
 

 

2 Corinthians 6:1-7:1 
“The worst mistake in the world” 

Notes from a sermon preached at Christ Church Liverpool 

 
There are quite a lot of candidates for the honour of 
worst mistake in the world. Perhaps the moment 
when the Manchester City coaches decided that the 
young lad Ryan Giggs wouldn’t amount to much as a 
footballer and they should let him go. Jade Goody 
thinking it would be fun to go back on Celebrity Big 
Brother? Russell Crowe forming a rock band? Wearing 
red and green at the same time? Thinking that the 
best way to celebrate the new millennium was to build 
a bit tent in Greenwich and put a McDonalds and 
some quite dull exhibitions in it? 
 
More seriously perhaps there have been some pretty 
impressive and catastrophic global mistakes… Thinking 
that you could build an unsinkable passenger liner and 
sailing it through a field of icebergs. Imagining that the 
best way to avoid a war in the early 20th century was 
for the British and Germans to build up massive 
opposing armies. World War I demonstrated that this 
was not a good plan. 
 
We live in a world which has witnessed a pretty much 
endless selection of errors, mistakes, foul-ups and 
stupidity. 
 
And I guess that 30 seconds personal reflection would 
be more than enough for each of us to come up with a 
pretty long list of personal mistakes we’ve made – not 
asking that person we really fancied out, applying for a 
university course we hate, telling a lie that got found 
out, treating someone really unfairly in your 
workplace. We’re not short of mistakes are we – 
collectively or individually. 
 
Well as we return to 2 Corinthians, Paul’s final letter, 
as far as we know, to this intensely frustrating but 
much loved bunch of Christians in C1st Greece, we’re 
going to recap on the very end of the section that we 
were looking at back in November and remind 
ourselves what is really the worst mistake in the world 
– and then see what Paul tells us about how we can 
avoid making it. 
 
1 What’s the worst mistake in the world? 

Receiving God’s grace in vain (6:1-2) 
 
As he writes to this church, full of young Christians 
who are spiritually eager, keen to exercise their gifts, 
impatient with convention, wanting to be upwardly 
mobile in their society – a church very much like ours 
in many respects, Paul is concerned, fundamentally 

about one thing: that they don’t waste their lives and 
end up in hell. 
 
I know that’s a stark way of putting it. But that’s what 
Paul is really concerned about for his readers, who 
were a group of people who both claimed to be and, 
for the most part, really looked like they were, 
Christians. 
 
So what does Paul mean when he talks about 
“receiving God’s grace in vain”? 
 
Well he means hearing the gospel, the good news 
about Jesus. He means engaging with it in some way; 
assenting to its truth and saying you are going to 
follow Jesus. But then, in the end, not getting any 
benefit from it. He means knowing the Christian 
message and being in the church but not being saved. 
Paul means understanding that on the cross Christ 
took God’s judgment so you could be with him in the 
new creation – and yet still ending up separated from 
him in hell.  
 
Paul is deadly serious here. He urges and implores and 
appeals to the Corinthians Christians not to go down 
this road. Please, please, Paul is saying, whatever you 
do in life, don’t receive the grace of God in vain. Don’t 
end up knowing about the gospel and even 
experiencing some of its benefits in the church family 
in this life but not being saved from God’s judgment. 
Make sure that you are saved. That you are receiving 
God’s grace truly, today. Right now. Now, he says, v2, 
is the day of salvation. 
 
There are all sorts of mistakes you can make in this 
life… But the biggest one of all, the only one that has 
consequences that list, literally forever, is receiving 
God’s grace in vain. 
 
Of course Paul, like us, lived in a day when there were 
endless religious opinions going around. So why 
should the Corinthians believe Paul? And why should 
we believe him? As someone posted on a blog I was 
reading this week: “why should I believe that I will go 
to hell unless I believe in the same God you happen to 
believe in?” 
 
Or, to put it another way, who can we trust to tell us 
about the worst mistake in the world and how to 
avoid it? 
 



 

 

2 Who can we trust to tell us about it? 
Paul the hardship enduring servant (6:3-10) 

 
If you’ve been following our series in 2 Corinthians up 
to now you’ll know that Paul spends a lot of time, 
essentially all the way from chapter 2 right up to here, 
defending and explaining his ministry, his method of 
working with the Corinthians and others. 
 
I think that in fact all that section of the letter is to 
prepare the way for Paul to tell the Corinthians, and 
us, what we have to do to avoid making the biggest 
mistake in the world. 
 
All of these chapters have been Paul’s attempt to 
persuade them that, because of who he is, they must 
take the warning he is about to give them seriously. 
And in v3-10 Paul summarizes for us the things he 
thinks make his ministry commendable, the things that 
make Paul someone we ought to be listening to this 
morning. 
 
And the key? The absolutely one main thing that 
means the Corinthians and you and I ought to listen to 
Paul? Well, v4, it’s endurance. 
 
All the things that follow that we’re about to look at – 
all the sufferings and hardships – aren’t actually any 
credit to Paul at all. The fact that someone has 
suffered. Even, as we’ll see, suffered in some pretty 
awful ways, doesn’t tell you anything about the 
validity of their ministry. It is the fact that Paul has 
endured his suffering and continued to preach the 
same message that means he is a man who we ought 
to listen to. 
 
What has Paul endured? Well it’s an astonishing list. 
 
He starts with some general terms: troubles, hardships 
and distresses. Then he lists some of the ways he has 
been specifically persecuted by people: beating, 
imprisonments and riots. Then he shows some of the 
effort it has taken on his own part to do his job 
properly: hard work, sleepless nights and hunger. 
 
But it’s not enough to endure hardship. After all lots of 
the world’s most vicious and evil dictators have 
endured great hardships before coming to their 
positions of power. Paul endures not only in suffering 
but also in lots of positive qualities. The way he lives 
has been consistent across the years; pure, 
understanding, patient, kind and filled with love, truth 
and spiritual power. 
 
All Paul’s ways of working come not from his own 
personal skill set. Not from his educational 

background. Not from his temperament and 
personality. They are, v7, weapons of righteousness. 
The things Paul did, the features of his work that stand 
out, are there because God is at work in his life and he 
uses the things that God gave him. 
 
Not only has Paul endured hardships. Not only has 
God been at work in his life so that his ministry 
displays many wonderful and attractive qualities. 
 
But Paul is also a living demonstration of the truth of 
the message that he brings. That message, you’ll 
remember if you were here when we looked at 
chapters 3 and 4, is like an astonishingly precious 
piece of treasure. But it is treasure hidden in a clay jar. 
Paul himself is common. Ordinary. Nothing special. 
And the Corinthians’ experience of Paul is exactly like 
that. 
 
He is genuine – yet thought by others to be an 
imposter. He is known to God – yet misunderstood by 
many. He is dying – yet he carries on. He is beaten – 
but not killed. He is sorrowful because the ministry is 
hard – but he is no misery guts. Paul is poor – he 
doesn’t travel in any private jet or even business class. 
But he enriches the lives of thousands with his 
message. Paul has nothing – probably literally just a 
single case of possessions, mostly tent-making gear – 
and yet, because of the message he has, he possesses 
everything in the world. 
 
Paul’s life, in its deprivations, in the qualities he 
displays and in the embodiment of what he preaches 
in his life, all shows that he is a man that the 
Corinthians, and we, should listen to. 
 
Now it’s worth us just pausing there for a minute to 
think what implications this might have for the kind of 
people we listen to. Because the first lesson of this 
passage is not about the kind of preachers that we 
ought to be listening to. 
 
The first lesson of this passage is not about the 
qualities of integrity that we ought to be looking for as 
we appoint our next full-time minister here at CCL in 
the next months. The FIRST lesson of this passage is 
that we, you and I, ought to listen to Paul! And if we 
don’t listen to Paul then, however enduring the 
preachers we listen to are we’ll have missed the point. 
 
But what Paul sets out here is still part of the pattern 
of genuine ministry. What Paul sets out in these verses 
tells us not only that we ought to listen to him but 
some of what we ought to look for in others we listen 
to for spiritual advice. 
 



 

 

I say some of what we look for because it would be 
easy, I think, for us to misunderstand what Paul is 
saying here. 
 
Let me give you a couple of examples. You switch on 
the God-channel and see TV evangelist Benny Hinn. 
Some of you may have seen him or heard of him – he’s 
quite famous. I have been told that each night when 
he has finished his big events in India Benny Hinn 
climbs aboard his private jet and flies back to Dubai to 
stay in the Burj Al Araba Jumeirah hotel in a suite that 
costs, at the moment, something around £10,000 a 
night. You don’t have to be a genius, do you, to work 
out that Benny Hinn is not a genuine minister of the 
gospel following in the footsteps of Paul. 
 
I don’t think we ought to insist that Christian ministers 
ought to live in abject poverty – any more than all 
Christians ought to do so. I’m not even saying that a 
Christian cannot ever stay in a £10,000 a night hotel 
room. But I am saying that, unless there is some 
evidence of the kind of life that Paul lived, himself 
following in the footsteps of Jesus, in the life of those 
who claim to be bringers of the Christian gospel we 
have to say that their ministry will be discredited. That 
much, I think, is obvious. 
 
But let me give you a second example. Ghandi. 
Peaceful Indian campaigner against British colonialism 
in India. One of the most striking figures of the C20th. 
Ghandi appears, by reputation, to be much closer to 
the list here than Benny Hinn doesn’t he? He suffered 
for his cause, which was undoubtedly a just one. He 
endured all sorts of hardships and responded to 
people with patience, peacefulness and kindness. He 
was grieved by the suffering of his people and yet 
cheerful and optimistic. But I still don’t think we 
should listen to Ghandi for spiritual advice. Why not? 
 
Because what Paul is setting out here in 2 Corinthians 
is a necessary qualification for Christian ministry – the 
Christian who brings the good news of Jesus must 
reflect that good news in their life. Living this way is 
necessary. You shouldn’t listen to spiritual advice from 
people who don’t embody, even though imperfectly, 
the message they are bringing. Living this way is 
necessary. But living a good life, a strikingly 
transformed life even, is not sufficient. Because if we 
are serving God the message we bring, the things we 
say, must be the same as the things Paul himself said. 
 
Who can you trust to tell you how not to waste your 
life and receive the grace of God in vain? Well you can 
trust Paul – because he lived out the message he 
brought. And you can trust those who bring the same 
message Paul did and live the same kind of life; a life 

that serves others so that the message isn’t 
discredited. 
 
So the worst mistake in the world is to receive God’s 
grace in vain. And we can trust Paul when he says that 
because of the way his life and his message match up. 
 
But how do we make this mistake? What does it 
actually look like in practice in the real world to 
receive God’s grace in vain?  
 
3 How do you make it? 

By binding yourself to idolatry (6:11-16) 
 
The answer is in v14. How do you make the worst 
mistake in the world? By being yoked together with 
unbelievers. By binding yourself to idolatry. 
 
It’s traditional, in our day, to use this verse of the 
Bible, more or less exclusively to talk about dating 
non-Christians. Or rather about not going out with 
them. But I’ve got news for you this morning. That’s 
not what this verse is about. So what is it about? 
 
Well it’s about who you listen to. Look back at v13 
where Paul pleads with the Corinthians to open wide 
their hearts to him. He wants them to listen to him. In 
the Old Testament though “opening wide your heart” 
wasn’t mostly a positive phrase. If you “opened wide 
you heart” it meant you were embracing idolatry, false 
gods, foreign gods. 
 
Paul is making a contrast. Don’t open wide your heart 
to idols, to unbelievers, to people and values that are 
totally alien and foreign to the truth about Jesus. Don’t 
listen to them. Listen to me. Listen to the true good 
news about Christ. 
 
People tend to get themselves into all of a pickle 
about these verses in the Bible. 
 
Because it seems at first sight as if Paul is saying that 
Christians can have nothing to do with “unbelievers” 
at all. No fellowship between light and darkness. No 
harmony between Christ and Belial or Satan. Nothing 
in common between believer and unbeliever. 
 
But we know for a fact that Paul himself spent loads of 
time with people who weren’t Christians. And that he 
discussed with them, met with them in their homes, 
talked to them in the street, sold tents to them and all 
the rest of it. And we know that he told the 
Corinthians in his previous letter that they must 
associate with the people of the world because there’s 
nothing else you can do. 
 



 

 

So what’s Paul saying? Is he telling us it’s OK to spend 
time with people who aren’t Christians or not? 
 
Well all of that problem disappears once you 
understand that Paul here is talking, not about who 
we hang out with, but who we listen to. Who we get 
our values from. Who we allow our thinking to be 
shaped by. 
 
The worst mistake in the world, Paul says, is to know 
about Christ. To know that he saves and rescues. To 
know that he and his ways are utterly different to 
every other system and religion in the world. And yet 
still to allow yourself to be shaped in your thinking by 
those who don’t follow him. 
 
To do that, Paul says, is to bind yourself, to fasten 
yourself, to yoke yourself to idolatry. 
 
The worst mistake in the world is to allow yourself to 
be shaped in your thinking by people who don’t follow 
Jesus. 
 
Which leads us to our fourth, and very obvious 
question. If that’s the worst mistake in the world… 
 
4 How do I avoid making it? 

Radically embrace purity (6:17-7:1) 
 
For the Old Testament Jew purity meant, literally, not 
touching all sorts of things that would make you 
ritually unclean. The Jew who took God’s law seriously 
would not be able to live in the same house as non-
Jews. In fact it was extremely difficult to follow the 
Jewish law and live in the same city as no-Jews. They 
were called to be, literally, separated from the other 
nations; their promised land marked out by seas, 
rivers and deserts as clear physical boundaries to the 
outside world. 
 
But that was not all there was to purity for the Old 
Testament Jew. Because God’s law made it clear that 
being physically separate from the godless nations 
around was just a symbol, a demonstration of a much 
more radical kind of separation. 
 
God’s people were to have different ideas, different 
thinking, and different values from everybody else, 
precisely because they were God’s people. 
 
And, Paul says, exactly the same is true for the 
Corinthians and for us. 
 
The Corinthians, living as a tiny Christian minority in 
the middle of a massive pagan city didn’t have the 
option of physically separating themselves from the 

people of this world. 
 
But that doesn’t mean that there is no place for purity 
for the Christian in C1st Corinth or C20th Liverpool. 
 
Because the essence of purity remains the same. Being 
separate. Coming out from the world. Not engaging 
with uncleanness. 
 
Not in order to earn the right to be God’s people – this 
is nothing like teaching that we are saved by what we 
do. Because we are God’s people we are to live 
differently, 7:1 “Since we have these promises, dear 
friends, let us purify ourselves.” 
 
So what does that look like for you and me at the 
beginning of a new year?  
 
Well perhaps it will help us to think first about what it 
would have looked like for the Corinthians back in the 
first century. 
 
Paul uses the language of the temple in v16 – we are 
the temple of the living God. 
 
Back in the first century being a pagan meant 
worshipping at the temples of whichever gods you 
chose – the ones you thought were most likely to help 
you with your life. So if you were a farmer you’d spend 
much more time at the temples associated with gods 
of rainfall than you would if you were a manufacturer 
of beach wear. 
 
Paul is teaching them that being a Christian means 
forsaking all those temple events; even if you still 
nurture a lurking belief that those spiritual forces 
might help you or that the business contacts will be 
good ones. 
 
You couldn’t go and worship in such places without 
the ideas and the philosophy beginning to shape you 
mind and your thinking. You couldn’t go to such a 
place and not listen to the people. And, in the end, 
being yoked is about who you listen to. About who is 
shaping and influencing you. About who pulls the 
strings in your life. 
 
That’s why it’s so important not to get bogged down in 
the things Christians often say this passage is about. 
So, as I mentioned earlier, lots of Christians say this 
passage is saying that you shouldn’t go out with a non-
Christian. Or at least that you shouldn’t marry a non-
Christian. Others use the passage to argue that you 
shouldn’t go into business partnership with a non-
Christian. Or study theology at a secular university. Or 
all sorts of other things. 



 

 

But I don’t think this passage directly addresses any of 
those issues. 
 
Because this passage is about not allowing yourself, as 
a Christian, to have the strings of your life pulled by 
people who reject Jesus Christ. 
 
So in the business world it might be that entering into 
a partnership with someone who isn’t a Christian 
presents you with an opportunity to seize the agenda 
and run a business with Christian ethics and values. Or 
it might not. But equally this passage probably means 
that there are some lines of employment where non-
Christians have such hold over you as an employee 
that they are shaping your thinking and living to an 
unacceptable degree. Because Paul isn’t concerned 
about the legal form our relationship takes – 
partnership or employment. He’s concerned about 
whether Christians thinking is being shaped by Christ 
or by Satan. 
 
In personal relationships I’m going to stick my neck out 
say that this passage says nothing directly at all about 
whether or not you can date a non-Christian. In fact I 
don’t think it says anything about whether you should 
marry a non-Christian (though there are plenty of 
other passages in the Bible that make it clear that you 
can’t!). If you can have a personal relationship with a 
non-Christian that doesn’t shape your thinking and 
actions. That doesn’t significantly influence you. Then, 
as far as this passage is concerned, that’s fine. But, I 
would then want to ask, why would you want to date 
somebody who you hope will have no influence over 
your life? What an astonishingly shallow relationship 
that would be! A relationship that begins and ends 
with snogging probably isn’t covered by these verses. 
But then what kind of a sad person are you who thinks 
that a relationship that begins and ends with snogging 
is really worth investing any part of your life in in the 
first place? 
 
You can’t just read “come out from them and be 
separate” and think “ah well I’m not a business 
partner with a non-Christian and I’m not dating a non-
Christian so this doesn’t apply to me.” 
 
Because Paul wants you to look at all the relationships 
– with individuals, companies and organizations that 
shape who you are and what you value. And Paul says 
that any relationship that binds you in any way to 
thinking like a non-Christian is very, very dangerous. 
 
As most of you will know here at Christ Church we 
work very hard to be culturally liberal. To say that we 
believe all of creation reflects the wonder and majesty 
of God and that Christians are free to enjoy, science 

and paintings and novels and music and dancing and 
drinking and eating and holidays and cars and job and 
romance and everything else. And I am a passionate 
enthusiast for that belief. But that does not mean that 
everything is OK for everybody.  
 
There are some Christians here this morning who 
should not watch romantic comedies; because they 
make you sinful by yoking you to a Hollywood view of 
love and sexuality. 
 
There are some Christians here this morning who 
should not send their children to extra tuition and 
music lessons; because you are doing it to live your 
dreams through their success not because you are 
really loving what is best for your child. 
 
There are some Christian doctors and medical 
students here who should never ever be consultants 
because it will make you arrogant and proud and 
yoked to the godless values that pevade your 
profession. 
 
It’s not good enough, you see, just to give up casual 
sex, drunkenness and foul language. The purity God 
asks us for as his people is a radical purity. “Since we 
have these promises, let us purify ourselves from 
everything that contaminates body and spirit, 
perfecting holiness.” 
 
We must avoid the worst mistake in the world; 
conformity to the ideas of the world. 
 
And there are two massively important reasons why 
we must reject idolatry and embrace purity. The first is 
at the end of our passage. If we don’t live like this we 
show ourselves not to be God’s people at all. And if we 
are not God’s people we will face his judgment. We 
must embrace purity; because the alternative is 
terrible. 
 
The second reason this really matters is at the 
beginning of our passage. Why does Paul himself live 
like this? So that his ministry will not be discredited. 
You see, Christianity is not a set of ideas that we study 
as students in a lecture theatre and nod our heads to. 
It is a life that we are called to live as radical disciples 
invading a world opposed to God with a revolutionary 
message. This church, and the people in it, need to be 
radically pure because we are God’s people. We are 
the place from which God wants to invade Liverpool. 
And nobody will ever notice an invasion where the 
invading army look and act just like everybody else. 
The gospel will not transform your family, your friends 
or our city if it hasn’t first transformed us. 


