“Be Not Unequally Yoked Together with Unbelievers” (2 Cor. 6:14):

- a Chiastic Analysis of 2 Cor. 6:11-7:4a

In this short article, I wish to look at the structure of the above verses. In passing, I wish also to draw attention briefly to the fact, universally recognised in the commentaries, that the primary sinful behaviours which Paul is opposing here are idolatry and immorality. This is somewhat in contrast to a popular interpretation of 2 Cor. 6:14 (“Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers”) which sees marriage to an unbeliever as the primary meaning. It is indeed true that deliberately entering into such a liason ab initio by a believer would be unwise, and that avoiding this is surely a reasonable inference to draw from the passage, but the primary contextual focus is, I suggest, on idolatry/immorality, and, in the Corinthian context, the sinfulness of associating with idolatrous pagan religions, their immoral rituals, and immoral behaviour more generally. 

The teaching on avoiding idolatry is enclosed within two little sections (6:11-13 and 7:2-4a) which are somewhat obscure in meaning, in which Paul talks about his “enlarged heart” for the Corinthians, and that they are in his (enlarged) heart! The main message of these two little sections appears to be that just as Paul cares very much about them, so they can show a reciprocal “enlargement” by heeding to Paul’s teaching, (teaching which is given in the “enclosed” central section!) on idolatry. Cleverly, Paul matches structure and meaning!! 

Here, below, is an overall structural analysis of 2 Cor. 6:11-7:4a showing the two little “bookends, and the main section in the middle:
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Let us now focus on this central section, 2 Cor. 6:14-7:1, which shows the Corinthians how Paul wants them to respond. Below is a suggested structural outline which we will then discuss. 
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Verses 6:11

-

13

 

 

 a) Our mouth is open 

to you

 Corinthians

 

 

    b) the 

heart

 of us has been made larger

 

 

      c) you are 

not

 restrained in us but in yourselves

 

 

          d) Be enlarged also!

 

31 words

 

Verses 7:2

-

4a

 

 

           d`) Make room for us!  

 

        c`) we have 

not

 wronged anyone . . we do 

not

 

 

             speak for condemnation

 

     b`) I have said before you are in our 

hearts

 to die

 

           and to live together

 

 a) Great is my boldness 

toward you

 

x

 

x`

 

30 words

 

Main Section verses 6:14

-

7:1

 

Y

 


Notes:

 1) There is a symmetrical (chiastic) structure with God’s  commands to “come out from them and be separated” and “touch no unclean thing” in the centre. 
(labelled D).  

 2) We note too that the expression “says the Lord”  and two similar expressions occur three times  and these three expressions occur symmetrically placed about the centre of the chiasm (they are given in bold text in C, D and C` the diagram.

 3) Commands, statements of fact and promises are symmetrically located in the structure also.

 4) Within this symmetry, it is possible to see that Paul has given the Corinthians two different, but related, motives for obeying the commands in these verses. These two motives are the two “statements of fact” in B and B`. 

 In B, Paul appeals to the fact that the Corinthians already are the temple of the living God! This is the glorious spiritual reality of our situation “in Christ”: even though we often fall far short of this, we are counted and treated as the temple of God, just as we are counted as spiritually righteous in Christ even though we fail. The message of section D then as regards this upper section of the chiasm  is, “become more of what you already are!”

This is confirmed in section C by appeal to an Old Testament promise which is now gloriously true for believers in Christ. The language in section C is “tabernacle and temple” language—God dwelling in His temple in the midst of His people. 

In B`, we have a second motive. This time it is the promise that God will be our Father if we do what sections D and A` require. This is not “works righteousness” since in the upper section, Paul has made it clear that we already are God’s temple and that we are His people: we  therefore strive for holiness, righteousness and avoiding uncleanness, not in order to be saved, but because we have been saved by God’s grace, and because we want to be good and righteous and God has promised that if we do our part (D, A`), He will do His (C`). 

These two aspects of the Christian life—i) God’s election/our salvation by His grace  and ii) our response based upon God’s wonderful promises to this therefore both act together as motives for obedience. 

 5) But Paul has also sort of lined up these two motives with two related but different aspects of obedience. The “temple/election” aspect is connected primarily to holiness or separation, and the “God’s promises” aspect is connected primarily to righteousness or cleanliness. It is rather hard to separate these, but Paul does appear to distinguish between these two aspects in the way he has structured the passage.

 This  makes sense since the root idea of holiness is dedication and separation to God away from unholy people and things. We as individuals, and the church corporately, should be separated from an unholy environment and dedicated to God, and there is clearly a practical, “external” aspect to this separation. Cleanliness and righteousness refer to separation from sin itself and moving towards and pursuing righteousness which seems more an “internal” aspect i.e. cleansing and separation from sin in our hearts  (and, particularly in our present context, from the sins into which we might be led by the influences of unbelievers, idols etc.) 
Perhaps we could also see holiness as a “separation towards God”,  and  avoiding uncleanness and sin as a “separation away from bad things”

6) To show that Paul really does correlate holiness with the (realised) “us as temple (i.e. God’s house) promise” and righteousness with the promise of “us as God’s household” , let us look first at the lower half of the chiasm (which is slightly more straightforward I think), and then at the upper half. 

Here is the lower half of the chiasm, sections D to A`, restructured and re-labelled as a separate sub-chiasm:
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Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers

 

 i) For what partnership have righteousness and

 

           lawlessness

 

 ii) and what fellowship light with darkness

 

 iii) and what agreement Christ and Belial

 

 iv) or what part a believer with an unbeliever

 

 v) and what union a temple of God with idols?

 

a

 

B

 

For you are a temple of  [the] living God

 

Statement of fact

 

command

 

c

 

 a) Even as 

said God that

 

 

 b) I will dwell among them 

 

     and I will walk among them

 

     I shall be of them God and

 

     they shall be of me a people

 

promise

 

d

 

 Therefore come out from among them and be 

 

 separated

 

                      Says the Lord

 

 

And an unclean thing not touch

 

commands

 

C`

 

     b`) and I will receive you 

 

          and I will be to you for a Father

 

         and you shall be to me for sons and daughters

 

 

a`) 

says the Lord Almighty

 

promise

 

B

 

Having then these promises beloved

 

Statement of fact

 

A`

 

Let us cleanse ourselves from all defilements 

of flesh and of spirit

 

 

Perfecting/completing holiness in the fear of 

God.

 

commands

 

Holiness and separation

 

Cleanliness & righteousne

ss

 

righteousness

 

holiness

 


The promises are central (R) , then commands regarding righteousness on either side of the central section  - Q and Q` (please note the references to unclean and cleansing respectively). Then at the beginning and end of the chiasm (P and P`) we have commands regarding holiness—”be separate” and  “let us perfect holiness”.

So, the wonderful promises in R are immediately surrounded by calls to righteousness (Q and Q`), but these then have their place within the  context of holiness (P and P`).

We note that the “language” of R is that of a household—and sons and daughters are expected to show the family likeness—in this case the righteousness (cleanliness) for which holiness (separation) is a pre-requisite.

Now let us look at the upper half of the chiasm, we will see that the structure is the “inverse” of the lower chiasm - the “righteousness” and “holiness” aspects have swapped places:
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Lower Half of the Main Chiasm (2 Cor. 6:17

-

7:1)

 

p

 

 Therefore come out from among them and be 

 

 separated says the Lord

 

righteousness

 

R

 

 a)   and I will receive you 

 

     b)  and I will be to you for a 

Father

 and

 

 

        c) you shall be to me

 

                                           for 

 

           sons and daughters

 

 

      b`) says the 

Lord Almighty

 

 a`)  These then having the promises beloved

 

“condi-

tional” 

promises 

about  

becom-

ing 

God’s 

“house

-

hold”

 

Q`

 

righteousness

 

p`

 

Let us cleanse ourselves from all defilements of 

flesh                                                       6 words

 

 holiness

 

holiness

 

 And an unclean thing not touch

 

Q

and of spirit perfecting holiness in the fear of 

God.                                                       7 words

 

3 words

 

6 words

 

3 words

 

6 words

 

3 words

 

1 word

 

3 words

 

13 words

 

13 words

 

25 words

 


The other difference concerns the opening P and Q. When P and Q are considered together, P starts with the theme of righteousness, and Q ends with the “temple” theme (i.e. holiness). These opening and closing elements constitute an inclusio, with three additional themes (each of 6 words) related to these two elements in between. These additional 18 words therefore are intruded into the pattern of 13 words (P and Q),  25 words (R), 13 words (P` and Q`) which are common to both the upper and lower chiasms. This addition of 18 words makes the upper section slightly more complicated to describe than the lower section.

The language of the “R” section is that of the temple: whereas the R section in the lower half was that of the household as noted earlier, in the upper half the R section is that of the house itself—God’s house, the temple. 

There is therefore a logic to our main chiasm—in the upper “R” section, the “outside” is the believers, described as temple and people , and God is situated dwelling in the midst of them. The structure of the R thus section parallels this truth: God “dwells” in the midst of His people, and the statement that God dwells in their midst comes in the middle of the R section.  By contrast, in the lower “R” section, the structure places the sons and daughters in the middle, and God - as the Father who receives us and as God Almighty - is mentioned on either side of this centre.  We thus have a marvellous and glorious mutual indwelling of God and His people—He in us and we in Him.

Conclusion
I hope that this little study has shown the ability of a chiastic structural analysis to draw out aspects of the text, and hopefully of Paul’s thought, that are not so clear when the passage is read “linearly” - that is simply from start to finish—as in our Western tradition of reading.

It seems to me that Paul’s image of the unequal yoke is excellently “exposited” in the structure that follows! The main ideas of the passage (at least in the analysis being presented here) is that Paul makes a distinction between two related concepts— holiness (that is our separation and consecration to God from unholy people and things) and righteousness (in the present context, avoidance of unclean or unrighteous behaviours that are displeasing to God). (Perhaps then we could say that these are positive (pulling towards God) and negative (pushing away uncleanness) aspects of the same actions). Now, not all unrighteous behaviour is a result of mixing with unholy people and things and thereby being led astray, but nevertheless, these seem to be the particular types of sin with which Paul is mainly concerned here (although we note that Paul mentions cleansing ourselves from all defilements in 7:1), and this is where I think the image of the unequal yoke comes in.
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Upper  Half of the Main Chiasm (2 Cor. 6:14

-

17)

 

7 words

 

13 words

 

“addi-

tional”

 

 18 

words 

25 words

 

6 words

 

 i) For what partnership have righteousness and

 

           lawlessness

 

 ii) and what fellowship light with darkness

 

p

 

q

 

And an unclean thing not touch

 

R

 

 a) you for are a temple of 

God

 are of a living

 

                           (

naos     theou  este    zontos

)

 

      b) Even as said 

God

 that                              

 

 

                   c) I will dwell   

 

                                   among 

 

                        them 

 

 

      b`) and I will walk among them and  

 

            I shall be of them 

God 

 

 

 a`) and they shall be of me a people

 

“realised” 

promises 

about 

being 

God’s 

“house”

 

Q`

 

 Therefore come out from among them and be 

 

 separated says the Lord

 

Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers

 

 iii) and what agreement Christ and Belial

 

 iv) or what part a believer with an unbeliever

 

 v) and what union a temple of God with idols?

 

                                  (

nao theou meta eidolon)

 

righteousness

 

holiness

 

P`

 

holiness

 

righteousness

 

6 words

 

6 words

 

5 words

 

5 words

 

3 words

 

13 

words

 

 

 + 18 

words

 


Being yoked with unbelievers means being united with them in a particular activity or arrangement. A yoke of oxen is considered a single unit even though there are two individual animals. This therefore corresponds to the “holiness” aspect of Paul’s teaching. Holiness requires separation, and two yoked animals are not separate!

When two animals are yoked together, they have to go in the same direction. So, if one is yoked with an unbeliever, he may be led along sinful paths, and this therefore corresponds to the “righteousness” aspect of Paul’s teaching: we are more likely to sin when following the same path as people who do not belong to Christ.

A final word:

There are many excellent commentaries on 2 Corinthians (I have David Garland’s) which describe the Corinthian situation—the unequal yoke corresponded to a number of wrong behaviours by members of the Corinthian church especially idolatry and immorality which were extremely widespread at Corinth. These behaviours upset Paul greatly.

(Please note: the word counts in the above article are based on the Greek Received Text – the Textus Receptus). 

