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Last Sunday I walked into a classroom in our church’s building. There were 75 empty chairs and a dry erase board at the front, and I had the same thought I do most every week: “Help me
Jesus.”

It’s intimidating to be a leader of a group, whether you are leading a home-based small group, a Sunday school class, or some other kind of church gathering. If you don’t feel this way, the
maybe you should reconsider what you’ve been tasked to do: You are the leader for this group of people. If there is a question regarding a biblical text, you’re the de facto authority. It is

largely in your hands whether that hour or so will be well spent or wasted. You are going to stand before a group of human beings and help move them forward in their Christian walk. And then one day you
will stand before God and re-evaluate together how it all went (Heb. 13:17; James 3:1)

Feeling it yet? I hope so, because you should. It’s a weighty task, and one that deserves great care. That nervousness is healthy, because it’s really just a reflection of what you (and probably your group)
know to be true—you aren’t smart enough, entertaining enough, or talented enough to bring about real spiritual change.

That’s actually good news, if you let it be. It can either move you to paralysis and endless second guessing, or it can move you to deeper dependence and faith.

FIVE TIPS FOR SUNDAY SCHOOL TEACHERS

If you believe that God has put this group of people together for this purpose, then the best way to exercise that faith is to work hard. To get better. To make sure you are doing everything you can to embra
the Spirit of God who speaks through what God has spoken. In light of that, here are five things every group leader should put into practice.

1. Over-prepare, then limit yourself.

The resources are out there for the taking. Never before has so much information been available so easily. You can access commentaries, teaching plans, and sermons from hundreds of resources online.
After you start doing your research, you’ll quickly find out which of these resources best serve your own preparation and you’ll return to those again and again. And when you do, you’ll find that it’s no longe
struggle to fill your class time. The bigger struggle you’ll have is limiting your scope.

That limitation is important or your class will simply become the means by which you show everybody how smart you are. That’s a fail. Instead, articulate to yourself in writing what your main point is, after
deriving it from your personal study. Then use that main point as a gate for all the other information.

2. Foster an atmosphere of openness and discussion.

Instead of thinking about the most effective way you can teach, think instead about what question you might ask in order to help someone else in your group articulate the information. It’s okay if you stand
the front and simply give out the information, but it will be a more engaging and memorable experience if people come to the same conclusion seemingly on their own. After all, the goal is for truth to be
expounded.

3. Let people tell their stories.

Often if I’m leading a group in which people seem to be shy or have trouble participating in discussion, I’ll ask the group for a personal example of something that relates to the larger point, then use that
personal experience to springboard into a larger discussion:

“What is one time on a vacation when your plans didn’t go exactly right?” (for moving into a discussion of patience)
“Tell us about a time when your children did something that genuinely made you happy.” (for moving into a discussion about obedience and love)

Using these stories fosters the kind of open atmosphere you’re looking for and, at the same time, makes people more willing and confident in contributing.

4. Pray for your group. Specifically.

In a group where discussion is fostered, you’ll inevitably come to learn things about people’s lives. As those things come up, write them down. Pray for them throughout the week. Then, the next week, pull
person aside and ask them more about their situation. Not only is there incredible value in caring for people like this, it also links them emotionally to what’s going on in your group.

5. Think about the future.

To really think about the future of the people that God has entrusted to you, your goal must be bigger than seeing how big or popular your group could become. You have to recognize that your group will h
people who will be able to lead their own groups in the future. If your focus is on that future, your work of equipping future leaders will become regular part of what you do. Give them opportunities to lead th
discussions and teach the lessons. Help them by evaluating with them how things went. And then work with them to move them into greater leadership roles in the future. It’s about multiplication, not additi

Leading a group is an immense responsibility. It’s one that should be crafted and honed; one in which you and I can both grow. But by seeking that growth actively, we demonstrate our faith not in our abilit
lead or teach, but in the God who has given us this responsibility.

By Michael Kelley

Five Things Every Group Leader Should Do

International Sites Ú
Copyright © 2019 9Marks  Contact  Privacy Policy  Website Design by openbox9

https://www.9marks.org/articles/
https://www.9marks.org/by-author/michael-kelley/
https://www.9marks.org/contact/
https://www.9marks.org/privacy-policy/
http://openbox9.com/


Discipleship:	Next	Steps	
Oct.	6,	2019	
Westgate	Church	of	Christ	
	
DISCUSSION:	

1. How	does	Paul’s	logic	in	6:14	prove	that	God	cares	about	our	bodies?	

Our	bodies	will	be	raised	from	the	dead.		Although	they	will	be	very	different,	the	NT	
reiterates	the	theme	of	a	bodily	physical	resurrection	over	and	over.		It	seems	the	
Cornithians	were	adopting	a	sort	of	dualism	(what	I	do	in	my	body	doesn’t	really	matter	
since	it’s	only	temporary…now	what	happens	in	my	mind	and	spirit,	well	that’s	different).		
This	is	an	idea	counter	to	scripture,	Christ	is	redeeming	all	of	us,	our	broken	sinful	fleshly	
desires	(“sarx”)	and	our	weak	failing	bodies	(“soma”).	

2. How	are	the	Corinthians	supposed	to	view	their	“rights”	according	to	6:12-13,	and	
6:19?	

Their	rights	are	subjugated	to	the	Holy	Spirit.		There	are	things	that	are	allowed	in	
Christian	freedom	(see	1	Cor	8—meat	offered	to	idols),	but	these	have	to	be	measured	
against	their	costs	or	benefits	to	God’s	kingdom.	

3. How	is	sexual	sin	different	than	other	sins?		How	does	the	Bible	instruct	the	
believer	in	fighting	sexual	sin?	

In	a	judicial	sense,	all	sin	is	sin	and	leaves	us	equally	guilty	before	God.		However,	the	
emphasis	of	all	of	Scripture,	including	this	passage	in	1	Cor	6,	seems	to	indicate	that	there	
are	special	and	unique	consequences	of	sexual	sin.		We	know	this	to	be	true	from	our	own	
experience	as	well	(another	example	of	why	we	know	the	Bible	is	inspired,	it	is	true	to	
reality).	

FLEE!	

4. A	modern	idea	is	that	what	I	do	with	my	body	really	only	affects	me	(“so	stay	out	
of	my	bedroom!”).		Is	this	true	for	the	church?		Does	your	sexual	sin	affect	the	rest	
of	us?		How?	

This	does	not	seem	to	be	true	for	the	church.		Although	we	may	all	be	individuals,	we	are	
part	of	a	whole	(1	Cor	12,	Eph	4).		If	nothing	else,	if	you	are	in	bondage	to	sexual	sin,	then	
your	section	of	the	body	isn’t	functioning	at	full	capacity.		Additionally,	we	have	the	idea	of	
the	sexual	impurity	working	its	way	through	the	body	(1	Cor	5:6-13).	

5. In	what	ways	can	a	Christian	protect	himself	or	herself	from	falling	prey	to	sexual	
temptation	in	today’s	culture?		What	safeguards	have	you	placed	in	your	life	to	
protect	your	purity?	

It	is	really	hard.		There	are	many	practical	points	of	discussion	for	this	question.	

6. Has	the	prevalence	of	pornography	and	hyper-sexuality	in	our	society	caused	us	
to	drop	our	guard	in	the	area	of	sexual	sin?	
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I	think	so.		Although	you	could	also	argue	that	since	it’s	ever	present	every	day	you	are	
forced	to	deal	with	it	at	a	heart	level	and	can’t	just	rely	of	safeguards…but	in	general	I	
think	it	does	make	it	harder	to	live	a	life	of	holiness.		However,	as	wanton	as	our	culture	
is,	the	Greco-Roman-Corinthian	culture	was	still	worse,	so	we	don’t	have	an	excuse.			

7. What	is	“holiness?”		Were	the	Corinthians	living	lives	that	were	clearly	different	
from	those	around	them?		Why	does	God	expect	and	require	holiness	from	His	
children?	

A	separation	from	that	which	is	unclean	and	a	dedication	to	that	which	is	pure.			

No.	

Because	He	is	holy	and	we	are	being	made	into	his	image.	

8. It	would	be	easy	to	gloss	over	1	Cor	6:1–8	if	you’re	not	in	legal	dispute	with	
another	believer,	thinking	that	it	does	not	apply	to	you.	However,	there	are	many	
ways	we	seek	the	counsel	of	non-believers	as	a	first	resort,	even	if	it’s	not	about	a	
legal	matter.		In	what	ways/areas	do	you	run	to	the	world	to	resolve	issues	in	
your	life	instead	of	first	seeking	the	counsel	of	believers?		

I	stole	this	question…it’s	a	really	good	one.		We	do	this	a	lot,	often	without	thought,	relying	
on	experts	whose	worldview	is	directly	opposed	to	ours.			

9. Because	of	a	particularly	egregious	sin	within	the	Corinthian	church,	discussed	in	
1	Cor	5,	Paul	urged	them	to	expel	a	particular	unrepentant	member	(1	Cor	5:13).			
What	are	the	purposes	for	removing	someone	from	the	church?	

To	maintain	church	purity	(removing	the	persistent	bad	influence)	and	to	create	conditions	
for	repentance	in	the	presence	expelled.			In	discussing	this	I	would	note	that	this	would	
seem	to	be	reserved	for	cases	of	persistent	unrepentant	sin.		Also,	one	could	imagine	cases	
where	a	congregation	needlessly	goes	through	the	exercise	of	dis-fellowshipping	someone	
even	though	they’ve	already	left	and	don’t	really	care—which	might	not	accomplish	either	
goal.	

10. How	can	the	church	strike	the	right	balance	between	maintaining	purity	and	
holiness,	and	also	being	a	place	where	sinners	can	come	for	healing?	

1	Cor	5:12—we	need	to	reserve	our	expectations	for	those	who	have	declared	their	
allegiance	to	Christ.			

We	need	to	be	transparent	with	one	another—so	we	don’t	create	a	culture	where	we	all	
want	to	look	nice	and	put	together.	

We	need	to	be	patient	with	those	who	are	repentant	and	struggling,	while	also	
exhorting	and	encouraging	them	to	do	better.	
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We	want	to	maintain	a	clear	high	standard	of	holiness—realizing	that	this	is	what	God	
is	calling	us	to,	and	resist	the	urge	to	water	it	down	because	its	hard.	
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I have wri!en you in my le!er 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 (5:9–10). Paul’s comment here 

reminds me of the Christian proverb, 

“We are in the world, but not of the 

world.” From time to time Christians do 

try to get away from the world, to “come 

out from among them and be separate” (2 

Cor. 6:17). Christian groups have some-

times formed communities far away from 

society. I do not object to those who feel 

led to separate in this way.

But most of us, including the Corinthi-

ans, do not really have the luxury of get-

ting away physically from the immoral. 

Besides, how will we win these individu-

als for Christ if we are off in the desert? 

Both Paul and Jesus placed themselves 

right in the middle of sinners in the hope 

that others would find redemption. It is 

neither possible nor redemptive for all of 

us to remove ourselves from contact with 

those outside the church. Here is a help-

ful reminder for those of us who work 

and live almost entirely within Christian 

walls. "e time is not right for us to leave 

the world. We should find avenues to 

have a positive impact on it.

LIFE CHANGE

MAKE AN IMPACT

It is not time for us to leave the 

world yet. We should find 

avenues to have a positive impact 

on it.

Paul now clarifies what he meant when 

he told them not to associate with sexu-

ally immoral people. You must not asso-

ciate with anyone who calls himself a 

brother but is sexually immoral or 

greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a 

drunkard or a swindler (5:11). "is verse 

reminds us of something Paul writes in 2 

"ess. 3:14–15: “If anyone does not obey 

our instruction in this le#er, take special 

note of him. Do not associate with him, in 

order that he may feel ashamed. Yet do 

not regard him as an enemy, but warn 

him as a brother.”

Paul’s intentions for this comment are 

similar to the reasons for expelling the 

sexually immoral brother: (1) to keep the 

community pure and (2) to redeem the 

sinner. We must be very prayerful and 

careful in how we apply this injunction 

not to eat with an immoral Christian 

brother or sister. "ere are two very sig-

nificant differences between Paul’s cul-

tural context and ours that must make us 

consider whether this action would have 
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consider whether this action would have 

the same meaning today that it had in 

Paul’s day.

Eating together generally does not 

have the same connotations in our world 

that it did in Paul’s. In the secular world of 

Paul’s day you only ate with people of 

your same social status or people you 

wanted others to think you were like. In 

the Jewish world, you became impure if 

you ate with someone else that was 

impure. Perhaps we can begin to get some 

sense of the way they thought about 

uncleanness if we think of germs. Doctors 

tell us we would get far fewer colds if we 

washed our hands regularly a!er touch-

ing things like door knobs. Even if we 

have not touched anything, we some-

times wash our hands today just because 

we have been in certain “unclean” 

places—even if our mind tells us we do 

not need to. "is “feel” of uncleanness is 

similar to how Jews experienced the con-

cept with regard to impurity and holiness.

"ese are some of the reasons Jews did 

not eat with non-Jews (Acts 10:28) and 

why Peter and Paul argued at Antioch 

about whether Jewish and Gentile Chris-

tians could eat together (Gal. 2:11–14). 

"ese were also some of the reasons it 

was so scandalous for Jesus to eat with tax 

collectors and other notoriously immoral 

people (Ma#. 9:10–13)—he was infecting 

himself and perceived to give approval to 

the way they stole money from the peo-

ple. For Paul, eating and associating with 

immoral Christians was silent acceptance 

of their immorality.

Refusal to eat with them was also a 

shaming technique. Here we find a sec-

ond difference between Paul’s world and 

American culture. His was an honor-

shame culture while we focus much more 

on individual guilt. In our culture, we 

value being “true to yourself ” and “stick-

ing to your guns” when you feel strongly 

about something. We “agree to disagree.” 

We think of the conscience as a “li#le 

voice inside” that tells us whether we are 

living up to our principles. In contrast, 

the ancient world “honored” those who 

kept the values of the group and 

“shamed” those who deviated from them. 

You might be surprised at how much 

imagery in the Bible functions in this way. 

Paul says he is “not ashamed of the 

gospel” (Rom. 1:16), and Hebrews says 

Jesus went to the cross “scorning its 

shame” (Heb. 12:2). Similarly, the verses 

we mentioned from 2 "essalonians give 

us actions meant to make the sinning 

brother or sister feel shame for his or her 

immoral behavior.

Paul advised such actions because they 
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stood a fair chance of bringing the sin-

ning brother to repentance. In our world 

it is not clear that it would have such an 

effect. We would likely come across as 

vindictive or “holier than thou.”

MANNERS AND 

CUSTOMS
HONOR-SHAME CULTURE

"is is a culture oriented around 

the approval or disapproval of 

your group rather than around 

being true to yourself as an indi-

vidual. Many of today’s oriental 

countries place much importance 

on honor and shame.

"e principles behind Paul’s instruc-

tions remain as true as ever: (1) we cannot 

silently allow sin to continue in the 

church and (2) we should do everything 

we can to bring the fallen Christian to 

repentance. "e specific ways we go 

about these may not be the same as Paul’s, 

but the principles and goals remain the 

same.

Paul concludes his discussion of the 

sexually immoral man with some words 

that lead naturally into his next topic. In 

his non-democratic world run by secular 

power, Paul saw the justice of the world as 

something beyond his control or interest 

(5:12). However, the issue was different 

within the church: Are you not to judge 
those inside? God will judge those out-
side (5:12–13). We have already discussed 

this tension between not judging one 

another as individuals and carrying out 

discipline as a church. Both are appropri-

ate in different situations.

"e conclusion was as Paul had already 

said: “Expel the wicked man from 
among you” (5:13). Paul here alludes to a 

theme that plays itself out throughout the 

middle section of Deuteronomy.4 Sin in 

the camp has a corrupting influence on 

the whole church.5 Perhaps while the 

church today has rightly emphasized 

God’s gracious forgiveness, it has also 

forgo#en equally valid truths like the 

contagiousness of sin that is not brought 

to light and expelled from its presence.

Paul presents a very stark contrast 

between justice in the church and justice 

in the world in these verses. Paul seems to 

say that what happens in the world is not 

our business as Christians, it is God’s 

business, not ours. Yet many, if not most, 

American Christians consider various 

political positions and viewpoints to be 

4 See Deut. 17:7, 19:19, 21:21, 22:21, 24, 24:7.

5 
See Joshua 7 for the story of Achan and how 

his sin in the midst of Israel led to defeat in 

ba#le.
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part and parcel of a Christian point of 
view. We have sanctified things like the 
Revolutionary War or the Union position 
in the Civil War. Perhaps some or all of 
these viewpoints are correct, but we will 
want to explore in the next section 
whether this “separation of church and 
state” is the only valid way for the church 
to relate to the world.

GREAT THEMES

CHURCH DISCIPLINE

!e principles of church disci-
pline remain the same—the 
purity of the body and the recla-
mation of the sinner. But the ways 
we go about a"aining these goals 
may differ from those of Paul.

8

RUMORS OF BODY 
PROBLEMS:

TAKING EACH 
OTHER TO 

COURT
1 Corinthians 6:1–11

Paul will return to sexual immorality 

and the infectious danger it posed to the 
Corinthian community in a moment (in 
6:12).1 In the middle of these discussions 
relating to sexual immorality, 1 Cor. 
6:1–11 deals with another situation at 
Corinth that threatened to “infect” the 
church. Some members of the church 
were taking other members to court. Paul 
believed that by Christians taking fellow 
believers before pagan authorities, the 
Corinthians were not only showing that 
they were spiritually defeated, but they 
were shaming Christ before the world. 
!ey were disgracing the church in front 

1 First Corinthians 5–6 thus have somewhat of 

an A-B-A pa"ern, a pa"ern where an author 

briefly interrupts a topic with a related subject 

and then returns to the original topic. !us 

5:1–13 and 6:12–20 deal with the issue of sex-

ual immorality as a threat to the community 

from the outside. In the middle of this discus-

sion, 6:1–11 deal with the threat that comes 

from taking ma"ers of the church to a worldly 

forum.
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of pagans and submi!ing to an authority 
that came from the realm where Satan 
held control.

If any of you has a dispute with 
another, dare he take it before the 
ungodly for judgment instead of before 
the saints? (6:1). First Corinthians 6 rein-
forces our sense that Paul believes the 
church has the authority to make deci-
sions about the personal lives of those 
within it. Other than him, Paul’s churches 
did not have centralized authorities who 
might make such authoritarian decisions. 
It is not clear that they had something 
like a “senior pastor.” Rather, Paul’s 
churches seem to have a group of “elders” 
and “overseers” who together served as 
an authority in the church (Phil. 1:1). Paul 
clearly felt that God’s authority extended 
to personal ma!ers like marriage (1 Cor. 
7:36), but the early Christians largely 
continued to make decisions like these on 
their own, just as they had before they 
came to Christ.

However, Paul believed those who took 
other Christians to court were giving the 
world authority over Christ. Remember 
that the church is the place of the Spirit, 
the place where we are sanctified and 
protected from the power of sin and 
Satan. In contrast, the world is the place 
to which Paul had just expelled the sexu-

ally immoral man, delivering him over to 
Satan. It was a place where sin holds 
power over the flesh. "e world’s values 
and standards of judgment were not 
those of God!

Paul now reminds them of the author-
ity God will grant to Christians. !e 
saints will judge the world … we will 
judge angels (6:2–3). We can be thankful 
to the Corinthians for their problem, for 
these verses give us some missing pieces 
in Paul’s teaching on the end times. 
Clearly Paul believed that we would par-
ticipate in the judgment of the world 
along with Christ, assisting Christ in 
some way to administrate the outpouring 
of God’s wrath on the earth.

So o#en when we read 1 "ess. 4:17, 
we picture ourselves rising from the earth 
to meet Jesus and then going off to be 
with him in heaven forever: “we who are 
still alive and are le# will be caught up 
together with them in the clouds to meet 
the Lord in the air. And so we will be with 
the Lord forever.” Of course Paul does not 
say where we will be with the Lord. Appar-
ently at some point a#er this “rapture” we 
will return to the earth to judge the world 
and angels.2 Jesus mentions in Ma!hew 

2 "e word rapture is a word many Christians 

today use in reference to the “seizing” of 

Christians from the earth mentioned in 1 
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that the disciples will “sit on twelve 
thrones, judging the twelve tribes of 
Israel” (Ma!. 19:29). We thus have good 
reason to think that God has some work 
for us to do on earth immediately a"er 
the resurrection.3

Is it possible that there is nobody 

among you wise enough to judge a 

dispute between believers? (6: 5). While 
Paul did not want to shame the Corinthi-
ans for the way they were thinking them-
selves superior to him, he felt much more 
strongly about what they were doing to 
each other. His wording in these verses is 
very sarcastic. #ey were claiming to be 

truly wise and denigrating his knowledge 
and intellect. Meanwhile, they had no 
one “wise” enough in the church to se!le 
trivial ma!ers.

Paul sarcastically suggests that even 
the individuals in the church of li!le 

account (6:4) could judge these ma!ers. 
By this comment Paul may refer to the 
actual leaders of the church, individuals 
who supported Paul but whom the Apol-
los group demeaned. We realize that 
Paul’s comments about taking each other 
to court were not made in a vacuum. He 
knows the specifics and the a!itudes 
involved in this situation and considers 
them inappropriate. #is is an important 
element to consider when we apply these 
verses to today. Just as Paul says not to 
judge in 4:5 and then judges in 5:3, we 
must always remember that Paul is not 
just giving us theory and theology in 1 
Corinthians. He is addressing specific 
situations.

One brother goes to law against 

another (6:6). It is unlikely that a wealthy 
member of the church would take a poor 
person in the church to court. What hope 
would there be of gaining anything? Simi-
larly, the Roman legal system was not a 
place where the poor could take the rich 
to court. It is therefore likely that this is a 
squabble among the more materially 

#essalonians 4. Strictly speaking the Bible 

does not use the word in reference to this 

event.
3 #e question of how to integrate Revelation’s 

teaching with Paul is a difficult one. Paul gives 

us no sense that the resurrection of which he 

speaks is only of those martyred for Christ (1 

#ess. 4:16: Rev. 20:4–5). Of course he does 

not say it is not, so one way to fit these two 

together is to see Paul’s resurrection as a res-

urrection only of the martyred. However, 

another option is to see much of Revelation as 

symbolic at these points. For example, if Paul’s 

resurrection only refers to the martyred, then 

John himself will not be raised until a"er the 

millennium, since he is the only disciple not to 

die for his faith!
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empowered members of the community.
It is not at all clear that justice would 

have been the outcome of such trials. 
Indeed, Paul’s prolonged appearances 
before the governor Felix in Acts were in 
effect solicitations for bribes (Acts 24:26). 
In Paul’s appearance before a proconsul at 
Corinth, the proconsul dismissed the 
issue as irrelevant to him (Acts 18:12–17). 
I suppose if someone had offered Gallio 
money, he might have shown more inter-
est. Justice was clearly not necessarily to 
be expected in the Corinthian court.

In short, the whole ma"er was a farce 
to Paul. !e very fact that you have 
lawsuits among you means you have 
been completely defeated already (6:7). 
#e incident of taking one another to 
court was yet another proof that the 
church was full of a carnal, divisive spirit. 
#is was the same factional spirit they 
showed when they ranked each other on 
the basis of who had baptized them 
(1:13–17, 3:1–9). Paul tells the Corinthi-
ans that it would be be"er to suffer wrong 
and be cheated than to take their brothers 
and sisters in Christ to court. As previ-
ously noted, these were probably wealthy 
individuals who had no real need, taking 
the others to court over their honor, 
teaching the others a lesson, and making 
a point.

Is there ever a situation where a Chris-
tian can legitimately take another Chris-
tian to court? #ankfully most of us will 
never have to face this issue. If we do, Paul 
makes it clear that an “I’m going to get 
mine” a"itude is not one Christ supports. 
Our a"itude should rather embody the 
values Paul mentions when he says, Why 
not rather be cheated? (6:7). You could 
easily argue that sin is almost always 
involved somewhere when a Christian 
takes another Christian to court.

Yet it is equally clear that Paul is 
addressing a specific situation with spe-
cific individuals in mind. As with his 
comments on judging, Paul knows that 
the specific action they are taking is inap-
propriate and unChristlike. In a demo-
cratic society whose justice system in part 
reflects Judeo-Christian values, Paul 
might in some cases consider it appropri-
ate to se"le ma"ers in the public forum. 
Clearly many American Christians draw 
much less of a line between the church 
and the state than Paul did, as we o$en 
vote for laws that we think promote Chris-
tian values. In other words, we o$en con-
sider the things of Caesar to be ma"ers of 
interest to us today. As always, the appli-
cation of Scripture to today is a ma"er for 
intense prayer and consultation of the 
body of Christ.
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LIFE CHANGE
DON’T TELL IT TO THE JUDGE

Sin is almost always involved 
somewhere when a Christian 
takes another Christian to court. 
Christians should never take oth-
ers to court without a serious 
examination of their motives and 
the consultation of other Chris-
tians with spiritual discernment.

Do you not know that the wicked 
will not inherit the kingdom of God?
(6:9). Here is a clear indication that Paul 
does not have an “eternal security” view 
of individual salvation. He is talking to 
people in the church, people who have 
been “sanctified in Christ Jesus” (1:2). He 
is warning them that their wicked a!i-
tudes and behavior endanger their even-
tual participation in the kingdom of God.

Nor does Paul hold the Lutheran view 
that we are “at the same time sinner and 
righteous if we are always repenting.”4

Paul consistently expects blameless moral 
behavior from his churches (Phil. 2:15; 
Col. 1:28). If a wicked lifestyle arises or 
persists a"er you have come to Christ, 
you are in danger of missing the kingdom.

Sexually immoral … idolaters … 

adulterers … male prostitutes … homo-
sexual offenders … thieves … the 
greedy … drunkards … slanderers … 
swindlers (6:9–10). #e emphasis of this 
list may imply that the trivial case in 
some way related to the sexual immoral-
ity of the church, although we cannot 
know for certain. #is verse nevertheless 
helps connect the flow of the entire sec-
tion (chaps. 5–6) with its emphasis on 
sexual sins.

A question we might ask is whether 
one incidence of drunkenness makes a 
person a drunkard. On an issue like adul-
tery, the impact of just one act of adultery 
has such incredible consequences that we 
would probably think of a person as an 
adulterer a"er a single instance of adul-
tery. But my sense is that Paul has types of 
people in mind here rather than a person 
who commits a sinful act one time. #is 
observation does not lesson the sinful-
ness of adultery, greed, or slander. Paul 
tells us that as Christians we are not to let 
sin reign in our mortal bodies (Rom. 
6:12). Our quest here is rather to hone in 
precisely on what Paul is saying in this 
passage.

What we know about ancient Mediter-
ranean personality pushes us to think 
that they saw people as “types” of people. 
A homosexual offender was thus the type 

4 Martin Luther’s, Lectures on Galatians.
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of person who regularly sleeps with those 
of the same gender. An adulterer was a 
person who was repeatedly sleeping with 
other people’s wives. A drunkard was 
someone who was always ge!ing drunk. 
In other words, it does not seem likely 
that Paul is thinking so much about a 
person who does something one time in 
these verses, but about people whose 
behavior is consistently a certain way. If I 
slander someone one time, I must repent 
and ask God’s forgiveness for my sin, as 
well as the forgiveness of the other per-
son I have slandered. But I do not become 
a slanderer in the way Paul means here 
unless I have an unrepentant a!itude 
toward the slander I have done and con-
tinue to slander. Paul is thus not making a 
“one sin you’re out” point. His point is 
rather that these kinds of behaviors are 
inconsistent with the kingdom of God, 
and a person who persists in them cannot 
be a part of it.

An item of particular interest to our 
modern context is Paul’s mention of 
“male prostitutes” and “homosexual 
offenders.” #e second word in particular 
(arsenokoitïs) does not appear in any 
known Greek literature prior to Paul, 
giving us uncertainty about its precise 
meaning. But the best suggestion, in my 
opinion, is that it grew out of the Greek 

translation of Lev. 18:22: “Do not lie with 
a man [arsēn] as one lies with a woman 
[literally, a woman’s bed, koitē]; that is 
detestable.” In Paul’s day, a “homosexual 
offender” is someone who practices 
homosexual acts on another. He would 
probably be married and have children as 
well. #e practice was apparently some-
what common in some ancient Greek cir-
cles, particularly between older men and 
adolescent boys.

Accordingly, the word translated “male 
prostitutes” [literally, “so$ ones”] proba-
bly refers to the passive partners who 
participate in such acts, possibly for pay. 
Paul thus considers both types of partici-
pation in homosexual activity a wicked 
practice, just as the man who was sleep-
ing with his father’s wife or those appar-
ently visiting prostitutes. As we men-
tioned in our discussion of 1 Corinthians 
5, Paul considered all the sexual prohibi-
tions of the Old Testament to remain in 
force for the Christian.

Paul probably conceptualized this issue 
a li!le differently from the way some do 
today. For example, Paul was thinking of 
someone who practiced homosexuality in 
these verses. #e concept of a homosex-
ual orientation, a propensity that might or 
might not express itself in action, would 
probably be foreign to Paul. A homosex-
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ual to Paul was someone who participated
in homosexual actions. If we expand the 

discussion to include Jesus’ comments in 

Ma!. 5:27–30, we can include as immoral 

someone who lusts a"er someone else of 

the same sex, just as it is inappropriate for 

someone to lust a"er someone of the 

opposite sex.

Another important question is 

whether God will always take away homo-

sexual desires when such a person comes 

to Christ. Certainly God always gives us 

the strength to overcome the specific 

temptations to actions, but may not 

always take away the orientation, just as 

He doesn’t take away sexual desire from a 

heterosexual or always remove the 

propensity for addictive behavior from 

the one tempted with drunkenness.

#ese are issues I think the church is 

only beginning to pray through, issues we 

may face increasingly in the days to 

come. Homosexuals who come to Christ 

or rededicate their lives to Christ o"en do 

not find welcome in our churches. We 

o"en lack faith that God can really give 

them victory over sinful desires. Some 

view their sin with such disgust that they 

can hardly bring themselves to love 

them. #ese are areas where we must 

trust in God’s power to give us victory 

over sin, as well as them.

And that is what some of you were. 
But you were washed, you were sancti-
fied, you were justified in the name of 
the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit 
of our God (6:11). Here we get a glimpse 

into the make-up of the Corinthian 

church. Paul does not tell us which of the 

sins he has mentioned were those of some 

of the Corinthians, but apparently some 

practiced one or another of them. Given 

Paul’s emphasis on sexual immorality, 

this area seems the most likely prior sin 

he has in mind. Indeed, since Paul goes 

on in the la!er half of the chapter to 

address the ma!er of visiting prostitutes, 

Paul’s “past tense” statement here is prob-

ably a not-so-subtle reminder for the 

Corinthians to get back in line on some of 

these issues.

Paul does not give us a strict order of 

salvation in this verse: washing, sanctifi-

cation, justification. #e context makes it 

clear that he is talking about various 

aspects of what happens when a person 

first comes to Christ. Washing reminds us 

of the external act of baptism and, more 

importantly, the internal cleansing of our 

sins. When they came to Christ, the indi-

viduals who had practiced these “un-

clean” lifestyles were cleansed of the sin 

of their actions.

Sanctification in this context (initial) is 
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somewhat synonymous to cleansing, but 
also evokes the image of the Holy Spirit 
coming within us (2 !ess. 2:13). In addi-
tion, it implies that we become God’s 
“property”; we become identified as 
“holy” to God. Finally, justification is a 
legal term and has to do with our legal 
innocence before God, made possible by 
the sacrificial death of Christ. We will 
now be found “not guilty” on the Day of 
Judgment and will be saved from God’s 
wrath.

9

RUMORS OF BODY 
PROBLEMS:

VISITING 
PROSTITUTES

1 Corinthians 6:12–20

It is not immediately obvious to us how 

the various themes of these verses relate 
to one another. On the one hand, they 

seem to anticipate a number of the topics 
Paul will take up in the second half of the 
le"er (1 Cor. 7–16). Such topics include 
the appropriate context for sexual rela-
tionships (1 Cor. 7), food sacrificed to 
idols (1 Cor. 8–10), the body of Christ (1 
Cor. 12), and the truth of the resurrection 
(1 Cor. 15). In this sense these verses serve 
as a good transition to the second half of 
the le"er.

On the other hand, we can interpret all 
these comments in a way that relates 
them to sexual immorality in the 
Corinthian church. In particular, some of 
the men in the church were apparently 
taking advantage of the city’s prostitutes. 
We should remember that prostitution 
was both legal and acceptable in ancient 
Mediterranean culture. Although it is not 
clear if Corinth had temple prostitutes at 
this time, temples of the ancient world 
did sometimes have such “services” avail-
able—particularly the temples of fertility 
goddesses.

We should also keep in mind that 
Mediterranean society did not consider it 
adultery for a man to sleep with a prosti-
tute. Adultery was commonly defined as 
the shaming of a man by sleeping with his 
wife.1 Secular society only considered 

1 B. J. Malina and R. L. Rohrbaugh, Social-

Science Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels 
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sleeping with another woman adultery if 
she was married to someone else. In 
other words, Mediterranean society 
placed great restrictions on a female, but 
almost none on a male. As we mentioned 
in our discussion of 1 Cor. 6:9, it was 
apparently even acceptable in many cir-
cles for men to have sexual relationships 
with boys.2

Sexual immorality was thus one of the 
main problems Paul and other early 
Christian leaders had to address regularly 
with Gentile converts to Christianity. 
!ey would need to teach such individu-
als that visiting prostitutes was inappro-
priate for a Christian. So many of the 
sexual values we consider obvious would 
not have come up on the “radar screen” of 
new Gentile converts, even if they were 
the common values of the Jews of the day. 
We notice that Paul’s tone is less aggres-
sive in this section than it was with regard 
to the man sleeping with his step-mother. 
!us Paul does not command the church 
to expel the individuals he is addressing 
in 6:12–20.

KEY IDEAS

Sexual immorality was one of the 
main problems Paul and other 
early Christian missionaries 
addressed regularly with Gentile 
converts to Christianity.

!e trigger for the section seems to be 
the verses that just precede it. In them 
Paul has stepped back from the topic of 
lawsuits at Corinth and generalized about 
the fact that the unrighteous will not 
inherit the kingdom of God (6:9). In the 
process of recounting some of the most 
obvious unrighteous acts, he has men-
tioned several varieties of sexual 
immorality, including homosexual prac-
tice, adultery, and sexual immorality in 
general.

In this context 6:12 begins to counter 
the sense of some at Corinth that there 
were no restrictions on the way a Chris-
tian man used his body: “Everything is 
permissible for me” (6:12). !e NIV has 
rightly put this statement in quotations, 
meaning that Paul is citing a Corinthian 
slogan at this point. !e fact that the 
same words appear verbatim twice here 
and then again in 10:23 gives us good 
reason to think that Paul was either citing 
a clause from the Corinthian le"er they 
wrote him (7:1) or referring to a known 
slogan of some in the community.

One of the things that makes the train 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 53.
2 So C. H. Talbert, Reading Corinthians: A 

Literary and !eological Commentary on 1 and 2 

Corinthians (Crossroad, 1989), 32.
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One of the things that makes the train 
of thought in this section so difficult to 
follow is that Paul seems to be quoting a 
number of things the Corinthians have 
been saying to excuse their behavior, 
Corinthian slogans. But unfortunately, 
ancient Greek does not have quotation 
marks, so it is sometimes difficult for us 
to know when Paul is quoting them and 
exactly where the quotations end. Here is 
yet another reminder that we are reading 
someone else’s mail, an inspired conversa-
tion between Paul and the ancient 
Corinthians. "ey would have known 
immediately who said what. Unfortu-
nately, we have to do our best to figure it 
out.

When discussing 1 Corinthians 5 we 
brainstormed about where the Corinthi-
ans might have go#en the idea that there 
were no moral restrictions on a Chris-
tian. We wondered if some of them had 
twisted Paul’s teaching that the Christian 
is “not under the law” (1 Cor. 9:20) to 
mean that Christians had complete lib-
erty. But clearly Paul did have definite 
moral expectations for a Christian and, as 
we saw in chapter 5, he especially did not 
accept sexual immorality in the church.

We see for the first time in this part of 
chapter 6 a strategy we will see many 
more times before the le#er is done. 

Rather than flat-out contradict the 
Corinthians, Paul starts where they are 
and gently leads them toward healthier 
courses of action. We might be surprised 
that he does not just say, “No, you’re 
wrong. Everything is not permissible to 
you.” Instead, he accepts their claim and 
then qualifies it.

Not everything is beneficial (6:12). 
Paul accepts in theory that everything is 
permissible for them. We are reminded of 
Augustine’s famous teaching, “Love God 
and do what you want.”3 "e idea is that 
if you truly love God you will not want to 
do bad things or things that displease 
Him.

Paul’s responses are clever. If the 
Corinthians were priding themselves for 
their wisdom and boasting in Apollos for 
his secular training, Paul responds with a 
couple answers from contemporary 
rhetoric and philosophy. “Not everything 
is beneficial,” he tells them (6:12). "is 
answer comes straight from the hand-
books on how to make persuasive 
speeches. One of the techniques was to 
show the audience that your course of 
action is beneficial, while the opposite 
course is harmful.

I will not be mastered by anything
(6:12). "is comment reminds us of two 

3 Confessions.
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essays by a contemporary of Paul, Philo of 
Alexandria: “Every Bad Person Is a Slave” 
and “Every Good Person Is Free.” Paul 
uses a li!le Stoic philosophy on them: the 
person who lacks virtue is not truly free. 
Here we see that Paul knows secular wis-
dom; he just does not take pride in it like 
the Corinthians.

“Food for the stomach and the stom-
ach for food” (6:13). "e NIV is probably 
correct to consider this statement as a 
Corinthian slogan. At first it is not clear 
how it relates to sexual immorality, 
reminding us of how much we do not 
know about this conversation. It is also 
not immediately clear whether the entire 
statement should be in quotes. Some 
scholars cannot see Paul saying that God 
will destroy the stomach, since they think 
it implies a negative view of the body. 
"ese scholars would extend the quote to 
the end of the sentence.

On the whole, we favor the following 
interpretation. "ese Corinthians were 
comparing the body’s need for sex to the 
stomach’s need for food. "eir slogan was 
something like our sentiment, “You’ve 
got to eat.” In their case, they were saying 
that men need to fulfill their sexual urges 
because that is what the male body was 
made for.

Again, some see the comment God 

will destroy them both as part of the 
Corinthian slogan. "e thought of the 
Corinthians would thus be, “God is going 
to destroy our bodies anyway, so what 
does it ma!er what I do with it.” While 
the Corinthians may have thought this 
way, I suspect the NIV has identified the 
quote correctly. Paul points out that food 
and the stomach are both aspects of this 
age, not the next.4 "ese “needs” are not 
as important as the Corinthian men are 
making them out to be. One cannot live 
without food, but can live quite well with-
out intercourse.

Yet even if the current form of our 
bodies will pass away, God needs to be 
Lord of them. God is Lord of our bodies, 
not just our spirits. !e body is not 
meant for sexual immorality, but for 
the Lord, and the Lord for the body
(6:13). Paul did not see our bodies and 
spirits as unrelated. Some of the Corinthi-
ans may have thought that their bodies 
had nothing to do with their spirituality, 
but Paul did not agree. God has claims to 

4 What Paul actually says is “but God will 

destroy both this [belly] and these 

[foods]” (6:13). Paul does teach that our resur-

rection body will be in continuity with our 

earthly, physical body. But our resurrection 

body will be a spiritual body, not a fleshly one 

with a stomach or intestines.
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our bodies, just as to our spirits.

He will raise us (6:14). When we dis-

cuss 1 Corinthians 15 we will see that 

some of the Corinthians did not believe in 

the resurrection of their bodies. !e idea 

that we get our bodies back a"er death 

would have been ludicrous to many 

ancients. !ey may have believed in the 

immortality of their souls, but they saw 

no future for their bodies.

Paul here foreshadows his later discus-

sion by noting that God is concerned with 

our bodies. Not only does our body 

belong to the Lord now, but God has a 

claim on the body of the Christian in the 

future as well. When Christ returns, the 

dead in Christ will rise and our bodies 

will become transformed.

Do you not know that your bodies 

are members of Christ himself? (6:15). 

Paul now gets to the issue at hand: the 

sexual immorality of some in the church 

who are visiting prostitutes. He starts 

with a theme he will develop in chapter 

12. We all as Christians make up together 

the body of Christ. We are each a part of 

his body. Since our bodies are also the 

Lord’s, our bodies are also part of the 

body of Christ.

Shall I then take the members of 

Christ and unite them with a prosti-

tute? Never! (6:15). Paul is very graphic 

here and gives us a distasteful picture. 

!e person who “unites” his “parts” with 

a prostitute is uniting the members of 

Christ with her. !e absurdity of such an 

action is immediately obvious. “God for-

bid!” Paul says in the strongest terms. 

What are you thinking?

We can say the same thing today. We 

can wonder if the amount of sexual 

immorality in the church today would 

decrease if the tempted would “take 

Christ with them” into such situations. If 

the Christians tempted to commit adul-

tery were aware that they were taking 

Christ into that bedroom, would they 

make a hasty retreat? !is principle 

might change a great many outcomes, 

not just in terms of our sexual behavior, 

but in all the areas of our life.

“!e two will become one flesh”

(6:16). Paul here reminds the Corinthians 

of the bond that results from the sexual 

act. It is a bond that God intended for 

marriage, as Paul’s mention of Gen. 2:24

indicates. It is not an activity that one 

simply “does” and then walks away. It is 

not a casual activity for fun or sport. It is 

meant to be an act that creates a bond 

that is never “put asunder.” Under the 

influence of TV, movies, and contempo-

rary American culture, some Christians 

today are tempted to think too lightly of 
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sex. To such people, Paul’s words remind 
us of how seriously the Bible treats every 
sexual union.

On the other hand, other Christians 
run the risk of over-reading passages like 
these. !e Corinthians needed to learn 
that having sex with a prostitute was unit-
ing with someone like you unite with 
someone in marriage. Some today have 
gone further and argued that sex equals
marriage in God’s eyes and thus that you 
are forever married to the first person 
with whom you have sex. !is is a poten-
tially dangerous idea that neither Jesus 
nor Paul taught.

It is true that if everyone acted accord-
ing to God’s ideal, everyone would be 
married to the first person with whom he 
or she had sex. But because of sin, sex 
sometimes takes place outside of a mar-
riage relationship. In such cases, both 
Jesus and Paul did teach that you have 
become “one flesh” with the other person. 
But they did not teach that you must then 
marry the person with whom you sinned. 
Some Christians believe that teenagers 
who fall into pre-marital sex must marry 
because they are “already married” in 
God’s eyes. I have even heard some Chris-
tians advocate that individuals who are 
divorced and remarried should divorce 
the people they are currently with and 

return to their original spouses. !e idea 
is that in God’s eyes they are still married 
to the first spouse anyway.

!ese are very dangerous interpreta-
tions indeed with potentially devastating 
consequences. !e Bible never says that 
becoming “one flesh” is marriage. Becom-
ing one flesh is meant for marriage, but it 
is not the same as marriage. Paul’s teach-
ing with regard to the prostitute makes 
the point. Paul never says that a man who 
has had sex with a prostitute should track 
that prostitute down and marry her. I 
suspect the very thought would have 
horrified him. None of the biblical 
authors discuss the act of sex in such 
mechanistic terms. Indeed, the very con-
cept of “first sex-act equals marriage” 
runs into logistical difficulties if one of 
the partners is not a virgin. Even if visit-
ing the prostitute was the first sex act for 
the Corinthian man, it certainly would 
not have been hers. Would Paul then 
argue that all these individuals must 
remain celibate? He does not, because 
this line of thinking is foreign to what he 
was thinking.

We notice also that the Old Testament 
actually prohibited a man from remarry-
ing his first wife a#er she had married 
someone else, even calling it an “abomi-
nation” to the LORD (Deut. 24:4).5 A polyg-
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amous man presumably became “one 
flesh” with each of his wives, entailing the 
same level of unity between him and each 
of them. !us Jacob became “one flesh” 
with Leah, Rachel, Zilpah, and Bilhah. 
We begin to see how foreign the legalistic 
perspective we are addressing is from that 
of Jesus, Paul, and particularly the Old 
Testament.

Paul points out the significance of the 
sex act to the Corinthians—it is as serious 
as marriage. But he did not teach that the 
act created a marriage or had the same 
consequences as marriage. As Christians 
we believe that there is forgiveness for 
sin—even for sexual sin. Paul has nothing 
to say about the future relationship of 
these individuals with the prostitute. 
!ey have sinned; they must stop. If two 
teenagers are having sex before marriage, 
they should stop. Perhaps one day they 
will marry each other. But sound wis-
dom, not to mention the statistics on 
teenage marriages, should make us think 
long and hard before pressuring these 
children to commit to a life-long relation-
ship. If two Christians are divorced and 
remarried, they should start over from 
where they are. Whatever sin is in their 
past is just as forgiven as any other. !ey 

should move on in the Lord.
But he who unites himself with the 

Lord is one with him in spirit (6:17). 
Paul reminds the Corinthians that they 
take Christ’s spirit with them wherever 
they go and whatever they do. As deep as 
the physical connection is with someone 
with whom you are “one flesh,” the con-
nection is even deeper with Christ. It is 
spiritual. In the end, our whole person 
belongs to the Lord: “!e body is … for 
the Lord” (6:13) and we are “one with him 
in spirit” (6:17).

Flee from sexual immorality (6:18). 
Here Paul begins a fi"ing end to his dis-
cussion of prostitutes and indeed an 
appropriate end to the entire section 
(chapters 5 and 6). !is general statement 
is what the Corinthians should draw from 
the entire discussion: sexual immorality 
and Christianity do not mix. All other 
sins a man commits are outside his 
body, but he who sins sexually sins 
against his own body (6:18). !e first 
part of this sentence has generated end-
less discussion, since the word other is not 
in the Greek. Some scholars have thus 
suggested that we are dealing once again 
with a Corinthian slogan: “Sin does not 
have anything to do with the body.” Paul 
would then counter that sexual sins are 
indeed sins against your body.5 Likely due to the immense shame such a 

remarriage would have brought at that time.
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!is interpretation makes sense, 

although Paul has not le" us any clues 

that he was quoting the Corinthians here. 

Perhaps we should thus do our best to 

interpret the verse as it stands, taking it 

very loosely: most sins do not harm one’s 

body in the way that sexual sins do. But 

whatever the precise meaning, Paul was 

not thinking about physical harm here, 

things like sexually-transmi#ed diseases 

and such. Rather, he had spiritual harm 

in view.

Paul has already warned the Corinthi-

ans that sexual sin has a corrupting effect 

on the church, the body of Christ. !is is 

the kind of yeast that works its way 

through the whole lump (5:6). When Paul 

says that sexual sin is sin against one’s 

own body, he is thus using the word body
in two ways at the same time: (1) the phys-

ical body of the person visiting the prosti-

tute and (2) the body of Christ, the 

church.

Do you not know that your body is a 

temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in 

you, whom you have received from 

God? (6:19). !is statement is striking in 

that the word body is singular, but the 

word your is plural. Earlier in the le#er 

Paul has told the Corinthians as a whole 

that “you yourselves are God’s 

temple” (3:16). Now he says that “your 

[plural] body is a temple of the Holy 

Spirit.” Paul may thus give a double mean-

ing to his words. !e person who sins 

sexually sins against his body—both his 

individual body and the body of Christ.

Christians have o"en used this verse to 

argue against things like smoking and 

drinking. Certainly we should be good 

stewards of the bodies God has given us, 

just as we should be good stewards of the 

environment He has provided for us. But 

the meaning of this verse is as much or 

more about the body of Christ as it is 

about my individual body, and the harm 

in view is much more spiritual than physi-

cal. It refers more to Christians together, 

the “temple of the Lord,” than to me as an 

individual Christian.

LIFE CHANGE

!e person who sins sexually sins 

both against his or her own physi-

cal body, but also against the body 

of Christ. !is fact doubles our 

need to be careful in this area of 

our lives.

Yet the Holy Spirit does live in our indi-

vidual bodies, as He inhabits the church 

as a whole. For Paul, the Holy Spirit was 

the most essential element in being a 

Christian: “if anyone does not have the 

Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to 
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Christ” (Rom. 8:9). !e Holy Spirit is 

God’s guarantee to us of what is to come, 

a foretaste of glory divine (2 Cor. 5:5). He 

is God’s seal of ownership on the Chris-

tian (Eph. 1:13). You are not your own; 
you were bought with a price (1 Cor. 

6:19–20). Paul reminds the Corinthians 

once again who they now are. God has 

paid for them by offering the blood of 

Christ to purchase their redemption. As 

Christians they are not the “free agents” 

they would like to think they are.

!erefore, honor God with your 
body (6:20). !e logical conclusion is that 

we should honor God with our bodies. 

Ultimately they are not ours; they are His. 

Some Corinthians may have thought that 

it was only their minds and spirits that 

ma#ered to God. !is is not the case. 

While we are free, we are also “slaves of 

Jesus Christ.” Paul will make it clear later 

in the le#er that while he is not under the 

law, “I am not free from God’s law but am 

under Christ’s law” (9:21).
6

6 He will not make the same mistake with the 

Romans, if indeed the Corinthians were twist-

ing Paul’s own teaching. !ere he will ask, “Do 

we, then, nullify the law by this faith? Not at 

all! Rather we uphold the law” (Rom. 3:31).
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Week 6, 1 Corinthians 6 

Hook 

 

Main Point: A believer’s identity in Christ must direct his actions.   

Group Activity: 

Today’s lesson will examine the concept of identity. Ask your class members to list some of the 
titles they hold (these will include marketplace and family titles); record these titles and the 
accompanying job description on the white board. Next, break the class into small groups and 
challenge them to write a job description for the position of “Disciple of Jesus Christ.”  Allow 
each team several minutes to develop their thoughts and then provide an opportunity for each 
group to share with the class as a whole.  

Do you believe the job description of a “Disciple of Jesus Christ” changes over time? Does it 
change depending on the culture the disciple lives in? Why or why not? 

How does a believer reconcile living in a culture that values “individual truth” with a Savior 
who demands particular actions?  

Without listing specific churches, pastors or denominations, in what ways have you seen 
churches seemingly forget that they have a job description?  



Week 6, 1 Corinthians 6 

Book 

Main Point: A believer’s identity in Christ must direct his actions.   

Text Summary: 1 Corinthians 6 
First Corinthians 6 reveals the Corinthians severely straying from Christian behavior in two 
ways. They are acting like unbelievers in the way they settle disputes among the body of 
believers, and secondly, the way they treat their own physical bodies as it relates to sexuality.  

By observing the ways these Corinthian believers relate to others and self, Paul concludes that 
they have lost their sense of identity. Paul purposefully uses the phrase “do you not know?” 
five different times (vv. 2, 9, 15, 16, 19) to reveal a glaring problem: They obviously don’t know 
how their Christian identity should inform their conduct. Amid this obvious Corinthian identity 
crisis,1 Paul uses chapter 6 to remind them exactly who they are in Christ and restore them to 
proper living in the community of faith. 

For Paul, matters of justice and sexual ethics in the Church should be far superior to the ways of 
non-Christians,2 yet the Corinthians are regressing back to the systems of the world to settle 
their issues and guide them in sexual behavior. Like us sometimes, the Corinthians have re-
conformed to the patterns of the world regarding justice and sexuality, and their only hope to 
act correctly is to remember who they truly are.3 

1 Corinthians 6: 1–11 [Read] 
Sub-point: Believers should be forgiving and willing to suffer in the name of Jesus.  

Previously in 1 Corinthians 5, Paul has drawn a line between outsiders and insiders. To build off 
of this idea, Paul opens chapter 6 with a specific Corinthian situation that further illustrates 
what outsider behavior looks like in contrast to insider behavior. When small civil disputes 
arose among believers, their first response was to take one another to “the unrighteous court,” 
a public justice system well known in its day for its favoritism toward the rich and powerful.4  

Paul harshly chastises the Corinthians for this approach to settling disputes, rightly accusing 
them of acting like outsiders of the faith who have no other option but human law. While major 
criminal cases should obviously be brought to the state, Paul’s direction here is likely regarding 
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smaller civil matters (it seems that Paul is addressing disputes concerning property or money)5 
that could be resolved with maturity and grace.6  In verse 5, Paul instructs that instead of going 
to court, small relational infractions should be resolved “between brothers,” which portrays to 
the world the Christian ideal of grace covering a multitude of sins.  

Paul’s approach to restoring this congregation to proper practice regarding disputes is to point 
them back to their identity. They have forgotten who they are, and it is showing in their 
behavior. In this passage, Paul reminds them that they are saints who are washed, justified and 
sanctified by the Lord, saints who will one day judge the world and even the angels (vv. 1–3, 
11). The specifics concerning the angels in verse 3 is left unclear; it is perhaps a reference to 
fallen angels or an allusion to the presiding of believers with Christ over angelic hosts (Matthew 
19:28).7 Either way, Paul reminds the believers that they will have a role of judging with Christ 
in the final Day of Judgment.8 

Paul lays out a stark contrast: How can those who will eventually judge immortal beings on a 
cosmic scale not be capable of settling petty, temporary, earthly matters between themselves? 
How can those who are undeserving be justified in the courtroom of God, and yet take their 
brothers to human court over silly issues? His irony purposefully stings.9  

The argument crescendos in verses 7 and 8 and the author brings to light how these lawsuits 
are harming the cause of Christ; to have these disputes demonstrates an attitude that is not 
Christlike and demonstrates a spiritual failure.10 Instead of sullying the name of Jesus with 
these disputes, Paul challenges the believers that it would be better for them to endure 
suffering and being defrauded. But instead of suffering for Christ, becoming victims for the 
kingdom, these Christians are actively wronging and defrauding other Christians, taking the role 
of aggressors for their own selfish purposes. 

Paul finishes with a list of the characteristics of “the unrighteous,” or in other words, qualities 
that would reveal a person does not know Christ. His purpose of the list is clear in verse 11—
the reminder that “such were some of you.” Using the past tense in this statement, Paul is 
trying to help them remember these worldly ways of behaving should be in the past, not in the 
present lives of these believers. But it seems that, in several areas, the Corinthian believers’ 
actions looked just like the world’s; their actions looked just like who the believers used to be. 
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But something has changed from those old days—the believers have been washed by the Holy 
Spirit (Titus 3:5), sanctified in the Son (1 Corinthians 1:2) and justified before God (Romans 
8:33).11 The Corinthians have been declared righteous by God because they have been given 
Christ’s righteousness. It was time for the Corinthians to begin living up to that declaration.  

How does 1 Corinthians 6:5–6 relate to Matthew 18:15–20? 

Why does Paul maintain in verse 7 that even having lawsuits at all is a “defeat for you?” 

How should a Christian respond when he feels wronged by another Christian? How should a 
Christian respond when he feels wronged by a nonbeliever?  

 
1 Corinthians 6:12–20 [Read] 
Sub-point: The Christian’s body belongs to Christ.   

The second section of chapter 6 continues to explore how believers’ actions should reflect their 
identity in Christ. This time the focus is on sexual purity. Verses 12–20 are summed up 
succinctly in verse 16b: “The body is not meant for sexual immorality, but for the Lord, and the 
Lord for the body.”12 Because God owns the believer’s body, it should be used to bring Him 
glory, not shame through sexually impurity.  

It feels as if the reader is eavesdropping on a conversation between Paul and someone else in 
verses 12 and 13. Some scholars believe that the phrases in quotes are Corinthian slogans, 
known and used among the readers; some even hold that they originated from teachings of 
Paul himself.13 The apostle is a proponent of Christian freedom from the Law in his letter to the 
Galatians: 

For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a 

yoke of slavery. —Galatians 5:1 

In verse 12, the author does not refute that believers have freedom in Christ; however, Paul 
tempers the notion that a believer should execute freedom with two qualifiers: 1) Exercised 
freedom should help the Church, not hurt it, and 2) The believer should not be mastered by 
anything. Paul wants the Corinthians to consider the ramifications of their actions in regard to 
others (how will they affect the Church) and self (will the behavior lead to the believer 
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becoming enslaved); Christians, when considering behaviors that are questionable, should 
employ these two qualifiers.    

There are some behaviors that are never borderline concerning their appropriateness; they are 
always wrong. Such is sexual sin. Verse 13 introduces the Corinthian slogan (this one not 
originating with Paul but instead reflected in philosophy of the day) Food is meant for the 

stomach and the stomach for food. This way of thinking equated sex to consumption of food—a 
simple bodily function having nothing to do with the spiritual.14 When a stomach hungers for 
food, the man feeds it without question. So too, according to this way of thinking, when the 
body desires sex, the man should seek it out. The problem, Paul points out in verses 13 and 14, 
is that the body is meant for God. The believer’s body is filled with the Holy Spirit and one day, 
the believer’s body will be raised just as Christ was raised. The human body is relevant and 
important to one’s spiritual walk today and has a role to play when Christ returns.  

Paul continues in verse 15 expressing his amazement with the Corinthians’ lack of 
understanding concerning these basic theological issues.15 The fact is that Christ has purchased 
the believer (the whole believer) and it cost Him His life.   

An important note on Paul’s mention of prostitutes in verse 15: Prostitutes weren’t as culturally 
unacceptable in the ancient world as they are today. They were offered at the end of dinners to 
the guests, and it wasn’t uncommon for a man to end his day this way. Wives were for children, 
but not so much for sexual pleasure. It was so accepted, that the Corinthian Christians justified 
their continued practice. Here, more than likely, it was not that “church members were going to 
prostitutes, but that they were participating in the Corinthian dinner parties where sexual 
immorality was part of the dining experience.”16 We are members of Christ, so how can we be 
united with another? The prostitute can be understood not necessarily as an individual, rather a 
force of evil against Christ, a thief of His Bride.17 This connects to James 4:4, that friendship 
with the world is enmity toward God. 

Verses 16 and 17 remind the reader that Christians have been joined in union to the Lord; when 
one commits a sexual sin with a prostitute, he “joins” that prostitute (Genesis 2:24). Paul is not 
suggesting that the man is married to the prostitute through his sinful choice but, the apostle 
does want the reader to understand that sex is so much more than physical.18 The ESV Study 
Bible expounds:  
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Because sexual union has a spiritual component, sexual activity outside marriage is a 

unique sin both against Christ (1 Cor. 6:15) and one’s own body (v. 18; see Prov. 6:26, 

32). 19 

Paul provides a straightforward approach to dealing with sexual sin—run from it. Just as Joseph 
ran from Potiphar’s wife (Genesis 29:12), the Corinthian believer was to flee when confronted 
with this unique type of temptation. Why? Because sexual sin is different. Nothing else involves 
all of us, all we are, like sex does.20  

As stated by scholars, “the expression ‘All other sins a person commits are outside the body’ is 
a Corinthian slogan based on their dualistic anthropology, which made the body morally 
irrelevant.”21 Paul wants these Corinthians to see their bodies are temples of God, the very seat 
of His Spirit. This is foundationally groundbreaking against the platonic, dualistic idea of the 
culture.  

More importantly, the sexual sin of a believer is a corporate body issue, too.22 Paul is saying 
that the sin of sexual immorality is “either more damaging than other sins or unique in kind, 
quantitatively different from other sins; that is, it is distinctive and worse than other sins in 
some way.”23 This is because Paul’s claim and the Christian understanding that our bodies are 
united to Christ and are temples of His Spirit. The final command in verse 20 is revisiting the call 
in verse 18 to flee sexual immorality.24 

How does Paul’s logic in verse 14 prove that God cares about our bodies? 

How are the Corinthians supposed to view their “rights” according to verses 12–13 and 19? 

How is sexual sin different than other sins? How does the Bible uniquely instruct the believer 
in fighting sexual sin? 

In what ways can a Christian protect himself or herself from falling prey to sexual temptation 
in today’s culture? What safeguards have you placed in your life to protect your purity? 
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Week 6, 1 Corinthians 6 

Took 

 

Main Point: A believer’s identity in Christ must direct his actions.   

Group Activity: Recall the job description that your class developed for “Disciple of Jesus 
Christ.” A poll completed by the Barna Group provides insight into the fact that many who claim 
the title of “Christian” might not agree with or adhere to the job description: 

 

 

How might the Bible refute the beliefs held by the practicing Christians in the poll above? 

Why does God expect/require a holiness from His children? 

 

Lesson Conclusion: Paul’s purpose in chapter 6 is to reveal a simple idea: your identity 
determines how you act. The identity of these believers was supposed to be first, a member of 
Christ, and second, a member of Corinth. However, because they had forgotten their primary 
identity in Christ, their Corinthian identity became primary yet again as evidenced by their 



actions. They were acting according to the ways of Corinth in how they handled disputes, food, 
drink and sex, all living under the banner of “freedom,” when really they were enslaved to 
counterfeit identities apart from Christ. Paul’s harsh words in this chapter reveal that these 
Corinthians have forgotten Christ’s work on their behalf. Their unrighteous conduct reveals 
their “gospel amnesia,”25 and makes their Christian identity questionable. To lead these 
believers back to upright behavior, Paul does not force them to learn a new identity altogether. 
Instead, he helps them relearn who they already are in Christ,26 namely, saints who are set 
apart (v. 1), God’s future community in the next life (vv. 2–3), and God’s present community in 
the world (v. 4).27 Paul is certain that restored behavior will flow from this restored identity in 
Christ. 

Challenge: 

Take counsel from mature believers. It would be easy to gloss over verses 1–11 if we are not in 
legal dispute with another believer, thinking that it does not apply to us. However, there are 
many ways we consult the counsel of non-believers as a first resort, even if it’s not about a legal 
matter. In what ways/areas do you run to the world to resolve issues in your life instead of first 
seeking the counsel of believers?   
 
Flee sexual immorality. Evaluate your life in regard to purity. Ask the Lord to help you flee from 
sexual sin. Seek the assistance of trusted, mature believers in your life as you put into place 
safeguards and accountability measures to help you run from impurity.  
 
Recover your true identity. We all are guilty of doing exactly what these Corinthians did—
making our other roles in life our primary identity instead of Christ. When you are out of step 
with the Gospel, what identity do you usually lean toward for significance? Said another way, 
where would Paul look into your life and say that your behavior reveals that you have forgotten 
who you are? Your career? Your role as a parent? Your grades? Your money? Your intellect? 
Your relationship status? List the things in which you seek identity apart from God; then pray 
and return to the full and joyful identity that is already purchased for you in Christ. 
 

 

 

 

Hook & Took by: Matthew Snyder 
Contributors: Lorne Book, Dick Hughes, Matthew Snyder, Rich Strommen 
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Philosophical Justifications Being Used (12, 
13)

!ere are two major justifications that 
seem to have become popular. Both are 
connected to what God has done for us. 
One means of justifying their behavior is 
to appeal to their Christian freedom from 
the law. !e other means is to appeal to 
God’s creation as the source of their 
behavior.

(1) “Christ has freed us from the law.”
!e Corinthian Christians have been 
saying, “Everything is permissible for 
me” (1 Corinthians 6:12). How could they 
say something like that? !ey could say it 
by listening carefully to Paul, and then 
misapplying Paul’s teaching. Paul taught, 
“It is for freedom that Christ has set us 
free” (Galatians 5:1). Paul taught that no 
one is “justified by observing the 
law” (Galatians 2:16), because in Christ, 
Christians are made to “die to the 
law” (Romans 7:4).

Some people evidently misunderstood 
liberty to be license.

!e word permissible in verse 12 liter-
ally means lawful. Even today people 
quote that out of context and claim that 
Paul says, “Everything is lawful for me,” 
and then use that as a springboard for 
loose living—and do it with a clear con-
science. However, no one who reads 

much of Paul understands that every-
thing is lawful or permissible. He has just 
finished a paragraph in which he lists ten 
things that are not lawful (1 Corinthians 
6:10). Sin is never lawful. In fact, it is 
called lawlessness (1 John 3:4).

Second, when Paul says, “Everything is 
permissible for me,” he is probably repeat-
ing what the Corinthian Christians were 
saying themselves. He is picking up their 
phrase and going to comment on it. It is 
quite possible that the Corinthians said 
this because they heard Paul use this 
phrase while Paul ministered to them. 
But if Paul ever said this phrase himself, 
he certainly did not mean everything in an 
absolute sense. He would have meant 
everything for which there is not a clear 
“thus saith the Lord” to prohibit it. In 
those neutral areas, God has given us 
freedom to choose. Paul will pick up this 
theme of liberty again in 1 Corinthians 8.

But even in those areas in which we 
have liberty, there are limitations. !e 
guidelines for making those choices do 
not come from just pure liberty or 
license, but rather our guideline is to be 
love. !e question is never, “Does this 
choice make me feel good?” !e real ques-
tion is rather, “Does this choice benefit or 
hurt either someone else or myself?”

!e current popular philosophy, “It 
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can’t be wrong, because it feels so right,” 
has no place within the Christian use of 
liberty.

Another criterion for making choices 
in areas of liberty has to do with its capti-
vating effect on us. God does not want us 
to get so hooked on any particular prac-
tice or habit that we are controlled by it. 
We must be able to direct our desires, not 
to allow our desires to own us and control 
us. "at is what Paul is ge#ing at when he 
says, “I will not be mastered by any-
thing” (1 Corinthians 6:12). When that 
happens, we have lost our liberty.

At one time, I drank coffee out of a 
choice of liberty, but eventually I became 
enslaved to it. People can do that with all 
sorts of decisions—eating, drinking so$ 
drinks, eating sweets, playing electronic 
computer games, using tobacco, and 
recreational decisions such as boating, 
skiing, skating, and reading. Are you a 
master over your decisions, or have they 
mastered you?

(2) “God has created us the way we are.”
People are still using that rationalization 
as a justification for sinful practices today. 
Many claim that homosexuality is an 
acceptable life-style because God has cre-
ated the homosexuals that way. A$er all, 
God created our desires and our bodies. 
So if you have a desire, it ought to be sat-

isfied.
People in Corinth have evidently been 

saying that about a habit of overeating: 
“Food for the stomach and the stomach 
for food” (1 Corinthians 6:13). Since God 
made the stomach for food, isn’t it logical 
that we put food in the stomach? A$er all, 
that is what food is meant for. So as far as 
the stomach is concerned—do what 
comes naturally. In fact, do what God 
created the stomach for—eat! If you have 
an appetite for food, then fulfill it.

"ere are far more significant reasons 
for eating than just to satisfy the cravings 
of the stomach. "e stomach is tempo-
rary, and so is food—“God will destroy 
them both” (1 Corinthians 6:13). Paul is 
not suggesting by this that it is not impor-
tant to eat because the stomach is tempo-
rary, but rather that our bodies have a 
more eternal significance than just tem-
porary satisfactions. God calls us to 
present our bodies to Him as living sacri-
fices (Romans 12:1, 2). God is interested 
that we grow wholistically; that is, that 
our, “whole spirit, soul and body be kept 
blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus 
Christ” (1 "essalonians 5:23). We serve 
God bodily; we love God bodily; we wor-
ship God bodily.

It is true that food helps the stomach, 
but for a far more reaching reason than 
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just to satisfy temporary cravings. !e 
prayer that some people say at a mealtime 
gets at it: “God bless this food to the nour-
ishment of our bodies, so that our bodies 
can be be"er equipped to serve You this 
day.”

As people were using God’s creation to 
justify filling the stomach with food, so 
they were evidently doing that to justify 
sexual immoralities. A#er all, God cre-
ated our bodies as sexual bodies, so they 
probably said something like this, “Sex is 
for the body, and the body is for sex. So 
when you have the desire, fulfill it.” And 
Christians can point to the way God cre-
ated us in Genesis to justify such think-
ing. !e apostle Paul anticipated this kind 
of thinking by saying, “!e body is not 
meant for sexual immorality, but for the 
Lord, and the Lord for the body” (1 
Corinthians 6:13). God created our bodies 
to meet the needs and purposes of God in 
this world. In that way, we become ful-
filled and meaningful people. !ere is a 
significant eternal and deep teaching in 
this phrase, “the Lord for the body,” for 
that is teaching that the Lord himself 
meets the needs of our bodies. Man can-
not just meet the temporary needs of his 
boy via nourishment, medicine, and exer-
cise, but the Lord’s Spirit, His life-style, 
His purposes, and His priorities, make a 

wholistic and healthy difference in the 
lives of people.

We are discovering more and more 
that people get physically sick by disobey-
ing God’s a"itudes and activities. And we 
are discovering that people’s road to 
recovery from sickness is escalated when 
God’s kinds of a"itudes and life-style fills 
them.
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