Good 
News of Jesus’ saving work, had accepted that they had been saved through God’s grace alone, 
and were experiencing freedom from the rules, regulations, and superstitions that had dominated 
religious life for centuries.  But, arising out of that sense of new freedom, they faced a number of 
significant issues that threatened the integrity of the Christian community there, and the integrity 
of the Gospel they professed. 
 
One of those issues pertained to divisions within the church. They struggled with internal conflict 
and dissention that was fragmenting the community (chs 12-14).  They also struggled with being 
a distinctively Christian community in the midst of pagan Greek idolatry.  In fact, they had such 
difficulty with this that they behaved in ways that were decidedly not distinctive.  Some of these 
new Christians misunderstood what it meant to be reconciled to God in Jesus Christ, and what it 
meant to be united to Jesus (in body and spirit) by the power of the Holy Spirit.  They didn’t fully 
grasp the nature of the relationship Jesus had established with them. 
 
Another area where this was evident was in how the church in Corinth perceived the new kind of 
freedom that Christ’s work had given them.  They thought that since Christ had freed them from 
the constraints of moral law and the oppression of superstitious religion, and that since Christ had 
saved them entirely according to grace, and not according to their ability to measure up, they 
were free to do whatever they wanted, secure in the fact that their salvation didn’t rest in their 
behavior.   
 
And so, they didn’t see any inconsistencies in professing their faith in Jesus and living like 
everyone else in the world around them, particularly when it came to participating in pagan 
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temple prostitution. They justified their behavior with their popular slogan, “everything is 
permissible for me because Christ has set me free”. 
 
In our culture, we have similar sayings about how we can behave in our “free” society.  

• If it feels good, do it… 
• As long as you aren’t hurting anyone else… 
• Whatever works for you… 
• But I like it… I want it… 
• It’s my life/my body and I can do what I want with it. 
• You can’t make me… 
• Everything in moderation 

 
But like the motto of the Corinthians, these sayings and others like it, are evidence of a warped 
concept of freedom in Christ, and a misunderstanding of what it means to be in relationship with 
God in Christ.  
 
Paul reminds the church that there is no such thing as absolute freedom.  Christ’s people were 
free from the oppression of ancient rules and regulations, and free from the legalistic or 
superstitious practice of faith. But they were free for something as well.  They were free for 
obedience to Christ. Believers enjoy freedom in Christ, but also owe him the obedience due to 
him as Lord.  
 
Paul’s reminder is a reminder of who believers belong to, and of the nature of the relationship 
they share with God in Christ.  You are not your own.  You were bought at a price.  Therefore, 
glorify God in your body (1 Cor 6:20). 
 
One of the greatest fallacies of Greek philosophy is the idea that the soul or spirit of a person is 
all that matters, and the body is essentially just a shell in which we are enslaved, and from which 
we will be happily free when we die.  This is not what the bible teaches us about bodies.  The 
body, our God-created bodies, are so important to God that he sent Jesus to embody the human 
body, raised him bodily from the dead, promises a bodily resurrection, and made our bodies a 
part of His body.  If you think that what you do with your own body in your own 
freedom(including your behavior, thoughts and emotions), is your own business and doesn’t 
really matter in the end anyway, think again. 
 
We are united to the Lord Jesus Christ, in spirit and in body, by the work of the Holy Spirit. 
Because Jesus took on our humanity, redeemed it, and brought it into fellowship with his Father, 
we are united to Christ at the level of our essential being.  Our reconciled and redeemed 
relationship with God in Christ isn’t just a “spiritual” relationship.  It’s a physical one too. The 
bottom line is that what we do with and to our bodies, is done to the body of Christ.  The body is 
meant for the Lord and the Lord for the body. We are not our own. We were bought at a price.  
We belong to Christ (1 Cor 6:13, 19, 20).   
 
Ultimately, if I take the relationship that Jesus has established with me seriously, I am not free to 
do whatever I want, regardless of whether I think my actions affect anyone else or not.  I am free 
only for obedience to Jesus as Lord and Saviour. Paul is clear that Christians aren’t to be ruled or 
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dominated by or under the authority of anything other than Christ – because he is the one to 
whom God has given all authority in heaven and on earth and under the earth (1 Cor 6:12; Matt 
28:18; Phil 2:10).   
 
What Paul is ultimately saying is that, yes, you have been set free from sin and death and the 
oppression of the law, but you have been set free for a purpose – to glorify God and be obedient 
to his Son Jesus Christ.  The freedom that we are given in Christ is ‘oriented’ freedom.  It is a 
freedom that moves toward/is oriented toward embodying the new life that is granted in Christ 
Jesus. 
 
But Paul is talking about more than just personal freedom.  Paul is also talking about how we live 
together within the faith community.  The new life that we are oriented toward embodying isn’t 
lived by a bunch of individuals who occasionally get together for a common purpose (i.e. 
worship) while still maintaining their own autonomy.  The new life that we are oriented toward is 
lived in the context of the faith community.  “For just as the body is one and has many members, 
and all members of the body, though many, are one body – so it is with Christ.  For in the one 
Spirit, you were baptized into one body” (1 Cor 12:12-13).  If we are united to Christ in his body, 
we are also united to all the other members of that same body.  What we do, say, think, and 
believe, is worked out and experienced by the whole body.  There is no such thing as an isolated 
individual.  No matter how hard we try to keep our lives private, there are always ripples 
throughout the body.  Even a stubbed toe sets off pain receptors and nerve responses throughout 
the entire body, quite unconsciously and quite automatically. 
 
Freedom is a dangerous thing. There is always the risk of being dominated by something else.  
There is always the risk of abuse of freedom. There is always the risk of freedom for its own 
sake, rather than for the sake of obedience.  Freedom needs wisdom and guidance and support 
from the larger community of believers.  Freedom needs sharing together and accountability.  
The congregation functions very much like a school for the building up of mature faith.  Together 
we sharpen each other. Together we hold one another accountable.  Together we are united to the 
body of Christ. 
 
Sometimes, like children without proper guidance, we don’t know what is good for us.  
Sometimes we rationalize what is good for us to give ourselves permission to do what is bad for 
us.  Sometimes we know what is good for us, but can’t do it (Romans 7:14-25).  Sometimes we 
as individuals behave in ways that might be permissible but really aren’t beneficial. Sometimes 
Christian communities behave in ways that are “permissible” within the constraints of our 
culture, by doing what everyone else is doing, but which really aren’t beneficial to the 
community and its ability to be body of Christ in the world.   
 
For example… when I was doing youth ministry, I sometimes found myself on the fringes when 
it came to doing the “fun stuff” that kids like to do.  In an effort to be relevant, fun, exciting, and 
inviting for youth, many churches and youth ministries have no problem with engaging the fun, 
exciting, and culturally relevant activity of paintball.  This is an activity in which players rehearse 
war:  they shoot paint pellets at each other using realistic looking guns.  The paint balls are shot 
at a velocity sufficient to cause pain and bruising.  The goal of the exercise is to defeat/kill the 
other players.  Laser tag isn’t much different. 
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On the surface, there is nothing “wrong” with this activity.  It’s fun and engaging and the kids 
love it, as do youth leaders, and other adult participants.  There is nothing “wrong” with guns – 
they are useful tools for hunting. There is nothing “wrong” with competition.  Paint ball is 
entirely permissible.  But is it beneficial?  Is it beneficial in helping us live out our relationship 
with Jesus?  Does it reflect the new life that our union with Christ inspires?  Does it reflect our 
identity as new creations, re-created for God’s good kingdom purposes?  When we turn war into 
a game, regardless of how ‘fun’ it might be, what are we saying about our commitment to being 
peacemakers?  Are we teaching our children to be makers of war rather than makers of peace?  
How can we be peacemakers in the world when our ‘play’ is anything but peaceful?  Do we 
become desensitized to the hideousness of war and its effects, minimizing the way it makes 
victims of men, women, children, parents, brothers and sisters?  Do we trivialize the impact it has 
on governments and global economic systems?  When we engage in such activities, are we 
“killing” Christ’s body all over again? 
 
I have the same questions about allowing our children to play war-based video games and watch 
war movies and videos, which are even more violent, more graphic, and more realistic.  We 
certainly wouldn’t let them watch real live footage of the Montreal massacre, or of the violence 
done to women and children by ISIS or Al Qaeda or the militia in the Congo.  Because we want 
to protect our children and keep them safe, given the choice, we wouldn’t take our children to 
places where war is actively being fought.   
 
But somehow, our culture seems to think that game-ifying evil in the forms of greed and power 
seems to make it ok?  And what about enacting war games on the playground?  Everyone else is 
doing it.  And when it comes to boys, isn’t that what most boys do naturally anyway?  Doesn’t 
that make it all right?  After all, we don’t want our kids to be picked on because they don’t do 
paintball or play the games that everyone else is playing.  Right?   
 
All things are permissible, but not all things are beneficial. And not all things build up the body 
of Christ, of which we are a part. And not all things reflect the saving work that God has done in 
our lives through and in Jesus Christ.  Not all things speak to the kingdom work of the New 
Creation.  How do we discern what is what?  How do we make difficult decisions to live as new 
creations in Christ, even when it means doing radically different things from everyone else? 
 
Well, we “work out our salvation” in the context of the faith community, because “God is at 
work within us” (Phil 2:12).  We do this through the reading and study of scripture, through 
worship and prayer, and through developing and growing real relationships with one another.  
Together we learn what obedience looks like.  Together, inspired by the wisdom of Christ’s Holy 
Spirit, we discern what our freedom in Christ means and how we live out of it.  And together as 
Christ’s body, our faith is matured and nurtured into something that truly reflects the fact that we 
are God’s people, united to Jesus in spirit, body, word, and deed.   
 
And when the Christian community actually demonstrates that it is united to Christ, and is in fact 
His body, it can begin to discern through the Holy Spirit what is beneficial for its building up.  It 
can share with the rest of the world what God is like, what he is doing for us and in our midst, 
and how God is calling all people to become a part of this body as well, and so be freed from the 
bondage of the world, and freed for becoming whole people in fellowship with God in Christ. 
 


